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Аннотация
Michael Asher is a prodigy for hire, born with the unexplainable ability to read someone�s thoughts through their eyes. Truth-seekers venture from all over the world to his small California hometown, desperate to know the truth about spouses and business partners, willing to pay the highest price for his gift.
But the same whispers that made Michael an underground celebrity reach someone who has been hunting for him. What should have been just another work night sends Michael running for his life from a madman assassin�a killer who isn't human�and a global secret society who wants him dead.


Harken 
Harken - 1
by
Kaleb Nation 

To my mom
for raising me on a steady diet
of herbs and conspiracy theories.

And Dad
because he should get
another book dedicated to him.


1
The Midnight Client

There are some places in the world so empty you could scream and hear your voice echo a hundred times, like an entire village crying out at once. Almost everywhere else in Los Angeles, even in the vacant hours before dawn, there are distant rumblings of cars over concrete bridges, screaming jets flying from the LAX airport over shingled apartments, a nearby husband and wife arguing in Spanish over the credit card bill.
But not where I waited. There was nothing down the deserted street long forgotten by municipal workers, the uneven road speckled by potholes and gleaming lines of tar left behind from shoddy repairs. Even the grass barely swayed as the soundless wind crept through the ends of my hair like fingers. You never notice the crickets until their hum has died.
I stood on a thin strip of gravel beside the road, surrounded on all sides by trees and boulders tall enough to block my sight of the San Fernando Valley of California. The road was swept gently by the glow from a single streetlamp a few paces away, only bright enough to stroke my face and the body of my silver BMW, its usually-sparkling paint now dusty from our drive up the hills. I sniffed. That was the terrible truth about nice cars: you might pay a fortune, but you still drive the same dirty roads as everyone else. Funny how roads were the great equalizer.
I leaned my back against its door, checking the time on my phone then the street in both directions. The client had told me midnight; he was ten minutes late. Every second I was gone was another chance my mom might get up and do a check through my door, or my little sister might have a nightmare and run into my room for consolation. Both were circumstances that�d result in my absence being discovered.
Rule Two: No clients on school nights, I could hear my mom�s voice saying.
For a hundred-twenty an hour, I think it�s worth the risk, I�d murmur back. That came out to two dollars a minute. She�d just grin and remind me of Rule Three: If I was caught, all the money I made that night and from my next two clients would go to my sister�s college fund.
For the risk, I added a surcharge.
I finally saw the blue-tinged headlights of a car appear around the bend of a hill in the distance. I grumbled and stood straighter, hoping it was really the client and not some random guy from school out for a joyride. I always had late-night clients meet me here, where I could get a good look at them as they approached. Late clients made me suspicious. A few extra minutes was easily enough time to check a soundproof basement�s padlocks, mix up more chloroform, and test the sharpness of some butcher knives.
But again, I couldn�t complain: tardiness brought another surcharge.
The car inched to a park behind mine but the windows were too tinted for me to see who was inside, its lights nearly blinding me. It was regal and as silver as the moon above us, fresh-from-the-factory and polished on every beveled edge�the three-pronged Maserati emblem on its front like a miniature trident. A Gran Turismo, I recognized. Wealthy clients were not uncommon purchasers of my skills, but I still had trouble acting unimpressed. I opened my hands in greeting as the driver�s door opened and my client stepped out.
�Mr. Sharpe?� I said, finally getting my first look at his face: a nearly square chin, tanned complexion, blonde hair cropped short with the stubble of a matching beard. Even in the faint glow his eyes narrowed toward me like scalpels. This wasn�t out of the ordinary either. My new clients were usually startled when they saw I was only sixteen.
�Michael Asher?� he checked, a hand still holding on to his door. I nodded.
�One and only, at your service,� I replied. �At least, for the next fifty minutes. The contract does stipulate your hour started at midnight, I�m afraid, and it�s��
I pulled my phone out to find the new time, but Mr. Sharpe had already slammed his door and locked it with the remote. He glanced up and down the road, which had resumed its deathly state, and approached me with his hands in the pockets of his jacket.
�Where�s the target?� I asked.
�My wife is down the road a bit,� he said with sharp correction. �She�s meeting him over by the lookout I think.�
�Your email said this has been happening all year,� I pointed out. �You could have contacted me earlier and fixed things before it got this bad.� Lies, of course. My practiced marketing spiel.
�It�s probably been more than a year,� he replied, brow furrowing. �Likely not even all the same man, knowing how she is. Who knows how many she�s�?�
He cut himself off and his eyes dropped from mine, suddenly unable to continue what had spiraled into a spitting rant. I shrugged.
�I�d figure at least four or five men by now,� I proposed, which was rather solid math in my client experience. He looked at me with dismay. I was never good at the sympathy part. It was impossible to feel for him, not after being mentally numbed by a hundred overburdened businessmen all suddenly anxious to keep up with their wives as their marriages crumbled from years of neglect. This was likely the most attention Mr. Sharpe had paid Mrs. Sharpe since their wedding day.
But my job wasn�t to solve his romantic problems. I gestured to my car.
�Climb in,� I told him. �I�ll drive. Just tell me where I can watch from.�
He strolled around stiffly and huffed as he looked over my BMW. �Work must be good.�
�A lot of people like to know the truth,� I replied with a shrug. This was why the car was worth the money: it left an impression that I was successful, that I was right, that my gift was true enough for me to be paid well. And in business, impressions are everything. One good word from a client to his friends and soon I might have thirty more jobs.
Mr. Sharpe sat crammed against the armrest and door with his long legs uncomfortably bent. His clothes were too fancy for being out on this type of work: a bold jacket over dark slacks, hair trimmed perfectly and skin that showed no flaw. He wore a misty white ring on his right hand that was undecorated except for a single vertical line cut in its center. He could have been a movie star, but I wasn�t supposed to ask questions like that. I was supposed to follow the way he told me, and drive down the winding streets he directed me onto.
My headlights divided the night from the road ahead as he pointed me to turn another corner, going deeper into trees and mountains. As we drove, I crept glances his way, but his eyes told me nothing�he was too determined or distracted to betray himself.
�So you�re absolutely certain you can read their thoughts,� he asked as I drove.
�Not their thoughts,� I reminded him.
�You know what I mean.�
�All I need is a photo,� I replied. �Get me a direct shot, you go up and talk to her, I�ll snap my photo and we�ll be done. I�ll have your answer.�
�Have you ever been wrong?�
�I am always right,� I told him firmly. That ended it. After all, I was Michael Asher: the Eye Guy, some called me. I�d read more eyes by my sixteenth birthday than in an optometrist�s career. It was why this man, and so many countless people before him, travelled for miles to see me.
Mr. Sharpe squeezed his hands together, glancing at me then back to the road again. We came to a crossing and he pointed left. The minutes began to tick by in silence, which was odd to me. Usually when I was dealing with a client who thought his spouse was cheating on him, he would continue to babble and make excuses and eventually start to defend her. He�d proclaim dozens of times that perhaps we should turn around because he was being stupid, only for us to continue driving without pause, because the truth was simply too tempting to ignore.
The trees got thicker, and the numbers on the dash clock continued to roll higher. I wondered if we would even make it to this secret rendezvous point before he�d have to start paying for overtime. I really just wanted to get this one done. I could get home and rest before school, and use the cash to pick up the camera lens I�d been eyeing for weeks at the photography shop.
�How old are you again?� he asked. Even though they always wondered, it wasn�t the usual type of question from clients�an unwritten rule that the less we knew about each other, the less trouble we be in if we were caught.
�Five days until I turn seventeen,� I said. �I accept tips for my birthday.�
He gave a low and yet not amused laugh, and I gave up trying to make him lighten up.
�We�re almost there,� he said. �The lights.�
I slowed down and switched the beams off. Darkness enveloped us once again, this time unbroken by anything besides the moonlight. At first it appeared that we had stopped in the middle of a long stretch of road winding up the canyon, but when I followed Mr. Sharpe�s gaze, I saw that there was a thin dirt path leading into the trees to our right.
He nodded toward it.
�They�re down there?� I said.
�No,� he replied. �But we�ll be able to see them. There�s a clear view of the cabin.�
I sighed and considered my car�s underbelly, but in the end began to leave the road. I�d done bizarre things for clients so many times before that this wasn�t strange. I�d once had a teenage girl as a client who was convinced her father wasn�t really biologically related to her, even thinking he�d kidnapped her at birth. She�d led me all the way out of town to grab my photograph of him when she confronted him at his office, only to find out that yes, he was her father, and no, he was not at all amused by her bizarre accusations.
There was a bump as my tires left the pavement and sank into the loose dirt. The woods glowed with a dim haze. Finally, when the road had disappeared entirely from my rear-view mirror, he held a hand up.
�Here,� he whispered. I put the car in park, turned off the engine, and bathed in silence.
We sat still for a minute, just listening for anyone who might have discovered our presence. My eyes scanned the forest. I couldn�t detect any motion or life between the leaves and branches and gnarly trunks. It was a place even deader than the road I�d been on before, and would have been frightening if I hadn�t developed an immense disregard for fear by then.
I grabbed my binoculars and camera from the back seat as Mr. Sharpe pointed out my window. I switched on the night vision so that I could scan the trees in its exposing green hue. A cabin, I reminded myself. That should be easy to find out here.
But even as I scanned the area, I couldn�t see any building breaking the endless tangle of trees. I pressed the binoculars harder against my eyes, trying to spot anything unnatural at all, to no avail. All I saw was more brush, tangled even thicker off the path.
�You�re sure it�s this side?� I asked, looking at Mr. Sharpe. He nodded so I tried again. Still nothing. I breathed out with irritation. There wasn�t a building anywhere in those woods, and if there was, the cabin was far too invisible for me to spot anyone�s eyes. All I needed was one photo.
�Why don�t you look?� I proposed, turning to toss the binoculars to Mr. Sharpe. He hadn�t been ready to catch it and the binoculars dropped heavily into his lap.
I opened my mouth to apologize but stopped in that same split second. The moment the falling binoculars surprised Mr. Sharpe, the camouflage that he had so masterfully held over his gaze vanished, and I saw the Glimpse.
It was gone a half-second later. But that was all I ever needed.
I felt so stupid for not seeing it before.
I�d studied killers, mostly from afar through history textbooks and documentaries. Usually they were nervous, balancing their barely-restrained aggression against the aching of their almost-stifled conscience. But sociopaths had no conscience. There was no fear in this man�s eyes for what he was about to do because life simply meant less to him than a blade of grass.
He unbuckled his seat belt and leaned forward, pretending to study the empty woods�as he�d been doing the entire time. All of it had been an act. There were no lovers in the woods, there was no cabin, and there was no reason for this man to have brought me this far into the middle of nowhere, except for one. I tightened my hands into fists, hoping that this one time, I had read someone wrong.
Unfortunately, I was never wrong.
�I was sure they�d be here,� he said with false lament. �It�s a pity I brought you all the way out.�
Then, with a swift and practiced motion devoid of feeling, Mr. Sharpe jerked his hand from the inside of his jacket, tearing a hidden seam as the handle and blade of a long and thick knife broke free. The knife swung at my shoulder and would have pinned my corpse to my own seat if I hadn�t been ready, sliding down in one swift motion with my head under the steering wheel, my foot flying up and slamming hard into the man�s unsuspecting chest.
Breath exploded from his lungs but I wasn�t finished, catching the handle of his door next so that it flew open. He shouted at me, teeth ground together in rage, ripping his blade from the seat and tearing the cushion and material out in the process. His voice came as a maniacal shriek, striking within inches of my heart, scraping the skin on my arm as I dodged the knife.
I shouted though I knew that no one would hear it, the man turning into a beast of thrashing and striking and stabbing.
�Curse you!� he yelled. He swung the knife but in his momentum, I kicked him again and he tumbled backward, half inside my car and half on the dirt, his knife still splattered with red from my wound.
In a flash of motion, I turned the keys in the ignition and threw all my weight onto the gas pedal, heart racing as the car flew into reverse. I missed him only by the inches he dove out of the way. With the passenger door still flapping against brush and grass, I rocketed backwards, the murderous gaze of the madman still chasing me through the woods.
My arm stung like a thousand teeth had bitten it. Blood ran over the gray material of my seat, its split-open insides an image of what my chest would have been if I�d acted a second later. But still, the man continued to chase me, shouting, clinging the torn bits of his clothes as he ran, diving to reach the passenger door.
I pressed the pedal harder, shaking as I flew back onto the main road again, brakes screeching as the car whirled around and my headlights grazed the trees in all directions. The momentum threw my door to slam shut. I hit the locks as the man burst out of the woods a few steps behind. I scrambled to switch the gears just as he hit the opposite window, pounding the glass with his sweaty face behind it, his hands grabbing for the handle. I shot off, throwing him from his feet again.
Always, always check for weapons, you idiot! I mentally yelled at myself, breathing so fast that I was dizzy, my heart racing and every inch of me trembling with a foreign feeling of terror. I�d had crazy ones before, but nothing like this maniac. I shouted just because it boiled up inside me, trying to hold my arm against my shirt so the blood wouldn�t run everywhere.
Mr. Sharpe refused to give up even as I pushed my car to its limits. He�d appear in the mirror then fall back into the trees, only to dive back out closer to me again. I cursed at him, sweaty hands slipping on the steering wheel. As I glanced at the speedometer, I saw something else horrifying.
Holy hell, no� I thought. The gas was nearly on empty. If this car died, so would I.
I checked the mirror, but suddenly the man was gone. I hit the steering wheel. This was exactly why I never met clients at my house. I had a website and a special email address for them to reach me. I didn�t want any of them knowing where I slept at night. But that insane gaze behind his eyes�that Glimpse I still hadn�t had a chance to fully process�had been so intent on my death that I knew he�d find a way to track me down.
My car engine whirred in protest. I checked the mirrors for him again.
In answer, there came a gigantic slam on the roof of my car that nearly threw me swerving off the road. The ceiling had dented above me from being struck, the hand of Mr. Sharpe clinging to the top of my car outside the front window. I wrenched the steering wheel to the left to get back on the road, sending him sliding over the side of my roof. His face stared at me wide eyed again, punching the glass with the rounded handle of the knife, breaking a hole in it and spraying me with the shards.
�Why won�t you give up?!� I shouted. He tucked the knife under his arm and reached through the hole to grab me with his free hand as the road and trees sped on behind him. I pushed myself against my door. He swung his hand further, catching the end of my shirt, seizing it and pulling me toward his growling face.
The pull on my arm caused my hand to slip, sending the car flying over the edge of the road and into the grass. My right headlight exploded when I bounced off a tree�the same tree that threw Mr. Sharpe from my car as I careened into the woods.
I couldn�t regain control as I sped over sticks and brush, tires rumbling against pointed rocks as the bottom of my car rattled from being beaten. My head hit the ceiling painfully, my hands struggling to turn the car away from the trees as my shoes tried to find the brakes. I could see a clearing ahead, coming so swiftly that I knew it was a precipice.
Suddenly, there was a pair of trees too close together for me to pass between. �My car bumped one and then the other, slamming me hard into the steering wheel airbag as I came to a stop.
I waved the bag out of my face, breathing heavily and looking up. There was nothing out my front window but the glittering landscape of the San Fernando Valley, houses and cars and streetlights sprawling for miles. The car had come to a stop with its front wheels over the cliff�s edge, the car�s body sandwiched between a pair of tree trunks and tilting dangerously forward.
Somehow I managed to regain control of myself, diving into the back seat and wrestling the door open. I slid to the ground and crawled away on all fours as the grass and sticks cut my palms, and I collapsed behind a thick bush with my head buried in leaves. Dizzy, breathless� I had to force myself not to pass out as my vision faded in and out of black.
No more than two seconds later, I heard something tearing through the woods, branches being knocked aside like a ferocious animal approaching. The terror brought back my wits, and I buried myself deeper into the bushes, just as Mr. Sharpe appeared from the path my car had created.
Gone were his decorous jacket and his perfectly styled hair: now, his clothes were tattered from thorns and covered with tree bark, his hair a wild fray above his head. But even more shocking than his frenzied state was the leap that Mr. Sharpe suddenly took, taking to the air like he was weightless. He was lifted with a shriek of anger, slamming feet-first into the top of my car, fingers curled open.
To my shock, ten pointed blades sprouted from the ends of his fingers, emerging from his skin like a cat�s claws. The razors were long like a lizard�s though, six inches at least, flashing and gleaming as if they were silver implants. They struck the roof of my car, embedding into the metal so powerfully that they split through the roof like blades against paper; claws aligned exactly where my skull had been moments before.
But they hadn�t struck anything. I couldn�t restrain my gasp, unable to believe my own eyes. Mr. Sharpe heard me and looked up, catching my gaze.
He jerked to stand; tiny sparks flying where the claws of his right hand scraped my car. But unexpectedly, he slipped when he found that his left arm was still stuck in the metal, the jagged edges drawing deep lines down his arm. I couldn�t move. He pounded the roof with his other fist and pulled harder, but this only served to upset the already unbalanced vehicle. My car began to tilt forward.
Mr. Sharpe struggled to pull his arm free, digging his free claws into the roof and tearing through the metal like it was paper. But it did nothing: no matter how hard he pulled, he was held tight. With a sudden scraping and crumbling of rocks, my car fell over the edge.
I heard a single crunch of metal against rocks, against skin and bones.
Everything went silent again. I trembled in the bushes, too terrified to move, the grass shaking against me. When he didn�t reappear, I managed to stand, fingers tearing into the bark as I breathed in dizzy gasps. My mind was so shaken that I was in a daze, so I stumbled uneasily to the edge and looked over.
My car�my beautiful, gleaming car, whose mere down payment had taken me months to afford�was not far below, upside-down with its now-beaten underside showing. One of the wheels was still turning leisurely. The car had fallen against a tall part of the mountainous rocks, spiked in the middle so abruptly that it had been smashed almost flat. It was between this rock and my car that I saw what was left of Mr. Sharpe: two feet, one arm still stuck in my roof, and the other hand sprawled open in death�s weakness, its silver claws gleaming like daggers in the moonlight.

2
Delirium

Fear was usually a foreign sensation to me. In my mind, being afraid of something was little more than a waste of time, and at my hourly rate that meant quite a big waste of money. No matter whom I was meeting, or how dangerous my job became, I was always in control.
But this time, I wasn�t. This time, I ran.
My pounding footsteps carried me out of the woods�carried is a fitting term, because I was hardly controlling my movements as I darted in one direction and then another. When I had no more breath to drive me, I found myself far away from my car, stumbling across the yellow line in the middle of the road, in the middle of nowhere, so deep in the middle of the night that I could barely see my own hands. My mind told me this was a nightmare, but that wasn�t possible�not with the very real pain that stung from the knife�s gash down my arm.
The solidity of the gravel against my shoes was a strange security that nursed my senses back. I remembered all of a sudden that I still had my cell phone in my pocket. But it had no service. Typical Los Angeles. I kicked the grass so hard that some of the tall blades went flying, and I wanted to throw my phone at the nearest tree, but that wouldn�t have helped anything.
So I started running again, every hit of my shoes against the ground clicking into the woods like a steadily beating snare.
I am always in control� I told myself, over and over. This lie wasn�t its usual comfort.
Somehow�I wasn�t sure how long it took me�I found a spot in the hills with service for my phone and dialed 911. What followed was a dizzying rush of sirens, people in uniforms collecting me, an ambulance appearing and lights, lights�a cacophony of flashing, headache-inducing lights that burned my eyes and sent me reeling again.
Thankfully it was those same lights that broke me back into my senses. What had just happened to me? I expected for people with cameras to come running out and say that this was all part of a reality television show. That never happened.
Two officers sat me down at the back door of the ambulance, asking questions. I hesitated at first, because I knew how unbelievable my story was, but I also knew the proof was far too concrete. They just needed to go to the edge, to look at the corpse of the man with the silver claws, and they would be just as amazed and terrified as I was. Maybe they�professionals, no less�could drag the body up and find some explanation, some mechanical device that the madman had strung together that�d allowed him to soar through the air.
I only became more concerned, though, when the officers kept asking about the body, and kept forgetting about the silver claws. It was almost like they weren�t even surprised�or worse, I soon realized, they didn�t even believe me.
�Just go get the body!� I protested irritably, when they went back to asking about Mr. Sharpe for a third time. It was obvious I was tired of cooperating, so the paramedic shooed the officers away, saying I wasn�t in the right state of mind for questions anymore.
The police had done a solid job of putting me in a bad mood. I saw my mom�s minivan driving up. I was still sitting on the back of the ambulance, parked at the edge of the same forest I�d barely escaped from. Officers were spread out in the woods with flashlights, studying tire tracks and scratches and tears of paint from my car that marked the trees. The sirens were off but the lights still flashed in my face, a red and blue dissonance that illuminated my mom as she ran for me.
�Michael!� she shouted, voice cracking as its volume neared a scream. At the sight of me, she pressed her hands together in shock, face falling. This wasn�t her usual reaction�she�d seen me in spots like this before and was a pro at the you�ll-suffer-for-this-later-Michael shrug. Her brown eyes were marred with horror, slightly-over-forty wrinkles on her face and unkempt blonde hair evenly graying. I was probably helping speed the graying process along at the moment.
�Are you the mother?� the paramedic asked, his boots dangling inches from the ground as he sat beside me on the silver ambulance bumper. He was wrapping up the wound on my arm. My mom didn�t answer and moved to examine the cuts, but the paramedic put up a hand to stop her, holding the bandage together between two of his fingers.
�He�s alright,� he assured her. �Only a cut and some bruises. And some�head trauma, maybe.�
�The car�s in worse shape,� said another officer as she approached. She had DELANEY pinned to her shirt, one of the two officers who�d questioned me. She was dressed in full uniform, heavyset and a head taller than me even if I�d been standing, with large boots crushing the damp leaves under her steps as she tilted her flashlight out of our faces. Her radio buzzed as an officer checked in from another part of the woods. I was relieved�they�d finally found the crash. It�d taken them long enough.
�You�re lucky he�s still alive,� she went on gruffly, hardly directing any sympathies in my direction. Her glance to me could have been a glare.
�Looks like he lost control of the car from driving too fast,� Officer Delaney said, lifting her flashlight to wave at somewhere in the dirt, then in to the trees. She was so disinterested she wasn�t really pointing out anything.
�These are some winding roads and it�s easy to lose control, especially when joyriding in the dark,� she said. �The car is absolutely totaled too.�
My mom opened her mouth to say something, but I broke in before she could.
�Joyriding?� I protested. �What are you talking about? Didn�t you see my car?�
The officer looked at me and pressed her lips together. �Yeah, we found it, over the hill where you told us it�d be. Upside down and smashed.�
My mom�s mouth dropped further open in disbelief. I moved to stand but the paramedic shoved me back down, winding more bandage around my arm as I winced in pain.
�What about the man?� I burst. �I told you, he tried to kill me!�
�What the hell is going on?� my mom erupted. �A man? What man, Michael?�
Good thing so many paramedics were around because I was afraid she was about to have a heart attack. The officer, though, seemed far too unconcerned for my comfort. She just huffed, clicking her flashlight off.
�Come on,� she said. �You crashed your car. Don�t make this harder on yourself.�
�Because he was trying to kill me!� I shouted with dismay. �Didn�t you see� did you even go look for the body out there? Did you find the knife he nearly stuck me with?�
�Michael,� Officer Delaney sighed, �there�s no dead man by your car. We shone down lights and everything. You just drove too fast. Don�t make up some murder story to��
I�d had enough. My rage at her insinuations reawakened me. I jumped to my feet and tore through the circle before anyone could react.
�Michael, stop!� the paramedic shouted, but I continued to run, holding the torn white wrapping against the cut on my arm as I pushed through the tangled limbs. I could hear their frantic footsteps behind me, my mom calling my name and the officer barking something sharp into her radio.
I crashed through a pair of trees and was back on the familiar cliff edge. In the moonlight I could see the tracks from where my car had skidded through the dirt, the places where the trees had been scraped from hitting my doors, and the underbrush that I�d dived into to hide from my ruthless pursuer. I could even see the spot where Mr. Sharpe had leapt into the air and crashed onto my car�s roof, tree branches cracked in his wake. There was no way I�d made any of this up, because I could still recognize the ground beneath me as the same that I�d dashed madly away from, shocked that I was still alive. I rushed to the edge, knowing that what I�d seen would still be down below, just as gruesome as I remembered.
But when I got there, shoes scratching to stop me, I was greeted with an even more appalling sight than the corpse that had been left behind. Now, there was no man, no long knife, and no silver claws�nothing at all beneath my car, not even a trace of blood to show that a corpse had ever been there. The only thing that rested over the edge of the cliff was my own BMW, smashed beyond repair. At that moment, the car didn�t even matter to me anymore.
My throat felt like it�d become a runaway elevator, dropping deep into my stomach as my eyes studied every inch, hoping the dark concealed the body. But nothing could have hidden those claws, not their reflective edges shining like mirrors. I continued searching though, even as the group appeared out of the woods and my mom pulled me back abruptly.
�Michael Asher!� she shouted in my face, as I stood like a wax figure. I had seen the man. I knew he�d been down there!
�We�ve got him now,� the officer said into her radio, pointing her flashlight straight into my face, not even trying to mask her disgust or how out of breath she was.
�When I tell you to stop, you stop,� she ordered me. She waved the beam of her flashlight at the edge.
�I know there was a man!� I insisted. �I promise, I saw him!�
I looked at my mom. �He was a client. I�m sorry. But it�s true: he was a client who wanted me to meet him to check on his wife, so we drove out into the woods and then he tried to kill me. But I kicked him out of the car and� and��
I couldn�t continue, because my story was beginning to crumble even as I told it. I knew what I�d seen, and yet every rational, reasonable part of my brain knew that most of my story was something I�d have laughed at yesterday, the banter of a crazy person on the sidewalks. What had even happened? Flying and claws? I couldn�t say that again, not with the officer�s face staring incredulously at me, like I was a five-year-old saying I�d met a unicorn.
�And what?� my mom said, shaking me, still listening fixedly. Our trio was immediately left to silence, the officer�s face saying she already thought me to be a lying delinquent, while my mother�s intense stare told me the opposite. She believed me, or at least she wanted to.
�He was there,� I said, forging on. �Over the edge. He got stuck under my car.�
I waved to it. The officer shook her head.
�Look,� she said. She pointed her flashlight over. I wasn�t going to oblige her mockery.
�Go on,� she told me. �Go, look again. There�s nobody��
�Shut up!� my mom burst, so harshly that the officer gave a small jump. My mom let go of me and snatched the flashlight from the officer, glaring up at her as she did. She was a kitten compared to the buffalo of Officer Delaney, but I saw the officer shrink back an inch.
�I don�t pay taxes for you to badger my son,� my mom hissed.
She went to the cliff�s end, swinging the light in front of her. The officer and I stared after her, neither of us able to say or do anything as we watched the light go side to side, my mom�s head looking down at the tire tracks then over the edge.
She studied the rocks below for far longer than anyone could have been compelled, even someone who truly wanted to believe me. Though I hoped that she would spot even a hint that a dead man had been there, in the end her eyes just continued searching. My shoulders fell when I saw her blink and a dejected expression overtake her face.
She turned to us, appearing exhausted.
The flashlight was handed back to the officer without another word. In the silence I heard volumes of defeat. My throat went dry, and I didn�t even feel the pain in my arm anymore.
�He�was�� I said. My mom didn�t reply, only starting back through the woods toward the road. The officer, smirking slightly at us, nodded for me to go ahead.
I followed my mom, buried in devastation. The beam of the flashlight lit the way from the officer behind me, who was likely taking up the rear in case I decided to run again. When we reached the road, the paramedic greeted me with crossed arms. Everyone had his or her arms crossed at me now: Michael Asher, the boy who�d made up the story of nearly being killed to cover for wrecking his car. That was the type of thing a normal person would do�the same type of normal idiot I�d always tried to never be.
My mom stopped near her minivan, running her fingers through her hair.
�Do I need to fill out anything?� she asked, now timid, now set back into her place�the lion caged again because I had led her to a dead end. There was nothing left for us to do. The paramedics deemed me well enough to skip a hospital visit, probably because they were tired of dealing with me. The police told us that my car would be collected and scrapped. I winced, because as inappropriate a time to think of it was, I remembered my $2,500 camera was still somewhere in the car, soon to be smashed and shredded and melted.
My mom and I got into the minivan, but she didn�t start to drive. She stared straight ahead at the scene before us as the officers began packing up. The road, tired now of all the action, had fallen asleep again, and even across the street barely showed any more disruption.
�Really, Michael,� she said.
I didn�t reply.
�Really?� she pressed.
�I know what happened,� I insisted.
�Shut up about the man!� she exploded at me. There it was. I was finally going to hear it now.
�Seriously!� she said. �You could have sneaked out without getting caught. I�ve been awake the past three hours waiting to hear you get home, and instead I get a call from the police!�
I blinked. That was not at all what I�d been expecting to hear. She�d been awake all this time? Then she knew I�d been going out� she knew?
I opened my mouth to splutter a protest but she held up her hand.
�No, I�ve had enough,� she told me. �You�ve made this impossible on me. Last week, I completely ignored you sneaking out at two in the morning, pretty much making an earthquake of noise on the stairs. Not to mention the night before that, when your keys were louder than my alarm clock.�
I�d made noise with my keys? All of this was jaw-dropping news to me. How in the world was I such a miserable failure at sneaking out? And she�d known all this time!
�You go out the door at midnight and forget to lock it,� she went on. �And I can�t just leave it that way�not in Arleta�so I have to lock it behind you, and stay awake watching out the window for you to come back so I can unlock it again before you notice. And all this time, I�m like�Cheryl, don�t say a word. Don�t get on to him. He�s spreading his wings like teenagers do. Except my teenager meets adults in the middle of the night and brings home money for it.�
Crime after crime was being piled onto me at once. All this time that I�d thought I�d been cleverly getting out under her nose, she�d been two steps ahead of me. She�d practically been covering up my tracks for me.
She sighed. �I�ve done so well at this for years now. But the car�I just can�t ignore the car. You crashed a car. You ran a car over the edge of a cliff, and now it�s just impossible for me to act like that didn�t happen. Why, Michael? Why would you do that?�
She lifted her shoulders in exasperation, and any words I might have prepared in my defense raced out of my open mouth like butterflies. One of the officers glanced toward the minivan, but seeing the pantomime of what appeared to be my mother�s fiery wrath, he grinned and continued his work.
�I� I don�t know,� I stammered.
�You don�t know?� she said. She laughed, like my reply was absurd.
�You�re a genius, and you don�t know why you crashed your car,� she said. �I don�t think I�ve ever heard you say you didn�t know something before.�
�I know it happened,� I said, trying to pick up the pieces of my story that her revelation had shattered to bits. She rubbed her temples, trying to squeeze the tension out.
�I know the man tried to kill me,� I continued. �I know exactly what I saw. I didn�t make that up. And that�s how the car crashed.�
She sighed, releasing her fury and confusion. At least she�d gotten all of her yelling out. Even though she couldn�t read eyes like I could, she had a way of telling things from my face. I wished I could have just told her what she wanted to hear, and she knew that, which was why I saw her expression soften.
�Come on,� she said. �I want to believe you. So you better not be lying to me.�
She studied my face for a few seconds. Her lips twisted up.
�Maybe,� she said, �you just think it happened. Maybe you hit your head and now you�ve imagined all that stuff when really, it�s all from delirium.�
A weak response, especially from her�mental alarms shouted at me to protest. I knew that if I did she would believe me, and might even jump right out of the van that very minute and go with me to look for clues the police had missed. That was the way my mom was. She�d figure it out based on my word, and ask for evidence later.
But the last officer had just started her car and was driving off, and my mom and I were the only ones left. It was late. So I chose to lie.
�Maybe so,� I resigned. She saw past it immediately but we both knew that rationally, her theory was the more solid one. After all, I had hit my head pretty hard while careening through the woods. Maybe I�d left the client behind hours ago, and all the extra parts were made up in my head during the aimless wandering after the crash?
Without anything left to say, my mom turned the key and started to drive.
Part of me hoped she was right.
* * *
The night�s ordeal had exhausted me, so as soon as we got home I went straight to bed. I heard my mom�s key ring rattle as she hung it onto the tack on the kitchen wall, and suddenly I was aware of just how much keys echoed in the house. It was funny and bitter at the same time�how long had I thought I�d been making it out undiscovered when my mom had been patiently locking doors and closing windows behind me? I felt like the world�s most bumbling spy.
This is going to make work ten times harder now, I caught myself thinking. But it was true. I needed to figure out entirely new escape plans.
And like that, I was already thinking of work again. I�d nearly been murdered�or at least thought I�d been nearly murdered�and already work was back on my mind. I was an addict.
I heard my mom�s steps as she laboriously climbed back up the same stairs she had likely dashed down a few hours earlier. Of course I�d had no scruples about sneaking out for work. But that guiltlessness only lasted until I realized how many hours of rest my mom had missed for me. She didn�t need anything else to add to her current list of reasons to lose sleep.
My head pounded wickedly, the heartbeat in my ears overtaking the silence my house soon fell into. I wanted to pore over all that�d happened between the two times I�d gone to bed, but I forced myself to leave it alone. I was starting to feel sore, probably from the swerving I�d done in my car. Sleep crept up slowly, though just as I became certain I�d never get any rest before morning, I was gone.
The moment I drifted off I found myself awakening again�this time, somewhere other than my room. Dreaming.
I was falling backward. Not the typical of dream where I was simply dropping through the air but more of a steady plunge into darkness behind me. It was like I was being carried on a feather through a black mist, until the invisible ship on which I floated entered into a place of whirling gray. This gray soon became watery colors, then formed shapes, then all of a sudden I was back in the woods.
I was running through the trees, this time without the protection of my car. Where the branches and sticks had once torn paint from the car�s doors and sides, they now ripped into my skin, forcing tears into my eyes.
And my finger�there was now a heavy, silver ring around the third finger from my thumb on my right hand, just like the white ring I�d seen on Mr. Sharpe but with three vertical cuts instead of one. It was throbbing and bleeding so terribly that I held it in my left fist to stop the flow of red liquid, like the band itself was digging into my skin. Still, even as it dripped across my shirt, I couldn�t stop.
Every few seconds, I looked back, seeing something moving between the gray towers of trees that stood like prison fence posts�a flash of muted blonde hair, a gleam of silver. It made a rustling noise, diving from side-to-side, its breath even louder than my own. I could hear it against leaves, my steps heavy but my pursuer�s nearly silent.
I was vulnerable without my car�s layer of metal between me and the relentless man. So I continued to run, not daring to stop even though I spotted countless tree trunks I could dive behind. My pursuer was always four steps behind me�just far enough so he couldn�t reach me, but always so close I could hear him and the torn spots in his coat that fluttered in the wind.
�We�re almost there,� I heard him say, voice like a whisper beside my ear. �The lights.�
I slid to a stop, but only because I�d reached the edge of the cliff. It was hazy this time, darker than it had been in real life, but I could tell where the edge dropped into nothing. Rocks I�d skidded against went flying over, clattering against the metal wreckage of an upside-down car below. Its wheel was still spinning.
I whirled around. Mr. Sharpe had stopped at the edge of the trees. His fingers were spread open, long claws in a brilliant array. There was little emotion on his face, no reaction or feeling for what he was about to do, like I was merely an item for him to cross off a list.
He stepped forward. My feet slid back an inch and I could already feel where the rock ended. Mr. Sharpe didn�t grin, didn�t acknowledge that he had cornered me.
No words. No warning or threat. He just moved forward, fingers twitching and curling with anticipation.
I stepped back again but my foot slipped against the dusty edge. Before I could catch myself, I heard my shoes scrape, the gasp of my own breath, and then I stumbled into nothing.
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I expected to feel my spine colliding with the rocks, to be flipped over as I slammed into the stones�even the man�s dagger-like fingers pricking my skin, if only for a moment. But the only thing I felt was my own pillow, pulled from under my head and slammed against my nose a second later.
�Zombie attack!� came the yell of my sister Alli, battering me with the pillow as I rolled over and shouted at her. She beat me again but I managed to grab the pillow, throwing it across the room where it crashed with a line of tripods and sent them flying.
�Are you insane?� I exploded, freeing myself from under the sheets and raising my hands in defense. She held my other pillow as a shield.
�That�s what you get when you don�t turn on your alarm,� she said between laughs. Alli was eleven, a mirror of my mom with messy blonde hair and brown eyes. She was very awake, even though my mind was still hopping back and forth from my nightmare to the oh-so-thankfully-opposite world I was in now.
�Why didn�t you at least knock?� I protested.
�I did knock,� she replied. I glared at her.
�Knocked very softly,� she corrected. I threw a pillow at her but she was a good dodger. My heart was still beating rapidly beneath skin drenched in sweat�I could still hear the horrible breathing of Mr. Sharpe as he chased me. I rolled over miserably, wishing the entire night could have all been one long nightmare. The white bandage still wrapped around my arm told me I wasn�t so lucky.
�You�re up, finally,� my mom said, appearing in the doorway with a cordless phone in hand, her palm over the receiver.
�Phone call, for you,� she told me. Her voice didn�t sound too sharp�at least not as bad as was to be expected the night after I�d crashed my car, though she did regard me with a gaze of slight dissatisfaction. Why was she even letting me take clients today? It seemed odd, until I realized that she was so entirely convinced that Mr. Sharpe had been my imagination that she wasn�t worried about more murderous clients. I put a hand out to take the phone but she kept it out of reach.
�We�re not gonna talk about what happened last night,� she said, looking at the gash on my arm. �But don�t think just because you paid for that car that I�m driving you to clients or to school.�
I would have argued but she obviously wasn�t in the mood for me to defend myself.
�So we�re skipping The Rules at least?� I said, hopeful.
�You are absolutely incorrect,� she said.
�After all I�ve been through?� I protested. We both knew I�d need money to replace the car; luckily I had plenty of other, cheaper cameras. But there was really no use in trying to get around it. I knew The Rules. Alli knew The Rules too, especially the third one about my pay going to her college fund. She giggled lightly and rubbed her fingers together like she was shuffling through a stack of cash. My mom shot her a glare and the little troll darted out.
�So yeah,� my mom said. �Tammy is waiting. Your sister might afford Harvard after all.�
�It�s not Tammy, it�s Mrs. Milo.� I spat. �She�s the only one with our house number.�
�Either way, take care of it.� She shrugged. �Eye Guy.�
She tossed the phone to me and started to leave, but turned back to glance around the room again. Perhaps a quick eyeball of my stuff for weapons of mass destruction was enough to make her feel like she was doing a better job of parenting. There were stacks of lights with cubical diffusers, tripods freshly knocked over, two or three cameras and a shelf holding lenses lined up like a cabinet of drinking glasses. This was where most of my birthday and client money went: that shelf of glass and tubes I used to take pictures.
These, however, were hardly noticeable when placed against the most obviously unnatural part of the room. Almost every inch of every wall was covered with photographs, going along the edges of the furniture and even onto the ceiling around the wobbling fan. They were pasted up carefully with double-sided tape; their edges lined up as perfectly as a ruler�my best photos from my countless albums and computer folders. The crinkled edges of the papers made it look like the old house was peeling, and the splattering of color and black-and-white rectangles sometimes took the form of a mural.
Every picture was of a person: men and women and children, old and young, of every ethnicity I�d come across in LA, captured through the lens of my camera. They were all portraits but none had names, because the names didn�t matter to me, most of them cropped from the neck up. I didn�t really care about their faces so much either; what was important were their eyes. Most people might have easily thought it was just an art project, something I did to convince myself that I was unique and creative. But it was far more than that. This was my life of study: my Great Work.
Or maybe they were more proof to the world that I really was a fine, budding psychopath. The phone beeped to remind us someone was on hold. My mom lingered but I refused to answer the phone while she was still there. She huffed.
�On my way out.� She disappeared and I swung the phone up to my ear.
�It�s Michael.� I got to my feet and nearly tripped over my blanket that had fallen to the floor in my sister�s mini-skirmish. The aged house creaked under my feet.
�Michael!� came the voice of Mrs. Milo. I sighed�of course it was her. She�d been my teacher in fifth grade, but now she worked in the office at my high school. Like the game Duck Duck Goose, there were many things I wished I could have left back then.
�Have you done something to Tammy?� I asked.
�Listen, there�s no Tammy,� she whispered, words racing in her native Alabama drawl. �I didn�t want your mother to get suspicious or anything, so I faked an accent.�
�She knows who you are,� I said. �You call here a lot. It�s getting creepy.�
I glanced at the caller ID. �You�re calling from a Tammy�s number. Please tell me��
�It�s my cousin�s phone,� she said. �I figured when you didn�t return my calls you might have accidentally blocked my number.�
�That feature is commonly activated by accident.� I wrestled with my jammed dresser drawers. �Now I�ve got to get ready for school, and I�m sore from a car crash, so��
�I need you to do one more check of my husband,� she whispered frantically. �He didn�t come home until three AM last night. Lately he isn�t home at all. Like he�s avoiding me.�
�No idea why anyone�d do that,� I thought aloud.
�I have a bad feeling,� she burst. �I think he�s running off with some other woman.�
�I already told you he isn�t,� I replied. �We did this last month, right? Remember?�
�But it�s worse now,� she insisted. �He�s going out for golf Thursday evening. I want you to come with me. I�m gonna go surprise him. You can snap a picture of him from the car when he sees me. I�ve got it all planned out.�
�I�m busy Thursday.�
�With what?� she asked wildly.
�I�m recording snail sounds,� I said, exasperated. �Come on, you�ve already gotten me to look at eight photographs and I�ve met him three times. I�m sick of seeing the man.�
�I�ll pay more,� she said. �I�ll double your rate.�
�No.� Doubling the rate wouldn�t help me when it ended up as my sister�s money.
�I�ll�I�ll get you a new camera,� she begged. This offer stood for 0.03 seconds and I hadn�t declined it. She leapt onto it as her chance.
�The one with the most megapixels!� she blurted. �I know you love megapixels!�
Her bribes weren�t swaying me, though they were tempting. It wasn�t money, so that was a loophole in the The Rules, right? She sounded so distraught I knew she�d soon be selling her house to pay private investigators if I didn�t put her mind to rest.
�Fine,� I relented, slamming the drawer shut. �Don�t bother me after then.�
�Not once,� she said. �And if he�s cheating, I swear I�ll do it quick, with a tire iron or��
I hung up before she could incriminate me any further. Adults�that was still a strange type of work. It wasn�t like I advertised. Word of mouth had just gotten around with the people at school, and then that had spread to me needing a website so people didn�t show up at my house. My reputation of being right was too solid for them to resist knowing the truth. Not long ago, I�d only been approached by classmates at my school. But adults? Their secrets wrecked more than just social lives.
This was how sturdy my confidence in my skill was. There were no mistakes, ever. I�d lived with it long enough that it didn�t feel odd�it was just a part of me, the same way that some people could pull a train with their teeth or other could gauge distances miles away down to the inch. I knew eyes. I didn�t know the parts�the lenses from the pupils from the zonular fibers. I knew eyes. Girls would bring me photographs of their boyfriends and I could see if he loved the person who took it, or secretly hated her, or had secretly cheated on her and didn�t regret it and was planning to break up with her that afternoon. Business owners would have me lurk at an opposite table in a coffee shop while they met with potential investors so I could detect any hints of treachery.
And that was the true nature of my Great Work. Because the photos on my walls weren�t just pictures of people�s faces lined up in no particular order. If everyone could read eyes as I did, they�d see just how plainly sorted they were. In those eyes�every single one of them�I could see exactly what the person had been thinking and feeling at that moment, printing their Glimpse on paper. With the careful attention of a scientist, I had divided emotions onto my walls. Joy, next to my bed. Sadness, going around the door so people couldn�t see them when they first walked in. On the wall with my desk were pictures of eyes showing Anger, and across from that were photos of Fear�those faces had a way of disguising themselves, but I could see straight through that. My ceiling, patchiest from missing the most pieces, had photos of faces showing Love. Eyes of love are the hardest to find. Love is the emotion most-often faked.
One day, when my walls were finally covered, I planned to take all of them down and turn them into a book. I�d have every human emotion ever expressed in it, and show the world just how many shades there were between them. Like primary colors mixing, joy and surprise might be relief, or sadness and love could be bittersweet. Maybe then my obsession wouldn�t seem so crazy.
But that was years away. For now, my skills were just a gift; when it came to people like Mrs. Milo or Mr. Sharpe, sometimes I wished I�d unwrapped this one in secret.
I tossed the phone onto my bed and scooped up my clothes. A shower sounded perfect.
�Girlfriend?� my sister asked in the hall.
�Mistress,� I replied, swinging into the bathroom.
�It�s not a mistress if you don�t already have a girlfriend!� she hollered at me through the door. I pulled the shower knob to wash her voice away.
The water stung the gash on my arm but the pain was becoming easier to ignore. I hadn�t noticed the rolls of sweat pouring down my back until the cloud of steam hit me from the shower. I choked at the door, struggling for air that didn�t reek of old and damp metal. Even under the shower, I sweat faster than the water washed me off.
�This heat is killing me!� I shouted through the wall. Arleta is in the San Fernando Valley, which by some measurements is the hottest place in all of California. But my mom was on an electrical bill craze. Her patients never showed until 11 AM, so the air stayed off until 30 minutes to the hour�long after I�d left.
Mrs. Milo had effectively distracted me from my nightmare, but for some reason it hadn�t departed entirely. I tried to scrub it out of my mind with fervent scratches of shampoo onto my scalp, realizing that I hadn�t showered the night before and there were still bits of leaves attached to me. I happily washed it all down the drain.
I dried my hair, a mess of brown that was just a shade lighter than my eyes, but the room�s humidity made it fall flat again.
�This is all very attractive,� I grumbled, trying to brush it in the mirror. My hand stopped.
The mirror reflected my single birthmark: a circle of black going around the third finger from my thumb on my right hand, almost like a ring tattoo. In fact, as I thought back to the dream, it was far too much like a ring for my comfort. The doctor had said years ago that the pigment in that part of my finger was different for some reason, but not to worry. I never thought much about it before. It was strange how my dream had changed it into something else entirely.
I decided not to think about it. I�d been hung up on the previous night for far too long already.
In my haste, the shirt I had grabbed was a stomach-turning cacophony of orange and red. But it masked my tall and skinny frame, so I pulled it on and hurried down the stairs.
�Humans have invented devices that reduce the sun�s effects upon temperature,� I told my mom irritably, falling to sit across from Alli at the table�it was cheap and old, like almost everything else in the house, and the whole town. Downstairs stank of my mom�s herbal concoctions, some liquefied in plastic bottles on shelves, some dangling as plants from string in the window. Each threw off its own prickly smell, and these mixed together into an odor more sickening than whatever they supposedly cured.
�You�ll be out of here in five minutes,� my mom said, dropping one of her organic toaster pastries in front of me. �I�ll turn it on later. Nobody�s in here all morning. It�s a money sucker.�
�Funny how the patients get the mercy of air and your own family doesn�t,� I grumbled. My mom was officially known as a homeopath, which despite phonetic similarities is not a gay serial killer. It meant she worked with some type of natural medicine and herbs�I didn�t understand it, but whatever it was, people with far too much money drove in to see her.
I bit down on my food. It scalded my tongue so I spit it out. My mom smirked in a you-deserved-it way. Revenge for crashing the car� I actually hoped it was that. If she got it out now there was less chance of her blowing up again later, and all of the night before might gently fade away.
�I�m going to Meg�s birthday on Saturday,� my sister proclaimed. She stuffed her mouth with toast.
�Is that the costume party?� my mom asked. �I don�t have anything for you.�
�I�ve still got stuff from Halloween.� Alli shrugged.
�Zombie again? Aren�t you sick of zombies?� I said.
�You�ll be the only zombie in a house of mermaids and princesses,� my mom agreed.
�Then I�ll be a zombie, and eat the princesses for snacks,� Alli ended it.
There was no arguing with that. I dropped my dishes into the sink as I left for school.
* * *
Every house on Hogan Lane was built of wood and brick in shanty designs entrenched in the 1980s, unmowed square yards protected by iron fences. Towering mountains partially encircled the city like a wall hidden behind treetops. Our house had a white metal gate around it with brick supports and decorative spikes at the top, which was a very polite and middle-class-American way of telling burglars they were unwelcome. I had to click the lock to get through, and then stopped in my tracks when I reached the curb.
No car, I remembered. The car that had been parked outside my house for almost half a year was probably being pulped into a baby-food consistency at that very moment. I was like a king dethroned. So I walked.
Hunter High was a behemoth of beige and tan brick with rectangular blue windows and red and black flags hanging from the corners. It bore a sweeping glass entrance that made it look a little more like a space museum than a school. From the outside, it was one of those pleasant little places that old donors adored, with its own football team, a basketball team, a volleyball team, a wrestling team, and even a chess club.
But like peeling away at an onion, there were only a few layers between the outside and a more depressing core. Bars were behind the glass windows and metal detectors sat stoically inside the doorway, a groggy officer standing watch as I walked in. The only decoration on the white walls was a solid red stripe in the center, going all the way down, around the corner, and continuing on throughout the entire institution. If suddenly there were a shortage of students and funding, my school would make a fine prison.
I got to my first class and sat in my usual spot three chairs back and three from the wall. I could see everyone as they came in. I was accustomed to them avoiding my gaze�they didn�t know what I�d do if I got a good look. Could I read their secrets? Would I suck out their souls? The rumors about me had grown far from my actual intuition. In a way, I was both revered, and feared.
The reminders of how different I was came so constantly that I almost didn�t notice them anymore. A girl walked in to the classroom and, by accident, looked straight at me, and upon our eyes meeting she got enough shock to reveal a Glimpse. It was ironic how that worked. I read fear, disgust, and a little intrigue� but not in a good way, in the way that someone looked through the glass in a zoo at an anaconda.
Strangely enough, that didn�t bother me, nor did it bother me that the seats surrounding my chair were the last to be filled. This was all usual. Why should I care, really? They�d all end up coming to me one day or another, meeting in an abandoned hall or beside the school, eyes watching in case their friends saw them near me. Hands full of money. Desperation in their eyes. And I�d just smile and do my job for them anyway.
Mr. Candas wheeled in an ancient television, its black and brown case sporting dials so old that the dust wedged between them had probably been there since before I was born. He was a short man of Indian descent, from Chicago, always wearing a sporty blazer over his jeans, never a tie. He loathed the principal with all his heart, but that was between his Glimpse and me.
�Who followed the earthquake in Japan yesterday?� he asked loudly, positive hope lurking in his voice. A few people raised wearied hands, though half of them were probably lying to get on his good side. My hand stayed down; I�d been busy, as usual.
�Well that�s what we�re studying today,� he declared, searching for the end of the power cord. �I taped some of the news coverage and we�re going to watch.�
Watching a video...the day was getting slightly better already. Everyone�s collective sigh of relief could be heard across the walls. Mr. Candas lifted a hand.
�But you�ll take notes,� he added. Grumbling sounded throughout the room. I reluctantly retrieved the notebook I�d started to stow, plopping it open onto my desk.
�I�m not sure if what happened yesterday counts as history yet�� I said under my breath. Mr. Candas, ever vigilant, sent a glare my direction.
�It�s part of your worldviews. Some important people died in that,� he said. �I say it counts.�
That really didn�t make much difference to me but I wasn�t in the mood for fighting back. So Mr. Candas plugged the screen in amidst the shuffles of our papers and pens.
The tape began but there was no sound. A cable was unhooked somewhere, so Mr. Candas jumped behind the TV as the video continued to play. It was a newscast from the day before, showing a helicopter view of a wrecked city. Buildings were toppled like blocks, all the fancy windows and decorations now like the ruins of old Grecian temples. Earthquake rubble. Cars were knocked aside like a giant had played golf with them.
The report didn�t stick on that for long though, switching almost immediately to an older bit of footage showing a tall man in a navy blue suit, being pulled by the arm through a crowd of reporters. Under his face was the chyron: HAROLD WOLF, CEO of DREYCORP. The graininess of the footage betrayed how old the video was, likely sometime in the 1980s if I could gauge the hairstyles right. It switched to a photograph overlay on the screen.
Finally, something I found interesting. I could see his Glimpse as clear as the day outside our windows, lurking behind his youthful, overconfident smile and the still-outdated, slicked-back hair. Assurance. Absolute, total control over everything around him. Pride. These were signatures of people who had money, but even stronger in the super-wealthy: those who�d taken the leap from millionaire to billionaire. No matter what they did, no one could hurt or stop them. They could circumvent any law, cover up any crime, and have any misdeed go unseen. They were almost like gods that walked among us, unfettered by our lowly restrictions.
I enjoyed reading eyes of people like that: people who I didn�t see in the ordinary places. Their Glimpses were like exotic pets that I could mentally collect, rarities I could never find in a park with a bunch of ordinary people. Luckily, I didn�t need to get close to Harold Wolf to read his eyes because a photograph did the trick.
I�d never tried to figure out the full mechanics of my ability, even though I wondered sometimes. How was it that a camera could uncover the Glimpse for me, when I would never see Harold Wolf in my life? Was it the momentary click of the shutter that forced it from a subject�s eyes? Something else? Either way, a photograph brought down the mental walls, exposing the insides to me.
Mr. Candas found the cable. The volume exploded through the twin speakers, everyone jumping to cover their ears.
�� seen here in 1979, when he was named head of Dreycorp and began what could be the largest about-face in corporate history for a company on the brink of bankruptcy...� The TV anchor�s calm voice came out as a scream. Mr. Candas stumbled to turn it down, instead slamming the pause button with the photograph frozen on screen.
�This is Harold Wolf,� Mr. Candas said far too loudly, probably because he�d been deafened.
�Do you know who that is?� he said, pointing both hands at the screen.
�Harold�Wolf�?� the class stated the obvious in slow, disjointed unison. Mr. Candas looked ready to jump off a roof.
�Thank you, Captains Obvious,� he murmured. He turned his back to us while shaking his head, the marker squeaking against the white board.
�You�re right, but who is he,� Mr. Candas said with a sigh. �Why was Mr. Wolf so important in the world?�
No one raised a hand. The marker continued to scribble�Mr. Candas didn�t even check if anyone had tried to answer. He was familiar with our inherent laziness by now.
�Mr. Wolf,� he said, �was CEO of the company Dreycorp.�
He looked over his shoulder. Our faces were like a collection of mannequins.
�Do you buy sandwiches?� he asked. There was a bunch of nodding.
�Then you should know what Dreycorp is, because you�ve paid them lots of money,� he said. �Every piece of your sandwich was likely Dreycorp made or contains some Dreycorp ingredient. That makes him a billionaire.�
He scratched the back of his head. �I don�t have time to go into it. You�ll learn this in college. But basically��
He scribbled a word onto the board: DREYCORP INDUSTRIES.
�Everything in the world boils down to which companies make the things we need to live and work,� he said, cupping his hands in insistence. �Energy, oil, technology. Food most of all.�
He shrugged. �And when a corporation controls a good part of one of those industries, they almost become a world power in themselves. It�s not like we can simply tell them we don�t want food.�
�We could grow it ourselves,� a girl in the front of class said.
�What if they own all the seeds?� Mr. Candas countered. �It�s all about who controls the supply. Food is essential to life. It�s how Harold Wolf became so wealthy. Because we all need what his company provides.�
Mr. Candas punched the play button, and immediately the tape began again. The reporter picked up where she�d been cut off, describing the business of Dreycorp, the camera panning across rows of crops swaying in the wind, farm animals and giant barns with the heads of cows sticking through while they were milked by machines underneath their fat stomachs. It switched to the snow-covered door of a giant vault buried in the ground�a vault of seeds, she said, to protect copies of every plant in the world. A seed bank.
Then it changed to another picture of Harold Wolf. He was much older than he�d appeared in the previous, hair beginning to lighten and lines now creasing around his eyes, which had begun to look sallower with age. He was pale, with eyes of green and a beard covering his chin.
The Glimpse had changed. Harold Wolf was working hard to hide his emotions, but not even that could get past me. Behind the oh-so-well disguised smile, I saw that fear had entered into his gaze. At first I thought it was fear of death, which I would have expected for a man of his age. But when I studied it deeper, I saw that Harold Wolf was actually terrified of something different, something that loomed in his future. I detected a fear of a secret being found out, like a debt that he owed or a misstep he�d made and couldn�t remedy.
Crime money? I wondered. I was already almost sure of it. Somehow he�d gotten in debt to someone even bigger, and he knew that they were coming after him. A man who feared nothing had learned the meaning of terror.
�Everyone watch and take notes. Concentrate on how this affects industries!� Mr. Candas commanded. Inside, I wanted to shake my head. Harold Wolf had probably felt relieved in that crumbling building, knowing that the earthquake was quicker than the death he�d have faced at the hands of whomever he was afraid of. How many years before some so-called investigation would uncover what he�d been hiding?
I suppose I could have made a good living in government work. But that was only if they could match my current hourly rate.
My classes continued, slithering by in minutes that felt like weeks. As the lessons became tedious, disturbing reminders of the night before distracted me. Someone�s chair slid against the wall and the metallic cry brought me back to the screeching of my car against trees. The edge of someone�s shirt got caught on the metal end of the desk and ripped, a sound far too much like the tear of Mr. Sharpe�s jacket. It became a struggle just to keep the memories away.
I escaped into the cafeteria for lunch, simultaneously catching up on Ovid�s Metamorphoses and eating the abysmal food that only appeared worse under the fluorescent lights. In this babbling crowd of people, habit demanded I get my camera out and take pictures. High schools were wrought with drama and students� faces were always showing emotions I loved to pick apart. But the principal and I had been through this before: no photos of students on school property. Being prohibited from my usual occupation left me in a restless state.
�Don�t dress in that bright color,� a familiar voice interrupted my thoughts. �Drunk people will think you�re a pi�ata and hit you with sticks.�
�Hello to you too, Spud,� I said without looking up.
�I mean it,� he insisted. �Big sticks and bats. It�s happened to me twice. They think �cause I�m fat I�m full of candy.�
�Or did they do it because you hacked their passwords?� I mused. He grunted�guiltily enough for me to know I was right�and heaved his backpack onto the table. Spud looked much like his vegetable namesake: not overly obese but with bits of pudge sticking out in his cheeks and in odd places up and down his short, lightly brown stature. His damp mess of curly spaghetti hair was as deep black as his Polo shirt, face already showing the beginnings of a moustache like a smudge of charcoal above his lip, even though he�d likely shaved that morning.
�So you crashed your car?� he said. He had his laptop open already, typing in a password as he unrolled the aluminum foil that held his lunch: cold scrambled eggs, three sausage patties, and a dried piece of toast.
�Word got around fast.� I grunted.
�People talk,� he said. �Actually�� he took a bite, �my aunt�s an officer, and��
He didn�t even try finishing, his mouth so full his tongue couldn�t move up or down anymore. I hoped his aunt wasn�t the policewoman I�d forced to chase me down. That�d be awkward if we both showed up at Spud�s family Christmas party that year.
�I don�t understand how you can eat that,� I tried to change the subject.
�You want me to be a normal Mexican and eat a taco and some guacamole?� he accused, diving into an exaggerated Spanish accent. �Don�t try to get me off topic, man. I want to hear about your big fiery crash everyone�s talking about.�
�Are they really talking about it?� I asked, surprised. My eyes swept over the room, unexpectedly elated at the idea I�d turned into a topic of conversation. Spud shook his head.
�Actually, no,� he corrected. �Not even a car crash can make us popular, man. I mean for a little bit this morning it was buzzing around, but that was when the rumor went that you were dead.�
�I feel so loved,� I said, clearing my throat.
�I�d have called you if I thought it was bad,� he said. �But I figured it wasn�t. I saw you walking in earlier, so at worst your car was gone.�
�And a $2,500 camera,� I said with a sniff.
�Yeah, that,� he said, disinterested. �My aunt was pretty mad about it because she told my mom this morning when she found out you went to my school. Then she really popped when she found out I knew you. So here.�
He lifted a hand and lightly thwacked my cheek. �That�s from her. She said to do that if I saw you, for that murder story.�
I sighed. This was Arleta�if there was any confidentiality in my police report, it was long gone once the officers went home. One of the most popular pastimes in Arleta was gossiping. Spud took another bite.
�So did you make that up or did you hit your head or what?� Spud pressed. �You know, that part about the guy trying to kill you.�
�I actually don�t remember,� I said. He narrowed his eyes. You salty liar, they accused.
�Don�t start,� I told him. �I�m not even sure what happened anyway. Maybe I did just hit my head really hard.�
Part of me hoped it�d eventually become something Spud and I would laugh about. Now that it was midday and the cloak of night had disappeared, even considering what I had seen felt silly.
�Well, that�s nice,� Spud said with a shrug. �It�s good you�re in one piece, because I need your help with something, and that�d be really difficult if you were in a hospital bed.�
�I can�t help you crack any more codes or unsolvable puzzles,� I said. �You�ll have to hack it yourself.�
�What?� he stammered. �No, I figured that out. I need you to tell me if this girl likes me.�
�I said no unsolvable puzzles,� I reminded him.
�Listen,� he leaned closer. �I need this. I need to know. You�re the only person in the world who can help me. Literally, you are.�
He nodded his head to the side. �It�s Tiffany Dawson. She�s in a green shirt. It says �West Is Best.� Beside the table. You see?�
�Yeah, I do,� I said with a halfhearted sigh. Tiffany was one of those girls who fell three rings outside of our socially mandated circle, with naturally blonde hair and glittery blue eyes. She also had an inclination toward any male whose arm muscle circumference neared the size of my head.
She picked up her tray and began to leave the cafeteria line, weaving in and out of the jostling students, hair brushing around her face like a magical gust of wind had entered the room to dance around her. Was her glow real or from her bleach-white teeth? She remained unaware of our reconnaissance: an easy thing to do when she was unaware of our existence entirely.
�Just curious about which alternate universe you met her in,� I said, tearing my gaze away sourly. �I�d like to visit it one day.�
�She totally looked at me in English earlier,� he protested. �And her eyes lingered. They lingered, Michael. Against mine.�
�In horror?� I said.
�In wild, uncontainable love,� he replied. �I�m gonna go up to her, and you watch her, alright?�
�Please,� I said, �stick to romancing computers. You won�t like this, I promise.�
�Michael,� he insisted.
�She�s far away.�
�Don�t give me that,� he said. �You�re the boy genius, Eye Guy.�
He was gone. I wasn�t in the mood for this but I tried to keep my gaze on her so I wouldn�t miss it. Staring at Tiffany Dawson�such a chore, Michael. I guess my job had some perks.
There were actually two ways that I could read someone�s emotions. Looking at a photograph was one, the other was a bit more complicated. In person, there was one specific moment I could read in someone�s eyes, a certain look of surprise when their guard was let down. It was hard to pin what it was exactly: it was usually that split second when someone made eye contact for the first time or when they were surprised abruptly. That was why I called it the Glimpse.
Spud was just a step away from her already but then clumsily tripped beside her and into a table, causing her to spin around at the sound. I winced as I saw his cheeks go red. Their eyes met for a fleeting moment, he spluttered out in apology, then he was gone again. He dove back into the chair across from me.
�Please tell me you saw it, I can�t do that again,� he said, out of breath.
�I�m sorry Spud,� I shrugged. �It�s just no.�
�No?� he echoed, his face falling. �But�didn�t you see? She smiled, for a second.�
�Tiffany is always smiling,� I replied, taking a bite of food.
�You gotta be wrong.�
I didn�t need to reply. He was very quiet for a while, then he huffed.
�But every psycho-prodigy messes up once in a while.�
�No.�
�Really, there�s a chance.�
�No.�
He sighed. It was an unfortunate fact that neither of us got dates. I was frightening enough, and Spud, my only friend, was exclusively intimate with computer programming languages.
�Do I owe you anything?� he murmured.
�Nah,� I replied. �But you could show me some fun secret government files if you want.�
He grabbed his laptop far too eagerly for my comfort.
�I wasn�t serious,� I stopped him. He leaned back dejectedly, nibbling on his toast.
The day did not get any more interesting, but only got worse when the yawning math teacher Mr. Chex twirled his moustache and assigned us a massive test, during which time he took a nap. I was all too happy when school was over, only to walk out to my usual parking spot and be greeted by someone else�s car in place of mine. I cursed the crash again and started the long trip home on foot.
A mild breeze brushed the grass on the roadside. Every step away from the school and my lifeless day lifted tiny weights off my shoulder. Alli�s school wasn�t far from mine, and when I started to pass it on the sidewalk, I saw her hovering around a group. I strolled up, pushing my fingers through the chain links.
�Get in my van, I have candy,� I growled at her in my best creepy voice, and she turned from her friends, who all looked at me with expressions of horror.
�Get in my van instead,� she replied, �I�ve got a jar of punch-you-in-the-face.�
Her expression betrayed her words though, because she had lit up when I�d appeared. I usually drove myself home so I never showed up to see her. Her friends� started breathing again, but I�d probably upset Alli�s chances of getting them to come to our house for a while.
�Where�s Spud?� Alli asked. I nodded my head back in the direction of school.
�In the library,� I said. �I�m here walking home all alone and lonely.�
�Mom said I could go with Kate and Sammy,� Alli said apologetically. Her friends continued to eye me suspiciously.
�I get it,� I said, shrugging. �I�ll just walk home, and probably get run over by a car, or mauled by a bear coming out of the trees��
�Fine.� Alli sighed in defeat. Both of her friends looked at her wildly, but she paid them no heed. Sometimes I wondered if she could read my emotions too. She had changed from their side to mine and I hadn�t even gotten to my good begging yet.
She ran around the gate and joined me, waving to her friends as she disappeared.
�They�re not gonna be mad at you, right?� I asked.
�They�ll get over it,� she replied. �Hungry?�
She held out a remaining half of a sandwich. I shook my head. We walked in silence for a while, the March sun throwing pinks and yellows across the horizon that bordered the high canyon sides of the Valley. Multilayered clouds hovered above us like the fluffy shreds of a torn pillow littered across the sky. Cars drove slowly by us in the school zone, kids babbling as they traveled in packs down a crosswalk.
�Did you do anything today?� Alli asked, since I wasn�t talking.
�Not much,� I replied. �Lame stuff mostly. Math. I hate math.�
�I hate math too,� she agreed.
�You�ll die when you get to mine.� I elbowed her. �They use letters as numbers.�
�I�m already doing that,� she huffed. �X plus one equals four. What is X?�
�X needs to die in a fire,� I replied, and my sister chuckled. She always did that, at every crazy joke I made. That was probably why I�d gone to get her that evening. Which reminded me�
Without warning, I whipped my pocket camera out, and Alli dodged to get out of the lens. I was faster though, and rattled off a few snapshots as she struggled to hide her face.
�Stop it!� she demanded. This was our game. Alli hated me taking photographs of her. She wouldn�t take her hands from her face until I put the camera away.
�I got at least ten this time,� I gloated.
�And you�ll have none when I break that camera with a tennis racket,� she said.
Neighborhoods went by on both sides separated by the road we were following, the smell of damp grass coming from the vigilantly watered lawns. Some people were home from work and in their yards, babbling from terraces, blue fluorescent fly zappers hanging from the porches and armed for the attack of flying beasts. It was all a blur to me, because I�d seen this route every day for years now, even if it was from a car window. My steps became an autopilot.
�You�re not listening, are you?� Alli said, slapping my arm.
�What?� I looked at her quickly. �Of course I�m listening.�
�What did I just say?� she demanded.
�Something about death? Destruction?� I tried. She hit me again.
�I don�t know why you wanted me to walk home with you if you�re not listening.�
�I�m sorry,� I apologized. �Look, I was in a car crash last night�I�m not in the best condition.�
I waved at my gauze-covered arm. �You can�t blame me. Then on top of that I had a really weird dream last night.�
�Were you chained to a chair and fed maggots?� she asked. My eyes widened in horror.
�What? No?� I coughed. �Where did you read that?� Holy hell, she�s only eleven.
�It was on TV,� she said. �I watched a show on a serial killer.�
�How do you even know what a serial killer is?� I said with dismay. �You�re supposed to still think that�s somebody who murders Cap�n Crunch.�
�I don�t even eat Cap�n Crunch.�
I gave in. �It was a dream about�running, from somebody.� I didn�t know if I should mention he�d been my client.
�Was he really ugly?� Alli said. �I dreamed of an old ugly man last week. But when he tried to get me into the gas chamber, I sprayed him with acid.�
I stared at her blankly. My sister stared back.
�I don�t really know how to respond to that,� I said, blinking. �But I think you might want to schedule something with mom when we get home.�
�I don�t need a therapist,� Alli said adamantly. �I�m eleven.�
I was about to retort but we were crossing another busy street and the cars covered my voice. We got onto the sidewalk again, passing into our neighborhood.
��Mom said I wasn�t supposed to ask you about nearly getting murdered,� Alli stated. I tried not to look at her suspiciously. She had a clever way of getting her intentions across.
�You know I do enjoy a good almost-murder story,� she said.
�Didn�t mom rule that out?� I replied. �I was just delirious, right?� Part of me wanted to know what my mom was saying about it.
�But still,� she insisted, �you remember something.�
I debated whether continuing with this conversation was a good idea. My sister�s head was disturbed enough. In the end, I decided I probably wouldn�t make things any worse up there.
So I told her everything that I could remember, from sneaking out of the house and quietly driving to meet Mr. Sharpe. My story followed what�d happened step-by-step, but I left out the silver claws and the flying. Even she would find that unbelievable, I thought. When I came to the end, we were nearly home, and Alli was quiet for a long time.
�Mom really swore at you?� Alli finally asked, and I burst out laughing. That would be the one part of the story that Alli got hung up on. We�d reached Hogan Lane�thanks to Alli, I�d returned to this street in much higher spirits than I�d left it. I knew it�d be a good idea to get her.
�So what do you think?� she said. �You sure it�s in your head, or maybe it happened and it was a good cover-up.�
�There wasn�t a body,� I replied. �I can see where mom and the police are coming from.�
�Yeah,� Alli agreed, and I could hear that even she was slowly becoming convinced. �And honestly, if Mr. Sharpe was real, wouldn�t his car still be parked on the side of the road right now?�
It took all of my mental power to keep myself from gasping out loud, though I couldn�t disguise the sudden shuffle of my steps.
His car! I realized. Mr. Sharpe had driven up to meet me�and�if he�d been killed on the rocks, his car would still be out there!
All of a sudden, a way of definitely proving my story�true or otherwise�had appeared. In my shaken state the night before, I had completely forgotten that detail, and now that it had showed up, every cell in my consciousness focused on it at once.
Luckily, we had just reached our driveway and Alli was distracted. She went into the house without paying me any more regard, clueless that she had caused me to have a breakthrough.
I remained in this nearly frozen state through dinner, my body like a discarded exoskeleton. There were few questions over dinner: how was the day, what did you learn Alli, did you remember to ask if your sister could help at the bake sale, is Michael listening to us speaking�hello, Michael, are you there? Alli�s hand waved in front of my face and broke me from my thoughts, and I robotically rolled out answers to them. Luckily they ignored my mental absence, probably thinking that regret over my car crash was sinking in.
After my mom disappeared into her office and my sister took over the living room television, I headed for my room and switched on my computer screen. That was my habit. I�d sit at the screen and edit photos all night, or study the gazes of politicians who�d been on the news, or the eyes of celebrities just so that I could mentally predict the tabloid headlines that�d be out months later.
That night, though, I couldn�t even touch the mouse. I sat in the center of my face-covered walls, Alli�s revelation rolling through my head. The car�that silver Maserati with the blue headlights.
I know it�s there�
Now that everything had blown over for the most part, did I even want to know the truth?
I was unable to banish it. Finding truth was too much a part of me to simply disregard. If I found it, then I could tell the police and my story would be proved true, and they�d go hunting for this man who�d somehow escaped. My mom wouldn�t be angry with me anymore and my name would be cleared.
And if there was no car in the first place? It was an option I didn�t want to think of, because that meant I�d truly been having hallucinations. But it would put my mind to rest. Because if there was no car, then there had been no man. And if there was no man, there had been no murderous gaze or silver claws, and all of this was a mere overreaction.
I glanced at the clock. It was almost time for bed.
Or time for work? my treacherous mind countered.
My cell phone was in my grasp a second later, dialing Spud.
�What�s up?� he answered. �Crash another car?�
�Not yet,� I replied.

4
Evidence

The last time I�d sneaked out of the house, I�d nearly been turned into human rotisserie. Sometimes I wondered just how dangerous I could get if I didn�t constantly keep myself in check. Maybe if I�d tried to be more normal, I wouldn�t have found myself climbing out my window at midnight again, careful of even the slightest noise this time. Maybe then I wouldn�t have scraped my palms by scooting across the shingles until I reached the roof of our garage, dangling from the edge until the ground was close enough to let go. Maybe then I�d just stay at home and sleep at night, and surround myself with insignificant pains like how to get a hotter girlfriend or how to keep my boss from yelling at me for being late to work.
A girlfriend and a real job wouldn�t be that bad, would it? I thought. As if I had time for either. I stole across the grass still damp from the light shower that had appeared early in the night, and slipped through gate.
The emptiness of the street squeezed in like a quilt. There were no lights in the houses, no cars pulling into the driveways. One might have found more life in a taxidermist�s freezer.
I hurried down the sidewalk with furtive glances back at my house, its wooden panels appearing gray in the dim cast that covered the dismal street. My mom was probably (and hopefully) catching up on sleep, now that I didn�t have a car to escape with. No lights switched on as I walked with my hands in the pockets of my jeans. There were only the empty echoes of the city far away, and the ever-present blue fly zapper someone had forgotten to unplug before going in to sleep.
To be safe though, I�d told Spud to park at the end of the street. I could see the outline of his beaten brown Chevy pickup around the corner, the lights off but the engine rumbling low into the night.
�I knew I kept you around for something,� I told him as I climbed into the passenger side, the bench seats covered with an old mat stitched over its original material. Spud huffed as I closed the door.
�You owe me a good bunch of things for this,� he said, though his tone betrayed his phony annoyance.
�What about the free work I gave you yesterday?� I countered. �I think we�ll be even.�
Spud pushed on the gas to shut me up. The engine was far louder than my BMW�s had been�the sound made me wince, but there was nothing to be done about it. Most of his truck�s original pieces weren�t even there anymore, the radio from sometime in the 1990s but the steering wheel at least two decades older. A new sound system had been wired in messily with cables poking up from under the seat, and every time Spud slowed for a stop I had to push a speaker back under the chair with my foot. I only relaxed when we were a good half-mile from my house and Spud turned the headlights on.
The closer we came to the meeting spot, the more the anticipation inside me grew. What if the car was where I remembered? I hadn�t planned through what I would do next. If I found no car, the least it would do was convince me that my mom was right, and all of this had been my imagination. I wasn�t sure which I wanted more.
The truck wheezed as we crawled up the canyon road, everywhere around us still deserted and far too familiar for my own comfort. I stared out the side window as the trees and rocks rolled by, recalling my own quiet drive out. I�d left my house early so I was there on time, barely thinking about what I was about to do because it came so naturally. That job wasn�t supposed to be out of the ordinary.
Now the woods bore a sinister feeling. My eyes kept imagining things darting amongst the trees: the glint of an animal�s eyes, the face of someone watching us when it was only the withered side of a dying bush. I could smell the woods through the crack in Spud�s broken passenger window that didn�t shut all the way�branches still damp from rain, like the sharp scent in December when people started putting up their Christmas trees.
If I�d died out there, it might have taken weeks for anyone to find my corpse. It made me wonder how many other sets of bones might be spread out in those gloomy trees, never to be found again.
�Hey man?� Spud broke the silence. �You see something up there?�
I sat up straight. Spud�s headlights were weak and their flashlight-level radiance hardly penetrated much of what was in front of us. But far in the distance, around the bend we were taking, I could see a gravelly spot on the side of the road. And parked there, like a lonely hitchhiker resting for the night, was a silver Maserati.
�Holy�� I couldn�t finish. The closer we got, the more the lights shone on the car�s gleaming sides. When Spud�s headlights brushed with those of the car, the bulbs reflected like giant eyes, and all at once my fears were confirmed.
Like the flipping of a switch, I immediately returned to all of my original beliefs that the officers and my mom had done a good job of burying. Spud, so much in shock that his face had gone paler, pulled his truck onto the side of the road and faced the car, wrestling the stick shift into park.
Both of us sat wordlessly, the truck�s engine buzzing against our pounding heartbeats.
�Is that it?� Spud said. I nodded.
�I think so.� Part of me still didn�t want to believe it.
�So what�s that mean?� he said. �The whole murder thing? You didn�t hallucinate all that up after all?�
�I� I�m not sure,� I said. All along, I hadn�t expected to see the car there. But now that it was sitting in front of me�a real, three-dimensional proof of the things that�d happened�
I jolted out of my thoughts and pushed the door open, the sound of my footsteps against the rocky ground bringing back memories of twenty-four hours earlier. I hurried to the car, walking around the side as my reflection appeared in its tinted windows. It was the same car, no mistake. No one would have left something this expensive sitting this far in the middle of nowhere, not if they didn�t want it stolen. Not if they were still alive.
Spud appeared beside me, cupping his hands around his eyes so that he could see through the glass. I did the same. It was hard to see much. The seats inside were leather and the beige material had tightened back into shape long ago, since its driver had never returned. There was a briefcase in the passenger seat and a half-full bottle of water in the cup holder. I slid to the back window but the other seats were empty.
�Your clients are filthy rich,� Spud exclaimed.
�That reminds me,� I said. �He never paid before he tried to kill me.�
�Priorities, Scrooge,� Spud reminded me. He circled around the back of the car and to the other side, trying all the doors with his hands wrapped in the edge of his shirt. The doors were locked though. Adrenaline pumped through me so strongly that I didn�t care about making a proper entry. So I walked back to Spud�s truck, picked a long baseball bat from the assorted junk in the bed, and returned.
�Wait, what are you�!� Spud started to protest, but I swung the bat without letting him finish. Its heavy end cracked hard against the window glass but didn�t break through. Spud dashed to stop me but I slammed it again, and this time it worked, the entire panel crumbling like an eggshell.
�Are you insane?!� Spud shouted. It looked like he was about to pass out. �People can hear that!�
�No they can�t,� I told him, passing the bat into his hands.
�You�re lucky the alarm isn�t armed,� Spud hissed. �That�s all we need. W-what are you doing now?�
I�d gone back to Spud�s truck and retrieved a pair of work gloves from the tool compartment, which I slipped on. Careful to leave no fingerprints, I held my arm steady through the glass of the car window. My fingers found the lock and I pulled the door open, while Spud watched with a dumbfounded face.
Even the inside of the car smelled new, the scent of the leather having overtaken the enclosed space under the beating sun all day. I couldn�t slide to sit into the seat though, because now it was covered in glass. So I leaned my arm against the headrest, managing to snatch up the briefcase.
�I knew I was right,� I insisted, a thrill driving me as I dug through the glove compartment, finding nothing but a flashlight and the car�s owner manual. I lifted myself out and dropped the briefcase hard onto the car�s hood.
�Do you take diabolical joy in ruining precious cars?� Spud said, waving his hands. I didn�t reply, snapping both of the already-set combination locks. I clicked on the flashlight I�d taken and shone its beam down as I lifted the lid.
The briefcase�s meager contents were painstakingly organized: two pens hooked on a leather pocket and a single file folder encompassing crumpled papers. I accidentally picked the folder up by the wrong edge and a mishmash of printouts and photographs fell out.
Something immediately caught my attention. I passed the light to Spud.
�That�s you,� he said, aghast. On the top of the pile had fallen a sharp color photograph of me, in the motion of getting into my former car. It was bright daylight outside and I was in front of my house, the photo taken from far down my street.
�It sure is�� I confirmed sourly. I lifted the photo only to find another like it below, this one of me walking from the parking lot to school, and then another beneath that of me at the Santa Monica Pier, camera in hand. There was an entire album of photos of me, all from the past two days. Mr. Sharpe hadn�t simply been a deranged lunatic: he�d been stalking me.
Under normal circumstances, I should have felt violated. But I was far past feeling like someone had invaded my personal life. Too many other disturbing things surrounded this man, so that I only slid the photos aside and started to brush through the other papers.
I found a map of the Valley, showing a path in red marker that I suspected to be the drive I�d taken from home to school, then another tracing a path to the lot on which I stood. I found another scrap beneath that, the scrawled notes illegible to me. Then finally, a large strip of paper.
It didn�t belong with the others, a clipping from a San Francisco newspaper not sturdy enough to stand straight without me holding it at both ends. The page had been cut to show part of a single headline, ink faded and smudged at the ends. There was a row of four photographs in the middle, showing a middle-aged man and a woman, and beside them two nearly-identical boys with matching hair and gray eyes, much younger than my sister. They were obviously a family, all blonde except the father, who had black hair and a thin, graying beard.
But above the four, there was a distracting picture that almost leapt out at me the moment my eyes met the page. The face of a girl. She was about my age, with dark chocolate-colored hair that hung over her forehead, the rest pulled back behind her ears, skin lightly browned like most of the people at school who lived close to the Pacific coast. Her eyes were a shining blue, saturated like a photo editor had enhanced them unrealistically, a center of flaring gray that raced out in a bursting star. They should have been nearly indiscernible in the cheap newspaper ink, but they flashed with an almost unearthly vibrancy. She stared into my soul from the paper, through the camera lens� the Glimpse.
Ten thousand thoughts lay behind her eyes, but no words could describe them. It threw me off. With that much clarity, I should have been able to read her emotions precisely, but somehow I�d become too boggled to do it. I managed to pick out a few: amusement and happiness and joy. But there were thousands more hidden inside her. I could have studied them for hours.
It belonged on my wall. I needed her eyes on my wall.
�Who�s that?� Spud asked from beside me. I swallowed, having forgotten he was there.
�I don�t know,� I replied.
�That�s really sad,� he told me, with far too much lament in his voice. �She was hot.�
For a moment I couldn�t figure out why he sounded so down, but then I noticed the headline at the top of the page: SAN FRANCISCO FAMILY DEAD, BURNED IN HOME.
I�d had the breath knocked out of me before. When I was nine, my neighbor Andrew Roscolli had lost twelve Pok�mon cards to me in a bet, and in a rage he�d hit me with a baseball bat. That was the feeling that overcame me the second I read that headline. Instantly I was lightheaded, blinking, my throat dry as dizziness forced me to lean against the car�s side to steady myself. The cold metal brought me back, squeezing the edges of the newspaper so tightly that I crumpled it.
�Calm down, man,� Spud told me. What was wrong with me? I unfolded the bottom of the paper only to find that the article wasn�t a part of the clipping. There were names, though, in the caption: THE STEWART FAMILY. Steve and Margaret, with their twin sons Bobby and Steve Jr. And the girl: Callista.
My heart was beating faster now. I glanced to the top of the newspaper. It was dated five days ago. She�d been alive so recently. Barely gone. Freshly dead.
�You think he killed them too?� Spud said, voicing what I was too shaken to say.
�That would�make sense,� I agreed, gesturing emptily at the briefcase and then rubbing my forehead to ease the pounding headache that had arisen. Why? How could there be any reason to kill this family? Then go after me but leave my family unharmed?
Those thoughts made my insides reel. What are you doing, Michael? I didn�t know these people and there was no logical reason for me to act like I cared.
I folded the newspaper up immediately, not wanting to think about it anymore. Moving it revealed that there was actually one final paper in the bottom of the briefcase: an index card. I reached for it.
There was a scribbled note on the front, written in pen and smudged slightly by the writer�s hand. My name was written and circled with my business email address below it.
But to the right of my name was something else: a website address, also circled, with an arrow from my name pointing toward it.
�I�m on that!� Spud jumped to reach for his phone, but I was faster, pulling mine out of my pocket. I started my web browser. No connection at first. I held my phone up high, begging for it to work, until finally I managed to grab a strand of Internet through the trees.
It was difficult to type the long website address with my hands trembling and my sweaty thumbs sliding on the screen. Spud�s head pressed close to mine so that we could both see, the webpage loading slowly, every second feeling like forever. First came the black background, then some of the text, then lastly the subtitle at the top:

Only those who listen can hear what is true.

The website was arranged simply and had little design or flourish: only a plain black background, a long row of text for content and a sidebar on the right with links to archives. As I zoomed in on my tiny screen I saw that the archive dates went back for years, hyperlinks to hundreds of old posts. A blog.
The articles on the front page were truncated and showed only their titles and the first paragraph before having a link to read more. I scrolled down with my thumb and read the titles, most of them not making much sense to me. I saw one called THE FINANCIAL AND INDUSTRIAL CHIEFS OF INFLUENCE, and another THE AQUAFUEL TECHNOLOGY, and further down the page one called POST DEMOCRATIC PLAN OF ACTION.
Photographs broke up the page in several spots, and I paused on one of a pencil illustration of a coastline�s side view and deep under the sea that surrounded it. The picture showed a giant wave approaching the coastal city, but far away under the water was a long torpedo-shaped submarine. The title read, THE TSUNAMI DEVICE, and below that the beginning text:

Harken, all seekers of truth. I received this most recent correspondence and illustration from Anon this weekend, who reveals in it not only the further malicious intent of the Society, but their absolute disregard for the lives of those their procedures affect. For while even guilty offenders receive a trial, the humans who are in the path of these technologies fall to the side like slaughtered cattle, as witnessed by the �

And it cut off there, with a link for me to read more below the fold.
�It�s like a conspiracy theory�� Spud said under his breath. I looked at him, and he pointed to the page.
�These are all about secret government things,� he said. �Look at the titles: �Post Democratic Plan Of Action�? That�s like some sort of end-of-the-world theory I�d guess: what they�ll do when democracy falls apart. Like the black helicopters and Area 51.�
He gestured toward the illustration of the coastline. �This is about the tsunami that hit Indonesia a few months ago�see the date? It looks like whoever-this-is� this Anon person� he�s trying to say that it was a cover-up, and leaked it to this blog.�
�How do you know so much about this?� I asked with surprise.
�Don�t you ever listen to AM radio after midnight?� Spud asked, looking a little shocked that I didn�t. �I�m telling you, this is one of those sites. They pull out all this proof about a New World Order and aliens space ships and stuff. At least�what they call proof.�
He scratched his neck. �You wouldn�t believe how many of these things go through torrent sites. According to them, pretty much everything out there is a hoax by the government.�
�And you�ve read this site?� I said. He shook his head.
�No, never seen this one,� he replied. �I don�t really read much of it, just when I�m bored at night. Most of it�s on the radio. People call in all the time saying they know something. But you can�t take it seriously.�
Of course I can take it seriously. Because if the car was there, then I�d really met Mr. Sharpe. And if Mr. Sharpe existed, then he had tried to kill me. And if I was still alive, that meant he had failed, and the silver claws that I�d seen smashed through the roof of my car hadn�t been a delusion at all.
These thoughts caused everything I�d believed to be turned over. Many of my clients might have thought that my abilities were paranormal, and if it drove up sales I didn�t mind perpetuating that belief. But now that I felt I had seen something concrete, I didn�t know what was up or down anymore.
�What does this even have to do with me?� I asked aloud. It wasn�t like I knew anything about this stuff�no obvious reason for Mr. Sharpe to connect this site to me and come to the conclusion that I needed to be dead. Spud and I exchanged glances but neither of us had a good answer.
All this time, my thumb had been scrolling the webpage, and suddenly when my eyes turned back to the screen, my finger stopped abruptly. In the sidebar were links under a subheading labeled Introductory, bolded in cobalt blue with titles like FEDERAL RESERVE CARTEL and DIVISION OF EARTHLY POWERS. One in particular had caught my attention: THE SILVER-CLAWED GUARDIANS.
I clicked the link in the same instant I spotted it. However, I was greeted by a screen that required me to log in.
�What�s this?� I told Spud, gesturing. �Break through this.�
Spud snatched my phone and started to type quickly. However, his face showed from the start that he wouldn�t get far trying to break in. He tried a few logins and passwords but gave up without much of a fight.
�Are you serious?� I said with disbelief. �Just hack it.�
�You must watch too much TV,� he snarled. �I can�t just �beep! boop! beep! I think I�m into their mainframe, officer!��
He looked at me resentfully. I wasn�t taking that answer.
�I mean, I can do it,� he went on with confidence. �I just can�t do it on a phone. I�ve got to be at my house. All my stuff is on that computer.�
I wanted to protest but I knew it would be no use. I clicked back and then tried the link again, even trying some usernames like ADMIN and easy passwords I knew were common. But Spud had already been on top of that. The tiny mention of silver claws had set off alarms in my mind. It meant I hadn�t imagined those either; someone else out there had an answer.
�Can you find out who runs this?� I asked. Spud didn�t look certain but there still appeared to be hope in there. So I tore off the edge of one of the photographs and scribbled the web address onto it, giving it to him.
�Can you do this first thing tonight?� I insisted. Spud winced. I could read him like a book: Not all of us can stay up all night working, Michael.
�Early tomorrow then? It�s Saturday.� I relented. He nodded.
�Don�t tell anyone,� I added. The hesitation returned to Spud�s gaze.
�Do you even know what this is?� he said. �I mean�we really just found out that there was a man who tried to kill you. Aren�t you worried about telling the police?�
I hadn�t even thought about it. I�d forgotten all about the terror I�d experienced the night before because all my thoughts had become enveloped in the embrace of the mystery that�d come up. It was like the murder attempt was suddenly just a small piece of something so much larger that the original fear had been scared right out of me.
�Let�s keep it to us for now,� I told him. �I just� I want to find out why he wanted to kill me. And they might not even believe me just because I found a car.�
�But if there was one guy, what if someone else tries finish what he started?� Spud asked. He sounded far more afraid for me than I was.
�Now you�re the one talking conspiracy theories,� I said, putting on a reassuring smile.
I was good at acting confident. It was enough to convince Spud to stuff the note into his pocket without any more protest.
Still, the racing feeling that shot through every vein in my body told a different story. A simple murder attempt against me was too large for me to comprehend�but now there was more. Unintentionally, my hands had unfolded the newspaper clipping one more time. I was greeted by the girl�s face again and the mysteries that it bore.
Who are you? Maybe if she�d been alive, she could have told me what was going on.
When Spud wasn�t looking, I stuffed the newspaper into my pocket. I couldn�t help but glance back over my shoulder as we left the car behind, the folder of photographs in my hand. With its window broken, the car didn�t appear nearly as prestigious as it had before. Now it was like a lonely, injured beast staring after us, warning me that I should stop now�that I was venturing deep into something that I shouldn�t.
* * *
Spud didn�t say a single word during our drive home. I could feel his anxiety from across the truck. He remembered to leave me at the corner and I let him go without trying to diffuse the anxious air. I knew if I said anything, it�d do little but frighten us both even more.
Getting back into my room proved to be much more difficult than getting out had been. My mom knew all my tricks now, and it�d be a shame for me to be found when I was nearly able to hang a �1� on the mental X DAYS SINCE MICHAEL WAS CAUGHT sign.
Luckily, we kept a long aluminum ladder stored between our house and the neighbor�s. But if I used it to get onto the garage, I wouldn�t be able to hide the ladder once I was up. Since I couldn�t go back in through my room, I lifted the ladder onto the side of the house and climbed toward my sister�s bedroom window instead.
The window was unlocked, as usual. That was our deal. My sister knew that I sneaked out sometimes to do work for clients, and it was her unspoken vote of support to give me a way back in again. She didn�t care about the college money she could�ve gained; she wanted to be screenwriter fresh out of high school anyway. If she�d been anyone else�s sister she probably would have turned me in long ago, but she was Alli.
I crept inside and eased the ladder away, so that it went across the space between our houses and tapped the roof of our neighbor�s. I stood like Dracula over the bed, arms frozen out as I listened for any stirring from my mom�s bedroom. Nothing. In the morning I would take the ladder down, but this was just in case she happened to walk outside before I could.
I checked on Alli briefly but she was still sound asleep, so I hurried out. I closed my bedroom door behind me but even then I didn�t think it wise to turn on a light. With careful steps I went to my desk, emptying my pockets onto it and crawling under the sheets.
I didn�t even try to sleep. Minute after minute, I lay staring up at my photographs and the ceiling fan, mind racing faster than its rotating blades. There were no answers for the host of mysteries that bombarded me, and I knew even though Spud had told me he�d work on it in the morning, he was probably at his house already trying to break into the website. I wondered if I had dragged him into something I should have left him out of. But I needed someone I could trust, and there was no one better than Spud.
When I was certain that the creaks of our house were not my mom coming to check on me, I rolled over and reached for the newspaper again, looking at it in the light from my cell phone screen. I stared at the photograph of the girl.
Did you really have to die? I wondered. Spud was right: it was a shame. A waste, even, when you got down to the gritty technicalities. This girl�Callista�she would have had an amazing life. Just looking at her, surrounded by that family�she�d have gotten some degree in a nice college whose air I�d never afford to breathe, and probably marry some genius guy who was starting up a million dollar company.
The girl in the newspaper certainly looked like she had everything together, yet I didn�t get a feeling of any arrogance that should have gone along with it. She�d been heading nowhere but up, and she�d actually deserved it.
Stop thinking about that stupid girl. She was dead, and I�d almost been dead with her. I tossed the paper back. I wondered if it was even a good idea to keep it anymore.
Sleep refused to come easily. I wanted to forget everything. But my brain wouldn�t allow that. It was for that reason I was taken by surprise when I finally drifted to sleep, and felt my skin brush with icy air.
I was running again.
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My legs moved frantically, winding up a circular stairway in a thin tower-like space walled by gray stone. I saw everything as if it was through my eyes, but as cognitive as I was for being in a dream, I had no control over my muscles.
There was little light around me, only that which came from the old metal flashlight I clutched in my right hand. It was like the inside of a refrigerator. The steps rang like deep metal bells but I continued without stumbling once, hearing others chasing behind me.
My pursuers were only a step or two away but I never paused to look back, only continuing to run, the surrounding chill clouding my frantic breath into a mist. The end of the steps came suddenly when I arrived at a doorway, the passage already open and waiting for me. My body raced out and then turned to close the door, but to my surprise I waited for the other two to pass with me. I realized they were not chasing me after all, but were my companions.
I barely caught a glance of their features. One was a guy who appeared to be close to my age. He had long, black hair that went past his shoulders and hung over his ears but was free from his forehead, and green eyes with irises nearly unperceivable from his pupils in the low light. The other was a girl shorter than me, but I didn�t get to see her face before I turned, pressing something in the wall with my palm.
Immediately, a massive wall began to move across heavy railings, closing over the doorway and sealing flat, now making it appear like there was no opening at all.
�Hurry!� the girl said. Then I was running again. We had exited into a room with a low ceiling, only a few inches higher than my head�if I�d been claustrophobic I might have been petrified. We dashed up a set of stairs and around a corner that my subconscious didn�t even take the time to illustrate, and shot though another door into the cold night.
There was a vintage Oldsmobile waiting under the moonlight outside, and I leapt into the driver�s seat. I turned the key in the ignition without hesitation. It rumbled to life, the old radio bursting out music as it did, and we roared away without taking a second to turn the sound off.
My heart raced even though I still had no control over anything that was happening. My clothing felt odd: the design of my shirt was old, my jacket stitched tighter than I was accustomed to. On my right hand was a silver ring that glimmered in the lamps that hung outside of the buildings� doors. We shot out of the alley and into a giant parking lot surrounded by buildings and a chain-link fence, racing toward an opening on the other side.
But suddenly from all directions, a multitude of other cars appeared, and my foot slammed on the brakes. Tires squealed as the cars blocked our escape. But my dream self wasn�t giving up, switching gears into reverse and pulling around the other way, only to find that we were trapped in a corner.
None of the cars moved, no doors popped open. I switched gears but saw that I was boxed in no matter which way I turned. There was nowhere to go.
I turned my head to look at the girl who was in the passenger seat, as she searched our surroundings for a way out. But there wasn�t any. So she turned to me, and for the first time I saw her face.
I had seen her before.
But where? It was like time had slowed to nothing. The dark hair, the blue eyes� Somehow I knew her eyes microscopically well, down to every fleck and line in her iris. I always remembered a pair of eyes.
Callista.
She didn�t say anything. She only stared deep into me as if she could read my thoughts.
I heard doors popping open from the cars outside our windows, men in suits emerging. The song continued to play. None of us moved.
A man appeared through the front window of the car, unhesitating steps as he moved to stand an inch from the center of the hood. He was thin and tall and wearing a long coat with no tie, arms nearly enveloped in his sleeves, his breath blowing mist. His chin was sharp and his gray eyes studied us through the window�no smile, just a dry and dutiful stare. His eyebrows were completely white in contrast to his deeply black hair. He held a pistol with a long barrel, which he lifted with no emotion and pointed straight at the side of my head. On one of the fingers he had wrapped around the gun�s handle, he wore a red metal ring.
All of this had faded into the background. I was unable to tear myself from my deep entrenchment in Callista�s merciless gaze.
A burst of noise.�
A vicious crack.
A shattering of glass.
My bedroom ceiling fan whirred above my head like a cage of hornets was caught in its motor. I found myself staring at the fan blades going around and around before my eyes had fully focused on them, hypnotizing me as I lay motionless in wide-eyed terror, my bed drenched in sweat. The heavy click of the gun would not leave the recesses of my eardrums, even though it�and the stairs, the car, the girl�had never been real at all.
I was scratching my hand furiously so I forced myself to stop, trying to slow my breathing before I hyperventilated. The darkness of night still surrounded me. I managed to turn my head to look at the alarm clock. 5:31 AM. Far too many hours until morning.
Again, I had to stop myself from scratching my hand. The sweat was causing me to itch all over, and this only added to my growing misery as I forced myself to sit up.
This is your own fault, I told myself. It was because I�d spent so much time concentrating on her picture before falling asleep. There is nothing more to the dream than what was caught in my subconscious.
Yet I�d dreamed of running again, for a second time. Now I�d been running with the girl I�d never met�who was dead�and a boy I�d never seen before in my life. I couldn�t make the horrible images in my head disappear.
�Crazy dream,� I hissed to myself, standing up but refusing to turn on a light. I wiped my forehead with the back of my arm, hair damp. When I couldn�t take the ferocious itching any longer, I walked quietly down the hall to the bathroom, closing the door so I wouldn�t wake anyone as I switched on the dim shower light.
I went to the sink and tossed a rag into it, wiping my wearied face with the cool water. It was such a relief against the heat. I held the rag up against my neck.
I dropped it in fright.
In the reflection of the mirror, I saw that the black birthmark on my right hand was now surrounded by red. The line was still dark but now swelled to the size of my knuckle, and the skin surrounding it was vibrantly inflamed worse than any rash I�d ever seen.
Startled, I touched my birthmark, drawing my hand back at the sting. The skin was hard. I scrambled to turn the water on and ran my finger under the cold, but it didn�t help.
What is happening to me�? I thought, breathless. Poison ivy? Something that�d been in the work gloves I�d gotten from Spud�s truck? That was all I needed, something else to add on top of the gloom of this week. I rubbed the mark, struggling to numb it.
The burning!
I ground my teeth together, fighting back a sharp scream as it struggled to exit. A massive tremor of pain shook throughout me, heat seeming to radiate from the spot I had touched. The skin had come loose, sliding, peeling�
My eyes had closed in the grimace but I forced them open, breathing heavily, looking down. Between my own two fingers, stuck to their tips by my own blood, was a thin strip of my skin that had fallen off.
From my birthmark, a trickle of liquid started to run down my hand, staining the white porcelain of the sink with red.
I found gauze in the cabinet above the toilet, wrapping it so tightly around my finger that it forced the flow of blood to stop and hid the wretched sight. The spot of skin looked mangled like a burn victim�s, so I covered my entire hand in ointment to be safe, making me wince even more. My finger continued to throb. I scrubbed the sink until it was clean again, and hid the rag in the trash under a wad of tissues.
I didn�t sleep any more that night, mulling over the most horrible thoughts I could collect under the watchful eyes of the photographs on my walls. Maybe the briefcase had been booby-trapped with a chemical defense, and somehow I�d caught a skin-degenerating disease. Now there was nothing too supernatural, nothing too otherworldly that I could simply dismiss as impossible.
I tried to forget the girl and the dreams. I didn�t need the distraction. The only real lead I had was whatever Spud could find.
�Now with a wrapped-up finger to add to my already wrapped-up knife wound on my arm, avoiding attention seemed impossible. I went downstairs and nonchalantly poured a bowl of cereal. Alli sat cross-legged on the couch with her own bowl, watching TV.
�Trying out as a mummy?� she asked, spotting the new gauze immediately. There was no getting past her. I tried to give her a sliver of a smile so she wouldn�t think anything was wrong. My acting skills were deteriorating though.
�You look like a mess,� she told me.
�Why thank you, Miss Positivity,� I replied, pouring the milk. �Anything else I need to know about myself?�
�You eat little kid cereal,� she said, stirring hers and taking a bite.
�I prefer my breakfast to have cinnamon, not just raisins and flakes,� I retorted and began to shovel food in. This proved to be a bit more difficult than usual with gauze wrapped around my finger, but I managed.
�Any more dreams?� Alli asked without warning, and at first I had trouble swallowing down the food in my mouth. I debated not telling her, but I knew she�d see right through that.
�Yeah, maybe,� I told her without commitment to elaborate.
�And you said I need a therapist,� she said, grinning. She shook her head.
�Same stuff as last time?� she asked. I did a small nod-and-shrug combination.
�Somewhat,� I said. �Running again, at least. But this time there was a girl.�
I knew that would set Alli off. I heard her legs scratching across the couch cushions as she pulled them under her, turning to face me, completely ignoring whatever was on the TV now. I grinned because I couldn�t help it.
�A real girl?� Alli said, sounding out a fake gasp. �She must have been coming to kill you.�
�Can�t I be around a girl and you not think she has ulterior motives?� I protested. Alli shook her head. She had a point. I bit into my food with a sense of vengeance.
�No,� I told Alli. �She was actually running with me. Are you a dream expert now?�
Alli gave me an unamused look. �Well everyone knows dreams reflect what you obsess over in real life.� She shrugged. �Creeper.�
I certainly wasn�t about to tell her that the girl who�d been in my dream had been dead for nearly a week. So I sniffed at her and washed my bowl out, and left.
I started on foot in the direction of Spud�s house. His was only a short distance from mine, a left on the corner of Hogan Lane then a few blocks of sidewalk, the streets still lonely due to the weekend�s late-sleepers. He lived in one of Arleta�s rare two-story places, painted dark blue with fake white shutters. In contrast to my mom�s small and progressively dying garden, his mother�s covered about half of their front yard, with nearly-bursting tomatoes and an assortment of vegetables. His parents were invested in being energy efficient: skylights and solar panels cut into a roof of temperature-reflective metal. Spud�s truck was parked across the street, a distance he�d probably been hoping would get him indoors undetected the night before. I envied him having parents who slept like rocks.
I knocked softly on the front door. He was there in seconds.
�You�re up early,� I said.
�I don�t know if I even slept last night,� he returned, but he didn�t look entirely defeated and that gave me hope. He led me upstairs through upholstered couches and traffic-flattened orange carpet, a finger to his lips as we passed the rooms shared by his seven siblings, then his parents� door, then his grandmother�s door, and finally to his.
Spud�s bedroom was even more of a wreck than my own. Instead of camera equipment, though, his was packed to every wall with parts of computers and old video game consoles. If any collector were to creep about�if they could, seeing as there were very few places to step�they would have been greeted by countless old Ataris, Segas in color and monochrome Game Boys, and tons of other gaming systems and circuit boards I couldn�t identify. In the corner was an old arcade system with a busted screen, the sides advertising a fighting game whose image was defaced in marker and pen from years of abuse by teenagers. For a moment, I wasn�t watching where I was going and nearly tripped over a pizza box that had wires coming out of it.
�Careful!� Spud warned in a whisper. He produced a folding chair from against the wall and slid things aside with his foot until there was a space for it. I sat next to him in front of a computer monitor�it was one screen in a row of eight, the others dormant.
�So,� he began, �I don�t have the news I was hoping for. But I do have something good.�
He clicked on a window he�d lowered, bringing up a web browser with at least twenty tabs open. He shuffled through them until he found the site we�d discovered the night before. It appeared different when it wasn�t on the tiny screen of my phone, but still bore its scant decoration and barely-understandable pieces of text. He clicked a link and brought up the login screen that had denied us before.
�I couldn�t break through it after all,� he said. �They�ve got some federal-banking level encryption in there�the stuff governments use. Nothing I have can smash through it. I even tried�� he paused, seeing my blank expression, and sighed. �Never mind, you won�t understand it. But basically, we�re not getting in.�
�I thought you had good news,� I said.
He held up a finger to silence me. �I couldn�t get in, but you also asked me to find out who�s running the site,� he continued. �It�s this guy here.�
He pointed to a line that appeared in dark gray beneath the post titles. I hadn�t noticed it before because my screen had been so small. In tiny letters it said �POSTED BY: THE EXPOSITOR�.
�That�s not much help,� I said with a hint of dissatisfaction. Again, Spud waved his finger.
�Take a hint from this site,� he said gruffly. He pointed to the words at the top of the website. �Only. Those. Who. Listen. Shall. Hear. What. Is. True. It�s telling you to shut up.�
�You�re way too smug to have not cracked anything,� I said, lifting an eyebrow. He nodded. He enjoyed feeling like a genius.
�I couldn�t get through the passwords, and I couldn�t find out who owned the site�all the domain ownership information was private. But I found something while digging in the pages.�
He scrolled to the bottom, clicking a link to go back a page of posts. He did this again, three more times, until he reached blogs that had been posted two months before we�d visited. He stopped the scrollbar halfway down the page, showing the beginning of a post titled INERTIAL PROPULSION, and a photograph before the thin paragraph of text.
�Some of these posts,� Spud said, �have a picture uploaded and embedded into the top of the article. Since they show up before it cuts off and forces the login, I can actually see some of these pictures. Look really close.�
I leaned in toward the screen. The photograph was plain, simply a snapshot of a piece of paper with words typed on it, the stationary sitting unfolded on a desk against a blue wall. I couldn�t read the words because the picture was too small to see the miniature typeface.
�I don�t understand what it is,� I told Spud.
�It�s one of the letters,� Spud said excitedly. �Look, this guy�the Expositor�he keeps mentioning up and down this site that he�s getting letters from someone called Anon. That�s his informant. Someone who knows about all this secret government stuff and keeps mailing the blogger info about it.�
He tapped his computer monitor. �But obviously, the readers who follow this site don�t always believe him. So he posts photographs of some of the letters he gets. That�s what this is.�
�Does that help us?� I asked. It wasn�t like I could simply go searching the world for someone called Anon�short for Anonymous, I figured.
Spud shook his head quickly.
�This is why you�re lucky to have a friend like me,� he said. �And more importantly, why I�m lucky to have my granny.�
He was smiling with victory. �Because when I first saw this, I thought I saw something familiar in the picture. And it�s hardly even in the picture at all. It�s behind the letter.�
His finger moved from the letter to the blue wall that was at the back it. Only a sliver was visible before being cut off: an energetic hue decorated with an unusual pattern of swirls, tiny angels sitting in the curves like they were in a pillow of clouds. The angels had hair and skin hand-painted in a metallic yellow so it appeared they were gold, though it was obvious the wall behind them was merely cheap plaster.
�That wall,� Spud said, �reminds me of my granny. My granny reminds me of going to church. And going to church reminds me of my Uncle Richard�s funeral, where the walls were decorated with gold angels on a blue wall that my little sister wanted to draw moustaches on.�
�Wait�� I jumped in with shock. �You�re saying you��
Spud nodded. �This wall is from Saint Lita�s church, just down the road from here.�
I jumped forward, grabbing the mouse from Spud. My fingers drummed across the keyboard, typing SAINT LITA�S CHURCH ARLETA into a search engine. A website for the church had service schedules, contact information, and photos in a line. One of the pictures showed two priests and a deacon posing in religious garb beside a row of old pews. Over the shoulder of the priest furthest to the left was a blue wall with golden angels.
Spud hit the desk triumphantly. I was aghast.
�You�re actually brilliant,� I told him, unable to form any other words. He nodded like he�d known this already.
�So,� he said, �chances are the person who�s getting these letters attends this church, maybe even one of the cleaning crew or someone in the office who spends a lot of time alone there.�
�What time is the next service?� I blurted out. Spud checked the site�s schedule.
�It�s Catholic,� he said. �So Saturday evening mass starts at 4:30. But then you have 7:30 AM tomorrow, and 9 AM, and 11, and��
His voice trailed off. �What, are you going to go down to the church and see if you can just spot someone who looks like they enjoy conspiracy theories?�
�I don�t know,� I said. �But it�s all I have. Maybe if someone overhears me asking questions I�ll catch a Glimpse��
My voice trailed off. The chances of that happening were very thin, and both of us knew it. Spud didn�t look too enthusiastic about the idea. But when he didn�t answer, I entered the church�s address into my phone, heart racing.
* * *
Spud�s family started moving around downstairs, and once his younger brothers and sisters discovered I was there, the whole place turned into a zoo of screaming voices. I was nearly knocked backward when they all ran into me at once, and it took half an hour before I managed to get outside and head home. Spud offered to come with me, but his mother forced him to stay because they�d already planned a family trip to the beach.
So I went alone through the slowly-awakening neighborhood again, now interspersed by cars and trucks heading out for the weekend. Some of the daze-like feeling still lingered over me. I guessed that was my mental defense: continue to believe there was some reasonable explanation to all this so that I wouldn�t lose my sanity.
I walked quickly�the church service didn�t start for hours but I was eager to be home. My birthmark itched furiously so I unwrapped the gauze with caution. It was even redder than before, though the outside air helped to relieve the pain.
Seeing that the redness hadn�t subsided since I�d awoken only made me more concerned. There was one person in the world who�d know how to fix it. So when I got home, I headed straight for the back of the house.
To call my mom�s workspace an �office� was far too conformist of a term, a word that implied organization and efficiency and maybe even a sturdy chair, none of which my mom had. The previous owners had converted an end of the back porch into a storage space. My mom, ever resourceful, had painted the place cream and redone the wooden flooring herself, tacking up thin, colorful cloths to make it cozier. She had a desk and a stool in the corner that she�d gotten from a secondhand shop, two couches for her and clients, and bookshelves stuffed with old records and bottles on the far wall.
It was the strongest smelling room in the house, on account of the herbal invasion spread upon her desk, but I knew for every awful scent there was some ailment she could cure. Alli and I were sick the least out of everyone in our schools, and we�d never gotten a single shot from a doctor in our lives.
�I only work by appointment!� my mom said loudly to me, not looking from the tall notebook she was scribbling in, glasses over her eyes. �Walk-ins not welcome!�
�You�re supposed to heal me, you Hippocratic hypocrite,� I said, falling onto one of her torn couches, from the same secondhand store as the rest of the room.
�I didn�t take any Hippocratic Oath,� she growled, turning a page in one of the thick books open on her desk.� �I�m not your doctor.�
This was the game we played�she would be researching something for a patient and I�d come in, and she�d act like it bothered her when it really didn�t. Half the time I wondered how Alli and I hadn�t driven her to get a job away from the house, especially when summer came and we were ten times worse of a distraction. I rolled over onto my back, looking up the walls. She had a guitar hanging on one side, from back when she was part of a girl band called Fruity Joos. They�d never really gone anywhere, except for the time the trio had opened for Aerosmith�she�d told that story to me dozens of times, and I guess it made her cool enough.
Next to that, like a stop sign that signaled the end of her guitar age, was her framed college degree. She�d studied zoology at UCSB. When I was old enough to know what that was, I�d asked her why she wasn�t working with penguins and lions and elephants, and she�d just said she had enough wild animals living in her home to suffice.
�I have an appointment in half an hour,� she told me when I didn�t leave. She looked up, blinking at me expectantly through the glasses.
�I�m hurt,� I told her with a whimper. She scrunched her mouth together. I held my hand out where she could see it, and she nearly jumped.
�What in the world, Michael�� she said with a gasp. �What have you been doing to that?�
She took me by the wrist and I was forced to sit up as she pulled my mangled finger closer to the lamp. The heat from the bulb made my finger burn harshly so I tried to pull away.
�Did you hit it in the car wreck?� she asked, not letting me go.
�No, I think it�s a rash,� I said.
�The skin is peeling bad.� She examined it closer, touching lightly. I winced.
�It�s hard too, are you sure you didn�t break a bone?�
�I�d be in a lot more pain, right?� I said, though the burning had left me speaking through my teeth. She let my hand go and took her glasses off. My hand trembled.
�Take this first,� she said, producing a slim blue cylinder labeled Arnica from one of the desk drawers. She popped the lid and a pile of tiny white pebbles tumbled into my other hand. They tasted like sugar.
�What witchery is this?� I said.
�It�ll make the ache go away,� she replied, stretching up to rearrange glass bottles on her shelf, pulling two and setting them on her desk. Each was labeled but I couldn�t read the scribbled handwriting, glass droppers exposed when my mom unscrewed the caps.
�This will help heal it,� she said, filling the dropper then hovering it over my hand. �Hold still, it�ll burn a��
I nearly screamed, jerking my hand back. The first drip, no larger than a raindrop, had fallen onto my finger.
�THAT. BURNS.� I exploded, flinging my hand back and forth to drive the pain away.
�That means it�s working!� my mom insisted. �Put your hand down NOW.�
I whined and whimpered, but in the end she had more power over me than any doctor, so I had to obey. She leaned her elbow lightly against my arm, but to me it was like a vice holding me down.
�While I�m doing this,� she said, �tell me about those dreams.�
I looked at her with a hint of alarm but she didn�t register my reaction as she dripped more solution onto my finger.
�Alli,� I hissed, whispering the name the second it came to me.
�Don�t hate her,� my mom said in warning. �She told me because she�s scared for you.�
�Alli, scared?� I said with disbelief, wincing at the medicine again. �She�s in there watching a movie about killers right now.�
�And her brother was nearly killed two nights ago,� my mom said. It cut me off. Was that her silent voicing of confidence in my story about Mr. Sharpe? Certainly not. If she thought that the murder had been real, she�d be out in front of the police station picketing right then for an investigation. Was she making fun of me? I wasn�t detecting that either.
The car crash, I remembered. Even with Mr. Sharpe out of the picture, I�d still nearly died in that wreck. She�d already crossed the possibility of Mr. Sharpe�s existence out.
Would she cross him out so easily now that I had proof of something different?
I could have told her then. I could have blurted out everything I�d found: the car, the briefcase, and the girl�s face on the newspaper. My life would have taken a dramatic turn in the space of a few seconds.
But my mouth remained shut. I didn�t need the police�not yet. I was on top of this, and felt I had the power to dig one last shovel into the dirt of this mystery, and perhaps find the treasure chest myself.
�They�re just dreams,� I told her.
�Do you normally dream of when you die?� she pressed. Stupid Alli. Were there no secrets in this house anymore?
�No,� I replied slowly, but one look from my mom caused the gates to break. That, or the fresh droplet of burning herbal concoction that sent pain racing through my nervous system.
�Alright, they�re dreams of me dying,� I admitted. �It�s happened twice. They feel real when I�m in them, but I know I�m dreaming, so it�s even weirder.�
Was that enough of the truth for her without giving too much? I was already uncomfortable and in pain, I didn�t need her to think that I was losing my mind on top of it. Or any more evidence to that fact, at least.
If she thought that, she surely didn�t show it through her face. She shrugged.
�You�re the kid who keeps getting into strange trouble,� she said. �It only makes sense it happens in your dreams too.�
That got a wry smile out of me, one that become more genuine when she let go of my arm and I knew the evil drops were over. She threw the gauze away before I could wrap my finger up again�she was a firm believer in the healing powers of outside air.
�You�ve been doing that all your life, you know,� my mom went on. �You remember when you were ten and I almost ran you over?�
�You�re supposed to look before backing up,� I said.
�If I remember correctly, you were playing hide-and-seek under the car,� she reminded me. �Before that you were eight and I found you under your Aunt Bama�s sink, the cap already off the bleach and a straw in your hands,� she said. �And you almost died before you were born too.�
I shifted on the couch. I�d heard these stories so many times, I�d usually disregarded them as unimportant family folklore that only got brought up at birthday parties. They felt a little bit different this time though, as if my most recent incident called for a reminder of all the times I�d flirted brazenly with Death.
�I got pregnant with you at twenty, and just a few months in I got really sick,� my mom said. �I went in and they told me there was some complication, and you were taking more of my body�s resources than you should have. Which sounds small, but at the rate you were going, you were actually killing me, they said.�
She�d told me this story many years before but I didn�t remember much of it. I listened enraptured, my mom�s gaze turning up to the wall behind me.
�They told me I should get rid of you, because otherwise I�d die for sure,� she said. �They were very convincing too. They made you sound like a leech. Five percent chance you�d make it, and even less that I would. But you think I was about to give you up?�
�Obviously not,� I said. She grinned.
�Yeah. I told the doctors to screw off,� she said, crinkling her nose with some degree of delight. �And I�ve been telling them that ever since,� she snorted. �Them and the whole bonkers medical system. And after I left them, I endured six more months of miserable torture hoping for some reward at the end,� she looked back down at me. �But unfortunately, all I got was you.�
She knocked me on the side of the head with the back of her hand.
�And that is why, Michael, you can never complain about chores, ever,� she said. Then her face softened up. She leaned her elbow against the edge of the couch, brushing the hair from my forehead.
�You really wanted to live,� she said. �You weren�t supposed to. I think even G wanted to listen to the doctors. Then Alli came along. Then G left for Megan McSluttus, and now we�re a happy family of the Asher Trio, which thanks to you, often seems close to becoming the Asher Duo.�
G was what we called my invisible father, George, because we�d come to a consensus that he wasn�t worth the time of pronouncing all six letters. I shook my head, making the hairs she�d pushed away fall back into place. I knew she was thinking about the car crash.
�You�re good at not dying, Michael. Keep that up,� she said. It was gently, lovingly�so unreserved that even without a moment of surprise, I could read the Glimpse behind her gaze, the gate opening without the walls being broken down. I�d hardly ever read my mother, probably because it felt weird to know what she was thinking. But seeing the warmth behind her, that real and genuine care for me was almost like an unspoken renewal of what I already knew. No matter what else the world would do, she actually cared.
I could have told her everything. I wanted to tell her. I should have told her. But I didn�t.
When the silence wore off, she drew back to her desk.
�What are your plans for this evening?� she asked me. I sat up straighter, stretching my arms. I debated what to say.
�Church,� I replied. She gave me an odd look but didn�t ask. So I stood up, left the room, and closed the door between us.

6
The Expositor

Exhausted from another night of little sleep, I tried to take a nap to pass the time, but only ended up lying still for hours. The closed blinds let in a mild glow between long shadows across the pictures on my walls.
Maybe I needed something new up there? I had too much time to kill until leaving again. So I rolled over and went to my desk, turning my music player to a low buzz of electronic-fused sounds as I dug through my files. All of my digital photographs were organized into folders, sorted by day and on some, the location. There were so many places to photograph people in California. I could go down to The Grove and watch shoppers. Or I could venture down Hollywood Boulevard and capture tourists wandering through the attractions, pressing their hands into that of celebrities at Grauman�s Chinese Theatre.
The snapshots I paged through evidenced all of this. I didn�t simply use my talent for the money that clients would pay me. It was an addiction. I had to keep watching people, had to keep studying their faces for ones that would fit my walls. I clicked through photos one after the other, checking a face and then the next, hundreds flashing by.
I�d been searching for Callista�s face without even knowing it. My mind was fixed on how close San Francisco was and how she might have been down in LA at some point, maybe even in the background of one of my photos. But I wasn�t going to let myself go further down that path. I clicked my monitor off and hid the newspaper again.
When 3:45 came around, I dug through my closet for a button-up shirt then ventured downstairs. Alli was in the living room and I passed by the TV screen just as a tentacle speared a screaming woman.
�Keep watching all that joy and positivity,� I told her. She looked over my formal wear and lifted an eyebrow.
�Have�fun,� she said. On screen, tiny octopus-shaped babies started to slither out of the woman�s head. Alli rolled back over again.
I hadn�t ridden my bike in months so it was a bit difficult finding it in the garage. By the time I had it, I was already so dusty and sweaty that I wondered why I�d even bothered to dress up at all. Nothing was going to stop me now though. The author of the blog was the only clue I had left.
I pedaled down the road and followed the crossing street to the right, avoiding pedestrians out for an evening walk. There was a cool breeze that flew into my face, making the bike move slower but wiping the sweat away from my arms and forehead: a fair trade to relieve this heat, I thought. Everywhere I turned, there were people I already felt I knew, either from school or from my venturing all over the town while hunting for good photographs. Arleta was like that: you knew one, you knew them all.
Most of the houses that I passed were rickety and uneven, the old wooden panels held together by boards added for support, concrete foundations crumbled after years of age. There were chain-link covered yards holding back snapping dogs, trucks jacked up on giant tires half as tall as I was, uneven sidewalks that made my bike bounce and swerve. Scrap vendors had tall strips of tin wired up as makeshift fencing, dozens of KEEP OUT signs attached in multiple languages. If you were just a visitor passing through, all of this reeked of urban decay. To me, Arleta was like a grandmother whose skin was wrinkled and whose bones were fragile, but whose smile could never be outdone by any younger and more beautiful supermodel.
Aside from the old cars and the cheap shops, one thing that Arleta had a lot of was churches. I passed at least five before I finally saw the tall, pointed steeple of my target ahead. ST. LITA�S CHURCH, read the sign in the grass out front. I braked my bike to a stop in front of it, catching my breath.
The main part of the church was built in a traditional style with giant wooden doors behind steps leading from the sidewalk, all surrounded by neatly clipped trees. There was a parking lot to its left with people hurrying to make it inside before the service began. Most of them were Hispanic, all dressed up far better than I was, and at once I felt out of place.
I hid my bike behind the bushes and dusted my clothes off with my fingers, ridding my shirt of the grass and bugs that had flown there. I strolled up to the doors with as much faked belonging as I could�covering my burning hand in my pocket�and stepped inside.
I was immediately greeted by a host of scents that were foreign to me: candles melting with gently smoking flames atop their glowing white pillars, and perfumes and colognes from the churchgoers around me. The chill of an overworked and buzzing air conditioner carried the smell of incense from the front of the church: a smoky and exotic sensation that entered my nose like crushed flowers and spices.
The stained glass windows glowed from the evening sunlight outside. Likely accustomed to visitors, the families around me didn�t even notice that an outsider was in their midst. I quickly stepped out of the entryway, finding an abandoned spot at the end of a pew in the back. When I sat down, something beside me caught my eye: the blue wall with the golden angels. There was no mistake, it was the same from the photo.
Where to begin my search? I wondered. I knew that Spud was right: there wasn�t much hope in finding one person out of this group. The children stuck close to their parents, families and pockets of old ladies scattered about�none of them looked like conspirators. The church was merely one long room with two columns of pews, split through the middle by a walkway leading to the cloth-covered altar. A woman sat behind the keys of an organ, and began to play.
Everyone stood so I mimicked their actions, picking up a hymnal and mouthing the words along with them. A bespectacled priest appeared with two altar boys in a line, one bearing a tall crucifix and the other a gigantic bible. They all wore robes: the boys in white, the priest in green, steps so practiced that none of them even came close to tripping over the ends of their clothes. Behind them strolled a single monk dressed in brown with a completely bald head. When the priest reached the front, the music stopped, and he started to speak.
I didn�t really understand much of what he was talking about because I never went to church, but I followed along with the people nearby. They would stand for some things and sit for others. I found the uneven harmonies of the old people mixed with the children to be soothing�so powerful, it even calmed my own tension.
It went on for about half an hour. My eyes continued to scan the faces around me. I couldn�t see a true Glimpse, but even without that I felt I was in the wrong place.
None of these people even appeared slightly out of the ordinary. Not a single face there could have held behind it the secrets of a plot to murder me. Even as the priest finished the reading and began his sermon, the only disturbance in the room was the snore of an old man who�d fallen asleep.
I turned my head to study the people who lurked in the back pews with me. One of the men on the opposite corner stared at the priest almost too intently. Another woman two rows ahead of him didn�t seem happy to be there. Dissatisfaction, I recognized. But murder? I couldn�t see that in either of their eyes.
I sighed, slouching a bit against the hard back of the pew. Maybe this was a waste of time. I might have had better luck hunting for a penguin in a desert.
�For the time is come,� the priest�s monotonous voice suddenly rose to a boom through the speakers, breaking me out of my reverie, �that judgment must begin at the house of God: and if it first begin at us, what shall the end be of them that obey not the gospel of God?�
My concentration was drawn to him again, his eyes reading from the book. I hadn�t been paying attention until now, but the fervent insistence in his voice was too much to turn away from. The priest was patriarchal and almost ancient, a short gray beard and wrinkly skin on his face, hands holding the side of the pulpit to steady himself. His eyes were bright blue, a color I could see even from across the church.
�Brothers and sisters,� he said after a pause. �Listen to those words of Peter the Apostle. Listen, for soon the judgment foretold shall be upon us��And if the righteous scarcely be saved, where shall the ungodly and the sinner appear�?�
The language was so treacherously dark that it felt out of place with these people, yet all of them listened closely. The priest�s eyes scanned their faces, pausing and considering his next words.
�Who knows when this end shall come?� he proclaimed. �Ten years from now? A month? A week? Where will you be on Monday if it happens then? Will your soul be ready?�
He nodded at all of us, his croak of a voice seeming to command the very air we all breathed.
�And what of the unrighteous�those who lead our souls astray?� he went on. �For if we are the sheep, we must follow a shepherd. But what if we find that we have been deceived, and are living in the herd of a shepherd only leading us to slaughter?�
An unusual gravity had taken over the entire room. He bowed his head for a moment, tilting the microphone away a half-inch to ease the power of his voice.
��Listen for the voices that warn of the coming. Listen for the voices that cry out for the purification of your soul before the farmer comes to harvest,� he said. �Because only those who listen can hear what is true.�
Like they had been spoken in a deep chamber, the priest�s final words reverberated in my head, my hands freezing as they clutched at the wooden armrest.
The priest was done. He turned and walked back to the altar. The Expositor had been in front of me all along.
It�s strange how many motions a body makes all on its own. Even standing up is a symphony of legs pushing and arms supporting, an endless and yet unconscious attention that no one really notices before they�re on their feet. All of a thousand things happen in the span of a second, like a set of instructions your brain has so you don�t need to remember the steps.
However the moment I�d identified the Expositor, I became conscious of every motion I made. Suddenly it was as if everyone else in the church had disappeared, and if the priest were only to look up he�d pick me out at once. My breath was too loud so I tried to slow it. My arms were crossed so I uncrossed them. Breathing slower started to make me dizzy, which only made me feel more awkwardly evident. I simply couldn�t get the autopilot turned back on.
So I sat with my back pressed into the corner of the pew, trying as hard as I could to keep my eyes from the priest as he went through his long-practiced motions of finishing the service. It was him. I knew I was right.
Soon the organ�s sounds filled the halls with a final song, as the priest and his assistants filed out and around the opposite side of the church, disappearing into a small room. The song finished and everyone around me started to buzz with low greetings to their neighbors, some leaving hurriedly and others grouping into friendly pockets of conversation.
I managed to stand. But what next? I�d watched the priest go into a side room in the front of the church, and I could see his shadow and the shadows of others as they performed their cleanup duties.
I wasn�t about to let him dart out a door and disappear before I could find some answers. But it wasn�t like there was any good way to start this conversation either. Have you heard any good conspiracy theories lately, Father?
Frosty air blew at me from vents against the wall, an usher switching off some of the lights that were over the altar just as I got to the pulpit. He nodded at me as I walked up the steps. I could hear the monk talking merrily with another usher, something about the old woman who�d been snoring, and they all laughed at once as I turned the corner.
The room was barely the size of my bedroom, mostly one wall with a long counter and many rows of cabinets. A table was beside the door, holding up sconces and a tall chalice that sat upside-down on a towel to dry. There was a tiny open closet with just enough room for about a dozen colored robes that hung inside, and at that moment the priest was putting his robe up, now dressed in an all-black suit and white collar of clergy. He turned just as I walked in.
�Can I help you?� he said. His voice was cavernous and mellow, the warmth of a person who lived off speaking. I stopped in the doorway.
�Um�yes.� Any words I�d prepared departed at once. The priest looked at me, his ocean eyes even more piercing now, set in the circles of age on his face. Certainly not a man who knew dark secrets�certainly not a man who knew why I�d almost been killed?
�I have a question. About�what you said earlier,� I said. He closed the door of the closet.
�Yes?� he prompted.
�Did you write it yourself?� I blurted. The lines in his face showed confusion.
�Of course,� he replied. �Well, I didn�t write it. I merely spoke from the heart. The Spirit works best when we let it guide us.�
The priest picked up the chalice and placed it in the cabinet. I glanced at the monk and usher who were still in the room. They were bantering loudly but I wasn�t sure if taking chances would be in my favor.
�I�d like to talk to you,� I said. �Alone.�
The priest raised an eyebrow. �What about?�
�I�I can�t say.�
His face twisted up. �Can�t you talk about it with me here?�
�I don�t think it�s safe here,� I said. The priest did not look convinced.
�Well I don�t know what you want to say that you can�t tell me here with Brother James,� he said. �I�ve got tomorrow�s mass to prepare for. If it�s not a time sensitive matter, maybe you can drop by the office tomorrow evening at��
�I�ve seen the blog,� I whispered, hoarsely because it had slipped out without warning. Immediately his hands stopped, hovered in the motion of picking up the sconces, face frozen like a stone cutting. In the shock I�d given him, I saw one of the clearest and most unhindered Glimpses I�d ever witnessed. Raw terror, like the fleeting thought of a person one second before a car was about to crush them. It was paired with a feeling of entrapment and a second where he wondered just how short a time he might have left to live.
His lips parted to say something but in mid-thought he must have realized that he�d already given himself away, and there was no use in denying it.
�I won�t talk about this,� he said under his breath, moving to place the sconces into the cabinet and closing the doors.
�Please, just��
He pushed me aside, moving to escape through the doorway I�d been standing in. In my desperation I grabbed him by the arm of his shirt, causing him to spin around, arms coming up to defend himself.
�Stay away from�!� he shouted, but his voice cut off like the breaking of a tree branch. His eyes had locked with the hand I�d lifted to stop him, straight to my black birthmark now throbbing and red.
�Daniel�� he whispered in shock. Then realizing that the room had gone silent, he blinked and looked up to the monk and usher who�d turned around to see what the trouble was. His face went paler.
�I�I�m sorry,� he said. �I will�I�ll hear your confession now, if you�d like,� he said to me hastily. �No sinner should be forced to wait for forgiveness, yes?�
Without another word, he turned and started away, so I followed. He headed straight for the back of the church, hands nervously grazing the tops of the pews as he went, head darting to each side as he checked the room. All of the parish members were already gone.
On the wall near the entrance was a set of wooden boxes that looked almost like closets, a pair of doors going in with a light over one. The priest said nothing, darting through one of the doors and closing it behind himself. On it was a plaque that read: FATHER LONNIE PETERS.
I swallowed hard as I reached for the metal handle of the other door. There was no time to think about it, not with the frantic curiosity that had taken over me. What would be said inside that room would change everything I knew.
My fingers grazed the handle and in that instant my hesitation vanished, and I slipped inside.
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Confessions

A wall with a square metal grill in its center separated me from the priest�s side, our faces masked from each other. There was little more than that and a padded kneeler. Through the mesh of the anonymity window, I could see the faint outline of Father Lonnie leaning near the divider.
�Close the door,� he hissed. I couldn�t tell if his tone was annoyance or fear, but I obeyed. Light from outside disappeared, replaced by a glow that came from a box in the ceiling and washed over the fake wood paneling and the brown leather of the kneeler. Something about the light was nervously upsetting: a yellowish, artificial hue that was just bright enough for me to see by, but dim enough that I always felt I was struggling to make out where I could stand without hitting my toes. This paired with the narrow room and the soundproof seal of the door made it feel like I�d been buried alive.
�I don�t know how you found me,� the priest started. �I don�t know why you came here or what the bloody hell you want, but for the sake of us all our lives you should never speak of the blog aloud.�
His voice was so muffled that I kneeled in front of the window just to hear him better. He shifted, the outline of his hands and face like a broken television screen in front of me.
�I just�I can�t believe I lived to see you,� he said. �Anon wrote of you, but I never thought I would��
His voice trailed off. He was speaking so quickly that he sounded manic.
�How did you find me?� he asked. �I�m not even safe anymore. Damn it, I�m not safe.�
�I found the blog,� I told him. �But I only found you and your church through�random chance.� My hands squeezed the wooden top of the kneeler, mind still whirling that I was actually speaking across from a man who, just a day before, I�d been certain I�d never find for months or years. Even his existence hadn�t sunk in yet. Like finding Mr. Sharpe�s car, the priest was something real that continued to prove an idea I did not want to believe.
Father Lonnie huffed. �There�s no such thing as an accident,� he muttered. �Coincidence is merely the puppeteers� curtain, hiding the hands that pull the world�s strings. But you��
�I heard him scratch the wood of his chair nervously. �I�I don�t understand. Why aren�t you dead?� He realized his abruptness and drew back.
�I almost was,� I murmured. �I think I killed my killer instead.�
Father Lonnie shook his head. I knew he and I both regarded each other�s existence with equal suspicion.
�So,� he said, �this isn�t their doing at all. You�ve managed to�oh good God.�
His forehead hit against the wood panel in weakness, his breath now so close that I could hear it going in and out of him. I couldn�t tell if he was simply lost in fright or if he was silently weeping, eyes closed and fingers over the front of his face in an exhausted manner.
�You�re supposed to be dead,� he told me bluntly.
�Tell me something I don�t know,� I replied.
�No,� he insisted. �You�re supposed to be dead. You being alive�it changes everything. Everything for me. For us. For the whole world.�
His voice stayed at its steady, quiet volume, but I could hear the terror in his tone, the thoughts and calculations that were going through his head even as he spoke. Behind the old man, crazy from fear of conspiracies and plots, was a machine of a mind that sped sharper than ever�one that my appearance had sent reeling from miscalculation.
�Look, I don�t know you,� I told him. �I came to you to get answers. Why would anyone want me dead?�
I could think of a few examples, actually. I�d exposed a lot of cheaters and liars before. But none of them would have been criminal enough to pull off what Mr. Sharpe had done�or so I thought.
�Do they know you�re alive?� Father Lonnie asked, ignoring my question.
�Whoever tried to kill me is dead now, if that helps,� I said.
�It�ll throw them off for a day or two, at most,� he replied. �You�re only alive now because of their overconfidence. It was so easy for them the last few times��
Father Lonnie was blathering to himself more than to me. He mumbled things I couldn�t even discern, muffled curses as he pressed his head harder against the wood paneling and winced as the thoughts continued to bubble inside of him. I wondered if he even heard me when I spoke.
�This is good though,� he said. �This is a change, a hope. You�ve still got a chance. But I�what do I do?�
He looked up, but I couldn�t see his eyes through the panel, only the frightened outline of his hands and face as they tried intently to sort through a thousand thoughts at once.
�Your birthday,� he said. �How long until you turn seventeen?�
There it was: the same question about my age that Mr. Sharpe had asked, minutes before he�d attempted his murderous dissection.
�Three days.� I replied.
�Good God,� he hissed. �They�re looking for you again by now, for sure. And your Chosens are nowhere to be found? You don�t have a chance. It might be best to let you die and try again in another seventeen��
�What are you talking about?� I burst shakily. �There�s someone else who wants to kill me? If you know something then I need to go to the police.�
�Going to the police is the quickest way for you to get killed,� Father Lonnie said, his voice turning sharp. �You don�t think they have the police? It�s not much use going to anyone. You�re unguarded now. You�ve got three days and you don�t stand a chance of making it.�
�Why are you so certain I�m going to die?� I protested.
�If they knew you were here, you�d be gone the second you step out of this church,� Father Lonnie said, with such strong resolution any doubt I had was erased at once. The protest that I had already prepared to counter him vanished.
�If that�s true then why am I not dead now?� I asked. �Who are they?�
Had I somehow been confused with someone else? Someone who owed a debt, or had killed someone, or knew some great secret that couldn�t get out? There was no reason for anyone to kill me. I was sixteen, I went to school, and sometimes I read eyes for clients. But never anything worth killing me for. Never anything worth the giant plot that Father Lonnie was too fearful to speak of.
The wood of his chair creaked as he shifted. How could this be so difficult, especially for a man who from the pulpit had appeared so fiery and so mentally disciplined?
�I�I don�t know what to call them,� he said, still resisting.
�Don�t give me crap answers,� I spat, tired of the games. The confessional fell to silence again, the very walls seeming to wait upon his answer.
�Some people call them Reptilians,� he finally whispered. �Or Lizard People. But that�s not what they call themselves. They�re�the Guardians�at least, that�s what Anon has told me.�
�Why did they send someone to kill me?� I pressed. But that hardly contained every question I wanted to ask at once. The silver claws? The flying? All the things I�d read on the blog?
�Nothing is what you think it is,� Father Lonnie said, hitting the wall between us in frustration. �You have no idea what is happening around you�what has happened around you your entire life, for decades��
He hit the wall between us again, his energy already waning. �I don�t have the strength to be an instrument of this capacity. I can�t hide you. I can�t protect you. I am just a blogger�a messenger. There�s not even a reason to be speaking to you now if your Chosens aren�t here. You could be dead tonight or even by the end of the hour��
�Then if I�m going to die, there�s no reason for you not to help me,� I cut him off. �No one will ever know.�
�You don�t understand,� he said. �They�ll kill me regardless. I�ve spoken to you. I�ve seen you. I�ve got to die now, too.�
Unexpectedly, he broke into a light sob so earnest that my anger was immediately broken. I could hear the terror in the priest�s weeping, a fear he tried to disguise from me but could not.
�You don�t even know who you are,� he said. �You�re the bringer of the dawn, right here in front of me, right now. I�m ecstatic. You don�t know how much this world will change if you live to see the next two days.�
He gasped in and out painfully like a trapped animal. He was so intent on my importance that I was startled. I thought he might be insane, but that didn�t feel right�he appeared so well-spoken from the pulpit.
�And I want you to live,� he said, �but I don�t know if it�s possible. I don�t know if you can. I don�t even know how you�ve lasted this long alone.�
�I don�t understand,� I said. My voice broke midsentence.
�You�re a threat,� he said. �To yourself, to the ones you love, to me�to the entire world. I�m going to die. They�re going to die. Everyone you love is going to die if you stay alive now. The Guardians will make sure of it, just so you�re gone again. And even in the end�if you do live, and everyone else dies�it will still all be worth it. But only if you live.�
I had no reply. Even swallowing was painful. I could hear the depth of truth in the priest�s voice, such terror to overtake a man who knew so much, who�d seen so many days and decades, and yet appeared to hold our meeting as some type of pinnacle in his lifetime.
�I would help if I could,� Father Lonnie said. �But not now. Not when you�re alone. Not when I and others will die just for you to fail in the end.�
�You�re so sure I�m going to fail,� I said as my eyes narrowed. I�d never known anyone to have such little confidence in me. �I could go into hiding if I need to.�
He shook his head.
�Every inch of this world is controlled by them,� he replied. �The police, the media, the government. You think that your mayors and governors run your tiny piece of a country? They are sheep. Humans are like bugs on the sheep. And even the sheep have shepherds who herd them into circles, separating one for slaughter and another to be sheared at their whim.�
He laced his fingers together, almost as if he was praying for strength to continue. �But if the sheep have shepherds, who then are the masters of the shepherds? Those are Guardians. Everything you do, everything you say, everything you write and transmit and read�every piece of your minuscule life is followed like germs under a microscope. Since the day you are born you are placed into the maze, with shifting walls and doors in place so you continue to run but never find the exit: never see the hands or faces of those who master your life and death.�
Father Lonnie had taken a nosedive into things I couldn�t bring myself to fathom or believe.
�But you know?� I whispered. �If something is so secret, how did you find out?�
�I have a source,� he said. �Someone outside the maze.�
�Anon?�
The priest nodded slowly. Even after all he�d said, Father Lonnie still struggled to identify this person.
�He tells me everything,� the priest went on. �It was so long ago I can hardly remember how it started, but for a decade I�ve heard from Anon. Always letters, never a phone call or a visit. Always typed and signed, always with the direction to scan and post them onto my website�to observe the Guardians and make record of everything.�
�And you believe him?�
�Not at first,� Father Lonnie said. �I�I theorized on these things before, but never to the depth that he wrote of. Never with the information he has, and the names and charts and pictures. Never with the proof: predictions of elections, businesses going bankrupt, so-called natural disasters. He�s spoken of them to me in letters months before they even happen!�
��But where do I fit in?� I said, trying at least to sort through my burning questions. I could almost hear him trembling, so many things that he wanted to say to me but unable to choose which to start with. I couldn�t read his eyes through the screen but I knew he wanted to go on, even though he felt it was a waste. He was certain I was going to die anyway.
�Because you�re a threat,� the priest said again. Like ghosts, his words flew into my head, haunting even the fears that still gathered inside. What did that mean?
Suddenly, there was a distant knock from his side of the box. Both of us jumped.
�Father,� came the low voice of the monk. �Not to intrude the confession, but they�re locking up the church.�
�We�ll be done shortly,� Father Lonnie replied. The monk lingered.
�The lights are all out too, Father,� he insisted. �Just so you know.�
�I�ll be out in a minute, Brother,� the priest said. I panicked.
�You can�t leave now,� I said quickly, pushing closer. �I need more answers than this.�
�Keep your voice down,� Father Lonnie commanded, this time through clenched teeth. �Do you not think I know the urgency at hand? But already we�ve brought too much attention to ourselves.�
He leaned in to me. �I�d hide you here if I could, but that wouldn�t help either of us. It�s too suspicious, too unusual�someone would whisper about it and Guardians would know you were here in a heartbeat.�
�I have to go home,� I told him. �My mom will call the police if I don�t.�
�And that�s the worst thing to happen now,� he said. He drummed his fingers on the wood nervously.
�I can only risk a little now,� he resolved. �I don�t even know how close they are to you. You might not live past tonight. But you�ve gotten this far and there may still be hope yet. And there�s so much to tell you��
He sighed. �But I must. I�ll tell you everything I can�everything Anon has sent me and all the research I�ve done in my lifetime. But we can�t draw attention to ourselves by meeting tonight. I�I�m only alive now because I�ve kept my identity a secret.�
I drew in a breath and let it out. I couldn�t simply go home after all that he�d told me�I�d never sleep. But there was no other option.
�Tomorrow, after the first mass,� he said. After lingering a few moments, he stood up and pushed his confessional door.
I hurried to follow him, but the old wooden door had become jammed. I fought against it frantically, only to find that I�d been pulling on a door that swung out.
I found myself alone in the back of the church, the monk folding a cloth near the pulpit, which was obviously only a thinly veiled ruse to stay in the room. Cool air burst in my face, the stuffiness of the box gone. The monk looked up at me curiously so I turned for the door.
I don�t have to believe him, I told myself. As I stepped out of the church, the incense-filled air dissipated and my thoughts became clearer. Nothing was scary in the blinding sunset that washed over the surrounding houses and parishioners who still chatted in groups.
�Even so, I couldn�t shake the horrible feeling in the back of my head: the senses that made my eyes dart from one side of the church lawn to the other. Could I trust the priest? Could I at least give him an ounce of belief, that maybe some parts of his words were true? I didn�t want to, but then again, I hadn�t wanted a man with silver claws to attempt my assassination.
Evening brought me no comfort. As I slowly faded into an exhausted sleep, every shadow in the room was a hunter coming to finish the job that Mr. Sharpe had started.
* * *
A window�s shattered pieces hit a tile floor�
I snapped up like a bent spring bounding back into shape�asleep in my room one moment, on an unfamiliar leather couch the next.
I heard sounds of scuffling and rushed movements as someone frantically ran down a hallway. The room was dark but I could see well enough to know that I was somewhere I�d never been before. From the couches that lay in a U shape to the pictures and paintings going all around, I could tell that I was in the living room of a house, but not mine, not a friend�s. The walls had cheap paneling and the floors were covered in carpet, gentle light from the boxy television illuminating the room with static-filled white and blue flashes. These flashes reflected off the silver ring now returned to my right hand.
I heard another crash, this time closer than before, and suddenly the silhouette of a person appeared from around a corner. It was none other than the girl who�d died in my last dream�Callista, whose face I�d already memorized.
In reaction, I tried to say something to her. But like the dreams before, I was merely a spectator in this movie-like sequence, my body moving on its own accord, jumping to its feet.
�Who are you?� I asked, the voice not even sounding like my own. Just then, the boy with the long black hair slid out from behind her. They were startled to see me already awake, their faces showing exertion from running. That didn�t stop them from springing into action though, as they dashed forward and grabbed me, one at each of my arms.
�We�ve got to run!� Callista said urgently. My body protested against them but they were far stronger than I was, pulling me around and toward a stairway. I fought them but the girl pressed her face close to mine.
�I can�t explain now,� she hissed, �but you better not fight us now or he�ll get here.�
There came another smash, louder and more viscous than theirs had been, like an ice pick being driving against a screen door and ripping its mesh apart. I heard the door�s remains kicked across tiles in rage, and somehow that horribly determined sound convinced me that these two were not anywhere near as bad as what was coming. I ran with them, up the stairs and around a corner, someone else�s shoes striking the bottom step just as we turned the bend.
The boy went ahead of us, throwing open doors in the narrow hallway and checking inside, only to find a bathroom behind one and a closet behind another. The hall was lined with family portraits and its carpet fought in vain to mask our footsteps. Finally, at the end, the boy found a room and the three of us rushed inside.
�Block the door!� he said, his black hair now running with sweat from his forehead. They already knew what they were doing, the girl lifting one of the chairs and the boy�muscles flexing�heaving the long dresser from the wall, sliding its hundreds of pounds of weight against the door. Then they moved the bed against that, faces filled with such a terror of whatever was behind us that even in the dream, I couldn�t help but feel my own fears increase.
�Take him out the window!� the girl commanded, but there came a sudden blast against the door that shook the entire house, rocking us off our feet. The boy grabbed my arm again, pulling me toward the window.
Wait! I tried to say, but my mouth still wouldn�t move. I wanted to stop running for just a few seconds, only long enough for me to ask a question, to find something that I could use when I woke up. I knew I would awaken any second�I already knew that whatever was chasing us would cause this dream to end just as horribly as the previous.
Then, as if the dream itself was eavesdropping on my fears, the door split apart through the center. Its pieces exploded away with a force like a cannon, and behind it appeared our pursuers.
The dark-haired woman stepped through first, olive skin set against her black clothing and gray eyes picking us out of the dark without a moment�s uncertainty. Her hands were stretched out in front of her, fingers spread, shaking once like she was flinging water from them. Except instead of water, bits of wood and metal were stuck in ten long, silver claws that came from the ends of her fingertips.
The silver claws had split through the wood like they were axes, though they were each no wider than her fingernails�long and curved like a lizard�s. With inhuman strength, her palms knocked the dresser and then the bed frame aside, parting the blockade like the waters of a sea.
A step behind her was a man I�d already seen before in a different dream: the man with the white eyebrows, with claws like hers. The woman�s eyebrows matched his. So did the red ring on her right hand. Just as before, he carried a pistol.
They disregarded the other two in the room and looked straight at me, the man lifting his gun. Suddenly, there was a flurry of motion, and the boy leapt up from the floor, jumping between us: now bearing silver claws of his own. He held his hands out like bladed shields but the woman was prepared, her right claws striking out at once and catching his hand by the side. There was a sharp clang of metal like swords striking each other as she shoved him away. He lost his footing and fell, and I was exposed again.
�Are you happy, mother?� the man said, trying to align his gun as my defender fell.
�After you pull that trigger, Wyck. Then I will be,� she replied coldly.
The girl slid from behind me with a shout, claws of her own now out and ready to fight. But it was already too late. For one second, the path between the man and me had been cleared.
There was a shot. It only lasted a millisecond before the world that surrounded us was bludgeoned to death.
My eyes flew open immediately, sitting up in bead, sweaty and breathing heavily. I was still in my bedroom.
I checked the face of my alarm clock: 3:14 AM.
So this is how it�s going to be.
It was too early to turn my light on. I reached up to wipe my eyes and felt something wet touch the side of my face. Thinking I�d drooled on my hand in my sleep and had now transferred this to my cheek, I went to my desk and searched its mess for a rag or shirt or tissue or� anything? My hand didn�t come across a single cloth. So I reached to switch on my computer screen for light.
I froze.
I shoved my hand closer to the glow of the screen.
Like a scene in horror movie, my entire hand was covered in blood, now staining my shirt and neck. I felt its warmth against my face from where I�d unknowingly pressed my hands to it.
In horror I turned to grab something to stop the blood, only to find that beside me were the open sheets of my bed. Long streaks of red now stained the white like the grisly aftermath of a murder.
I dashed to the bathroom on the balls of my feet so that I wouldn�t wake anyone up. I closed the door and punched the lock, diving to the sink. The bandage I�d put on the night before was still stuck to my right finger, sliding and unable to stop the gentle blood that had been coming from underneath it. I pulled it off sharply.
A stab of fiery pain shot through my finger . I had to grind my teeth together to hold my voice in. The sting! Tears burst into my eyes as the sharp feeling coursed throughout me. To my horror, I saw that with the bandage, the adhesive had also pulled off a thin layer of my own skin.
My breath came in sharp gasps, barely getting air out before I was drawing it back in again. With the fingers on my left hand splashing the flow of water from the faucet, I struggled to wash the gash. This only made me bite back another yell.
�Stop, stop!� I hissed. The blood washed away and I saw the blackened skin of my birthmark again, now looking like it was singed and dead, like plastic wrap over a bone. The water continued to burn against the raw skin so I pulled my hand back out, fire shooting through every nerve.
My birthmark was raised even higher than the day before, looking like it was about to pop, fresh blood emerging from the skin that had peeled from around it. Edges of more skin were lifted up beside it and itching, bits of the bandage�s adhesive still stuck.
I carefully reached to pull it free. The layer of skin peeled further. Blood was coming from the open wound. I knew if I stopped now it might only close up again, so I pulled more, closing my eyes and gritting my teeth.
Pain throbbed from the gash as air hit. To my horror, I saw that I had peeled away my own skin. Now between my two shaking fingers, I held a thick strip of black. It hung loose like a dead flower petal.
But what terrified me most�and what burned throughout my mind even more intensely than the pain�was what had emerged from hiding beneath my now-absent birthmark.
It was a silver ring on my finger.

8
Silver And Red

More blood, more gnashing my teeth to contain the torture. The water from the faucet fell clear from the spout but hit the sink as red.
Something kicked in and my finger soon became numb, until the awful burning actually started to recede. It didn�t feel right for the pain to go away so quickly, but it wasn�t like I was going to complain about that. The blood began to slow as well, and within seconds all that was left was the clean, silver ring that had, by all appearances, come from nowhere.
The metal was very smooth and polished to a shine as the water washed over it. It was strangely pure: thin with rounded edges, a gleam to its surface, three simple lines cut into its top. I never wore jewelry. But it looked expensive and I might have liked it, if it hadn�t come out from under my own skin.
When I tried to pull it off though, the ring would not budge the slightest of an inch. Even though it didn�t feel tight or painful anymore, the ring felt like it was attached to bone.
I wasn�t about to spiral down into questions, asking how any of this could have happened, because I was too far past asking things I knew had no answer. Seeing the ring made me remember Father Lonnie�s reaction when he�d noticed my birthmark: had he known? Of course he�d known. He�d been looking for the ring all along, even when it was still hidden.
The bleeding had stopped entirely and the redness had receded. No need to wrap my finger in gauze anymore. So I scrambled back to my room in a daze, locking the door, pulling the bloodied sheets off of my bed and balling them up on the floor. Such a tedious thing to busy myself with in an attempt to forget the ring, though its weight on my finger refused to be ignored.
I hid the sheets in my closet behind some old laundry. But now I had nothing to sleep on.
I laughed. Sleep? Did I expect to ever sleep again?
Is that enough concrete proof for you? I thought. Something supernatural? I could handle that now. A conspiracy? I might even believe that. They wanted me dead? I could deal with that too. As long as I got answers. I needed the truth.
I was out of bed again as soon as the sun poked up, pulling the same church clothes from my closet, struggling to get them on. By then, my finger appeared entirely healed. Even bending it felt natural, though the band of the unusual metal felt like a weight. I shoved my hands into my pockets as I walked downstairs, my family still asleep.
I got onto my bike and started toward the church. Even the way the ring pressed against the handlebar was jarring.
I pedaled quickly even though being late for mass wouldn�t have hurt, since I was only interested in grabbing the priest after he finished. I guess some part of me hoped that if I went fast and down streets that no one frequented, I could avoid the attention of any of those people the priest had said were watching for me�Guardians.
Anytime I heard a car door open or brakes squealing, I had to glance over just to make sure no one was taking aim at me as I rode. Would there even be enough time for all my questions before the next mass? I had so many now. My anticipation only grew as I turned the corner for the church�s street.
From afar, I could see a crowd gathered outside the church, people again dressed up in their best shirts and dresses. Was church already finished? I knew I�d checked the schedule so I couldn�t possibly be that late. But everyone was outside, walking away from the church instead of toward it, covering their mouths, pulling their children by the arm frantically.
Finally I was close enough to see panic-filled faces and tears dripping from their eyes, to hear confused weeping as they stumbled in the direction opposite me. I glanced over the flashing lights that were further down the street, and saw police cars and ambulances, yellow tape around the front of the church blocking the parishioners from going inside. Traffic on the street was lined up as an officer tried to manage the chaos of people standing around, looking toward the sky, and pointing in disbelief. I skidded my bike to a stop and looked up, all the way up past the church door and then the circular stained glass window, to the pointed steeple above the bell tower.
I squinted because the sun was behind it, nearly blinding me. But in the outline, far at the top, I could see something that should not have been there. All in an instant, I realized what they were looking at.
Father Lonnie.
The morning rays of the sun streamed around his silhouette, his body bent backwards with arms extended, legs the opposite way, mouth and eyes open as if in a scream. The spire poked out of his chest, his corpse spiked through the middle like a nail through paper. He looked at us upside down, his body facing the sky but his eyes facing us with their lids open: skin white, a line of blood already dried from running down the steeple and onto the roof of his church.
My bike dropped from under me and crashed to the sidewalk. Every ounce of energy inside me felt like it was sucked away by a vacuum, I couldn�t even stand, falling onto my knees in the grass as I stared up, unable to tear my eyes from the horrible sight. I could hear the sounds: the crying of the people, the frenzied questions, the police officers ordering everyone to leave. A fire truck with a long ladder had finally arrived and they were extending the arm out, doing their best to reach Father Lonnie and at least take the ghastly site down as more people began to gather. I could only go on kneeling, staring up at the man I�d spoken to not many hours before: the man who�d told me he�d die if I lived.
The bloodstained roof of the church was a message to me.
�Please go home,� I could hear the police say over a megaphone. �Please let us do our jobs. Take your children and go home.�
I managed to get to my feet, forcing myself to walk closer. Even when I looked away I was unable to get the horrible image out of my head, seeing the outline of the priest in the corner of my eye, feeling like I would vomit if my own body had enough strength to. The crying got louder as I came closer, the grass trampled flat from high-heels and dress shoes, car horns honking as they tried to avoid pedestrians hurrying back to their vehicles.
�It�s horrible�� I heard an old woman say.
�God have mercy,� another whispered.
�This was by the gangs. He tried to help them but God knows they�d kill a man this way.�
Others hugged in circles, supporting each other just enough so they could walk away. The police and paramedics weren�t rushing though. They knew they were far too late now.
I�d never felt so truly lost. What was I supposed to do now? Where was I supposed to go? I fumbled to take my cell phone out of my pocket, thinking that I�d call Spud and ask him to come get me, but realized I had forgotten my phone back on my dresser.
I didn�t know if I needed to hide or if whoever had done this was still in the crowd, watching and waiting for me to pop up. I was almost certain that they�d found the priest by following me. Or was it the other way? Had they come to him demanding to know where I was, and he had refused to tell? So they killed him?
I drowned in the unanswered questions. Because of this I ran right into a police officer. He shoved me away and back into my senses.
�Look, kid, you need to go home,� he ordered me, pointing away. �I�m not gonna tell you again.�
I almost protested that I�d just seen Father Lonnie the night before, and that I knew who�d killed him. But all at once I remembered what the priest had told me: I couldn�t even trust the police.
I couldn�t trust anyone at all.
I mumbled an apology, turning to leave as quickly as I could. The loud engines of the fire truck rumbled, the ladder clicking as it extended high into the air toward the corpse. I reached the concrete and started back for my bike.
�Michael!� I heard someone hiss, making me jump. Over my shoulder, I saw someone else was now walking beside me. It was the monk, Brother James.
�Don�t look at me, look straight ahead,� he whispered, so I obeyed. Gray, unshaven stubble covered his chin and his eyes were bloodshot and terrified. His hands were folded in front of him, the long sleeves of his brown robe swishing against his shoes.
�Walk with me,� he said. �Around the side and to the back. Don�t look at anyone, all right? Just look ahead. Stay close to me.�
Maybe it was my fright that caused me to do what he said without question, or the urgency in his voice. I stayed at the same pace as him, stepping into the damp grass and crossing the lawn beside the church.
We passed through the shadow of the steeple and were out of view of most of the bystanders. The church had a side door with steps leading up to it and at first I thought that was where Brother James was leading me. But he passed it, going around the church. Behind the large building were some storage sheds and beyond that was a waist-high white fence surrounding a small, one-story house�the rectory, where the priest had lived.
He pushed the gate open. The walkway was made of large and carefully placed stones lined by yellow and white flowers. In the tiny yard there was a corner garden and a giant, ancient satellite dish the size of a car, now rusted and filled with rainwater like a dish. Bees darted in and out of the flowers and grass, unaware of the nightmare that�d happened nearby.
�Lonnie told me this would happen,� Brother James said under his breath, closing the gate behind me. �I knew when you showed up that there�d be trouble. And I tried to warn him but��
�You saw who did it?� I asked.
�No,� he replied. �But I know who. I don�t have a single doubt it was Guardians.� He sighed, rubbing his arms. �How�d you get a man all the way up to the steeple, eh? How�d you spear a man atop his own church? You�d got to fly him there.�
He pushed ahead of me toward the house. So he knew. I followed him quicker than before.
He pulled the screen open so I could pass through, then locked both doors behind us. The inside of the house was yet another piece of Arleta trying to prove we�d never left the 1980s: old orange carpeting, wood panel walls, pictures in old frames and wooden clocks covering almost every inch. It stank of air fresheners and cologne, rocking chairs and small tables and old upholstered couches stuffing the living room from the far wall to the linoleum-covered kitchen on the end.
The monk moved to the windows, glancing outside before he let the metal blinds fall. He darkened the room one window at a time.
�Am I safe?� I asked. It was odd for me to wonder it, when all other times I�d never been fearful of such things.
�Not anymore,� the monk said shakily. �But I don�t think anyone noticed you outside. Not anyone who�d be able to describe you, not with all the shock they�re in. Go close the blinds in the kitchen.�
In seconds there was nothing left but dim light peeking through the slits.
�This way,� he said, voice still low. He passed the kitchen, down the narrow hall and around the corner into a bedroom.
I knew immediately that this was where the attacker had found Father Lonnie. The furniture was in a knocked-over mess, wooden dresser with drawers and clothes spilling out, a smashed chair in the center of the room as the only remainder from a short-lived struggle. The bed frame itself was sliced up and down like the claws of some attacking beast� or the knife-like edges of claws I�d seen before.
But no blood. No sign of the dead man here besides the fight. That must have happened outside.
�It�s just�I knew this would happen. But I can�t believe it,� Brother James said painfully. �I just can�t. I thought Lonnie would never get caught, but then he was.�
He was coming close to sobbing but his hands continued to move, pulling open the closet door and shoving the clothes to the side. Beyond the clothes was a hidden, undersized door with two locks. He sniffled as he pulled keys from his pockets, undoing both and pushing inside. I had to bend over to step through the low doorway.
The room was musty, smelling of wood and dust like an old shed. It was long and thin, no windows or any other doors, a single air vent poking through the wall. Scattered around were desks, two giant safes in the corner, lamps and magnifying glasses and computers all around. There was a couch in the center with many of its buttons ripped out and some rugs covering the ugly concrete, the wooden support frames of the walls exposed with wires running in and out. A rickety, metal furnace sat in the corner with an exhaust pipe poking up to the ceiling, a fire going inside it though the room was much too warm already.
�What�s all this in here?� I asked. I heard Brother James lock both deadbolts behind us and the keys rattle back into his pocket.
�This is the home of the blog,� he told me. �Or at least it was. There won�t be any more of it now, I guess.�
Curiosity got the best of me, so I approached one of the desks. The computer was running a procedure, a green progress bar at 79% completion and files being listed below as they were erased one-by-one. All of the computers were doing the same thing. The desk was covered in papers and printouts, though I could see by following a trail of dropped notes that most of them had already been thrown into the furnace. Three empty document boxes sat beside the fire.
�I can�t believe I�m burning all of this,� Brother James said beside me. �This was Lonnie�s life. This was all he did: this and the Church. But it�s too dangerous to keep them now.�
�What is all of it?� I asked. He shrugged.
�Everything you could imagine,� he said. �Government emails. Memos between businesses. CIA, FBI, royal families, foreign officials. Leaks to online databases full of this stuff that no one�s even dreamed of being true.�
He breathed out despondently. �It�s all from Anon. Lots of truth no one gets to see.�
He sounded close to sobbing again. He obviously wasn�t going to stop me, so I grabbed some of the papers from the mess. The topmost one was written in what appeared to be Russian, but there were notes scribbled in the sides: a sharp handwriting that said to �POST THIS� with an arrow to a circled paragraph, and �REDACT� next to a part that was scratched out with black marker. There were pages of that report stapled together, with diagrams of an airplane and arrows denoting specific seats.
I pushed it off and found more beneath that. There were memos bound by paper clips, messages exchanged in a circle of email addresses that were jumbled letters and numbers. The message chain was long but the newest post was circled by a highlighter pen, which only read:

TO: 100-964

FROM: 1094-57

Confirmation of activity in Japan, now moved to March 16, earthquake. Keep away from the area for two days leading up and following the date.

Relocate all invested assets from Dreycorp a week preceding.

It was odd, until I recognized what they had been talking about. That was the earthquake that�d hit Japan days ago�the same that my teacher had shown us in class.
At the top of the page, a date marked when the email had been sent�four months ago.
I remembered suddenly what I�d read in the eyes of Dreycorp�s own CEO, that dramatic change that had overcome Harold Wolf some time before his death. Now it clicked into place: the fear of something that he was certain was coming to get him. He�d known all along, too. Maybe he�d been running from them, hiding in another country to escape the inevitable. It became painfully obvious to me that the earthquake�all that massive destruction, and all the lives that it had taken�had somehow been artificially created to kill this one man.
�How does Anon get this information?� I asked, looking up. �This is�this is almost unbelievable.�
And a treasure trove for me�a strange feeding of my addiction to truth. I didn�t give the monk a possibility of answering, digging further into the papers. There was a chart attached below the email, showing two graphs side-by-side. The one on the left showed a large circle with DREYCORP typed in the center, dated this year. There were uncountable smaller circles inside its bounds with even smaller names: food companies whose brands I saw all the time when we went grocery shopping.
The graph on the right also had DREYCORP, but it and its circles were now far smaller and beside two others, all three enveloped by another that simple said EXCELSOR. This chart was dated ten years into the future. A predicted merger, I guessed. Or rather, an inevitable one.
It was like crawling down into a hole only to find that just around the corner was another world, right under my feet the entire time. An email spoke of a nationwide banking chain that was going to fail, the deadline still two months away. It was brief and to the point: Pull your assets. Place them as investments in this other company. They were like instructions with no signature, no way of telling the author or the receiver. There were other attached pages detailing numbers and figures I didn�t understand, lines of text in some finance language. The email circle appeared to be a group of moguls and investment operators, sometimes posting emails that were forwarded to them by others. There were never any names: only the codes as identification.
Everything was a photocopy. Who was Anon to have access to all these things?
�That�s just some of the finance stuff,� Brother James said from beside me. �These are nothing. They�re far down the chain of power. We�ve only identified a few based on their anonymous handles. Have you ever read an email to a president before?�
�I didn�t even know the President had email,� I said in a quick breath, taking a paper that the monk slid in front of me. It was one page, dated for 2012 and addressed from 916-88 to 55-614, which only said:

Stay out of NY this October.

�You think you know what the world is?� Brother James said. �A lot of people think they do. But people are sheep. Humans are easily led when they don�t know they are following.�
�And Father Lonnie�� I said. �They killed him because he knows.�
�Because he knew,� Brother James corrected me like a machete slicing through the air. Past tense now; Father Lonnie was already gone.
�But he had proof,� I said. �He could have gone out and told someone. He could have used all of this to expose who they are!�
�You don�t understand,� the monk said. �It sounds so easy: take these documents and expose them. But to whom? The police? The FBI? Late night radio shows who�d broadcast us in the same segment they talk about alien space saucers?�
He scratched his arms. �They control everything, Michael. They command everything. Do you know how large the world is? Can you imagine how much power it would take to run the entire world, when few can even run an entire country?�
His voice had started to rise as he became more frantic. He yanked the papers out of my hands, tossing them across the desk into the pile.
�Some people believe in families that run the world,� he said. �Rich, powerful families who have been around since kings, still commanding countries in secret, causing wars at whim to build their wealth and releasing plagues as a part of procedure. But the families still report to these� to the Guardians.�
He shrugged. �But you probably think I�m crazy, still. You�re like everyone else. But the Guardians made it that way. They control the media and thus control the way people think: make anyone who believes in this to be a �conspiracy theorist� or a �crazy old man talking about Illuminati�. But we�re not making it up. We�re right.�
I was becoming more and more alarmed as the monk�s voice sped up, his hands shaking as he grabbed papers from the desk and stacked them up, then shuffled them, only to reorganize them again.
�Look at Lonnie,� he said. �You don�t think this happens all the time? They want someone dead, so they make him dead. And not just his body: dead to anyone who�d loved him before. Tomorrow they�ll find meds in Lonnie�s room. Some prostitute will say his name in the news. They�ll find all these lies so that people will want to forget him, think his death was his own fault�a suicide by a drug-abusing, tithe-stealing, whoremonger of a priest. �Not Lonnie!� they�ll say. But even his friends will believe it just because they�re told to.�
The monk hit the desk, making it rattle. �Anon didn�t do anything to save him. He just let him die. Where was Anon when Lonnie needed protection? Did he just let him die because it was for some greater good? To keep you safe?�
The monk pulled open one of the drawers and shuffled things around in it furiously. I glanced at the locked door. My heart had started to beat faster, afraid that the monk would soon faint into a shock. Which pocket had he put the keys in? Would I be able to drag him out to get the paramedics, who likely were still outside?
��I wish I was Lonnie,� he went on. �I wish I could be as brave as he was. But I�m not. This isn�t my war. And I�ve got a family: I�ve got brothers and sisters and both my parents.�
�Calm down, you�ll be alright,� I told him, holding my hands out.
�No it won�t be alright!� he exploded into a scream, and suddenly his hand whipped out from the drawer. In it was a pistol, aimed at me.
�Nothing will ever be alright now!� he shouted at me, his voice bouncing off the bricks and the metal furnace. I was frozen, hands extended, heart nearly stopping. The gun was a 9-millimeter: long and slender chassis, black and metal. It was so close I could see its front sight.
�What the hell are you doing?� I demanded. But the gun didn�t waver in his hands, even as the sweat that ran down his face and in his palms threatened to make it slip.
�I can�t be Lonnie!� he said through clenched teeth. �I can�t die that way.�
�I�ll leave then!� I told him, lifting my hands. �No one will ever know you had me here.� The monk was insane with terror.
�It�s too late for that,� the monk said. �I can�t let you go. Not if I want them to let me live. You�ve got to stay here until he comes back.�
Everything hit me at once, and I realized just how stupid and blind I had been. In my fright at seeing the corpse atop the church, I hadn�t taken a moment to dig for a Glimpse from Brother James, to even wonder if I should trust him at all. Now, across the room and deep in the eyes of this crazed man, I could see answers to all the question that had appeared. Threatened. Cornered.�
Someone had gotten to Brother James before I arrived.
�Are they here?� I asked, knowing full well what was happening, why I�d been led back here. My mind raced for an escape.
�Soon,� he replied. �I�I told him you�d be back this morning after mass. I�m sorry, Michael. I just couldn�t do anything else when he��
Then I saw why he�d kept his arms crossed all this time. His left hand was bent painfully forward and still didn�t move, scaling and red with the worst burns I�d seen. Parts of his skin were blackened even past his wrist, dried blood around white gauze he�d tried to wrap around it. When he saw I was looking, he hid his hand away again, still trembling.
�You don�t have to do this,� I said. �I�ll disappear. They�ll think you killed me.�
�They want you alive,� he whined. �They want to make sure. If I don�t keep you here, he�ll know. He�ll get me, just like Lonnie. You don�t think they can, and kill my whole family too?�
�But we�re on the same side,� I said, though I already knew the attempt was in vain. His mind was made up, strengthened like a barrier of fear he�d been building ever since the night before. I could imagine the horror he�d witnessed: the killing of his friend, the threat from a Guardian� who even now was likely on his way back here to collect me, and finish what Mr. Sharpe could not.
Never had such terror washed over me as I remembered the chase from nights before, and realized that I had fallen right into a trap. They wouldn�t make the same mistake twice. I had to get out of there.
Brother James� gun hand had started to shake. I moved to the side, trying to get out of its way, but he stepped between me and the door again.
�I�m sorry,� he said, and even then I could tell that he meant it.
So I tried to run, knowing his conscience would make him hesitate to shoot. But he was fast, diving to the side, slamming into me and throwing me hard against the wall. I yelled, pushing him off of me, running again only to be knocked hard against my back, falling over and gasping for breath.
He was kneeling on top of me in a second. I grabbed the end of a fire poker that was next to the furnace, swinging it at him. I knocked his arm and he screamed, but he managed to grab it and wrestle it from me. I heard the reverberating metal fly to the other end of the room, smashing through a computer screen. All the while I continued to shout for help, my words bouncing uselessly off the walls.
I tried to roll over but he had me down, pushing my back with his knee, pressing a cloth against my face and blocking my mouth and nose. I gasped and got a whole lung-full of whatever chemical he was trying to get inside of me.
It hit suddenly, such a strong smell like alcohol and a doctor�s office. It only made me gasp more, dizziness racing through my head as I struggled to fight against it and the monk who held me down, no longer even needing the pistol to keep me there.
�Quiet down!� I heard him hiss at me. Something was banging above our heads, each sound like it was in an echo chamber. There was a crash. A pounding against the locked door.
Was it someone coming for me? Had they heard me?
But I wasn�t screaming anymore: why wasn�t I screaming?! I drifted on a magic carpet that hovered from the floor, room spinning, muscles still trying to lift me though nothing ever brought me up more than a few inches.
I could feel things happening inside me: strange sensations that felt like a dam threatening to explode and made me want to vomit at the same time. My finger throbbed where the silver ring was. It felt like it was tightening slowly, like the device that nurses put around my arm to check blood pressure. All of my skin felt like it was constricting, floating, plummeting�
The cloth remained pushed against my face, the room like I was looking at it through a fish tank before fading into black as my eyelids closed. I could still hear the sounds though. I heard a creaking of hinges, a crashing of wood being shredded. I heard two voices yelling, just before the pressure holding me down disappeared.
There was a shot.
Gentle arms lifted me.
Warm sunshine fell on my arms and legs.
Then I was going up�up�up into the air, until all I could hear was the wind and gentle echoes.
Sirens.
Birds.
Silence.

9
Cessation

I dreamt of flying.
One moment I was frozen in a chemical blackness, and the other I was surrounded by blue and white, soaring and free of the wooden, dirty smell that had enveloped the secret room. Warmth ran against my back, down my legs and arms as the wind flew in my face and up through my mouth into my lungs. The smell of salt water rushing up from below awakened me.
My eyes were already open but it took some time for anything I was looking at to sink in. I was soaring high above the coastline, the people below me little more than specks and the cars and houses like faraway models. Like a toy town. It was so peaceful, so silent besides the muted hiss of air as it pressed around my head like bees. My eyes were not bothered by the rushing: it was as if a glass cone was over my head like a helmet, keeping me safe, sealing me from the air and the sky. Gravity couldn�t keep its fingers on me. I floated free of the Earth. I was invincible, and I was silver.
It startled me only slightly. I had looked down and seen my hands firmly pressed to my sides and noticed something was different. Silver covered the outside of my hands from my knuckles to my wrist in overlapping, reflective scales like the skin of a snake. They moved when I clenched my fist, part of me as if it�d been under my skin all along and I�d only uncovered it. The scales gleamed like mirrors that echoed the sun into my face.
In the dream, this didn�t feel strange at all: the glow of the silver on my hands seemed no more unusual than that of the ring still on my finger. And the flying too. I simply willed myself to go higher and suddenly I was heading upward on my own accord, legs and arms pressed together like I was a long silver bullet. I was actually flying.
I wasn�t alone either. The girl from my dream suddenly appeared from over my shoulder, hands with scales just like mine pressed to her sides. The magnificent silver was even more vibrant in the sunlight. I grinned then leapt higher, as if trying to tempt her into racing against me. I heard her laugh from over my shoulder, a sound I�d never heard from this girl in any dream before. It was enough of a distraction for her to dart ahead.
On a plane, the quiet would have been drowned out by a jet engine and babbling passengers, a static of noise ripping through the skies. But here, where we were alone, the silence was omnipresent: a beautiful emptiness of yellow sun and perfect clouds that made all the vast cities and shining coasts and bustling cars below seem insignificant.
She stopped to float as I tried to catch up. Her feet dangled lightly in the air, arms crossed now. I could see every line between the scales on her hands, like miniature black creases dividing tiny mirrors.
I took a labored breath of air and let it out in contentment.

10
Rebirth

I awoke to a gentle rain drizzling down the sides of my face: the misty spray of a storm coming to its close. It smelled of rot and acid and all the hideous chemicals that permeated the city air, and tasted even worse when it dripped through the corners of my lips and down my dehydrated throat. I rolled over, groaning in pain. My torn clothes were already soaked through to my skin. They squished miserably against the wet rock beneath my body.
I was disoriented but managed to force my eyelids open. My forehead rested on my arms, elbows covered in gray rock chips. So I wasn�t going to die in my dream this time? How lucky I was.
Even then, the final dream was blemished by memories of something else�a priest on a steeple. A gun pointed at my face. Chemicals that had forced me to sleep. Arms picking me up, carrying me into the sky. I couldn�t put them all together at first. Had my entire morning been a part of a dream all along?
I barely registered that I was outdoors. The rain poured harmlessly on me, cool at first, then warming like sweat when it ran down my back and through tears in my white undershirt. Had I fallen asleep in the yard? I lifted my head.
I wasn�t in my yard at all. I was at the top of a canyon somewhere, tall rock all around me and my body lying in the middle of a thin, open path. I sat up quickly, water falling from folds in my shirt. Everything was dark under the heavy clouds but even then I could tell I was far from home.
Something itched on my right hand. The ring was still there.
I was on my feet in an instant, the lethargic feeling dashed from my bones. I remembered! Brother James had handed me over to the Guardians. And now I was outside? Had something gone wrong, or had I escaped them somehow but couldn�t remember it? I�d already had enough experience with these Guardians to know I should get away while I could. I stumbled ahead in a stupor.
The opening in the rocks was not a path at all, but a sudden cliff drop-off that had been hidden in the mist. I came upon it too quickly to catch my balance and slipped as my shoes hit the wet rocks.
I fell over the edge.
For a moment I tumbled into nothing, unable to hold my balance, arms rushing in front of me to catch my fall. But then I wasn�t falling any longer. I found myself floating in midair, feet dangling inches away from the edge and an unfathomable distance from the rock-covered valley below. My hands were still frozen in front of me: hands now covered in silver scales.
The scales brushed against each other, feeling strangely natural. My hands simply trembled before me, some unfamiliar sensation coursing out of them that caused me to remain afloat. The energy came from the tops of my hands and burst invisibly through my skin and bones and out the other side with my palms. I was carried backwards to my feet again and dropped heavily to solid ground.
The moment I was safe again, the silver scales sudden drew back, hiding themselves beneath my skin as if they�d never been there at all. In seconds, I had once again returned to normal, except for my heart pounding louder than the rain. My hands were still out, frozen in the motion I�d have been found in if I�d tumbled to my death.
I shook. Was I still dreaming? I couldn�t be. I�d already awoken, and that sensation�that real, unmistakable feeling of something within me, fresh and powerful like the beating of a new heart.
�Try not to die so quickly,� I heard a male voice behind me. I spun around and my hands reacted again, the silver scales bursting forth in the same way they had seconds before. This time, however, ten long, curled silver claws slid from my fingers, bursting from the cuticle and covering my nails like armor with razor-sharp ends.
I don�t know what scared me more: the claws, or the person I saw across from me.
�You!� I gasped. I could hardly believe my own eyes�the boy who�d appeared in my nightmares was now sitting in front of me, deep in the shadow of the high stonewall beneath a tree that left him in a dry circle. His clothes were far more modern than before: a black tank top that left his muscled arms exposed, and faded blue jeans above navy-blue Converse scuffed by dirt stains. His hair was still long and black, tied behind his shoulders. There was a silver ring on his finger, exactly like mine. Not to mention the most unusual thing about him, which frankly was beginning to lose its novelty: silver scales on his hands and long claws on his fingers.
The moment I saw the silver, I panicked and stepped back. He looked at me and I at him, neither of us able to speak at first. Then, as if judging me no threat, he leaned back again, and the claws and scales withdrew back into his skin.
�I�m Thad,� he said calmly. �Stop that before you hurt yourself.�
�Did they send you to kill me?� I demanded, and at this accusation my fingers twitched. I wanted them to stop but I wasn�t controlling them, their movements involuntary.
Thad shrugged.
�I sure hope not,� he said. �You�ve been laying there for hours and I haven�t sliced you to bits. I�d be the worst assassin the world has ever seen.�
He regarded me with a slightly amused, crooked smile. I didn�t know how to respond to that, except to feel stupid. My claws retreated again, as if they could sense there was no danger. I tore my eyes from him slowly, looking down as they shriveled back and the scales vanished with them.
Impossible�
But too real for me to deny.
I studied Thad but was unable to voice any of the questions that I had�questions that only continued to compound.
Thad pushed himself up from his slouch and dusted his hands on the knees of his jeans.
�Maybe I should have left you back there,� he said in reflection. �I�d get a whole lot more appreciation from those Guardians.�
�I�I�m sorry,� I said, swallowing hard. �I just don�t know what�s going on. I don�t know who you are.� I stopped, correcting myself. �Actually I do. You�re the guy from my dreams.�
�That�s the first time I�ve heard that from another guy,� he murmured.
I wasn�t amused, even though Thad was fighting valiantly to end the heavy air between us. I was so confused that I didn�t know which reaction to go with, so I remained stuck, like a robot shutting down from too many commands.
He gestured to a dry spot next to him.
�You want to get out of the rain at least?� he suggested. As he spoke, he reached into his pocket for something, but finding that it wasn�t there, he glanced to his wristwatch swiftly.
�I�d give it about ten more minutes,� he said. �Then we�ve got to run. Just enough time to figure out how we both got into this mess.�
He tapped the dry spot again. �Come on, just a few minutes. I�ve been running all over the place trying to save you in time.�
I relented, but more because I felt that my knees would soon give out if I didn�t sit. I still wasn�t sure if I could trust him, but he had made a good point: I�d have been dead if he wanted me that way. I sat an arm�s length from him and shivered.
�What do you mean you saved me?� I finally mustered up the courage to ask. He huffed.
�I mean if I�d been a few minutes late, both of us would be dead now,� he replied. �You think that monk was keeping you in that room waiting for your mother to arrive?�
I twisted my lips up wryly. I could recall most of it clearly and Thad was right. Why wasn�t I with the Guardians, locked up wherever they would have taken me after Brother James had handed me over? The sounds flooded back too: the loud scuffle and the gunshots. I began to realize that all that fighting hadn�t been between Brother James and a Guardian after all. Thad had appeared instead.
��I must�ve given that monk quite a fright, tearing down the door with these,� he said, flexing his claws. �He shot himself in the head when he saw me.�
Obviously, Brother James had thought Thad was a Guardian come to kill him and collect me. I didn�t know whether to feel sympathy for him or to think that it�d served him right. It was too late now, though. Whoever was returning to the church to pick me up would be greeted by yet another corpse�the latest in a long line.
�I�I don�t even know where to start,� I stammered. �How do you even know who I am? And how�d you know I was in there?�
�Psh,� Thad said with disgust. �Those are all the same questions I have and I was hoping you could answer.�
I didn�t have any.
�Look,� he said. �Give up now on getting the answers you want. They�re not going to appear. I�ve already tried.�
He scratched the knees of his jeans, looking blankly toward the cliff edge. �That was the first thing I learned, when the dreams started��
So, he�d had them as well. I shifted a bit.
�You sure act like you know me, though,� I noted.
�Yeah?� he said. �I guess you�re right. I kinda feel like I do. Enough to risk my life to save yours, at least.�
He checked his watch again. As he did, I couldn�t help but notice that even the skin around his ring was still bearing the light red inflammation, like he�d gone through the same transformation as I.
�Did it all happen the same for you?� I asked, now letting my curiously take over. I looked down to where my scales had been but now the skin was smooth and unbroken, as if it had simply healed itself back into a human disguise.
��I�d think so,� he said. �If you mean the dreams and the ring that just came out of nowhere. The claws happened a day before my seventeenth birthday.�
�My birthday is tomorrow,� I said.
�Of course it is,� he replied matter-of-factly. �That�s why they�re so desperate to make you a dead Michael.�
Did growing claws make a person impervious to empathy? I�d known this Thad person for ten whole minutes and I already wanted to shake his hand in thanks and punch him at the same time.
�Just think like one of them,� he said. �You know what Guardians are. Do you think they�d let anyone who can fight them stay around?�
�It�d help if I knew what any of that meant,� I said.
�It�s because you�re a threat,� he said insistently, as if I was missing some obvious point. �You haven�t realized it yet? You�re one of them. You are a Guardian.�
He looked at me like I should have expected his answer, as if somehow I should have known that this was coming. But nothing so far had prepared me for it, and suddenly I was unsure if anything surrounding me was real or if Brother James� chemicals were still at work.
�Me?� I said, the fright causing my voice to rise in pitch. An unwanted feeling began to creep its fingers up the back of my neck. I wanted to say he was lying but I couldn�t form the words.
�You have claws and scales,� he said, gesturing in my direction. The proof was attached to me, after all. My insides didn�t feel any different. I still felt like a human, and my mind still functioned in the same way it always had. In fact, the very mind that should have been helping me understand what he was saying was busy fighting against what appeared to be the inevitable truth.
�What do you think Guardians are?� Thad asked. �You�re not human, that�s for sure. At least not entirely.�
I wanted to curl up into a ball and block out his words, that flippant, uncaring tone like this was all so natural when absolutely nothing about it was. I realized why he bothered me so much. I�d just lost control over everything. Or rather, I�d found out that I�d never had any control to begin with, but had been a pawn in some greater game. And Thad, irritatingly calm, appeared to have already come to terms with all this.
�How did you find me?� I asked. The more answers I could get, the more I�d feel like I was actually sitting on solid ground.
Thad gave an unexpected grin.
�Ah,� he stated. �The start of all of this mess for me. If only I didn�t know.�
Again, his fingers twisted at the ring, almost like he wished he could remove it but it simply wouldn�t budge. �Don�t even ask me how. It started right after the dreams and I still didn�t know who you were. Then all of a sudden, I woke up�on my seventeenth birthday�and I had this bizarre feeling. Like I had to find you.�
It felt like he was leading up to some big joke, but he never reached the punch line.
He shrugged. �It was weird. I just knew where you were. I mean, I�m looking at you now so I know you�re right there. But at the same time I know you�re there.�
He gestured at me. �I could go a mile the other way and still now you�re right there. I could stand and point to you from where I was back in that white room they had me in. That�s why the Guardians took us.�
He looked up, gaze stronger now. �They wanted us to take them to you. Luckily, that gave them a reason to keep us alive.�
I blinked. His positivity had only suffered a tiny crack as he spoke of his own possible demise. But I�d caught something unexpected in his words.
�Us?� I echoed. �There are others?�
He nodded. �Yes. Don�t you remember? Wasn�t Callista in your dreams too?�
�She�s alive?� I burst with dismay. Keeping my outbursts in check had become an impossible task.
��I read in the newspaper that she�d died in a fire,� I blurted. Thad gave me a quizzical look.
�Obviously you�ve been doing some research,� he said, a little impressed. �But no. That was a cover-up. Guardians have had her for weeks, I think.�
�So she�s alive?� I said again, unwilling to believe until I was certain.
�I hope so.� His face fell slightly. �Last time I saw her she was��
His voice trailed off, and I couldn�t help but notice that his shoulders sagged lower, and the nonchalant gaze changed to something more of concern. That wasn�t exactly the answer that I�d wanted, but for some reason I felt my insides soar because it was far more than I�d had earlier. She was actually alive somewhere? All this time? Of everyone I�d tracked down so far, this girl had always seemed the most important. Finding out that she hadn�t died was like erasing a history book chapter and starting over�a mental rewriting of what I�d thought was concrete truth.
Nervously, Thad glanced at his wristwatch again. Then he stood abruptly, the rain already having slowed from before, and started toward the cliff edge so that he could see over. He studied the horizon, checking his watch yet another time.
�You know the Guardians will go back to the church and find I�m not there,� I said. �That�s if they haven�t already.�
I didn�t know what to do next. I�d reached the end of my plans long ago when I�d found the priest, and everything after had only been venturing further into the dark. Intuition told me I could trust Thad, as strange as that seemed. He looked up from his watch.
����������� �Don�t worry yet,� he replied. �Callista made a plan.�
�And what�s that?�
He opened his mouth to answer, but instead something else chose to respond. It came in the form of a dramatic, faraway explosion, with a burst of orange light flashing from the coastline. It made me jump, then a second later I heard an echoing roar like a bomb going off. Seeing a tall curl of black smoke heading for the sky, Thad smiled.
�That,� he said, �would be Callista�s plan.�
He leapt off the cliff edge. In that same second, the scales appeared on his hands once again, and he rose into the air a few feet as if there were gentle rockets at the bottom of his shoes. The motion caused water to sling from his clothes and into my eyes. His motion seemed as natural as walking.
�Come on then,� he said, hovering with his feet now at the level of my eyes.
�You still have a lot to explain!� I protested. It was a wonder I managed to speak at all.
�Well,� he replied, lowering himself a bit, �I could stick around and tell you everything, or we could go down and see what horrible thing Callista�s done.�
He shot up and away. I was left alone on the cliff, and watching him rise into the sky, I came to the rim and stopped. What did he really expect�he couldn�t actually mean for me to�?
I�d done it before but that�d only been by instinct. It had felt effortless. But I didn�t even know what I�d done or if I could do it again. The rocks below seemed so far away. I licked my lips, stifling a sudden urge to jump, as if even my body and mind were telling me to just do it, to just step over that edge, to let the air carry me�
I felt like a tiny child about to skydive out of a plane, a sinking feeling inside that maybe this wasn�t such a good idea. But Thad beckoned me, and I looked up and saw his head blocking the sunlight that had just begun to clear the storm clouds. He looked impatient. So I jumped.
It was a stupid thing to do. I wasn�t close enough to the edge to clear it, so my heels ended up slipping on the end, my arms waving frantically. I was entirely unprepared for having nothing beneath my feet, falling like a stone toward jagged rocks and trees. I gasped because I couldn�t gather enough air for a shout, feeling the scales emerge on my hands again�
I was caught by the air.
With a whoosh, my plunging dive turned in the opposite direction, my body soaring up like I�d leapt out of a swing. Fear had pressed my arms to my sides, but though I trembled, I continued to rush up with such grace that I knew I was not consciously controlling my motion. One second I was falling, the next I was floating.
Air ruffled my hair as I rose, feet and arms still pressed tightly against my sides because I was too fearful to move them, afraid that any motion would upset whatever force held me aloft. And yet it all seemed so normal. So natural. I simply wanted to go closer to Thad and with less than an active thought, my body started toward him like an arrow.
The motion was smooth and I closed in on him in seconds. Thad regarded me with approval.
�I can�t promise I won�t make fun of you for that sound you made,� he said. When stopped, our bodies righted themselves, so that our feet dangled below us. Thad�s hands were out as if even he was still getting used to balancing in the air. I struggled to get a feel for what I was doing. When I willed myself to climb an inch, I did, and when I turned my head to look back at the cliff that I�d been on moments before, my body turned midair to follow.
�You�ll get the hang of it,� Thad said. �Let�s go see Callista.�
We headed toward the blue as the distant black smoke continued to crawl its lazy way into the sky.
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Pyromania

If I�d had any lingering fears that I was still dreaming, they were beaten in a moment. I could not have invented such a feeling even in my imagination, as we broke through low tufts of cloud that fought like vapor and then fell again toward the miniature ground below.
I finally dared to look down at the houses and buildings, spots darkened with moisture from the rain. The smell hit me in a rush�a mixture of dust and smoke and smog. How was I held up? There were no wings or devices. Gravity just seemed to have less power over me. Everything seemed to have less power over me.
How can no one see us? I wondered. Was that another part of the supernatural powers: something in the semi-invisible shell that allowed me to breath and kept my eyes clear? We were either invisible or camouflaged. Or maybe we were merely faraway birds darting between the clouds to everyone below.
I saw another explosion in the distance, a belch of black smoke erupting from a fire on the beach, followed by a boom. We were nearing the Pacific coastline, the long stretch of sand bordering the blue water like some type of cream-colored road. The rain had left the beach abandoned but I could already see the flashing lights and hear the sirens of police cars and fire trucks rushing toward the flames. I looked closer and saw that the fire had consumed the wreckage of a small executive jet.
Thad began to dive so I followed him toward the ground. The plane had been absolutely obliterated, a mangled clutter of wreckage with pieces of it floating in the water, a wing poking from the sand and another tossed a few hundred feet away. Even as I descended, it was hard to take my eyes off the destruction.
Until, of course, I spotted a figure sitting in the shade of a tree, staring out in my direction. It only took one fleeting second to recognize Callista.
I wasn�t watching where I was going, so the ground came upon me quicker than I could react. My shoes scraped a pile of sand, making me fall forward and roll, dirt and sticks clinging to my already-tattered shirt. I fell onto my back, eyes flying open. No more clouds or sky. I was surrounded by palm trees.
Sand flew into my eyes as Thad leaned over me with his head blocking the sunlight. He shook his head.
�Watching where you�re going is supposed to be the easy part,� he said. He offered me his hand, and with some flailing I managed to catch it and pull myself up. Both of our scales had disappeared.
We were in a shaded area on a hill, the breeze blowing in from the coast and the sounds of the waves hitting the beach like endless radio static.
�What happened over there?� I asked, smelling the smoke even from where we stood. Thad didn�t answer me, hopping across the slippery rocks in the direction of Callista. I hurried to follow him, hearing the sounds of police shouting to residents to stay away from the beach. I�d probably heard more police megaphones this week than my entire life.
Callista sat with her back to us, knees pulled up to her chest with arms hugging them for warmth. She wore a simple gray shirt with the back torn in uneven slits. Her hair was a mess from the wind that whipped at it, as dark as I�d seen in the dreams.
�I could have blown the plane up sixty seconds earlier,� she said, with some measure of discontent, never looking up at us. �That extra minute of jet fuel would have tossed the tail a bit further out into the water.�
�I still think you made a fine explosion,� Thad replied, sitting down beside her.
I awkwardly sat on her other side, trying not to stare or blurting something out that I knew would sound stupid. But who could blame me? There was the girl who�d haunted me all week, talking about the mechanics of blowing up planes.
The fire trucks were having a hard time getting out to the beach thanks to the wet sand, and there was another loud pop that sent tiny bits of metal flying like bursting popcorn. The destruction looked pretty complete to me. I watched with alarmed attention as the fire licked through the air, feeding on fuel and whatever had been in the plane before it�d hit. Its middle was split, windows blown out and spewing more spoke.
Callista still didn�t look satisfied.
�I just wish they�d packed more bullets and guns on board,� she said dryly. �You know, all that stuff they were gonna use to kill us. I really wanted to see some fireworks, Thad.�
�I�ll make a note of that for next time you need to take down a plane,� he replied dutifully. Behind her back, he gave me a feigned look of terror, before hiding it when she turned to look at me.
It was the first time our eyes had met, in real life at least. They shouldn�t have surprised me, but they did�seeing them so close, so vibrant that I blinked, thoughts scattering like fish before a shark. Their blue didn�t even seem to fit in any normal spectrum.
I was never a person to be intimidated, so I kept her gaze strongly.
�Fine, I�m a pyromaniac,� she burst, opening her hands defensively. �What can I do?�
Still, she refused to break my gaze. I didn�t know what that meant.
�You could�not crash planes?� I suggested.
To my surprise, she didn�t frown, but instead exploded into a fit of laughter. She laughed so hard that she fell backwards, hair going around her head like a dark halo, face staring up at the sky that was now entirely clear of clouds and rain, sunshine lighting her face as the happy music fell from her mouth.
�Yeah, that�d be a good start,� she agreed, closing her eyes, leaving me even more confused than before. I looked up at Thad, now unblocked by Callista. He glanced from me to her, then back to me again, but refused to comment. Callista breathed deep of the air, unimpeded even by the burnt smell that drifted our way, and the sound was filled with a strange relief.
�Um�� I started. I cleared my throat. �Can I ask why there�s a plane crashed on the beach?� I said, trying to force as much command into my voice as I could, but failing.
�Because if it�d landed, the eleven men on board would have killed you,� Callista said, without even opening her eyes.
�And Thad, and me too,� she added. �They were armed like the military. Tell him our plan, Thad.�
She poked him with her knee and he straightened up to attention.
�Right, the plan,� he said to me. �You already know Callista and I were caught before they found you. When they got the lead that you were out here, they sent this guy named Mr. Sharpe. But he must not have killed you, because he never came back. And because she and I never died. See�� He opened his hands. �That�s what I heard from them. If you die, then for some reason Callista and I are supposed to die immediately as well.�
�Right on the spot,� Callista said, with some disdain. �Because you�re a Guardian, and we�re just Chosens�that�s what they called us. We�re connected to you. Whatever that means.�
�Yeah,� Thad said. �So when we didn�t die, and Mr. Sharpe didn�t come back�well, Callista and I knew you were fighting. So it was our turn to put in some effort.�
He nodded excitedly. �Since you�d gotten the first guy, his boss went out to do things right: Wyck is what they called him. But when he left, all that was guarding us was his team of cheap expendable gunmen.�
He waved at himself. �Easily outwitted by me. The plan was for me to escape, which I eventually did, to go save your sorry life. Callista would stay behind and keep the henchmen at bay.�
�Basically, throw things into chaos,� Callista broke in, still laying down, eyelids shut.
�Because with Thad out,� she continued, �it wasn�t going to be so easy to kill you. There was someone lurking around who could challenge Wyck. So he got scared and had his henchmen get on that jet to move me out here, where he could make certain I didn�t get away either. But it�s like one of those two-ended rabbit holes.�
She held one hand up. �On this end, you have Thad running to save you. And on this end,� she held her other hand up, far from the other, �you have little old me, suddenly breaking locks and blocking bullets and cutting my way through the walls of a plane and slicing its wing off midair.�
To accent her words, claws flew out from the hand she�d marked as herself. They slid forth like hidden blades, making me blink, which by the look in her face was exactly the reaction she�d wanted.
�The little fox just gets trapped running from one end to the other,� she said. �And down go the henchmen, away goes the Callista, and safe goes the Michael.�
She hit my arm with the back of her hand, claws gone. I didn�t know what to say in response to their plan. It was either the stupidest thing I�d ever heard, or the most brilliant.
�So now they�re really going to panic,� I said with a hint of dread.
Callista nodded. �Like a bunch of bees when you hit the nest,� she said. She turned to look at me.
�Please don�t say I shouldn�t have,� she warned. �I don�t want to think about what I just did for you. Even if it was eleven trained killers without a single moral fiber in their bodies.�
�I think that we can agree on the fact that they started it,� I said with a long release of nervous breath. It was worrisome though, how that statement seemed to be the extent of emotion she had after killing eleven people. I remembered the newspaper article about her family�s fiery death�maybe her emotional fuses had been burned out with them?
Callista leaned away from me to look at Thad.
�I remembered,� she told him, pulling something out of her short pocket and placing it in his hand. It was a flawless bronze pocket watch, the type that gentlemen might wear on chains in old England. Except this one was unusual in its design: formed with two disks that met as a lid, but the top bearing two small, metal skeleton hands that reached for the lock. Thad took it without smiling, though he looked relieved.
I didn�t understand what�d just happened. I also didn�t like the way that Callista was simply laying there, as if we weren�t in any danger at all.
�So what now?� I asked nervously, as the fire truck hoses burst with solution that crackled over the flames.
�The moment Wyck hears about this, he�ll be coming this way,� Callista said. �So we�ve got to be out of here by then.�
�But as soon as he finds out�� My voice fell to a whisper simply from the weakness that suddenly overtook me. All at once, I realized what this meant. Somewhere, perhaps lurking in the sky or just now arriving at the church to find that I wasn�t a prisoner there, was a person who hunted me. Someone even more terrifying than Mr. Sharpe had been.
All at once, I realized the first place he would think to look for me next. My house.
�I�I�ve got to go now,� I told the others, scrambling to my feet, slipping but catching my balance as I stood. The others looked up at me in surprise.
�What? Where?� Callista asked, bending her head up. �We�re gonna leave in two minutes.�
�No, I�ve to go now,� I burst. �My mom and sister can�t stay in that house. He�ll come for them next!�
I spun around and tripped off the rock, not even pausing as I heard the others scratching up from the stone, making sounds in protest. I was already rising into the air. I didn�t care what they were going to do, all I could think about was my mom and Alli sitting in the house waiting to be attacked. Would the Guardians go so far as retaliation? I didn�t put it past them. I needed to get�
Hands grabbed me around my middle, tackling me midair and throwing me down onto the sand. I would have shouted if the hard beach hadn�t pushed the air out of me.
�What the hell are you thinking?!� Callista was on top of my back, holding me down with the help of Thad, her voice hissing into my ear.
�Stop fighting!� she told me.
Without command, my claws and scales appeared again. I swung my arms wildly, the back of my hand catching Callista and throwing her off me like springs tossing her onto the beach. I pushed up from the ground and reached for the air but her hand caught my foot, slamming me onto the ground again. I hit my back hard, and Callista and Thad were suddenly on top of me again.
�Put the claws away!� Callista commanded me, her face pressed close to mine, red with rage. Her claws were out too, burying into the sand like bars in front of my face. I swung again to be free of her, instinctively slashing to punch Thad, though again forgetting my claws. With lightning-fast motions, he caught the blades with the back of his hand, the scales clashing against them like metal on metal. The rattling force jolted me back to my senses.
So I obeyed, and my claws slid across the sand as they went back inside, leaving long marks. Callista and Thad lifted from me slightly, breathing heavy with exertion.
�The hell you�re going back home,� Callista said between breaths. �Do you have any idea how much we�ve both sacrificed for you to even think about going home?!�
Thad had already gotten off of me, but she remained pressed on my other side.
�My family�s still there!� I protested, wincing. She ground her teeth together.
�Well I�m sorry to hear that,� she hissed. �But for now, if you try to run off, I�m bringing you right back down again.�
She gave me a hard push when she got to her feet, rolling me over. I stood without hesitation, eye to eye with her.
�That�s my family!� I said. �I can�t just leave them there!�
�And if you go back, they�ll follow you there, kill them anyway, and us too,� she told me, but this time she didn�t yell. It was more of a fact that she was merely broadcasting, something that hung over all of us like a tent blocking the sunlight.
I let my breath out, looking from her to Thad for support. His eyes turned away from mine, and I knew that if I couldn�t get him on my side, then there was no use in fighting. Inside, I knew Callista was right. If I went back home, who knew what would follow me there.
I spun my back on them with discontent, walking away toward the beach. Neither of them chased me this time.
I didn�t speak to them, even when the beach became darker and the lights from the police cars and the receding fire become the only colors we could see nearby. I found a spot and sat there, staring at the water that came closer to my feet with every wave. My arms remained crossed, as if by keeping my hands out of view I wouldn�t think of the silver that hid beneath my skin. I couldn�t make the feeling of the ring disappear, though. It was impossible to escape the reminders of what I�d become.
When we heard a helicopter flying our way, Callista and Thad came to get me, and we flew into the sky without saying anything. This time, flying was no joy. Already it had devolved into a simple method of transportation, a way for us to leave the beach and head for the mountains, a way that drove me further from Arleta. They tried to hide it, but I could tell that Callista and Thad were taking turns flanking me to make sure I didn�t run off.
When we landed, we were back on the cliff where Thad had taken me. The first thing Thad did was break the watch off his wrist and fling it over the edge; it didn�t even make a sound as it fell.
�Don�t be down,� he told me, where Callista couldn�t hear. �Tomorrow is your birthday, and we�ll figure things out then. Nothing�s worse than being dead, and you�re not that, right?�
He�d meant it to console me but I was far past words. I walked away from him and stopped when I got to the end of the cliff. The sun cast a tall, inhuman shadow onto the rocks beside me, appearing almost as if a monster was creeping up behind me.
I looked out over the Valley. I could see far�maybe further if not for the sun reflecting on the fog. My mom was probably already out pestering the police to find me, and they were likely sighing and insisting to her that this was simply another one of my misadventures. Officers would take a report but toss it into a pile on someone�s desk. That�s the kid who drove his car over the cliff, they�d say to each other with knowing grins. My friends would think I�d just disappeared on a job. Nobody would even worry for days.
I heard Thad and Callista whispering to each other but I didn�t care enough to hear what they were saying. I sat with my feet hanging over the edge of the cliff and tried to find Arleta in the horizon. The ever-darkening clouds made that impossible.
* * *
Another dreamless night, another morning for me to awaken in a place that wasn�t home. This time it wasn�t nightmares that broke me from sleep, or that awful rain I could still taste in the back of my throat. The sun was up, warm rays gently rousing me, light spread over the precipice.
Drowsy and exhausted as I was, I could smell trees and rocks and damp ground, reminding me of the few times I�d gone camping with my family in parks near Arleta. I soaked in the silence, all the echoes of the cars and people hardly reaching this high. I didn�t want to get up. I felt sore, like the morning after a lot of swimming.
But at least I wasn�t running from assassins for five whole minutes.
When I tried to lift my arm, I realized that I was in a black sleeping bag, zipped up to my shoulders. I pulled at it and managed to get my arms free. I didn�t remember getting into a sleeping bag� maybe I�d been too tired to notice much after the sun had set. I rolled over.
There were two other new sleeping bags arranged on the flat rock, and plastic bags in the corner of our camp. Someone must have left and bought them after I�d fallen asleep. With what money, I wondered? Again, I couldn�t complain. I�d probably be in a lot more miserable position if I�d slept only on rocks all night.
One of the sleeping bags was empty but Callista was in the one closest to me. She was lying on her back, staring awake at the sky above us. It was hard to tell if she was ignoring me or if she hadn�t realized I was awake too. I followed her gaze up and saw that the rainclouds from the day before had now been replaced with puffy white shapes drifting across the blue.
�I�ve decided I don�t have to hate you,� she said without warning. I cleared my throat.
�Is that�an improvement?� I asked.
�Yes,� she said bluntly. �Until ten minutes ago, I hated you. Now I don�t.�
She sighed and rolled over onto her stomach, flinging her hair back behind her neck. I tried to keep from studying her, but every time I took my eyes away I only found them glancing back at her again.
�Did I do something ten minutes ago that changed things?� I pressed, hoping to keep this conversation going but also fearful that my insistence might convince her I was worthy of being hated again. She still didn�t meet my gaze.
�It�s more of what you didn�t do,� she replied. �You didn�t run off last night. I was certain you were going to disappear and run screaming to the police, and sit there waiting for a Guardian to show up to shoot you in the head.�
�You think I�m that stupid?� I was almost insulted. Few people had ever spoken to me that way.
She shrugged. �You haven�t done much to convince me otherwise.�
This was not going nicely at all. Had I lost all of my powers of persuasion that had helped me with my clients? Or maybe this girl was simply invincible to my attempts at lightening the air.
�I�ve stayed alive this long,� I tried.
�I know, it�s shocking,� she said. �You�re arrogant. Selfish. Overconfident. You have no respect for how much danger you put other people in. You think of yourself more than anyone.�
�Because I�m in shock,� I defended. �I�ve just had the most terrifying week of my life. I grew claws and�and a ring from nowhere. I think I�m allowed to worry about myself.�
�There you go again,� she countered without a second of hesitation. �You don�t think Thad and I haven�t been through the same thing? Rings, claws�all of it? But on top of that, we�ve been stuck in a cell. We�ve had needles shoved into our arms, we�ve been beaten and yelled at. We�ve been waiting to just turn into dust any second when you got yourself killed.�
Her voice had started to rise with anger, but she managed to force composure at the end. I was left in shambles again. Why was I letting this girl have the power to tear me to shreds?
�And this is you not hating me?� I said. �I�d be terrified to see you when you love someone.�
She rolled over on to her side, facing me but closing her eyes as if she was going back to sleep. Damn it, Michael. I needed to learn when to keep my mouth shut. But I wasn�t used to someone else being right.
Quiet fell again, leaving us to the sounds of birds and the wind in the untamed grass. Part of me wanted to just give up on Callista. I didn�t deserve this treatment from her�I�d just been nearly murdered twice in the past week. It wasn�t my fault that she�d become a part of it.
There you go again� again, her voice echoed in my head. My thoughts had immediately turned back to myself, and my problems, and how much my life had been in danger. I�d completely forgotten the very newspaper article that I�d first seen Callista in: the one about the deaths of her family.
Was I completely blind? Her family had been killed so the Guardians could catch her. And she�d been caught so the Guardians could find me. I was the reason that she was now alone.
Of course she had every reason to hate me. Here I�d been running free, while the only thing she had left�her own life�was hanging around me like a fragile glass necklace, just waiting for me to stumble and crush it. If I were her, I�d have hated me too.
And yet she lay with such a mask of calm control. I could never have held it together as well as she did.
�I�I never said thank you,� I broke the silence. �I don�t know any other girls who�d take down a plane to save me.�
Finally, something worked, because I saw one end of her mouth fighting against a smirk that threatened to reveal itself.
�I don�t do it because I care,� she told me. �I do it because I have to.�
A tiny victory for me, at least? As if reading my mind, she narrowed her eyes.
�Look,� she told me, �if I didn�t need to keep you safe, I wouldn�t be here. I�d be out there chasing each and every one of these Guardians myself and blowing their brains out.�
I swallowed. The harsh words were like poison flowing from her mouth.
�But I�m stuck,� she said. �The Guardians seemed certain I�d die if you did, and after everything I�ve seen, I�m leaning to believe them.�
�Have you even stopped to ask why?� I said.
�Does it really matter?� she muttered in reply. �We�re here now. We better start getting to know each other because I think we�ll be stuck this way for a while.�
I wanted badly to read her eyes. I still hadn�t had a chance to. With her back to me now, she�d erected the wall between us even higher. All I got was the hint of desolation in her voice: emptiness, hopelessness, and a future devoid of anything other than survival.� Her only reason to live was to stay alive.
I almost asked more, wanting to know why we were so supernaturally connected. But I was done trying to break through her shell. So I rolled over too, and we lay on the rocks with our backs to each other, letting the whistling wind fill the void instead.
* * *
Not much time passed until Thad returned, carrying two plastic grocery bags in his arms. He regarded me and Callista in our opposing positions with some worry but didn�t ask, because he was a smart person and knew when to keep his mouth shut, unlike another male on that cliff. I sat up as he dropped one of the bags, filled with bottles of water. He held the other out toward me.
�Happy birthday,� he proclaimed, sweeping the plastic away to reveal a boxed-up birthday cake hiding inside. It was one of the cheap, undecorated cakes that grocery stores sell in their bakery. At the sight of it, I felt a thrill. I was seventeen now. I�d forgotten but Thad hadn�t.
I nodded my thanks at Thad. He looked quite happy that he�d been able to brighten things up, and he waved an arm for Callista to come with us.
�Forks?� Callista asked. Thad stopped.
�Plates?� she tried. His face fell slightly.
�I�I just thought of the cake�� he said defensively.
�We can use our hands,� I said, sitting down and putting the cake in front of me. Thad and Callista sat down and we made a small circle with the cake at the center, and dug pieces of it out with our fingers. Icing got stuck all over our palms but in the end none of us really cared. The cake tasted glorious, and served as a much needed distraction.
When I was done, I licked my fingers clean and stood to roll my sleeping bag up. The others went on gobbling bits of cake, and I figured it was because they hadn�t had much real food in a while.
Absently, I leaned forward to pull the edge of my sleeping bag up. To my surprise, I found that under my bag�down where my feet had been�was a piece of paper. It�d been there the entire time without me noticing.
�What�s this?� I asked them, gesturing. I bent down to grab it.
Suddenly, before my fingers could touch the paper, I was lifted up from the ground from behind, two arms looped around my shoulders. I gasped as I was whisked through the air.
�Don�t touch it!� I heard Thad hiss from behind me. In a second, he and Callista and I were against the stonewall.
��Where did that come from?� Callista demanded�claws out. The cake had been overturned in their outburst, splattered onto the rocks. I fought against Thad and he finally dropped me to my feet.
�What was that?� I shouted. �What�s wrong with both of you?�
�Did you put it there?� Thad asked Callista, ignoring me. She shook her head.
�I didn�t even see it until now.� She looked at me. �Did you bring it? Was it in your pocket or something?�
�No!� I told them. I didn�t know why they were reacting this way. Callista saw my confusion and swiftly grabbed me by the shoulder, spinning me back to look at the envelope.
�See?� she said, pointing.
Now I knew why they�d gotten such a fright. On the front of the envelope, written in large letters, were three words: TO: MICHAEL ASHER.
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Anonymity

The lonely white envelope sat amidst a sea of gray stone, its edge lifting slightly in the wind though never overturning. The paper was crisp and new, and its center bulged out from something held inside.
�This isn�t good,� Callista said, looking up at the sky and then around the edges of the walls that hid us. �Someone had to have come here last night and left it. That means they know where we are.�
�Just to drop off a letter?� Thad said. �Does that make sense?�
�What have they done that�s ever made sense?� Callista countered, waving her hand toward the envelope. �Thad, you�ve seen some of the crazy stuff they have.�
�He�s right, though,� I said. The others looked at me. I swallowed quickly.
�I mean, we aren�t dead,� I told them. �We could be getting all worked up for nothing. And we won�t know unless we open it.�
The morning air and eating some food had revived me in some way. So without waiting for any more arguing, I stepped across the rocks and grabbed the envelope.
�See, no explosions,� I said, watching as both of them relaxed, if only slightly. I turned the envelope over a couple times in my hands, studying the edges and finding that the paper was dry, some dirt stuck in the edges but sealed tightly in the flaps. Whatever was inside wasn�t stiff, so I figured it was safe enough. I glanced up at the others, staring across enraptured. All attention was on me now.
To make it more dramatic, I flicked my finger, and a single silver claw appeared. I liked the surprise on their faces: it made me feel like I was in control again. I drew my blade across the top of the envelope, severing the pieces.
����������� Callista appeared by my side as I pulled the halves apart. Inside was a single, folded piece of paper, thick like the expensive letter stock my mom sometimes used when trying to impress her clients. I could feel the anticipation as Callista and Thad pressed in closer. I unfolded the top third of the letter with fingers holding it gingerly by the edges, trying to put on a strong face so they wouldn�t know I was just as nervous as they were.
When you open a letter, usually you start reading at the top. But in my case, when I bent both of the folds down, the first thing I saw was at the bottom of the page simply because a word on it leapt out at me.
�Anon!� I couldn�t help myself as the name slipped out. The others looked up at me.
�You know who this is from?� Callista asked. I wasn�t sure whether I should shake my head or nod.
�I don�t know him,� I said. �But I know who he is. He�s�someone on the inside.�
Nothing I could have said would have alleviated the questions I saw on their faces. My eagerness was too great to finish an explanation, so I looked back to the letter and read:

To Mr. Asher,

You have finally survived. Your lack of decease shows promise.
At the moment, you are safer than you will ever be for most of your existence. The group sent to end you is under the belief that you perished while attempting to save your Chosen in their plane crash. I am partially responsible for this deception. With your death, your family is now temporarily out of harm�s way. I believe your pursuers will not realize otherwise for a few days, after which you will be in danger again.
Already, I am sure you are feeling lost. You do not know your place in the Grand Design. But I wish to assure you that you do have a place, your place serves a purpose, and all will soon be revealed, if you choose.
Your two companions have a place in this Design as well. The duty of your Chosens is to protect you, their Guardian. This is their obligation. Their failure means their demise.
At the bottom of this page is the address of a house. The owner is of no relevance. The window beside the chimney is open for you already. At this house, you will find the answer to who you are, why you are here, how you got where you are, and what you are to do. I cannot promise that these answers will make you happy.
The house will remain untouched for three days, after which time it will find itself burned to ashes in an unfortunate electrical malfunction. Any evidence of your presence will disappear with it.
If you desire to know the truth, you will follow my instructions. If you desire to disappear and pretend that you are not who you are, then you will never hear from me again.
Choose wisely. Don�t trust anyone.

ANON

While the address at the bottom was circled in pen, there was no written signature. By the time I had reached the ending, the paper was shaking between my hands.
No one said anything at first. An unfathomable silence fell upon us, as if the weight of the letter�s words tugged us toward the ground.
My family is safe. It brought a racing feeling of relief, even if just a little. Maybe if the Guardians thought I was gone, then they�d simply let my death vanish into the cases of unsolved mysteries. But how long would it last?
�So what�s that about?� Thad finally said. I met his eyes but looked away quickly, back to the paper, reading it a second time. The mysterious Anon strikes again. I remembered how secretive Father Lonnie had been even with this man�s reference, frightened at the mere thought of saying it aloud. How had Anon gotten the letter to me? Had he crept up sometime in the night and slipped it under me without being seen? Sent an associate? I doubted he�d risk telling someone else where we were. But I also doubted he�d risk his own safety. If it�d been anyone else, I�d have felt stupid and defeated. But all the secrecy that surrounded Anon had built him up as someone who could remain concealed no matter how much effort we�d put into hiding ourselves.
�I really don�t know,� I replied exhaustedly. That was the best I could do. I waved the paper. �It�s probably stupid but I feel like I believe him.�
�I don�t,� Callista said, breaking her silence abruptly. I hadn�t expected her to agree with me, but I was open to listening.
�If he�s on our side, and he�s been watching all this, why didn�t he show up to help when the plane was going down, and you were nearly being killed?� she said. �What is he talking about, this obligation?�
�I think he means the part where we die if Michael does,� Thad said under his breath.
Callista slid a step away from both of us, hands out defensively.
�Listen, I don�t even know you,� she said. Then, as if everything began to sink in to her at once, she blinked quickly and a frightened look overcame her. �I blew up a plane for you, and I just met you.� Her voice collapsed mid-sentence. �I blew up a plane. I�m a normal person. I don�t do things like this. I�m supposed to be at school right now. I�m supposed to be home. I don�t know how I got here!�
If she�d had been anyone but Callista, she might have broken into tears then. But she only clenched her fists and composed herself.
�I think I�ve already done my fair share,� she said in a hiss. �I�m not a part of whatever this Anon person is talking about. I just want to disappear and try to go back to normal.�
�And what do you think normal means now?� Thad broke in. I picked up on some already-begun conversation they were having, something they�d already argued about before I�d even arrived. Callista�s fists tightened even more.
�What do we have to go back to?� Thad continued. �Normal? They�ve already taken normal from us. You know that.�
�I could go home,� she whispered through her teeth.
�To what?� Thad argued. �They�ll find you there and kill you.�
�But I don�t want to be here!� she shouted.
�None of us want to be here!� I burst, the fury that I�d been withholding finally popping like a balloon.
It shut her up instantly, her mouth snapping closed as she stared at me with pain on her face. It shocked her so much that it forced a Glimpse: terror, sadness, ferociously bitter fury mixed with vengeance. It was like a cocktail of mental agony, so strong it felt like a nail punched into my chest, and I immediately regretted my words.
But I was right. We�d all been thrust into this against our will. That fact was only strengthened further when I looked around our tiny circle at the faces that stood across from me. Callista, the girl who I�d once thought was dead. Thad, the boy who I knew so little of, I had never even heard his last name. I doubted the three of us would have ever met had it not been for this chain of horrible events. It was like fate had unceremoniously shoved us together, but hadn�t been polite enough to provide an introduction.
�I know you wish you were back home,� I pressed on, my voice calmer now. �I do too. But we�re here now. And there�s a whole lot of people out there who seem to not want us around, and sooner or later they�re going to realize we�re still alive.�
The sides of Callista�s jaw bulged, her teeth ground together as tightly as she could force them. Her gaze wasn�t pointed at me though, looking downward, fighting to remain in control over herself. She knew I was right, she just didn�t want to admit it�not because it�d mean I won, but because it�d be admitting that going home wasn�t an option anymore. I found no victory in being right this time.
��And I don�t trust him either,� I said, lifting the letter. �But he�s right, we don�t have any other choice. You said it yourself yesterday: if we go home, they�ll follow us. And I�d rather spend the few days we have of not being chased down and shot at actually finding out why.�
I shifted my gaze to Thad. Out of both of them, I knew that he�d be the most likely one to support me. Already�and as much as it was against our wishes�we�d become a group, and when Thad nodded, it was a majority vote.
* * *
We rolled our sleeping bags but in the end figured that it wasn�t worth carrying them along. So we bunched them up into the corner of the cliff along with the bags of now-unneeded water bottles, hopeful that a wandering homeless person might find it and feel lucky. At least something positive might come out of our situation.
Taking flight was far easier this time than the others had been. There was a moment of thrill as I felt myself rising, but it was hard to take much joy in it.
Still, the strange familiarity of flying helped to calm my soul of its troubles. Part of me feared that I would soon take it for granted, that it was already weaving itself in as part of my being. If I just continued to believe that all of this would be over soon, then I�d be alright. It�ll all go back to normal, I tried to convince myself. But what if this was my new normal? The thought terrified me.
I had a good sense of where Anon�s written address was leading us: somewhere in Beverly Hills, no less, otherwise known to me as �that place where all the rich people live�. I�d been there a number of times, spying on targets while trying to disguise my long-range camera so I wouldn�t get thrown out. Sometimes I�d even gone down there on my own to get pictures for my walls. It was almost sad how tourists would stand outside and take picture by the neighborhood�s entrance sign. It was as if that was the most they ever aspired to be: a person left standing outside a gate, the lesser-known subject in a picture of them and a wooden sign.
We cut over hills and communities until we crossed out of the San Fernando Valley. The buildings were stacked together in clusters like shining gift boxes sorted into piles. A steady stream of heat hit me from both the sun above and the roads below, but the wind in my face managed to cool the sweat away. I could see different collections of buildings far off, cars darting in and out and massive jets passing unhindered above us.
I led them now: it was strangest because it felt right. As we flew, the landscape below changed again, becoming more suburban with sprawling houses dotting the ground between heavy trees and clipped yards. When the attached garages got to be larger than my entire home, I knew I was nearing the right place. We descended slowly upon a street until finally the tops of the houses were so close I could have scraped them if I�d reached. There were expensive cars shining in the long driveways, vast rows of extinguished lights leading up to grand entrances. I doubted my life savings could have even bought their doorknobs.
I kept checking the street signs. I realized how close we were to the ground. I still didn�t know the depth of my powers�how did the strange invisibility work when we flew, while I could still see the others near me? Was it true invisibility, even? Or just some type of chameleon-like effect? Either way, I was thankful because I could already see people walking and driving not far below us. We threw shadows, but the people were too distracted to notice.
Finally, I spotted the house�s number, painted against the curb for emergency crews to find at night. I swooped down and landed on the top of the mansion like a bug, my palms instantly burning against the red Spanish-style roof. I winced and stood up straight as the others fell to a stop beside me.
From where we stood, I could see a vast horizon of rooftops and chimneys�not nearly the view that had been in the sky, but at least a more telling one. Trees and fences blocked a lot of the houses. It felt too quiet for midday so close to Los Angeles, little more than the snipping of garden scissors and water hoses running. I guess you can get serenity if you pay for it.
�Is this it?� Thad said, stumbling on one of the looser tiles.
�You sound so unimpressed,� I replied. �You might be able to play basketball off this roof.�
�If it wasn�t so bumpy, I�d try.� He grunted. Callista, whose severity had lightened up during the flight, ventured away from us. She found the brick chimney and waved for us to come over.
�If we�re gonna do this, let�s get inside,� she said. �I haven�t figured out how no one can see us when we fly. But it�s not a good time to start testing it out now.�
�That�s exactly what I was thinking,� I said. So I went to the edge and jumped over, hovering around in a circle as I descended. I saw the window right below the chimney and pushed myself toward it. There was a screen to keep bugs out so I extended a claw and sliced through it. The glass was unlocked, just as Anon had said it was. I grabbed both sides of the frame and pulled myself through.
The floor was further from the window than I thought. My face slammed into the carpet. A painful snort erupted from my nose.
Unfortunately, the other two had been right behind me so they�d seen the entire episode. I heard Thad and Callista trying to hold in laughter, even as they landed beside me. Neither of them volunteered to help me up this time.
�Come on, guys,� I told them, rubbing my now-sore nose.
�Shut up, Thad,� Callista commanded him, though she was having a harder time being quiet than he was. Inside, I was relieved that something had dispersed a little of the tense air.
I brushed the dust from the roof off my hands as Callista shut the window and pulled the curtains closed behind us. Our surroundings went dark as the window�s glow disappeared. We had entered a room of white and gray, a giant bed with folded sheets and an abundance of pillows against one wall, and opposite that a couch and flat-screen television nearly as tall as me. The floor was carpet, the softness of which my nose was still grateful for. Everything from the intricately threaded rug to the glass cabinets filled with pottery exuded wealth and perfection. Even the way the blanket rested languidly on the couch looked like a photo from an advertisement.
�This feels weird,� I observed.
�But we were invited, weren�t we?� Thad said.
None of us really dared to venture from the window at first, looking for any signs that we might have come to the wrong place�or worse, fallen into a trap. But Anon had been right so far, and the silence that embraced us and flowed freely throughout the vacant house only strengthened the truth in his directions.
�Who do you think lives here?� I asked them.
�Does someone live here?� Thad said. He gestured at the bed.
�That doesn�t look like it�s been used in a while,� he pointed out.
�Could be someone�s second home,� Callista suggested. Both Thad and I looked at her in disbelief.
�Come on,� she insisted. �You�re in Beverly Hills. People here have a few homes. Maybe they�re only here in the winter.�
�And Anon gets to send people here all the other seasons?� I pondered aloud. I felt a strange thrill at the idea of traipsing through this giant house�maybe finding pictures of its owner on the walls or family portraits scattered throughout. It could be a treasure trove for my Great Work.
The others followed me to the door and I could feel their anticipation as we crept out�everyone taking quiet steps even though we didn�t have to, whispering even though we quickly realized there was nobody around to hear us. The hallway was just as magnificent as the bedroom, walls lined with rich paintings illuminated by sunshine that streamed through skylights. The carpet was so thick it was like a layer of white moss beneath my shoes.
There were several doors on each side of the hall, all open and inviting us in. As I passed, I glanced inside them: a blue bedroom, a green bedroom, a tiled bathroom with two sinks and sparkling-clean mirrors. Everything was neat and made up like a model home, the only sounds coming from the gentle hum of the air conditioner. Oh such lavish extravagance: a house with air actually circulating. Should�ve invited my mom.
�This place smells like a department store,� Callista observed in a low voice. �It�s like the scary furniture section.�
�That place scares you too?� I said, grinning. �I thought I was the only one.�
�It�s a bunch of rooms with no walls,� she insisted. �It just doesn�t feel right. Ever since I was a kid I�ve hated that place.�
�Imagine it at night,� I said. She shivered.
�I don�t know what you two are talking about,� Thad said under his breath. �There�s nothing scary about a bunch of empty furniture and bedrooms.�
�But there�s no one here,� I said, waving my hand in front of us as we crept ahead. �That isn�t a little creepy to you?�
�I think it�d be much creepier if we ran into somebody,� Thad said. �And it�d be a bit hard to explain how we got in through the second story.�
��Sorry, a random letter we found on a cliff told us to break in,�� Callista said in dry retort.
We reached the end of the hall. It opened up to a balcony area with shelves of books against the walls, light streaming from a giant circular window that was high above the twin front doors, a chandelier hanging by a chain from the ceiling. A stairway with white railing curved down to the ground floor.
Everything was decorated beautifully. But no photographs, I noticed. Not a single portrait of a person, not even a painting of a face. All the artwork was of bland, nondescript things: flowers, animals, and shapes. No clues to the owner. No eyes for me to read.
We were all pressed together, having gone silent unintentionally. When we reached the top of the stairs, though, I finally spotted something that was out of place: three propped-up paper bags sitting in front of the door. They were from Trader Joe�s, the grocery store. Beside them, stuffed into the letter slot, was a thick white package.
�And there�s the note,� I told the others, already hurrying down the stairs. Hearing them so close behind sent a wave of d�j� vu: hadn�t I dreamed of running up stairs with them? I pushed the feeling away in time for me to reach the bottom and pull out the envelope.
Just like the first letter, this one also had my name printed on the front. But the envelope was heavier: something far bigger than a letter inside. Anon must have had a lot of confidence in the fact that I would follow his instructions, or at least a lot of hope. I glanced around at the other�s faces, already full of so much expectation that I ripped the envelope apart.
Two things tumbled out. I managed to catch one but the other slipped out of my hand. I�d grabbed a rectangular and bulky object, wrapped in plain red gift paper. An old VHS tape had fallen to the floor, with a white note taped to its front. Callista swept it up.
�Be careful!� she told me. �You almost broke this thing.�
I reached to snatch the letter from the tape, but she was already opening it herself. Thad and I leaned over her shoulders:

To Mr. Asher,
I am grateful you are reading this. My hope in your survival has increased. You are already proving many people wrong.
By now, you are likely wondering who I am. Unfortunately, I cannot remedy that. Though we will correspond, you will never see my face, and you will never meet me. To risk myself being discovered will obliterate any chance we have of succeeding, now or forever. This is a more important part of the Grand Design than who you are in this life.
You may also be wondering why you are here. I have promised to answer this. But to tell you all the things about who you are in this page would be of no avail. You would not believe me, and I would be unable to answer all your questions.
However, I have been keeping some things for you for many years. One of those things is this videotape. The other is in the safety deposit box listed at the bottom of this page. Now that you have proven yourself in this further step, you should have them.
I have also included a gift for your birthday. Do not unwrap it until you have watched the tape.
Have courage. Don�t trust anyone.

ANON

13
Daniel Rothfeld

The moment we read the final words, and probably even a second before, the three of us spun around, immediately searching for a television. We didn�t need direction: I shot off one way, Callista the other, Thad up the stairs, our feet pounding against carpet and tiles and hardwood floors from different parts of the house.
Finding a TV was not hard at all in that well-furnished place, but finding a TV with a VCR proved to be far more difficult. I dove in to an office with eerily empty bookshelves and a desk with fake flowers in pots, and checked the TV on the wall to find that it only played DVDs. I bumped into Callista as she came out of another room.
�There�s a whole entertainment room but no stupid VCR,� she told me. Who even used VHS tapes anymore? Finding a cart and buggy might have been easier.
In the end, Thad called out from upstairs, and Callista and I stepped on each other�s feet in our haste to get to him. He�d gone into the green bedroom and found that the small television had both DVD and VHS players embedded in its front. Callista pushed the tape in without hesitation, flipping the TV on and finding the correct channel. Thad and I sat on the bed and she squeezed between us while holding the remote.
The tape started. We had fallen into such a hush of anticipation that I could pick Thad and Callista�s anxious breathing apart from each other.
There was a little rolling static in the beginning of the recording, but that ended in seconds. Then it showed a blank screen, and finally a face.
It was a man filmed shoulders up, sitting in front of a nondescript white wall. He wore a black button-up shirt but no tie, his skin white but not pale enough for me to think that he was unhealthy, slight circles under his eyes from lack of sleep. He had a carefully shaven face, leaving a slight stubble that looked too intentional to be unplanned, hair swept to the side leaving his forehead exposed. His eyes were hazel, staring straight in to the camera, making certain it was filming before settling back a few inches in his leather chair.
He hesitated, just looking at us. It was almost like he was studying us, or rather debating what he was about to say. He cleared his throat.
�I am Daniel Rothfeld,� he began. �When you see this tape, I will have already been murdered many years ago, because tonight I will die.�
Hadn�t Father Lonnie said something about a Daniel before? The man on the screen didn�t show any feelings of fear or even sadness. His eyes didn�t quiver as if he was reading a script behind the camera, though he appeared to have practiced this speech.
�There are some things you should understand about me,� he said. �First, is that I didn�t want it to happen this way. If I could rip the conscience out of my chest then I would, even if it meant ripping my own heart out with it. But I cannot, just as I cannot go on ignoring what I know needs to be done.�
He took a deep breath. �Secondly, this world is not what you think it is. If you are watching this tape, then I�m sure you already know that much. You likely know of the Guardians, have seen an inkling of their hold on this planet. By the time you watch this, their grip will have worsened. I know, because I am partially to blame; I am a Guardian with them.�
I heard Callista swallow hard beside me, her hand tightening against her knee.
�But despite what they may tell you, their plans are not a part of the Grand Design,� the man continued. �All is not right�in fact, few things are. The powers of the Guardians were never meant to establish them as a superior race on this planet. They have done well to hide the truth of our history�of how we really came to be in power.�
He stopped for a moment, as if considering delving more into the past, but deciding against it. Time concerned him, his voice never rushed but his mind intent on sticking to what he�d already decided to say.
�I discovered a plan of theirs,� he said. �I only had to look back�history repeats itself. The world is growing too quickly for the Guardians to keep their hold. Their power is slipping as human numbers grow. Then like a reaper, they will cleanse the world of all they deem unnecessary. It is genocide against humanity.�
He shook his head. �When you have seen the great evils that Guardians have caused, when you have seen the manner in which they have enslaved the earth, you will understand why they can no longer remain in power. You will understand why I have come to this decision.�
He finally glanced away from the camera. �I must end the Guardians. The darkness of their power must end to bring the world into a new dawn.�
A flare of static caused the tape to shift, but it restored itself a moment later.
�To do this,� he said, �means to betray who I am, to betray those who I�ve wrongfully trusted. But I have no choice. Because I am the only one who can stand against them, I am the only one who can complete this. This was the true Grand Design.�
He spread his hands. �You should also understand this: Guardians do not die natural deaths, and are therefore impenetrable to natural law and order. We will never die of age. If we are killed, there is no corpse: we turn to dust. Our essence is then reincarnated into another body, hosting off a human to continue our line. In this way, we never end, and continue to return forever.�
Mr. Sharpe, I realized. His body had disappeared! After all this time, suddenly I had an explanation for how he�d left no trace behind.
The tape went on:
�So even if I was to alert the world, as unlikely as they would be to believe me, and even if I was to form another army against the Guardians, it would be no use. Killing a Guardian would only make them return again. I found myself in a dilemma.�
Then, leaning back, his face opened with a slight, triumphant smile.
�But I made a discovery,� he said. �I do not have the time to tell you how. But I found a hope.�
Here, he reached to his side and off the camera. When he pulled his hand back in front of us, he was holding a knife.
The opaque black of the dagger�s handle looked like it was made out of charcoal, wrapped in complicated swirls around a yellow guard for the bearer�s hand. The weapon was no longer than his forearm from hilt to tip, and the way he held it so lightly made it appear almost weightless. The long edge itself grabbed my attention at once because it didn�t appear to be a knife. In fact, the entire length of the razor looked exactly like a giant feather.
��This is the Blade,� he said, voice dropping to a strong tone filled with intensity. �This is what they fear.�
He was holding the Blade a safe distance from himself, but still his other arm and shoulder were drawn back. He looked nervous just holding it.
�This dagger has a power opposite to theirs,� he said. �One cut from this weapon strips a Guardian of their power: making them just as human as those they despise.�
The three of us sat dumbfounded, and I closed my mouth when I discovered that it was hanging open. My eyes crept to the side, trying to gauge their response, trying to see if their breath had also increased its pace with every sentence the man on the screen had spoken.
Thad�s eyes were still locked on the television. Callista�s hands were now clenched. Daniel Rothfeld paused, letting the weight of his words sink in before going on.
�So this was my plan,� he said. �I was to remove their powers, to make them human. To force them to be equals. But I have already failed in my mission. I�ve been found out. I know I will be killed tonight.�
He said this flippantly, like it was merely a small roadblock. But of course, I realized. He was a Guardian. If they killed him, he knew he�d just come back in another life, right? That piece was so vitally important that I was shocked I hadn�t figured it out on my own.
�I could try to run, but it is too late for me, and the risk is too high�they would catch up, and then have the Blade,� he continued. �They are on to me, and I have been told by a confidant that they will end me tonight.�
Finally, there was some inkling of emotion, just a prick of sadness in the man�s blankly staring eyes.
�When a Guardian is killed, his two Chosens vanish immediately as well,� the man continued. �But that is their duty. My Chosens will die with me. It is the only way. But we will see each other again.�
Even such a small reaction to the thought of his Chosens dying felt considerable, because for it to seep out meant that he was feeling great inner pain. He managed to push it back inside.
�So I am hiding the dagger,� he said. �They will never find it, and even if they do, only I can obtain it. And that is why I am making this tape.�
He nodded at us as if he could see is through the glass of the TV. �At this very moment, I walk among you. At this very moment, I am with you. I have left everything that I need to continue my mission as if it had never been stopped. You only need to find me�wherever I am. Find me, and aide me. I will do what is right.�
There was a click from the tape. The screen went black.
That couldn�t possibly be the end!
A burst of empty static shot through the speakers in answer, making all of us jump and Thad swear. Callista leapt to her feet to eject the tape and switched the awful noise off. The screen fizzled as it disappeared.
She spun to Thad and I, but stared at me. The room felt like it�d gone hot from our racing hearts, my hands uneasy as I tried to digest what we�d just watched. I wished that I could have read a Glimpse through videotape, but alas I could not.
�W�what do we do now?� I asked. They were both looking at me. Their eyes made me uncomfortable, as if they thought I should have the answer to my own question.
�I don�t even know what to say,� Callista replied. She crossed her arms, still not seeming to believe what we�d heard. There was so much that had just been dumped on us at once.
�Well if they�we�reincarnate,� Thad suggested, �do you think that Anon was Daniel Rothfeld?�
I didn�t know whether to nod or shake my head. Why would Anon give us the tape if he already knew who he was? Was this his way of enlisting our support, to make us part of some army of his? The most perplexing part was why: we�d gotten so many questions answered, but now had an equal amount new ones.
I was still holding the red gift-wrapped present from Anon, the final thing from his letter. Callista and Thad looked down at it the same time I did.
�That�s too small for another tape,� Callista observed as she slid closer, Thad inching across the bed to be next to me. I turned it over to find the edge, ripping the paper across and tossing it onto the bed comforter.
Underneath, I found a stack of three metal rectangles, with hinges on their sides that connected them together. I guess I�d been expecting a cassette or a tiny box with something important in it. I lifted it by the edge and found that the three pieces folded out into a line.
Now there were three rectangles next to each other attached by the hinges. They were small picture frames, silver and new. At first glance I thought it was odd, until I saw that there were already photos in them, some that I recognized.
The bottom picture was of me, smiling in a gray sweater and white t-shirt against a marbled blue background. It was my latest high school photo, the same that my mom kept sticking to the side of the refrigerator even though I�d tried to hide it dozens of times.
Stranger were the other two pictures. The center photo was of a boy who was also my age, but who had black hair combed back and deeply emerald eyes. He was far tanner than me too, relaxed and smiling without showing his teeth, a leisurely grin telling the world that he didn�t have many monetary cares. The paper on which it was printed was old and bent at the corners, carefully placed behind the glass so it would stay together.
Then there was the third picture, at the top. It was a photograph of Daniel Rothfeld, looking much like he had in the film but not nearly as tired or afraid. It intrigued me how I hadn�t picked up much strain from the man when he�d been on the tape, but now that I saw him in this picture and could compare the two, I realized just how different he was. It was almost like that picture had been taken before he�d gained his conscience.
We continued to study the faces, trying to unravel this code. I couldn�t ignore a strange feeling emanating from the pictures. Something kept biting at me every time I looked from one to the other.
I tried reading their Glimpses. That was easy. Daniel Rothfeld�finally, in a photo�was molded out of confidence, so filled with power and prestige that it practically shone from him. I knew it came from his power as a Guardian.
Strangely enough, though, when I looked at the center picture I began to detect a similar feeling. It wasn�t as strong, just power and command deep in his eyes. Something�similar between the two.
I finally looked at the bottom picture, and read my own Glimpse.
And then it clicked.
The three eyes�though all different colors, and all with different shades of feeling�were the exact same. Even when I hopped from the center, then to Daniel Rothfeld, and finally to my own, I knew that what I�d just discovered had been lying in front of me all along, and I�the Eye Guy�had just been too blind to see it.
�I�m Daniel Rothfeld,� I realized.
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If there was a way to describe the feeling that overcame me, it was like my entire body was being pulled down the drain of a tub, water fighting to drown me as my bones were mashed together. No matter how much I struggled or how badly the force mangled me, I could not fight hard enough to escape.
I looked up from the pictures, letting them fall into my lap, staring at Callista and Thad with fright and inwardly hoping that one of them would protest.
They were looking at me with wide eyes, probably a mirror of my own face. But they didn�t say anything. Why weren�t they arguing, why weren�t they at least trying to prove me wrong? Didn�t Callista always try that�why wasn�t she now?
Thad bent forward, resting his head on his knee and running his fingers into his hair, leaving them there, letting the realization flow through him.
�The dreams were real,� I said, pieces still coming together like keys into locks. �We�ve lived before. Everything I saw�those were my lives. I�ve already failed twice.�
I pointed to the pictures. �This is what Anon wanted me to know. That�s why I saw both of you in my nightmares. We were running from the Guardians in the first, and you tried to save me in the second life, but it was too late. And now we�re back.�
�This is insane�� Callista breathed out, her voice dropping to a nearly indiscernible level. It was affecting her just as much as me. All along, we�d been far more important than we�d thought. Suddenly, we all knew why the Guardians wanted us dead so badly. How could this have happened?
Nothing we could have spoken would have been of any comfort. What we�d thought was larger than us was now even a hundred times bigger. But who was I supposed to hate? Myself, for dying and pushing it onto me? That was the worst part, because if what I�d found was true, I was the only person to blame for it.
�We need a plan,� Callista said.
�I don�t have one,� I replied, unintentionally whimpering.
�We need a damn plan!� she exploded at me, screaming so loudly that it bounced off the walls and the furniture, ringing on the glass of the TV.
�I don�t have one!� I barked, my head snapping up as the roar left my throat, so harsh that it was painful. She didn�t back down.
�Do you understand that they are going to kill us?� she shouted straight into my face. Her hands were in fists so tense that her knuckles were white.
�Do you understand how big this is?!� she said. �We will die. They will make sure.�
�You think I don�t know that?� I was just as loud as her, refusing to back down. �They�re after me. I�m the target. I�m the one who has to die.�
�And if you die then we do too,� she said. �So if you let yourself die because you don�t even have any of this thought out, then you�re our murderer.�
My hands slid down to my sides on the bed, ready to push myself up and face her, fury pumping through my veins. I moved but only made it to standing halfway before Thad lashed an arm out, slamming it across the front of my shoulders, forcing me to sit.
�Sit the hell down!� he yelled at me. I fought, but the muscles on his arm were almost twice the size of mine.
�You too!� he ordered Callista, just as harshly. �Sit down, now!�
Callista didn�t take orders. But I�d never seen Thad so furious, arm still latched across me like an iron brace, fire in his eyes as he glared at Callista�lions in a war of territory. She bit her lower lip, but in the end, she sat halfway on the edge of the dresser, turning her head away with hot, angry tears in the corners of her eyes.
�That�s enough from both of you,� Thad snapped. �We�re not going to get anywhere if we�re fighting with each other. That�s not what we need right now.�
�What we need is a plan�� Callista started. He lifted his other hand.
�Do you see I have another arm right here?� he growled threateningly. �I could pin you to a chair, and Michael here to another chair, until both of you shut up.�
She shut up.
�Don�t you dare yell at Callista again,� he told me. �We�ve given up a lot for you already, and we don�t owe you a single thing anymore.�
I pressed my lips together tightly, teeth together too. I knew they�d given up a lot for me, and just having them there with me at that moment was something I should have been extremely grateful for. There was just no room for feelings of appreciation amidst everything else in my head at that moment.
When I said nothing, Thad turned to Callista again.
�And you,� he said. �We�re all upset right now. But you need to keep in control. None of us want to be here, but we�re here now. And we have to move ahead from that.�
He took a large breath and let it out quickly in exasperation. �You two are gonna drive me crazy if you keep this up.�
Finally, his arm slid away from me, and I sank back to let some of the tension ease.
�Am I allowed to ask what the next step is?� Callista said. Thad cleared his throat.
�Michael,� he said. They were looking at me again.
�Um�� I started. �Well there�s the bank cash box at the bottom of the letter.�
I produced the paper. The number was typed a space below an address in downtown LA.
�We can go down there and take a look,� I said. �That�s the next obvious thing to do.�
�Are we actually going to go after this Blade?� Callista said. Thad didn�t move but I could sense that the same question was on his mind too. Because that was really what all of this had pointed to, wasn�t it? I�d been led down a winding path to find the truth, and now that I knew, it was time for me to pick up where I�d left off, decades before.
I knew I was a Guardian. And with all I�d found out, I couldn�t just stop here.
But I couldn�t expect myself to go deeper, a part of me cried in counter. I was just a teenager. My goal was to go home somehow, right?
�I don�t know,� I replied, just like I�d replied to so many other questions.
�And that�s going to settle it for now,� Thad said, standing up quickly, clicking his pocket watch open. �It�s two-forty-three PM. We�re not going to argue. We�re going to stay here tonight, eat something, and tomorrow we will go to the bank, and take this one step at a time.�
That sounded very anti-plan and I knew Callista wasn�t happy about that. She managed to keep her dissatisfaction to herself by promptly leaving the room, but the heat of her anger emanated down the hall.
�You really get on her nerves,� Thad told me, shaking his head. I sighed.
�Don�t worry,� he said. �She�ll be alright.�
�I didn�t mean to yell at her,� I said.
�Look, this is a lot,� he told me. �We�re gonna deal with it in different ways.�
I turned to him. �How come you seem so calm about this?�
Out of all of us, he�d reacted the least, and actually seemed to have already adjusted to our new discoveries. I could sense his coolness under pressure, the calculated way in which he absorbed everything. I envied his ability to let go of inhibitions because I was so much the opposite.
With questions still in the air, we left the room and headed in search of something to eat. Why did things have to be tenser now, even when we weren�t running from people trying to kill us? I felt stupid. I�d had to go and fight with Callista when that was the last thing I wanted us to be doing.
I thought about apologizing, but I never ran into Callista as Thad and I got to the stairs. When we reached the bottom, we saw the paper grocery bags at our feet.
�This was thoughtful,� I said, reaching in to the first and pulling out a sack of almonds. All of the bags were full of food: green apples, more almonds, a handful of fresh avocados, cans of white tuna, boxes of cheap crackers shaped like animals, and jars with some type of dough and fruit. The bags were full of them, assorted throughout like someone had picked them up from the store in a hurry and dropped them there.
�Glad he gave us something to snack on,� Thad said, taking one of the apples and biting in to it. I was far hungrier than I had realized, so I grabbed one of the tuna cans and ventured off in search of a can opener.
Around the corner, the area opened up into a gigantic kitchen with the same gray tiled floors as the entryway. The counter was made of smooth blue granite and seemed to go on forever around half the parameter of the room, not a spot or smudge on it. In the center of the floor was an island, covered by another slab of granite at least twice the size of my bed. The walls were full of cherry-colored cabinetry and drawers, except across the room where tall windows were covered by blinds. A small table sat beneath the windows.
The kitchen was stocked with plates and cups and utensils hiding in the cabinets. But the pantry was entirely empty and the fridge�s shelves were so clean it appeared it�d never been used.
It was difficult to let my surroundings sink in. Any other time, I�d have leapt at the opportunity to stay in a house like this. Spud would want to hear all about this giant home, only to be bored by the things I�d actually used it for: hiding upstairs at night and watching out the windows with my camera, attempting to see the neighbors as they got home. Most times, wealth didn�t impress me. Being star struck was a waste of time. I wasn�t the person who stood outside the gates of the Beverly Hills taking pictures; I was the person who grew scales and flew over.
I grinned at the thought of Spud seeing me now. That was if I ever saw anyone I knew again. Slowly, the possibility of never being able to go back seeped into me. It was nearly unfathomable. Never? Of course I�d be going back. Maybe if I waited a week, or even two weeks, all of this would blow over? Maybe I could fix all this, then sneak home and take my family far away, where we could get new identities and hide so deep that the Guardians would never find me again.
A week or two weeks? another part of me thought. Are you serious, Michael?
The Guardians had tracked down a billionaire hiding in Japan. If they could find him in a crowd of millions and would set off an earthquake just to get him, surely they could find me anywhere I went.
I sighed. I didn�t want to think about this, so I dug the last bite of tuna out of the can and chewed it down slowly.
* * *
As darkness settled over the mansion, we found ourselves growing restless. As large as the house was, it still felt like being trapped in a trench. I tried to step outside, just for a few minutes onto the back porch, but Thad wouldn�t let me. We had to stay indoors for now. If we were going to follow Anon�s instructions, we couldn�t take any chances of the neighbors alerting the police about trespassers.
In the interest of not calling attention to ourselves, we knew that turning on lights would be a bad idea. Thad found flashlights in the kitchen though, unscrewing their caps so that the bulb was like a candle. We sat in a circle in the first bedroom we�d entered and had a light dinner of mashed avocados and more tuna fish together. I pulled out the bag of crackers.
�Animal crackers and tuna fish,� Thad observed, grabbing some. �What a true meal of etiquette in this fine mansion.�
�I don�t think I�m using the proper tuna fork right now,� I added.
�I can just feel the walls trembling with disdain,� Callista said, taking a handful herself and dropping them into one of the crystal cups I�d found in the cabinet. The room was still very cold because even though we�d searched, none of us could find the thermostat controls.
I was thankful that we were able to talk like that, because earlier I�d been wondering if Callista would ever speak to me again. Her anger quelled itself over time: I was slowly learning that about her. I chewed my food slowly as we passed the box of crackers around.
No one spoke of what we�d discovered earlier. Callista picked the lions out of the animal crackers and kept stealing Thad�s lions too, so they had a mini skirmish on the floor. We even laughed together quietly.
When we were full, we laid around continuing to snack, me leaning against the side of the bed with Callista lying on her stomach nearby. Thad kept trying to balance his plate on his knee by placing crackers on each side like weights. It kept falling over. So in the end, he dropped it to the floor, and reached into his pocket, clicking his watch open.
�Oh, hello there,� he piped up. �It�s 11:11 right now. Make a wish everyone.�
I threw a cracker at him.
�Why are you so obsessed with that stupid watch?� I said, laughing.
The cracker hit him straight in the face: unflinching, his hand not moving to catch it as it fell to the floor. The room dropped into a hush.
What did I say this time? I thought, food still in my mouth, hesitant to chew. I looked to Thad, but he�d already caught himself. His face had gone stony.
�It�s just a watch,� he said in a hurry. Not true. He was covering something up.
�I�m sorry,� I said. �I didn�t mean��
�Let�s watch TV,� Callista suggested, standing up abruptly and grabbing the remote from the stand. She switched it on before Thad or I could say anything else. The static burst swept throughout the room but I could feel that I�d touched a nerve.
�It�s alright, man,� Thad told me, cutting his hand in the air dismissively. I chewed slowly, watching Thad stuff the watch back into his pocket. He didn�t appear angry� but there was hurt on his face. If he�d shown a Glimpse, I�d already missed it. His teeth were clenched slightly, though he pried them apart as he turned around to face the TV.
I just can�t keep my mouth shut, I scolded myself. This was why I didn�t have many friends in real life. I just couldn�t deal with all of this, people and their problems. Their feelings.
So we watched TV. Callista had turned it to an old black-and-white sitcom, so hyper with its canned laughter and sound effects that it became the room�s anesthesia.
�We should talk about before,� Thad said suddenly.
�No,� Callista replied without hesitation.
In this, none of us had turned to each other, staring ahead as the screen fizzled lights onto our faces. It was something we�d been avoiding.
But it had to be brought up. We were here together, in some strange house, not knowing what would happen the next day, the next week�the rest of our lives. It was the three of us against everyone else; a trio who, by fate or chance, had been shoved together against our will.
�I think we do,� I said in agreement. Callista�s head bowed forward slightly�there we went again, two against one. Thad cleared his throat.
�I don�t know my parents,� he began. �Not even since I was a kid. They�re either dead or too high right now to realize I�m alive. I live�I lived�with my uncle in Washington. He won�t go looking for me, so I�m not worried about going back.�
He uncrossed his legs, tilting them in front of himself and draping his arms over his knees. �So if we get shot at again and I can�t make it, and I die, not many people are going to really care all that much. Just so you know.�
It was such a despondent thing to say. It was almost like Thad was outing himself as expendable, telling us to not worry about police being sent to search for him. He didn�t say it in a self-deprecating way: just a fact.
The TV babbled on. No one volunteered to continue. I swallowed nervously.
�I live in the Valley,� I said. �It�s this town called Arleta. I have my mom and my sister�that�s mostly it. If I can keep them safe long enough to figure this out and take them someplace else, I�ll be happy.�
And if not? I didn�t want to think about it. There wasn�t another option. I would go home, and I would get my life back in order. I could fix this. I could make all of this better and make it all go away. I�d never faced a problem I couldn�t solve, so I could solve this, right?
There was only one person left to talk. At first she didn�t, and so much silence went on after me that I assumed she wasn�t going to speak at all.
�My family is dead,� Callista�s voice cracked.
It took great effort for her to get the words out. She wiped her eyes swiftly.
�That�s all,� she said. �They�re gone. I watched them being killed. It was nighttime. I watched that Guardian with the white eyebrows�Wyck�he shot them all. He shot my mom first, then my dad, then both my brothers. They were just crying.�
A quick breath tumbled out of her.
�They weren�t doing anything but crying,� she insisted. �And he just shot them in the back of their heads. And then they put the bag over me, and Wyck took me away, and when I woke up I was in the white room.�
Callista curled over into a sitting ball. The white room. The way she said it made me feel cold inside, bumps rolling across my skin at the desperation and terror that had infused her thought of that place. It hit me how long she�d been kept a prisoner, not even allowed a few moments to recover from the death of her family before she was thrust into whatever living nightmare I could see scrolling in memory through her eyes.
�So even when this is over, I don�t have anywhere to go,� she finished.
She stood up suddenly. Neither Thad nor I acknowledged her as she left, staring at the floor, the weight in the room pushing against our chests. The door opened and closed behind her, and then it was only Thad and I. Again.
The TV babbled on.
* * *
When I regained power over myself, I stood, picked up my plate and the cans of food, and left Thad. I crossed the hall, toes sinking in to the gentle carpet. Callista had taken the blue bedroom, the door now closed, so I went into the green one. The door clicked solidly behind me.
I shone the flashlight into the dark corners, checking the closet just because I knew I�d feel safer if I made sure nothing was in there. The shelves and racks were empty, no clothes or even a single coat hanger.
The bed�s mattress was so thick that it nearly went up to my hips, and the sheets were so tightly pressed that I had some difficulty getting them pulled back. I pushed most of the pillows off onto the floor and chose the flattest of them, which was still overstuffed. I flicked the flashlight off.
In the sudden darkness, I could have easily been disoriented into thinking I was in my room, until my eyes adjusted and my surroundings proved otherwise. As I lay facing the ceiling�which had no fan on it, and made me miss my room even more�I realized that I�d already been away from home for far longer than I�d ever disappeared before. My mom was surely at the police station already, calling my friends, calling the school. She wouldn�t find any information on my clients because I kept those locked away. But she�d worry. That was the worst part. There was nothing I could do about it either.
It felt like ages ago when I�d first found the website with Spud, first heard the word Guardian from Father Lonnie, first seen his body dangling from the church. I�d only uncovered a scratch of what the Guardians did, and already I�d seen earthquakes that killed hundreds, people stuck through steeples, cars and planes blown up. What else might they be responsible for?
Sleep drifted over me slowly, but as I was exhausted I couldn�t resist its pull. I floated away into the black, and soon I was gone.
Again, I didn�t dream. It seemed as if no time even passed between the closing of my eyes and their opening again. I was still in the dark, thinking a second that I was home and then finding to my disappointment that I wasn�t. Would I ever wake up again and not think that everything previous had been a bad dream? I sighed, rolling over.
There was a dim light shining under my door, unnaturally turquoise.
It didn�t move like someone walking by with a flashlight. I didn�t know if I should be worried�it hadn�t been there when I�d gone to sleep. And now I wasn�t going to fall back asleep because I�d already spent too much time concentrating on it. So reluctantly, but with some curiosity, I slid my feet to the floor and walked to the door. I peered around the corner of my doorframe.
Callista was sitting on the carpet at the end with her back against the wall. Her face was illuminated by a multitude of softly glowing nightlights, one in each plug going across the floor�six in all on both sides. She was absently flicking a cigarette lighter in her hand, letting the flame pop for a second before killing it and starting over. She didn�t appear startled by my emergence, turning her head up at me.
�It�s past your bedtime,� she said in a low voice. No malice though.
�You�re the one who�s sitting out in the hall,� I replied. When she didn�t seem suspicious, I stepped outside. She leaned her head into the corner. Flick. Flick. The tiny flame kept flashing and disappearing.
�Where�s Thad?� I asked.
�Sleeping,� she replied. Flick.
�You�re not tired?�
Callista shrugged passively. �I don�t sleep easily.�
I glanced across the curious line of nightlights, their bulbs casting little glowing circles on the floor and tall ovals on the walls. I had no idea where she�d gotten them from, unless she�d somehow collected them from the bathrooms. I didn�t feel right just leaving her there, so I walked across and slid to sit a few feet from her against the opposite wall.
�You can�t sleep?� I questioned, rubbing my eyes. �It�s got to be super late by now.�
�I don�t like nighttime that much,� she said. �Insomnia.�
�You can take something for that,� I offered, trying to be as considerate as I could, to make up for earlier. �We can get you some sleep aid tomorrow.� Or Valerian Root, as my mom would have corrected.
�That won�t help,� Callista replied. At first I thought she�d stop there, then she shrugged.
�Actually,� she said, �I�m tired, but�well, it�s hard to sleep in the dark now.�
Immediately, her face told me that she regretted saying that, though it�d tumbled out in her exhaustion before she could catch it. I figured out the scene at once. From her position pressed in the corner of the room, to the lights that protected her in a soft circle, it hit me all at once that Callista was afraid of the dark.
That came as a shock. Callista was the most brutal of us all�she�d taken down a plane! But the anxiety on her face was real.
I slid down to sit until my feet touched the opposite wall, at a loss for what to say. In the low lights, though, I watched her relax slightly, now that I didn�t look to be leaving anytime soon. Her finger stopped and she set the lighter next to her. Thoughts of our fight were still swirling in the air.
�I�m sorry for earlier,� I said. It was hard to say the words but I managed to wrestle them out.
She didn�t reply. So we both sat in the empty quiet, listening to the sound of the air conditioner. I let my head rest behind me.
�Wyck came at night,� Callista broke the silence. I opened my eyes. She was staring straight ahead.
�If I�m in the dark, I start to see their faces,� she continued. �My mind makes shapes with the dark and they just slip out. Sometimes it�s my family, sometimes it�s him. That�s why I don�t like the dark.�
I said nothing. Inside, I felt arrows going through my chest.
�He didn�t have to kill them,� Callista said. �But he did it anyway, to make a point to me. He wanted to break me down so I wouldn�t fight them later.�
Her gaze remained distant. When I dared to venture a look at her eyes, it was almost like I could see a movie of the horrible night she�d gone through playing behind their pupils.
Guilt crept upon me. I still had my family. How could I have dared to think that I�d given up anything when I still had something to go back to?
I wasn�t sure if it was a good idea, but I couldn�t just leave her sitting there like that so I turned around, switching to the other side of the hall to sit closer to her, a safe five inches between us. At first she looked at me as if wondering what I was doing, but when I settled down she relaxed again. She didn�t push me away at least; that was good.
But again, more quiet. More wordless novels being spoken between us by our breathing. The silence composed a sonata of loss.
I absently studied her resting hands, the skin uninterrupted by lines or cuts that should have marked where the scales would emerge. Just an eternity of skin that continued up her arm and to her neck and disappeared where her hair began.
She looked uncomfortably tense. Suddenly I had an urge to reach across the four or five inches between us, to touch her shoulders and try to ease the anxiety out of her with my thumbs. Seeing her bent over made me ache. And it just looked like she needed that.
But I wasn�t brave enough, and I figured she�d recoil and ask why I was being ridiculous if I tried. Thad maybe could have, if he was there. They�d been stuck together for days before I�d even arrived, and in our situation that was almost like years. He felt like her brother, and I still felt like an outsider.
I let the inches remain, and crossed my hands so they wouldn�t wander away against my will. I just wanted her to feel better.
�Do you want to know a secret?� I said abruptly. Callista gave a half grin, her head still resting and eyes closed. It was almost a whole grin, but she suppressed it; I didn�t mind because her attempts were telling.
�Alright,� she said, playing along.
�So, when all this started,� I said, scooting down on the wall so that my head was level with hers, �I was with one of my friends, and we found a newspaper article about you�dying.�
Of all things, to bring that article up. So I deflected quickly.
�It had your picture,� I said. �And when I pulled it out, the first thing from my friend�s mouth was something like, �That�s a shame, she was hot.�
Callista couldn�t hold in the hiss of laughter that escaped when I said that. It came out as a snort through her nose, and that ridiculous sound made me chuckle too.
�I mean,� I went on, �he�d just found out you were dead, and he was sad because he thought you were hot. That was the worst thing in the world to him.�
She couldn�t wipe the grin off her face, because even when she pulled one corner down it went up when she pictured the scene again. I felt a thrill just watching her struggle. Success�
She shook her head at me in a scolding way, finally opening her eyes to glare at me. �You�re ridiculous.�
�You thought it was funny,� I told her, and she didn�t argue. The way she rolled her eyes away grabbed my attention. I�d never actually been that close to them since she�d come out of my dream, so I found myself almost enthralled by their blue infinity. She caught me staring.
�There was something else too,� I said, trying to act nonchalant as I looked away.
�More about how hot I am?� she said, giving a slow and unimpressed blink.
�Do you not want to hear the story?� I asked with a faked sharpness. She snapped her mouth shut, lifting her eyebrows innocently.
�That�s better,� I said, pulling my knees up. �So, after I got the newspaper article, I actually sneaked it back home with me. Because I have a wall, see��
How was I going to explain my Great Work? It was impossible to boil it down into a few words.
�Well, I take pictures,� I tried. �See, I can read emotions through people�s eyes.�
She looked at me strangely. I guess I�d forgotten to explain that part. I stumbled on my words again.
�It�s a long story,� I said. �But keep up with me. I can read people�s emotions and mental reactions through their eyes, especially in photographs: I call it the Glimpse. So I just take pictures of people all the time, and then I put their faces on my wall. And� and��
You�re going downhill, Michael. You�re boring her. Pull up before you crash�
�Anyway,� I said, �so I had your picture. And on my wall there are different places for different emotions I�ve found Glimpses of, like love and anger and sadness and stuff. But I couldn�t figure out where you were supposed to go on my wall.�
�Did I not look happy enough for happy?� she said. I shook my head.
�It didn�t fit there, there was something stronger,� I said. �I had to pick the strongest one out of a million, and I couldn�t figure you out. But I think I just did.�
I held up a finger. �You belonged on the Love wall, up on the ceiling. I got confused because you weren�t exactly in love with a person; you were just in love with your life.�
I heard a long and deep breath go in and out of her, difficult but not painful� just lamenting. Remembering. I�d stepped onto dangerous ground, bringing up her old life. It could have been the right thing to say but I found it tough to gauge her thoughts. Maybe I�d dug too deep.
��That�s really sweet of you,� she said. Then her head bent over and fell onto my shoulder.
I froze into ice. The top of her head was now pressed into the side of my neck, the dark strands of her hair against my ear and flattened around my cheek. She had leaned over the four-or-five-inch ravine, her warm shoulder against the side of my arm.
Had she done it on purpose? Was she just using me as a prop? What was she doing? Why did she just do that?
She was bent against me, her arms still around her knees. I�d never gotten that close to her before. I�d never smelled her before.
Could she tell that I had turned into a statue? She had to hear my heartbeat because I could feel it pumping through my neck so close to where her ear was.
What�s wrong with you? What�s going on? Michael? Are you functioning? My brain was resetting its internal computer, trying in vain to compensate. I wanted everything to stop because I was too confused to figure out what was happening, but I didn�t want it to stop�no, don�t stop. Don�t move. I had to keep my shoulder as still as I possibly could so she wouldn�t leave.
She jumped, as if realizing what she�d done. Her head jerked back up as she sat straight.
�I�I�m sorry,� I said, even though I hadn�t done anything. Then I saw what was probably what I wanted to see the least at that moment: tears, falling out of Callista�s eyes. She wiped them away quickly but was unable to hide them in time.
�We can�t do this, Michael,� she said. Her voice was hoarse, eyes filled with guilt.
�I understand, you�re just�tired,� I said, trying to brush it off. I still didn�t know what�d happened.
�No,� she said, shaking her head, wiping her eyes with her sleeve in a vain attempt to dry them. She looked wrecked. I shouldn�t have let that happen. I�d done something, and I didn�t know what� maybe I shouldn�t have even stepped out of my room at all.
Callista shook her head again as if she could flick out whatever painful thought was in it.
�I lied to you,� she said.
�When?� I asked.
�Earlier,� she replied, sniffing again, face full of even deeper remorse �I didn�t�I didn�t actually lie. But I didn�t say something when I should have. A long time ago.�
She cleared her throat. �I knew that we�d lived before and had other lives. I just didn�t say anything.�
All along? Had I missed so many clues that she�d put it together long before me? Confusion hit and a barrel of questions broke open in front of me.
�How?� I asked. She scratched the back of her head, ruffling her hair nervously before pulling it back behind her shoulders.
�I�I had different dreams than you,� she admitted.
�Why didn�t you tell me that before?� I felt lost. I couldn�t think of any reason why she�d have withheld that. It wasn�t like I�d have been angry with her. It just might have helped me to figure things out much faster.
She shook her head. �It�s not what you think, Michael. It was about us. You and me.�
I wasn�t sure what that meant and her voice refused to give me any indication. She gathered her courage and pressed on.
�I think I had more dreams than you,� she said. �Maybe Thad did as well; I haven�t asked. I didn�t just dream of finding you and then getting killed. I dreamed of other things.�
She nodded, voice going melancholy. �You and I and Thad, in some other life. In my dreams, I called you Daniel but I didn�t see him, I saw you, just like you are now.�
She waved her hand at me. I remembered how my dreams had also shown her and Thad as they were, not who they�d been in the other lives. I guessed it�d been a part of our connection�something that�d linked us in this real life.
�We were outside, in a garden,� she continued. �It was giant like a courtyard, with all red flowers hanging from the trees and the ground just�littered with them. Like that was the ground, these bloody-looking red flowers all over the place. And I just stood there with Thad next to me, there was nobody else but us and you.�
She lifted her right hand. �Thad was whispering something to me and showed me his silver ring. It only had one mark on it then. He said that every Guardian has two rings for picking their Chosens: two humans that a Guardian trusts more than anyone else, and wants to keep for eternity. It was almost like he was reciting something from a ceremony.�
�Then you started talking,� Callista went on. �You told me I could still leave if I wanted. If I wasn�t absolutely sure of what I was doing, that I shouldn�t go ahead, and you wouldn�t hate me.�
She shook her head. �But I wasn�t going to hear any of that. I didn�t have any control over myself, but I knew that I wanted it, back then. And when you finally got your hand up and put the ring on my finger, everything just went black, and I woke up.�
Here she reached over her shoulder, massaging the back of her own neck just like I�d wished I could have done minutes before. I held my hands as she eased her own pain out.
�Then all the other dreams kept going. Can you imagine what that did to me?� she said. �This real-life ring started growing from my finger and I was still dreaming about you night after night. My parents already had me going to a psychiatrist for the nightmares. I think that�s how the Guardians found me�all my wild stories in my medical records about claws and Chosens and someone named Daniel Rothfeld�it had to have sent up a flag to them somehow.�
She was fighting back tears. �Then they found me, and�you know. But the dreams kept going until the scales appeared while I was lying in their cell. I kept seeing you at night, watching you die in your lives, watching Thad die�watching me die.�
She sighed, the sound almost agonizing to me.
�I couldn�t help it,� she said. �I couldn�t stop watching you get killed. Every dream just made me remember. Like those other lives are still buried somewhere in the back of my head: just old torn-out chapters to my life now. And I begged for the memories to stop: how many dreams do I need to endure? How many times do I have to die before I can live with you again?�
The words rang like a saddened bell, so permeated by lost hope that they were excruciating just to hear.
�I missed something and I didn�t even know why,� she said. �I missed you. It was like an echoing feeling that stuck around from the other life. And I fought it, and that worked for a while, but now��
Her hand stopped rubbing the corner of her eyes to wave once with dissatisfaction at me, sitting so close to her, unaware that my presence had unearthed something she�d tried hard to bury.
�So you have to understand,� she said, grabbing my hand between both of hers, squeezing them like she�d fall if she didn�t hold on to me.
�I don�t hate you,� her voice broke, weakly forced. �I just can�t get close to you. Everyone I�ve known in every life I�ve had is dead. And I know you�re trying, but I can�t risk it. You�ve already died too many times to me, and I can�t go through that again. I can�t get close to anyone, and that�s especially you.�
Our eyes were locked with each other�s, the corners of hers red and leaking tears that ran down her cheeks in zigzagging lines. She was begging me, pleading that I not let happen what had already sealed her fate. In some other life, when she�d been such a close person to me�however impossible that seemed� she�d given herself to become my immortal Chosen so that we would never be separated. But in that forever, somehow it had become her downfall, and that was why she was there, thrust into a war that wasn�t hers, crushing my hands, regretting a decision she hadn�t even made as herself.
I swallowed hard. Her gaze didn�t break, studying my face like it was the first time she�d ever really seen me. Her hands shook; or maybe they were my hands that moved?
�I want to promise it,� she whispered. �It�s for both of us. If we�re going to be stuck here, we can�t let it happen again. We can only work together; we can�t be what we once were.�
�I�d never consciously thought of it. The idea of having the slightest of attachment to Callista hadn�t even presented itself to me, so unfathomable that I�d glossed over it. Or had I? From far away, I could sense them nipping at me, as I stared at Callista and her anxiously waiting eyes, ready for me to commit to the promise. This should have been easier. I didn�t even know her�the promise she asked for was like me promising to never be a trillionaire. It wasn�t like I was ever getting close to her anyway, so what did it hurt to promise what would never be?
�Alright, I promise,� I finally conceded. It was much harder than I�d expected. Callista�s chin trembled. But she understood me, in the fewest and strongest words I could muster. So she gave my hands one final squeeze, our silver rings touching each other as she did.
�Thank you,� she said, letting out a breath. I couldn�t tell for sure if it was relief or not. Then she let go of me and settled back into the corner, and closed her eyes.
Why did I feel a pain inside my chest? It made me sick. I wanted to sleep again. I could have gone to bed, but I chose to stay with her, four or five inches away again.

15
The Vault

No one was around when the scents of cooking woke me up, my arms touched by noon sunlight that streamed through the tall windows. I stumbled down the stairs in the direction of the rattling pots and pans.
Thad was in front of the giant metal stovetop, warming slices of apples on one side and pancakes in the other. Beside him on the counter was the jar filled with the strange doughy mix.
�Like apricots?� he asked me in a rush. I nodded.
�Good,� he said. He pointed to the jar of mix. �These are pancakes. He didn�t forget that breakfast is the most important meal of the day.�
He flipped one of the pancakes over onto a plate and slid it across the island counter to Callista. She was perched on one of the stools, holding a glossy guitar that she�d found somewhere, attempting to tune it. She glanced at me and gave a cynical half-smile.
�Obviously,� she said with disgust, �whoever owns this house is a habitual instrument abuser. This thing is vastly out of tune.�
�Maybe it�s just for looks?� I suggested.
�Leave it to the uber wealthy to keep such a wonderful device just for looks,� Callista murmured. I was relieved that she appeared to have forgotten�or at least was trying to ignore�our late-night meeting.
Callista strummed the guitar, smiling when she was satisfied. She started with chords again and Thad picked up on it, singing a hoarse rendition of �Every Rose Has Its Thorn� from Poison. I knew that band well because my mom still had an old record of theirs, and sometimes on weekends she�d break it out. I had been born with no vocal talent whatsoever, but the feeling of the three of us together�just like I did back home with Mom and Alli �was far too inviting to resist.
After we�d eaten our fill, Thad dumped the remainder onto our newly-ordained trash plate.
�So in the words of our dear friend Callista,� he said, �what�s the plan, Michael?�
We all knew why this decision fell on me�I�d naturally been pushed forward as the leader ever since the truth had come out about whom I�d been. I drank my water down until the glass was empty and left me with no remaining excuse to keep from talking.
�We go to the bank,� I said. �That�s the next obvious step.�
I still had the paper in my pocket, so I pulled it out and spread it onto the island countertop. We all slid closer to look, my finger underscoring the address.
�I was thinking about this last night,� Thad said. �I know it�s a long shot, but if we get you to the Blade,� he tapped my shoulder, �and you actually have it, won�t the Guardians be afraid enough to back off from us?�
�Maybe,� I said, trying to be hopeful. �Then again, the last time I had it was the first time they killed me. So we might have some fighting to do after all.�
We all knew that we�d be no match for what the Guardians could throw at us. I wasn�t even sure how much more time Anon could buy for us. But it wasn�t like there was another way.
�How are we gonna get there?� Callista asked.
�Same way we get everywhere,� I replied.
�Think that�s a good idea?� she said. �Isn�t that downtown? Where will we land? It�d seem a bit suspicious in the middle of the day.�
�You�re right�� I admitted. That would certainly be a problem, as mundane as it seemed. I scratched the side of my face as I tried to think of a solution, surprised to feel stubble growing since I hadn�t shaved for half a week. 
����������� While Callista and I were debating our options, Thad had been searching for a garbage can to dump our trash plate into. I heard a sound of surprise from Thad when he opened a door.
�I�ve found a way to get there!� he called to us, standing right outside the kitchen. Callista and I jumped to our feet, scurrying to him. Since we�d gotten to the house I�d thought that door led to a closet, so I hadn�t opened it. But behind it was a garage.
To call it a garage would have made anyone I knew back home fall over in disbelief. There were no bins of junk, no ripped cardboard boxes on wooden shelves, no bicycles hanging by hooks from the ceiling. When Thad reached around the corner and flipped a switch, suddenly the polished concrete floor glimmered as the place became illuminated by intense ceiling lights. These same lights shone upon five polished things sitting in a row.
My heart nearly stopped beating when I saw the fourth.
The magnificence of this mansion, every piece of expensive furniture it housed, I would have eagerly thrown away for the device before me now. I�d glanced over the black Bentley Coupe, the silver Maserati Gran Turismo, and even the white Audi R8�locking on the single piece of flaming red glory behind them.
A Shelby GT500. The most glorious car the world had ever been graced with; the car no road deserved to feel trample its gravel. My BMW would have melted in jealousy at the sight. Its wheels were the blackest of black, windows tinted, the sweeping red angles of the hood and side and door like a carefully crafted ship. The silver cobra on its front whispered seductively at my heart. If I�d had my camera, I could have photographed its two front lights, and likely would have been able to read nothing but eternal bliss behind their pupils.
Did it matter that I couldn�t remember what its V8 engine could do, or what its lack of a white racing stripe meant, or that the other cars were far more expensive? Did it matter that I�d seen more than my fair share of nice vehicles when working with wealthy clients? I was still captivated by this piece of machinery.
Callista punched me in the shoulder, finally breaking in to my thoughts.
�I take it you�re going to marry the red one?� she snapped. I heard Thad laughing at me from the corner.
�You�re just better at hiding your admiration for this god-machine,� I told him. I approached the car with caution, hands out until I�d touched its warm metal. Callista tilted her head at me in surrender as I ran my fingers over its hull.
�Well good,� Thad called. �Maybe your admiration will make you a safer driver.�
The shadow of something came flying across the room from Thad, and I yelped and grabbed it out of the air before it could dent the Shelby. I was about to hurl obscenities at him, before I realized that I was holding a ring of keys.
I looked from them to Thad in alarm but no words would come out, because I saw that he was standing next to a row of key hooks on the wall. He was already heading for the Audi with another key in his hand. I turned my head and saw that Callista had climbed into the passenger seat of my new car.
�Let�s go!� she demanded.
The speed at which I got to the door could have won marathons. I tore it open and dove into the chair before I had fully realized I was even moving. The black leather formed into my back, a button on the side adjusting the seat to be just right, the slam of the door snapping like a battle tank�s hatch. I turned the ignition and the engine sound sent a thrill to my heart.
The garage door opened behind me, letting sunlight stream in. It felt like the first time I�d seen the outside world in ages. With shaking knees I pushed on the gas to ease us out, and suddenly I was going down a driveway, passing trees and a yard, then out an open gate, then facing the runway of a road before me. I pressed the brake a bit too quickly, not accustomed to its taunt control.
Thad was at the end of the street already, waiting impatiently for us to follow. We sat in the center of a beautiful lane, trees overhanging the street and everything blissful.
Not for long. I switched gears and pressed the pedal, and we shot off.
Riding in the Shelby was like traveling by road submarine. The world outside was entirely blocked out by the tinted windows and the thick metal as we dashed across the Beverly Hills, following the car ahead. Had Thad punched the address into his GPS? I certainly didn�t know where we were going, so I hoped he had. I just knew that I was driving a Shelby GT500. When a person is driving a Shelby GT500, it doesn�t really matter where they are headed, because anywhere they end up becomes a landmark.
�I think I�ll name her Ophelia,� I said over the hum of the engine.
�Who?� Callista whirled to me in alarm.
�This car,� I said, rubbing its dash. �This wonderful car. This piece of dreams.�
I�d never felt more thrilled to irritate a person before. Callista grabbed the radio dial and spun it up so high that it suffocated my voice. But I was too far on top of the world now for anything to dampen my spirits. So I flicked the volume up even more than she had put it, feeling the bass beat against the walls and the chairs and my foot as it pressed the pedal.
I glanced at Callista, whose lips were pressed tightly together, and when she looked at me she pushed them even tighter, though I could tell her disgust was mostly faked. She was biting her tongue to keep from making fun of me.
Soon I was forced to slow the car down as Thad took an exit in front of us, and we began to venture down the streets into the heart of Los Angeles. There never really was a �good time� for traffic in LA: the only times it really let up was between 2 and 4 AM, and then only if there wasn�t late-night construction. It was midday so the lunch hour traffic was out, and I had to dodge my unfamiliar car around blocks and up busy streets as Thad weaved in and out of the lanes insubordinately. People would stare at my car when we stopped at a light but luckily none of them could see me inside. I was horrible at being covert. In fact, flying might have brought less attention. We hadn�t thought this one out well.
Finally, I saw the massive bank building: a towering behemoth of crystal black windows that reflected the city, straight and tall without so much as a single curve to interrupt its sharpness.� The only things that broke the black were two clear, revolving doors at the bottom, people going in and out in a constant stream. And far at the top of the building was a red sign that said, in blocky letters: VERSTONE BANK.
Thad swept his car around the corner and onto the side street. I parked behind him, forcing myself to turn the key but hesitant to get out. I came around the front where Callista was waiting with a raised eyebrow.
�She�ll still be here when we get back,� Callista growled.
�Are you jealous of a car getting my attention?� I asked. She refused to acknowledge me.
Thad gestured between us at the building, which now rose so high in the air that I had to bend backwards just to see its top. I�d probably passed by this building hundreds of times while driving downtown�it was just one of those bank skyscrapers so common in the city that nobody�d look twice.
�I think Callista and I should stay out here,� Thad suggested. �It might be suspicious for a bunch of teenagers to walk in and ask for a bank box. We don�t know what�s in it yet. And besides��
He spread his hands over both our cars. �We don�t have quarters to pay the parking meter.�
�Well that decides it,� Callista said, hopping onto the hood of my Shelby. �I can face ruthless murderers who control the world, but please not a parking cop.�
I rubbed my hands together nervously, trying to think of any flaws in Thad�s logic but finding none. So I turned and left them for the sidewalk, pushing my hands into my pockets to try to still some of the nervous tension that had begun to creep up again.
I�d been through this before, those minutes preceding some event that would reveal terrible secrets or answer some of the million questions that faced me. I still couldn�t calm myself though, as I turned the corner amidst lines of cars that rolled down the hectic streets, pedestrians babbling to one another, crossing signals whistling to let the blind know it was safe to go. I looked back to Callista and Thad but they were already out of sight, so I pressed on through the revolving doors of the bank.
The squeak of my shoes made me feel all the more noticeable. The inside of the bank sprawled on like a train station, with counters below windows of inch-thick Plexiglas plates, people standing in lines to make deposits or withdrawals or open accounts. They babbled incessantly as the ceiling speakers struggled to fight back with cheap saxophone music.
My back was hit by the revolving door.
�Excuse me!� a brawny woman barked, her two children in tow. I came to my senses and pulled my hand out of my pocket, taking the letter and looking at the access code that Anon had given me. There were two numbers, actually: one, a 16-character, and the other a 4-digit PIN code. I approached the back of the line and waited.
I was easily distracted so the line seemed to move quickly. All the people around me were simply going about their own business, hardly any of them even paying me a glance. I saw rows of pictures going around the upper wall, showing the long line of Verstone CEOs and board members. In my boredom, I picked out which ones had been stealing from the company, two that were having affairs and one who might have been a murderer. I hopped from one Glimpse to the next�it was like a game.
The teller coughed loudly at me and I realized it was my turn. I stepped up.
�I�I have a deposit box here,� I said.
�We use electronic access codes here,� she told me through the speaker. �Do you have yours?�
I nodded and punched the long password string into the box. She checked it with her computer, then told me to go wait at a side door. I stood there for a few minutes until I heard it click, and she ushered me in.
�You�ll need your PIN to open it,� she informed me, all business. The hallway was tiled, fancy marble on the walls covered by more richly framed portraits. As we walked, we started to pass wooden booths with thick red cloths hanging from poles covering their entrances. There were numbers over the booths, and when we came to the one marked �43�, the woman stopped.
�When you�re done, press the call button and the guard will retrieve your box,� she said. She held the red cloth open for me insistently, so I slipped under.
I heard her high heels clicking against the floor as she left. I was now in a boxy room, identical to the others I�d seen on my way up. Harsh lights glared from the ceiling and scrubbed the place clean of any sense of uniqueness. A simple leather stool sat in front of a counter. I heard the teller open a door far away, a few seconds of outside babble, then silence when it clicked shut.
In the center of the counter was a small safe deposit box, lonely and out of place in the grandeur of the room. It was black and metal, the lid sealed by a digital keypad on its top. I stepped closer, glancing over my shoulder to make sure the cloth had fallen into place. It didn�t seem secure enough, not as my expectancy rose, hands gripping the box. It took great effort for me to lift it even an inch.
There was no reason for me to waste time, so I set the paper next to me on the counter and carefully typed the PIN. The box took a few seconds to register and I thought for a moment I�d punched it in wrong, until there came a single beep marking my success. Something inside clicked. I lifted the lid.
Yet another white envelope with my name was resting on top, so I took it out first. I didn�t have a chance to open it though, because there were more things beneath it that distracted me. I fished around in the box, pulling out two blocks of paper, stiff like tall notepads. It wasn�t until I had them all in the light that I realized they were bound stacks of cash.
I nearly gasped. They were all hundred dollar notes bound together in their center by a strip of yellow paper, each stack marked as �$10000�. There were two of them. I�d never seen so much money all at once, even at my hourly rate. This type of money would have changed our lives back home�free air-conditioning in abundance�a new car.
I cautiously reached into the box again with my right hand, unable to let my other release its clutches on the money. I didn�t find anything else but a bumpy base, until I realized that it didn�t feel right and I had peer inside again. At the bottom of the safe deposit was another box.
I unwillingly let go of the money to grab this new contraption, grunting at its weight and struggling to set it on the counter without making too much noise. Even the tiny click of its edge touching the countertop echoed in the booth, though luckily the heavy cloth wouldn�t let the noise escape.
It was one of the most unusual devices I�d ever seen. It was no thicker than two inches but long and rectangular, like the case that my mom kept her old china silverware in. There was no place for a lock though the lid was stuck tight, every part appearing to be made of something like brass.
The most unusual part, though, was the top of the lid. It was embellished in a strange metalworking, the design swirling up and down intricately with lines and curves that whirled into shapes at the corners. In the center of the box�s lid was an upraised piece, with two circles side-by-side, embedded in the metal and bulging out unusually.
I licked my lips. This was something different. I�d learned, however, that Anon tended to do things in an order, so I reached for the abandoned envelope and tore it, pulling the paper out.

To Mr. Asher,
This will be my final correspondence for some time. I must be brief.
This money is to aid you in survival. The bills are untraceable and will provide for your food and basic needs. Do not feel inclined to repay this to me: this is a portion of funds that you left in my care before your passing.
You also asked me to keep one other thing for you. It is the box. Only you can open it.�
Do well. Don�t trust anyone.
ANON

It was so very brief in comparison to all his previous letters�almost a letdown when I got to the end. I�d wished for a few more answers�but then again this was Anon.
So I set the paper and the money aside and moved for the box. Shouldn�t Anon have at least given me some instructions on how to get it open? I searched all around it but couldn�t find a hole for a key. In fact there didn�t even seem to be any edge where the lid would part: the entire thing all one piece of uninterrupted metal.
I ran my fingers around its sides, trying to find a button. Instead, as my fingertips crawled the top�s design, I accidentally hit an edge of one of the corners. At first I was frightened that it�d broken off, then I saw that I�d actual hit a hidden lever, which had turned down like a switch.
Nothing happened. So with haste, I searched the other corners, finding that the matching pieces there also moved, shifting all three remaining levers until they faced the center.
I heard a mechanical clicking like tiny gears being forced into motion, feeling a gentle vibrating movement inside the box�s metal shell. Then, like twin doors, the protruding circular pieces started to split apart at their centers, opening like eyelids until they exposed what was beneath.
It was a pair of glass orbs filled with clear liquid, still unsteady from when I�d moved the box. Floating inside them was what appeared to be two human eyeballs.
There was one in each orb, both staring straight ahead with no socket or muscle around them: blank, expressionless gazes missing their frame of a face. It was almost grotesque, until I convinced myself they weren�t actually human eyes�or were they? I couldn�t tell for sure. If they weren�t authentic, they were at least realistic.
I stretched over the countertop so I could see the eyes clearer. Their irises were both green with wide-open pupils, almost like a cat�s in the dark, staying straight even when I tilted the box forward at me so their gaze met mine. Was that all I was supposed to see? Maybe the box didn�t open after all.
I found myself falling into my usual habit, and without even thinking I�d gone beyond the gaze of the eyes and spotted a Glimpse. Immediately, I withdrew with fright.
That was odd, these eyes shouldn�t have shown anything at all. But it�d certainly been there, inviting me in.
So I did it again. I leaned the box forward, studying the gaze, trying to read what was behind it just because that was the only success I�d found so far. I saw a Glimpse, that was certain. But there was nothing there. It was like the eyes were open and surprised and caught in their exposing second, yet didn�t have any emotion or secret to tell.
Suddenly, the pupils narrowed.
I jumped, dropping the box at their unexpected movement. The pupils had squeezed inwards into thin slits like a lizard�s gaze. The box slammed back onto the counter with a crash. In my surprise, it�d felt like the fake eyes had leapt straight from their metal sockets, entering my mind and then slithering back all in the same second.
It was violating, like hands crawling up and down my skin, squeezing and touching me and giving me shivers with their coldness. It was like I�d had something pulled straight through my gaze, and I realized that the eyes I�d been trying to read had sucked in my Glimpse instead.
As if in confirmation of this, the box gave another click, an invisible seal glowing light orange around the parameter before cooling back into its regular gray. Some type of Guardian lock that worked through reading eyes? An alignment in the box that only allowed it to open at my Glimpse?
I shook the feeling away from me in shivers, hesitant hands reaching forward to remove the lid. It slipped off like the top of a gift box, revealing a tiny space lined with rich, black velvet inside. In the center was a single piece of thin paper.
I lifted the forlorn page out gingerly; it looked so fragile that I was afraid even a gentle blow from the ceiling A/C would make it tear. It wasn�t folded, the writing revealed on the opposite side as I flipped it over and set it flat on the counter.
It was mostly blank. The only part with marking was in the center, black hand-written ink that�d long soaked into the page. At the top was a set of numbers and decimals with two letters: coordinates. Below these was a simple note, written in scratchy cursive so harsh that it�d torn the page in parts:

IT IS HIDDEN IN THE CHURCH.

Their simplicity only made the words all the more severe. What I held in my hands was a treasure map already solved, directions that I had left for myself in some other life. It sank in that the last person to touch this page had been me, decades before, when I�d first been certain that I was going to die.
Was it going to be that simple? I couldn�t shake the feelings of uneasiness, some foreboding now that I had these instructions. Did I even understand what it would mean for me to find the Blade, how much of a chain reaction that would set off?
I placed the lid back and it sealed itself immediately. I turned to the cash. All this time I�d been trying to avoid looking at it. I peeled a stack of the bills from the block, stuffing them into my pockets: I could always come back if I needed more. Then I locked everything up and pushed the buzzer for the guard.
Even the heat of the day felt colder and more tinged with anticipation as I walked through the bank�s doors again. I rolled the paper up nervously as I turned the corner, seeing Callista and Thad still sitting on the cars. They both slid down to their feet.
�Anything?� Callista asked. I didn�t reply, nodding toward the Shelby. They understood, climbing in with Thad in the back seat and Callista beside me, no one speaking until the doors were sealed.
I handed Thad the paper and let him unroll it.
�The Blade is there?� he said after reading it.
�I�d think so,� I replied. �I can�t think of anything else that I�d have kept exact coordinates of.�
While I was saying this, Callista had reached forward and taken the GPS off its mount on the front window, switching it on and clicking its screen with her fingers. Thad and I must have figured out what she was doing at the same time because both of us fell into a hush as she typed. The GPS mulled for a few seconds, then the screen changed to show a path.
�Ten minutes away,� Callista said. �Twenty in traffic.�
�That close?� Thad said with uncertainty. �Why would you hide it out in the open somewhere?�
�Maybe because nobody�d think to look in the open?� I replied, pulling the car keys out of my pocket and slipping them in to the ignition. Thad slid out and walked over to his car, leaving Callista and I again as the engine growled to a start.
It just didn�t feel right to make light conversation anymore, as I made a U-turn and got back onto the main street. Our tension had risen to an almost unbearable level, leaving both our eyes locked ahead but mine still distracted enough to nearly miss turns and red lights.
I wondered why I�d fallen into such a state. It took half the trip for me to realize why: We were actually about to find what all of this had been leading to, what had started this entire fiasco decades before we were even born.
The GPS announced that we�d reached our destination far before I�d expected it to, and its voice caused me to whirl around in my seat.
�Do you see a church?� I asked, but Callista was already searching for it herself. There wasn�t a church in sight: we were in the thickest part of downtown, surrounded by cars parked against the street and pedestrians wandering through the restaurants and shops.
I hit the brakes at an abrupt red light, still searching for anything that might resemble an old church. Nothing. No steeple, no bell tower, and no giant doors�everything here was modern.
I turned the corner with Thad�s car still tagging close behind, going around the block again and stopping carefully where the GPS directed. I pulled onto the side of the road and parked.
�I still don�t see a church,� I said nervously. Callista grabbed the GPS again, confirming that it had been programmed correctly. She looked out her window.
�It should be there,� she pointed.
I strained my eyes looking, but it was no use. No church was on that street.
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Restlessness

Callista and I waited stoically in a corner booth of the restaurant that sat where the church should have been. Businesspeople held loud conversations in the tables near us�I hardly noticed they were there. Scents of oregano and basil wafted through the air from the bustling and noisy kitchen, my spaghetti and Callista�s small pizza still steaming but untouched, ordered mostly so we could get a table. My fingers drummed as I stared at Thad�s empty seat.
Finally, Thad came walking through the restaurant doors, sliding to sit beside Callista.
�Good and bad news,� he said, picking up his fork and stirring his food around.
�Bad news first,� Callista said. He cleared his throat.
�We�re in the right place,� he explained with an unfortunate tone, twirling his fettuccini noodles onto his fork and taking a bite. �I looked up what I could online at the place next door. Saint Winslow�s Church used to sit on this exact spot, before it was burned to the ground thirty-four or something years ago. They built Fabolli�s on its foundation. You know what that means?�
Both Callista and I stared at him blankly. He swallowed a bite down first.
�Thirty-four is seventeen times two,� he said. �Two lifetimes ago, the church that was here just happened to be burned down.�
�The Guardians knew I�d hidden it here,� I said, nodding my head forward into my hands. Thad lifted a finger.
�But there�s the good news,� he said. �They must not have found the Blade, or else they�d have used it on you by now, right? I mean, isn�t that the whole point?�
He pointed his fork at me. �Think like them. They have to keep killing you every seventeen years. If they had the Blade, and that�d make you die once and for all, they�d have gotten rid of you with it last time.�
�Good point,� I admitted. Maybe the Guardians had given up on their search, thinking that I�d hidden it somewhere else. Hope was having a hard time seeping through the shutters, but I accepted whatever little bit I could get.
�So where is it now?� Callista pressed. Thad swallowed his mouthful down.
�I read a little more,� he continued. �After the church was burned down, all of the relics and anything important were retrieved and moved.�
Callista�s fork scraped against her plate.
�So the Blade is just hidden with all the old stuff,� she said when it hit her.
Thad nodded deeply, too glowing for what he was about to say to be bad news
�They took it all north,� he said with excitement. �Everything is being stored at the Cathedral Of Saint Helen in a little town called Lodi.�
�And nobody ever thought otherwise,� I said, a thrill of relief driving through my heart. For once, fate appeared to be working in our favor. I shoveled a bite of my food into my mouth as some type of victory stab.
�Let�s get there fast,� I told them through my full mouth. �We can make it tonight.�
�Flying might not be the best idea,� Callista broke in. �It�s too much of a risk. All it takes is one Guardian or Chosen still hanging around this area to spot us, and it�s all over.�
It could have been the usual, paranoid Callista-speak that Thad and I were learning to ignore. However, we contemplated her words for a bit, and she was probably right. It wouldn�t be smart to take any unneeded risks now, not when we were so close and were still undiscovered.
�Dangit.� I grumbled loudly. �This is one of those rare occasions when Callista is right.�
The way she glared at me, I knew if I�d been sitting in range I�d have gotten punched.
�So let�s stay as much under the radar as we can,� I went on. �We�ll sleep tonight and drive it early tomorrow.�
None of us were interested in finishing our meals, not now that we�d found a lead and were too eager to concentrate on something so mundane. But we gobbled down our food because we were all getting tired of little but albacore tuna and crackers back at the house. I paid with one of the $100 bills, Callista and Thad sending me curious glances when I produced the money. We climbed into our cars and drove back to the house with few words passing between us. Anytime one of us tried to start a conversation, it would end abruptly. Pretty soon we gave up on trying, and separated throughout the house.
* * *
We went to our rooms early, knowing that we�d need rest to face whatever was coming the next day. When I heard the last of their doors closing but found myself turning over in the bed repeatedly for hours, I turning onto my back and stared at the ceiling, trying to sort through my thoughts.
Restlessness held me like the grip of noose, choking any sense of peace out of me that might have led me to sleep. The house had become unsettlingly quiet, the missing hum of my bedroom ceiling fan causing the room to feel even more vacant. It was just too big of a bed, the walls were too far away. There were none of my familiar photos on the walls either, those faces that most people might be frightened by in the middle of the night but I found strangely comforting. Maybe reading their eyes had made me feel like I wasn�t so alone in my room. Or maybe they�d just reassured me that I was home.
I occupied myself by flexing my hands, claws slipping in and out like familiar allies. How quickly they�d become commonplace. With them had also appeared the scale-like armor over my hands. I scratched the outside of my left hand with my right claws but the metal shield refused to budge. I didn�t feel the razors even when they touched the scales. Stupidly I tried the claw against my lower arm, wincing when they sliced through. I grabbed my hand tightly as a thin sliver of blood appeared, claws retracting immediately. Bright idea, Michael�
What had I turned into? Did my power to read eyes play any part�had it been a forewarning of what I would transform into? Mr. Sharpe hadn�t had that ability. Why was I different?
I kept falling into that endless rut of questioning. Usually on nights like this, I would wander out and take pictures of people as they walked through the parks or up and down the sidewalks. I thought about how simple life had once been. There hadn�t been deaths and chases and plane crashes. There�d been work and school and sneaking out. My mom was yelling was the worst I�d ever gotten sometimes. I missed Arleta, but I missed my family even more.
What would it hurt? my untrustworthy mind began to wonder. Arleta was so close to where I was, so much that it ached just thinking about how few minutes it would take me in flight to get there. And besides, we were driving a long way in the morning. Who knew? Tonight might be my last night in Los Angeles for a while.
As soon as my mind was made up, I planned my escape. Callista and Thad couldn�t know: never in a million years would they let me go. But I was confident that if I crossed the city under cover of night, I would be safe enough, and they wouldn�t even notice.
I locked my bedroom door as a safeguard, checking to make sure there was no turquoise glow underneath�Callista wasn�t in the hall. I parted the curtains and blinds as quietly as I could. With careful fingers, I unlocked the window, wrestled the screen inside, and stepped onto the sill.
A cool breeze hit my face as I stood unsteadily, letting the air awaken me and clear my senses. Was this really a good idea?
I refused to let indecision get the best of me. So I jumped.
I fell a few inches, many more than I had intended. The rush of air sent a similar rush through my heart. I yanked at whatever invisible muscle controlled my powers, catching the air inches before the yard would have arrived. Bushes and trees muddled the shadow I cast on the ground.
Time was nothing to me as I wandered through the sky, tossing cares from my shoulders one-by-one and letting them shatter on the ground far below. The sight of the glittering city was familiar to me now, but still no less dazzling as I soared over Los Angeles and its cars and buildings, most of them powered down like sleeping robots. I kept below the clouds so that I could watch my path, struggling at first but soon falling into a natural autopilot.
Arleta did not shine nearly as brightly as Los Angeles did. I had to fly lower if I wanted to touch those old rooftops, the smell of lawn mower gasoline and road tar and car exhaust invading my nose. But that odor was such a holy sting. It reeked of plainness. I knew those broken streetlights in uneven lines, the old cars on the curbs and on concrete blocks in driveways, the grass not mowed, the badly-painted houses, the dirty pools, the wild dogs barking at the newly risen moon.
And the blue bug zappers! I could not physically hear them from as high as I was but my mind could still place their unmistakable buzz as I flew over, hearing voices from people sitting on a porch. Nothing here was fake. Insincerity died before it could crawl to Arleta.
I flew just over the tops of the cars, everything unchanged but appearing different from above. Branford Park was empty except for some stragglers smoking on a bench. I kept turning corners until I got to Hogan Lane and saw my house.
Gone were the thoughts of the glorious mansion I�d just left, the dream car that I had driven, and the bricks of cash. Nothing compared to the plain wooden sides, the regular door handle, and the red chimney with its broken bricks. I didn�t care that we had cheap plastic blinds on our windows�I flew to my house like it was a treasure, landing on the roof with excitement.
The sound of the shingles cracking under my shoes brought joy to my ears. Every Independence Day, my family would pull out the long ladder and climb onto the roof to watch fireworks unopposed by the outlines of trees and neighboring houses. We would sit with our backs to the chimney and watch as the colors exploded into our faces. Alli would point into the sky trying to guess where the next ones would go off, so it would look like she was doing some sort of wicked magic in the air.
But July 4th was a long time away. I was by myself on the roof. I took a deep breath of the air and let it out slowly. If only I could put that Arleta air into bags and carry it with me, all of the danger I ever faced might be weakened.
I walked to the edge of the roof but there was no ladder. So I hopped off and let my powers lower me gently, wanting to peek in to my sister�s window. But the moon reflected on the glass and her blinds were closed. I touched the window to see if I could catch just a small peek, and I was surprised to find that it moved. Alli had left it unlocked.
A thousand thoughts went through my head at once. Did she actually think that I had sneaked out and would need to get back in secretly? I knew her too well to think otherwise: of course Alli would hope for that. Even after all the days that I�d been gone, and after they�d surely become convinced that I was either kidnapped or dead, she would still leave her window unlocked, hoping for me to return. She watched out for me even when I had abandoned her.
With my free hand, I slowly lifted the windowpane as silently as I could, pushing the blinds apart with my foot and stepping in. I could feel the air conditioning as I crawled through: I felt guilty for that. My mom must have had more important things to think about than the electricity now.
By crossing through the window, I immediately stepped back into my old world, covered by blackness but my eyes still recognizing every detail. Alli had a cheap desk that was exactly like mine�a two for one deal at a garage sale. She had tiny shelves crammed with pink book covers from her aunts, zombie comics hidden in the back. Her bed was in the corner of the square room.
Alli was under the sheets but had her thick blanket pushed against the wall, lying on her side so that she was facing me�fast asleep. I hadn�t realized how much I missed her until I actually saw her. A heavy lump formed in my throat that I just couldn�t get down no matter how many times I swallowed it. She slept so peacefully. I knew she had been worried for me though, because her bed was littered with books and a flashlight, and she had likely been restless until a short time before I�d arrived.
I knelt beside her bed, careful not to jar the mattress. With claws and scales gone, I now looked just as human as I�d always been, and suddenly felt like it too. I lay my head as gently as I could across from hers, listening to her breath and watching her still and silent face.
How can she rest safely when there were things like me around? This torturous question plagued my mind. How could people like her and my mom just go on living, millions like them too, never having any idea that they were slaves at the whim of creatures I didn�t venture to think were fully human. Was it better that way? Could it be a good thing for Alli to go on living blind and having no idea what was out there?
I remembered something Alli had told me before: monsters are never as scary if they eat you before you see them.
She took a deep breath and let it out in her sleep. I hoped that she was dreaming of something sweet � of riding in fancy cars and living in mansions and flying above the city. She deserved those dreams more than I did.
Part of me wanted to slap myself as I slipped into the sad and sentimental. But I argued straight back at whatever caused those voices, demanding to know why I wasn�t allowed to miss my family, why I wasn�t allowed to wish that I could just be normal again. There wasn�t anything wrong with normal.
�There isn�t anything wrong with normal?� it screamed. What�s happened to you? Where�s the Michael who loathed the very basis of the word normal, who hated the abyss of ordinary that sucked almost everyone around you in?
Normal? it spat. All along, you�ve never even been human.
I couldn�t take its vicious onslaught so I arose and passed through the doorway. Unlike the mansion, the walls of our balcony were plastered by framed family photographs and mementoes, no shortage of smiling faces and captured moments of excitement as I walked. Most of our family pictures had been taken by my mom until I�d gotten older and picked up my own camera. Then, I took most of them. It was easy to tell the difference: my photography was clean, all my mom�s were crooked and some had heads cropped off.
Since I was already in the house, I didn�t think it would hurt to stick around for a little while longer. I checked in through my mom�s open door. She was in bed too. Her hand clutched the cordless phone, tired bags beneath her eyes, random papers in a clutter around her on the sheets. I guessed she was waiting on a phone call, hoping the police would find me.
Part of me wanted to leave a short note that might comfort her. But I knew that might only open a lifetime full of questions for her. And worse, she�d never understand why she couldn�t go to the police.
I ventured back down the hall, prepared to leave but seeing my own bedroom door at the end. It stood welcoming me like an old friend I�d almost forgotten to visit while I was in town..
My door was closed and as it had a squeaky hinge, I felt only safe enough to open it a few inches and push myself through.
Everything was exactly as I�d left it. The piles of papers all over the desk, socks littered around the chair, camera lenses and tripods and lights�no one had moved a thing. Even my bed, which I had left unmade on that fateful Sunday morning, still had its sheets pulled back.
And my photographs�not a single one was missing from my Great Work. I sat on my bed and its springs creaked. A gentle whirr continued from the ceiling fan above my head. Even it said hello.
It was like I had traveled back in time. The world seemed to say that if I only crawled back in to my own bed and fell asleep, I�d awaken in the morning to the sound of my mom knocking on the door, yelling for me to hurry up and get to school. I�d go out to my car and it�d be parked there, just like always. I�d see Spud at school and we�d argue about why we never got dates. I�d drive home, edit some photos. I�d sneak out to see a client. My mom would act like she didn�t know. I�d sleep again. Repeat forever.
As if to shatter this possibility though, my hand�which had been absently running across my desk�uncovered the newspaper article with Callista�s face on it.
I couldn�t look at it. I covered it again, and left.
I headed back for my sister�s window, but when I reached her bed I stopped and knelt again, just wanting one more minute. I would have stayed all night if I didn�t feel like a prodigal serpent attracting danger to this holy place.
I sighed. A lock of hair was in Alli�s eyes so I reached to brush it away.
Suddenly, her hand slammed down, and before I could react, she�d grabbed hold of my wrist in an unbreakable grip. Her eyes flew open, and I was caught.
Alli swung up from the pillow and slapped me across the face with her other hand. The sound of the strike clicked off the walls like a tiny firecracker.
��You jerk!� she hissed. �How could you do this, Michael!?�
Her voice was a type of screaming whisper, as low as she could manage in her fury. The darkness did little to cover her reddened face and eyes brimming with tears, seething through her teeth in rage and hurt.
�I didn�t�!� but she wouldn�t let me get more than that out before she slapped me again.
�I�ve cried for you for days!� she said. �Mom and I thought you were dead.�
I finally freed myself from her grip, grabbing both of her wrists before she could hit me again, holding them down as she fought me. She was a mess of tears and fury, struggling to breath and to keep quiet at the same time but failing miserably at both.
�Shh!� I commanded. �Don�t wake Mom up!�
She wrenched herself free, feet getting tangled in the bed sheets as she tried to sit up. I got one more strike, this time from the other direction.
�Where have you been?� she demanded. �Have you been out on some job all this time? Because if you have then I�m going to tell Mom.�
It was the strongest menace she could muster.� Her hair was in chaos over her shoulders, strands of it sticking to the tears on her cheeks. I was still in shock�everything had happened so fast, and now that I�d heard her voice for what felt like the first time in forever, I didn�t know how to react.
There was really no easy answer to her question, either. I sighed and sat deeper on the bed, pushing my legs up from the floor: she wanted to know I wasn�t going to bolt.
�You didn�t even call,� she said accusingly. �You didn�t send me one text.�
�I didn�t have my phone,� I said weakly. That only made her angrier.
�What sort of a lame excuse is that?� she replied with shoulders lifted in disbelief. �They still have pay phones. I don�t care if you�re in trouble or you�ve killed somebody or if you can�t talk to mom. But you call me.�
She broke down after that. She didn�t weep or sob, but her head fell forward weakly, like there was no more energy left to fuel her anger. She pulled her knees up close to her chest like they might protect her, laying her forehead on them and creating a wall between her and I.
�I�m sorry,� was all I could muster. No words would equal the apology I wished I could have said. What confession could I offer that would make up for the pain that she was in? I had abandoned her. I�d disappeared and let them come to their own conclusions. Even if I was running away�even if I�d planned to kill myself�I�d have left a note. Somehow I�d plucked myself from one world and moved to another, and forgotten the fissure my absence would create.
Her back pressed against the wall, eyes staring at me over the tops of her arms. She wanted more of an explanation. There was no way I was going to give her one�I didn�t care how much she begged, how much she cried or hit me, I was not dragging her in to the peril I�d found myself in.
So I said nothing. Eventually she picked up on my silence and tried to break me down with her gaze, but I still refused.
�How did you get in my window without a ladder?� she asked instead, voice muffled into her knee. She was trying to keep her eyebrows narrowed at me, though her relief at seeing me again was beginning to wear down her wrath.
�I climbed,� I said, reaching to brush away the hair that was stuck to her face.
�You�re not part spider now, are you?� she asked, only with half sarcasm. I sniffed.
�I think that�s more ninja than anything,� I replied. She let out a slow breath, looking away from me and then back again.
�Don�t try to make me laugh,� she said. �I�m still mad at you. Why�d you go?�
�I can�t tell you,� I said.
�Then what should we talk about?� she asked with an irritated shrug. �You just disappear and make us think you�ve been kidnapped. The police think you�ve just run off because of the car crash and won�t do much to help us. Mom�s been trying to hack into your computer for days now to find your clients.�
�Any luck?� I asked.
�What do you think?� Alli said. �Mom can barely type.�
I sniffed in amusement. It was true: she hated most computers.
�Then she wanted your cell phone to dig in that,� Alli went on. �She told me if she could find it, she knew the password because she�d seen it over your shoulder: 3140.�
What was up with my mom always being a step ahead of me? All at once the pages of data and contact lists and snapshots I�d collected on my phone rolled through my head. And worse, I hadn�t cleared my web history from reading Father Lonnie�s blog.
Alli stared at me strangely. �You look nervous.�
�Did she get it open?� I insisted. �Don�t look at me that way, what happened?�
Alli pressed her lips together, suddenly enjoying this control, or rather the fact that she was finally wreaking her vengeance. When my face didn�t soften, she relented.
�No,� Alli admitted. �She never found your phone, because when she told me that, I went in your room and hid it.�
Alli reached across the blanket and past me to her tiny bedside table, sliding the drawer open. Inside and beneath some papers was a small rectangular object that I knew very well. I dove to take it but she snatched it out before I could.
�What was she gonna find if she did?� Alli said, putting the phone behind her back.
�Just give it to me!�
��Why can�t you tell me?� Alli pressed.
�I just can�t.�
�You know I can keep secrets,� she told me.
�This is bigger than a secret,� I said. That wasn�t the answer she wanted to hear, but it was all I had.
Silence fell over us both again, Alli full of questions and me holding answers that I wished I could tell her. I shouldn�t have even come back. Now Alli was a partner in crime, now she�d have to keep a secret as my mom went on searching, begging for someone to help find me, wondering if I might be dead. Alli would have to watch all that. And I knew she�d go on keeping the secret anyway, no matter how much it tore her up inside.
�Alright,� she gave up, voice breaking. She dumped the cell phone into my lap.
�Now I promise I won�t tell,� she said hoarsely. �But you can�t disappear. I won�t ask questions or try to find out what�s going on, but you can�t disappear.�
I gripped the cell phone tightly, pulling Alli close to me in an embrace�we never did that, but it just felt right. I didn�t want to let her go. But I knew that I couldn�t stay. Every moment that I lingered only brought more danger into that house.
She let me pull away from her. I could see in her eyes that it was far too soon. She looked panicked when my feet touched the floor again.
We didn�t bid each other farewell because to say the words would have held too much finality. When I got to the window, I turned the cell phone on and held it up, waving the colored light over her face like it was a tiny flashlight, then shining it on the floor as I mimicked sweeping my tracks away. She finally grinned back at me. I climbed out the window, and heard the blinds clatter back into place behind me.
I swung myself to the side and out of her window�s view before I allowed my powers to lift me higher, whirling to the rooftop. I waited there, hands clutching the edge until I heard the sound of her window sliding shut. I knew she�d be watching there, hoping to see which direction my shadow would run. She wouldn�t think to look to the sky.
When I was certain she�d finally given up and left the glass, I sat up. Part of me hoped that by the next morning, it�d be like I�d never been there. She�d wake up and doubt herself, thinking that my return had all been a dream. Even if my mom or the police squeezed it out of her, they�d say it was delusions too. I figured I was safe enough.
�Having trouble sleeping?� came a sudden voice from behind me.
It scraped up my spine like a hairbrush of nails. I spun around, hands out at once with claws and scales following in the same second, hovering at the ready.
Sitting in the shadow of the chimney was a man with white eyebrows, the same man I�d twice seen in my nightmares: Wyck.
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White

The claws on Wyck�s hands were spread apart like the teeth of a shark, gray eyes trained on me with fierce intent, lips parted in a smile. His breathing was so even that I knew he�d been waiting while I�d been inside the house, preparing for the moment I would emerge. His face hadn�t aged a day from the man I knew in my nightmares.
I�d been in that position so many times in my dreams that I knew there was a pistol in his right hand. But when I looked and saw no weapon besides his claws, the shock broke me out of my deer-in-the-headlights petrification.
Seized by internal programming I didn�t fully control, I launched into the air, claws extended fully for Wyck�s throat.
Wyck was faster. In a flash, he cut through the air, the scaled back of his left hand catching my jaw like the strike of a steel hammer. The thud and crack were deafening, throwing me off my feet and into a black void.
My back slammed into the grass, muted colors spinning above me like muddy paint in a running blender. My jaw felt like it had been dislocated below my ear. The ringing in my head was unbearable as I tried to lift myself, waving my arms like an overturned beetle rocking back and forth to find which way was up and where the sky and ground became separate.
�Of course you weren�t dead. I knew better than to fall for that,� Wyck�s leering voice came from over my scalp as he landed on the grass behind me. He spoke like all of this was merely play to him, a slow singsong quality in the way he accented his words. He laughed in victory, a tiny sound coming from deep in his throat.
�You�re much too smart for that,� he went on. �But I�m smarter than you are, it seems. Smarter than Mr. Sharpe, too�the idiot bastard.�
There was twisted glee in his voice, a maniacal cadence that caused him to accent certain words oddly and wheeze as he tried to breath in and out. I choked for air that�d been knocked from me in the fall. He watched as I struggled, offering neither help nor any prevention, tilting his head down over me.
�You�re bleeding,� he told me. Wyck studied the blood as it ran down the side of my face with an odd interest. I could feel the liquid dripping from somewhere on my lip where his red ring had grazed. I gagged on it, spitting and choking.
�It�s just a little blood,� he said. �No need to thrash. I�ll get it.�
He bent closer to me and I tried to move, so he slammed a knee onto my shoulder in response. I groaned out a cry that refused to escape as I felt my bone ground into the grass, his head nearing mine from the other side. He extended a single silver claw, hand wavering as it came closer to my face, ignoring my squirms of pain under him. For one terrible moment I thought he meant to slice my throat, but instead he only wiped the blunted flat side of his claw across my lip, staining his silver with my blood.
He lifted up straight, looking at the blood, finally releasing. I�ve just got to stand up. If I could stand then I could get my hands from under me, I could slash him across with the razors�
I found a sliver of strength and dove to grab his legs, but he stopped me with a swift knee to my stomach that sent me curling up again. I managed to get onto my side but my arm had too little strength to keep me up, so I fell over onto my front. I struggled to put my hands out but only managed to tilt my head and see the sides of Wyck�s black leather shoes as he knelt beside me. He continued to study the red on his claws before finally retracting them, the blood sliding to stain his fingers.
�I�m just so happy that we finally get to meet this time,� he said. �I�ve met you so many times before that it�s almost like I know you already. Maybe we should introduce ourselves again?�
If someone standing nearby had heard his tone, they never would have thought that he was kneeling over my beaten body. He was so calm that it was frightening, a control that told me that he�d already accounted for any possible means by which I might escape.
He reached out and grabbed me by my chin, squeezing it so tightly that the inside of my cheek felt like it was being cut against my own teeth. He pulled me to look at him, his grip around the side of my neck and upper throat.
�I�m Wyck Alyson,� he said. �I�m Morgan Alyson�s Chosen, and her son too. I�ve killed you a lot. And now you�re mine. Mine!�
He tapped me with his thumb. He tilted his head again. �Now it�s your turn. Tell me who you are, Michael.�
I gritted my teeth together, refusing to play a part in whatever sadistic game was going on in his head. But he became impatient and tightened his grip, turning me back and forth.
�I�m Michael Asher,� he said in a high voice, squeezing my lips to move. �I will rip your skin into tiny pieces, Wyck�if you�ll just help me up off the ground, please.�
Another tiny laugh, like a child playing with dolls, but maniacal when coming from such a man. I wanted to run, to fly, to draw him away from that place, so close to my sister who probably was in her bed again, thinking I was far away.
I just couldn�t. I didn�t have the energy. I didn�t even have the breath.
Wyck grew tired of waiting. He pushed his shoe under my chin, lifting my face up with its hard rim. I couldn�t cry out, even as the pain in my back burned from the impact I�d made. I ground my teeth together until I was up and staring straight at him, his head bent over to see mine. He looked confused.
�And you�re supposed to be humanity�s hero?� he said. �It�s times like this I wonder if I�ve tracked down the wrong person.�
He dropped his foot and let my head hit the dirt again. Fight, Michael! Get up! No matter how hard I tried, I just couldn�t. He stepped over me, shoes on either side of my face, and methodically pulled a black bag over my head, tightening the string around my neck. I could see nothing.
�Feel free to sleep for the rest of our trip,� he told me. I felt a gentle prick like a mosquito bite on the inside of my elbow. Something cold ran into my arm. Then I was gone.
* * *
A tinny cry slashed through the silence, a long pronunciation of an insistent, mechanical beep that refused to be abated. It was like the painful burn of an alarm clock buzzer, broken so that it continued as a single tone, screaming for attention, never giving any indication that it might fade.
Someone shut that off, I thought. Can�t anyone hear that abysmal noise?
I couldn�t tell from which side of me it was coming from, or if it was actually behind my head�or above me, even? It came from all directions, confusing me, continuing with the same force as it had when I�d awoken. So I opened my eyes to search better.
White.
All that surrounded me was so bright that nothing could be distinguished from the glow, blinding me the moment my eyelids parted. My vision blurred like I was peering through an out-of-focus lens�then again, when all there is to see is white, it�s impossible to focus on anything.
As my vision cleared and adjusted to the light, the nothing faded into a something. The source of the light was a giant, circular arm of bulbs that hung over me like a medical examiner�s lamp, so powerful that I could feel heat radiating from them. As I blinked, I began to pick things out in the brightness: corners and ends high above me that were slightly grayer because of shadows. I heard someone breathing sharply in and out, only to realize that the reverberating sound was coming from my own mouth.
The beep continued. I still could not find its source.
So I attempt to roll over, only to find that the motion was impossible. I looked down, unable even to lift myself more than to tilt my head at a slight angle, and saw to my horror that my arms and legs were held down by black straps.
Being unable to move sent a jolt through me. All at once it hit that I was lying on a gurney, arms and legs and neck strapped down to the table like I was an experiment. My head jerked from one side to the other. Everything in the room was white, from the thin sheets under me, to the metal bars that held up the bed, to the tiny tables with vials and needles and sharply edged tools shining in the glare.
I heard the click of a door behind me, hidden in my blind spot. I instinctively tried to look but was unable to do more than twist my neck up, vision blocked by the edge of the pillow under my head. In the strained corner of my eye, I saw the white-jacketed outline of someone moving around the room behind me, reaching onto my other side and clicking a button. The droning alarm ceased.
I turned to look but wasn�t fast enough to see the person before their form disappeared behind me again.
�Hel-lll-lo?� I said. Even forming the single word was a struggle. It didn�t sound right, it was all slurred and messy. I didn�t even say the full thing, like I�d groaned it halfway and then let it trail off.
�Hello?� I tried again, saying it slower, enunciating it out this time. But the person behind me did not respond, moving to type something into a keyboard with a steady stream of clicks.
I slid down painfully, noticing more of my surroundings with every second. My arm hurt and when I looked down, I saw there was a needle poking from the inside of my left elbow, attached to a long tube that went up to a nearly-empty bag of liquid. On the wall to my left were small diagnostic screens with meters and buttons, something else monitoring my pulse. There were no windows, no skylights or any clue where I was. The room itself was anonymous.
I moved my other hand to pull the needle out, but of course my arm was still stuck and didn�t move more than a half-inch. My efforts only made me dizzier.
�What�s going on?� I said, all of my words clear now. I could still see the person in the white coat hovering just out of my eyesight, still engrossed in the computer. I saw long, blonde hair�not Wyck.
�Please, tell me something,� I said, breathing heavily. �What are you doing to me?�
Still, no response. I wanted to scream, hoping that a doctor outside the door behind me might hear the noise and check in, someone who�d at least say a word to me. I couldn�t plead with someone who didn�t listen.
But my senses had been slow in their return. All at once, before I could open my mouth to cry out, I realized where I was. The white room. The same room that Callista had told me about, the room where she�d been kept a prisoner.
No�!
I was fighting against the straps again, kicking and flopping and bending trying to break free. I knew screaming was of no use because no one would hear me, but I shouted as loud as I could anyway. The bed shook and its screws creaked as I moved, the sheets coming off from under me as I tried to roll over. The pillow fell to the side and off the bed, the tube in my arm shaking like a whip, but I could not move to free myself, and when I finally fell exhausted again, the only result was a raw redness left on my wrists and ankles.
�Let me out!� I shouted at the person. Finally I heard her stand. I relaxed unwillingly, my eyes following her as she came around my right side. But she wasn�t moving to attend to me. She pushed a rolling table around the edge of the room, its wheels creaking against the hard tiles.
Her face looked almost like that of a cat, puffy cheeks and giant lips below a straight nose that looked like it�d been traced on by pencil. Her skin was frighteningly lineless, like old movie stars� after plastic surgery disasters, even down to the skin on her hands that showed the frailty of age disguised behind medical stretching. Her hair was bleached and straightened and went past her shoulders, a sickly-thin frame obvious even beneath the jacket. She didn�t look at me as she passed.
�Please?� I begged. �Where am I?�
Still no answer. It was almost as if she wasn�t even in the room with me at all, looking ahead and not reacting in the slightest to my voice. I lay in aback as she rested the table against the wall across from my feet. On it were two television screens.
The woman turned around, but didn�t look into my eyes, just over to my arm where the needle was, face not showing any reaction.
�Are you a doctor?� I asked her. �You have to tell me what�s going on!�
She walked up to me and readjusted the pillow behind my head. She started to disappear so I resumed my shouting and thrashing, demanding that she turn back and respond. My pillow fell again so she returned, but only pick it up from the floor�humming disjointedly to herself�and push it back under my head.
She reached behind me and adjusted a dial on the drip going in to my arm. I felt something cold going through the tube.
�Please�� I begged, voice falling even though I�d tried to continue in a shout. The liquid made me lightheaded.� I felt my muscles relaxing against my will. No!
In seconds, I was a shell again, breathing in and out madly, unable to lift my limbs or fight anymore. The woman continued humming to herself as I became silent, the rumble of an air vent clicking on to make the room even more refrigerated.
I couldn�t move. I couldn�t speak. They�d taken away all of my control.
As the panic set in, I heard a new, gentle buzz behind me, like a cell phone on vibrate. The woman arose from her stool, crossing the room again to go back to the table she�d pushed across from me. She clicked buttons and the screens fizzled on, then she turned to me and adjusted my bed so that I was angled higher.
One of the televisions gave a high-pitched sound and I tilted my head to look. The screen on the left had come to life, fizzling with static before its picture appeared. At first, the camera was unmoving and focused on a pile of torn papers and broken glass spread in a mess on a floor. It was day there, dim because of window blinds, but I saw someone�s fingers as they lifted the camera up, turning it around to face them. I heard a scrape across the microphone, which popped static through the TV.
It was Wyck. His back was to a blank wall. He sounded out of breath.
�Hello?� he called, that awful voice stinging my ears. He appeared grainy in the bad lighting of where he was. He tapped the lens on the camera.
�I can see you but can you see me?� he said, playfully again. I didn�t reply, but he caught my eyes flicking around nervously from his voice, and he smiled.
�There you are,� he said, face brightening but eyes nearly dripping with his tainted enjoyment. �You�re very lucky today, because today you�re getting television straight to your bed. And you don�t even have to worry about changing the channel if it gets boring.�
He was looking straight at me. I noticed a tiny camera poking from between the two televisions. Sweat rolled down my forehead as his words crackled through the screen. The most movement I could muster was to tremble and to lick my lips that had split dry in the chill of the room.
�You look unhappy,� Wyck observed, not seeming to like this, or at least acting so. He couldn�t keep the camera still in his unsteady hands, making the screen bob and shift as he swayed. The wall behind him remained blank, continued to hide his location from me.
�I mean, you shouldn�t be,� he said. �You�re about to see the greatest show on earth, I think. A stupendous show. Impossible to forget afterwards�or your money back!�
Everything about him was so premeditated�so unconcerned that it scared me. What was he doing? It was almost as if he was leading me along, letting the awful anticipation become a part of the torture I knew was coming. When would he order the nurse to reach for the tools, when would she begin slicing away parts of my skin and digging it into my side, hoping that I would tell them where the Blade was.
I was already steeling myself. I had a low threshold for pain, and as evidenced by my earlier birthmark experience. I even became squeamish when there was too much blood. But how much could they know? I was a professional at seeing truth, so I knew how to tell a better lie. I could easily bluff them, lie and scream that I didn�t know where the Blade was. They�d try hard, but they�d never kill me. They�d never hurt me so much that I couldn�t find the Blade for them.
Eventually, Callista and Thad would notice I was gone and they would come running. Their connection to me would lead them straight to this room. I only had to last until then.
As I thought these things, Wyck seemed to not like whatever passed over my face.
�Oh Michael,� he said, voice so low that it now almost resembled a growl. �Michael, Michael. Oh Michael,� he�d distracted himself, blinking. �That�s such an�interesting name. Do you know what it means?�
His eyebrow perked up hopefully, gaze shifting to look at some screen through which he was able to see me. I didn�t respond.
�It means �who is like God?�,� he revealed, showing his perfectly straight, entirely white row of teeth. �It�s a Hebrew name, with a question inside. I bet you didn�t know that though.�
Another scratch of his shoes, another dizzying turn and twist of the camera. He was amusing himself again, like he was already thinking of the punch line of a joke as he told it.
�Are you like a god, Michael?� he asked, lifting his free hand as if in deep question. I still couldn�t reply. He stared through the camera for a few seconds, waiting on me. Then, as if realizing why I wasn�t responding, he straightened up.
�Leilah?� he said. �Please adjust Michael. It slipped my mind that he should be awake for this.�
The woman arose from her seat again and went to my left side, turning the dial. Then she went to one of the metal tables, taking a needle and syringe already filled with liquid. She turned my other arm over, pricking me with sharp end. I didn�t feel the needle sliding in, but whatever was inside the syringe revived me quickly enough to make me feel it going back out.
All of my muscles constricted at once, then suddenly relaxed, and I fell back onto the bed shaking uncontrollably.
�That�s better,� Wyck said through the sound of my painful wince. �I�ll repeat: are you like a god, Michael?�
I didn�t reply. I wasn�t going to talk to him, not even utter a single word. I knew that he was playing some sort of mind game, and once I allowed myself to talk he�d use that to keep me going. It was a trick that I�d used on my harsher clients: small talk would lead to deeper things. Tiny victories would win the war. I refused to entertain Wyck.
He detected what I was doing immediately. His eyelids fell halfway and I heard the plastic of the camcorder being squeezed between his hands.
�Are you like a god?� he roared suddenly, voice going so deep that it was like the scream of a death metal singer, making me jump in terror as his teeth nearly slammed with the camera. The speakers threatened to burst under the onslaught of his yell.
�No!� I shouted, immediately cursing that I�d allowed myself to be cracked so easily. Wyck was left out of breath, bloodshot eyes wide with the rage that he�d let loose. Then, realizing he�d lost his cool, he forced his breathing down, spluttering until it was cleared, straightening his hair back into position.
�But you kind of are,� he said, clearing his throat, voice returning to his regular sneer. �Can�t you come back to life when people kill you? You can, right? How interesting.�
As he said this, he started to sway from side to side, turning around so that I could see the rest of the blank wall. Then when his movement exposed just a few more inches, I knew exactly where he was. The wall was from my kitchen back home.
I wish I were wrong. But I saw the dishes we�d used now broken in pieces across the counter, my mom�s herbs dangling in the window, the metal faucet on our sink cracked off from some violent scuffle and dribbling water everywhere. Wyck got the camera secured into his hand, wobbling unsteadily as he wiped his forehead free of perspiration.
�But what about other people, Michael?� he went on, continuing to rock back and forth as if unaware of my horror. �Can you bring other people back to life after they�re dead, too?�
No. You can�t be there. You can�t! I was petrified by the insanity in Wyck�s eyes.
�I don�t think you can do that,� he said. �In fact, I know you can�t.�
Then he tripped over something and threw his hands in front of himself to catch his balance. I heard a shout of pain through the screen, a terrifyingly familiar sound that made my eyes go wider. The camera�s view dipped when Wyck caught himself, and for a flash of a second I saw my mom.
She was curled up on the floor, her face under her arms and her back pressed into the corner of the room next to the wreckage of what had been our dining room table. I screamed as loudly as I could, suddenly a furious beast tearing at the straps again.
�Don�t hurt her!� I shouted at the top of my lungs, my own voice paining my ears and scratching like sandpaper against my throat. Wyck realigned the camera so that I couldn�t see my mom anymore.
�Please!� I screamed. �Don�t hurt her!�
�Now you suddenly seem so eager to speak to me,� Wyck said in observation. �How nice of you. For a minute I thought this conversation would be completely one-sided.�
He looked through the camera and beyond me, tapping the glass of his camcorder lens. �Leilah? I think you can turn on the other screen now. Mother will want to see.�
The nurse walked out from behind me as I gritted my teeth and pulled at my wrists. Inside and out, my body and mind cried. It was like being stuck in a nightmare after taking sleeping pills, begging to be awoken but physically unable to escape. I fell back on to the bed, voice gone. I didn�t want to think of what Wyck was doing, what he�d already done.
Leilah flicked the switch on the other screen and it came to life at once.
On screen were now a woman and a child. I recognized the older instantly: she was the same olive-skinned, black haired woman who�d appeared in my second nightmare with Wyck, the one who�d ordered him to kill me. His mother, Morgan. Just like Wyck, her eyebrows were solid white, and the gaze of green that she stared with showed as little emotion as I�d seen in my dream.
She was sitting in an ornate wooden chair whose back was so tall I couldn�t see its full height. Most of the room behind her was too dark to perceive. In her lap was a child who couldn�t have been older than eleven or twelve, a boy with hair in black curls on his head and eyes that matched hers. His eyebrows were white, and also like her, he had a red ring on his right hand. He looked at me intently.
�Ah, mother,� Wyck said, breathing out quickly, looking excited that she was watching. �I�ve��
�That�s him?� the younger boy broke in, with a hint of an English accent that his brother lacked. Wyck spluttered to a stop, blinking at the interruption.
�Yes,� Morgan replied. �That�s Daniel Rothfeld.�
�Why is he in bed?� he asked. �Make him stand up for me.�
�We can�t, Teddy,� she replied gently. �He�ll run away.�
�Can you still hear me?� Wyck said, unable to disguise his irritation at being interrupted. The eyes of the other two moved away from me and to his screen in their room. Wyck hesitated under his mother�s gaze, still panting for air through his mouth.
�We can hear you,� she said with coldness. �Go on, Wyck.�
�Yes, yes,� he stammered, trying to bring himself back on track but put off by their disruption. He turned again, looking around for something that he�d left leaning against the corner of the counter: a broomstick. He seized its handle.
�Well, we�ve been through this so many times, I figured a repeated episode would get mighty boring,� he said, swallowing. �You see, we keep chasing you, Michael. We keep running. I don�t like to run! I�m tired of it. I�m ready to end this whole thing.�
He furrowed his brow. He gestured to me.
�It�s like�you�re a disease,� he said, coughs punctuating his words. �We�ve just been treating the symptoms of you for decades. But now it�s time to vaccinate the source.�
My brain had started to clear itself again. I knew that Wyck was talking about the Blade�he probably already knew that I�d gone after it as soon as I had escaped them.
�I don�t have�the Blade,� I told him. I didn�t feel the denial was giving him too much.
�No no no no no,� he broke in, waving his hand furiously. �You don�t have to lie yet. I�m not even asking you yet. We�ll get to that.�
He turned the broom over, exposing its bristles on the other end. Then, with a wild swing, he slammed the end of it down onto the counter. I heard the crack echo in my old kitchen, the long pole breaking off with a jagged, spiked edge on its end now.
�Just while you�re watching,� Wyck said, spinning the broken handle back over, �be sure to come up with a good lie. And hold onto it. I�m gonna want to hear it after class.�
�My family doesn�t have anything to do with this!� I burst. Even when he sniffed at my objection there was a lack of care�an inkling of entertainment lapping up my pain like it was nourishment to him. But he paused nonetheless.
�Well,� Wyck said after thinking a moment, �I guess they�re about to have something to do with it.�
He shrugged. �And besides: the color red looks good on a human.�
He looked to the floor.
The camera jerked, a whoosh as the broom handle swung down in Wyck�s fist. I heard the painful scream of my mother amidst the crack of something striking her. It was almost like one of my own bones had broken, so harshly that I couldn�t make a sound.
She yelled for him to stop and he did, turning to look up at the end of the stick. He studied its jagged edge as I watched in wide-eyed, wordless horror.
�Nope, still no blood,� he said with dissatisfaction. So he struck again and I screamed so loud that I couldn�t hear the sound my mother made, struggling to pull myself from the bed even if it meant tearing my own arms out in the process. But my claws refused to emerge.
�Stop! Stop!� I shouted, but Wyck refused to. I shook, feeling my ankles hitting against the straps, like I�d vomit if I had enough strength inside. I heard the whistle of the stick again, the sickening snap, the weak sob.
Morgan sat back comfortably into her chair. How could she simply ignore the sounds, to let it go on? Wasn�t she even going to ask for something, to at least attempt to get the location of the Blade from me? She just watched my reaction. And Teddy slid to sit on one of her legs as she wrapped her arms to hold him up.
�I�ll tell you!� I yelled. �I know where the Blade is!�
My mom�s screams had left all of my defenses broken, so that absolutely nothing else mattered to me at that moment. I heard another shout, and another�
Don�t tell them, Michael!
You can�t tell them!
You can�t ruin everything now, not when you�re so close!
�See, right now,� Wyck said, pausing to catch his breath and wipe his sweaty forehead with the back of his hand, �my goal isn�t to kill you.�
He took a deep breath, readying the broomstick again, lifting it back behind him, gritting his teeth together.
�It�s just to�� He swung the staff forward. ��make� you� feel� dead.�
Every word: another strike, another scream, another crack that drove itself through me. I cried horribly, unable to see, unable to shut out the sounds.
�It�s in Saint Helen�s Cathedral!� I broke out in a moan, unable to fight any longer. The words spilled from my lips, eyes sagging, and arms weak now in the bonds that held me down. Wyck, hearing me, looked up at the camera. He seemed surprised that I�d broken, as if all along he�d been expecting me to resist to the end.
�What city?� he asked. He didn�t even give me a second to get enough breath to reply before he�d kicked my mother on the floor, a crash as she hit the bottom of the dining room table. I jumped in fright.
�In Lodi!� I shouted. Wyck�s eyes shifted to look beyond me.
�Is he telling the truth, mother?� he asked. I realized that Morgan had been staring at me intently, and when Wyck had startled me, she�d been reading a Glimpse in my eyes.
It was too late for me to look away. So my power was Guardian after all.
�He is,� she confirmed.
Teddy clapped with glee, his eyes jumping from one side to the other as he watched Wyck and I with rapture. Seeming satisfied, Wyck finally stopped his beating, sweat now rolling down the sides of his pale face. I couldn�t even hear my mother�s weeping anymore.
�That was�tiring,� he said, unaffected. He lifted the end of the broom handle, and smiled when he saw that it was stained with a splattering of red.
He tossed the broom across the floor and I heard it clattering away. I felt limp, worthless, discarded. I wished I could have passed out anything to block the echoes of my mom�s screams.
Wyck, though, started to pull something off our counter, mixing jars of liquid together while the camera swayed in his uneven grip. He grabbed something out of his pocket: a cigarette lighter. He flicked it and suddenly a tendril of flame flared up from the side of the camera.
�Wait�� I said, lips barely able to move. Wyck didn�t listen.
�I�told you the truth�� I said, blood pounding through my neck. No, Wyck. What are you doing? Don�t� I stared at the screen with tear-filled eyes. He shrugged again.
�This place could use a little brightening up,� he said, and then turning from the camera, he threw the lighter and the jar. The contents sprayed across my kitchen, immediately feeding the tiny flame and flaring up into a burning trail. When the rest of the can hit the ground, there was a massive explosion like a bomb going off, and the lights burst into Wyck�s face.
He readjusted the camera, and in this motion I saw my mother lying unconscious on the floor, in a mess of blood now lit by the growing fire. Unmoving. Trapped.
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The moment that the fire licked its way across the floor and hit my mother�s medicine cabinet, suddenly everything on screen went aglow. Her alcohol-based remedies and mixtures began to pop and feed the flames as Wyck walked slowly through the kitchen door, and I began my screams again.
The absolute silence of Wyck was now even more terrifying than his incessant babbling had been. I yelled to him but he didn�t stop. He�d gotten what he wanted.
�See, Teddy?� Morgan went on. �This is what makes us different from the worthless eaters. It�s called death. It�s most curious. It�s like an end�to everything�for a human.�
She gestured at the screen. �He lived with that human for a very long time. He might even think he is a human like her. I don�t understand it.�
Teddy grinned. He wasn�t watching me anymore, he was watching Wyck�s screen, reveling in the fire as it slid across the carpet in the place I�d once lived in. Morgan, seeing that her son�s interest in me had waned, reached forward and pressed a button, and her screen died.
I was left with only the cracking sounds of the fire, the breathing of Wyck as he moved toward my house�s back door. The smoke began to gather and mask the walls and the pictures that hung there. Surely the fire department would come! Surely they would save my mom and Alli�where was my sister? Had Wyck already shot her and left her dead upstairs?
The fire was too powerful. The police would never arrive in time.
My gaze spotting something off the screen. Beside my bed on one of the tables was my cell phone. I could grab it�I could call the police! I stretched my hand out. My phone was only inches away. I pushed harder, letting the strap pull higher against my arm, cutting off the blood pressure so much that my hand went scarlet. My bonds slid up, tightening on my arm, the chemicals on my other side again starting to take over.
The end of my finger scraped the volume button on my phone. One more inch�
The woman in the white coat turned around from her desk and spotted me. Gently, she reached out and touched my phone, sliding it across the table, too far away from me. I collapsed. She shook her head in scolding.
�You�re a very difficult person to sedate,� she said, voice like the croak of a frog. She took my outstretched hand and slid to place it back beside me on the bed.
But that was close enough. I seized her by her wrist, pulling her toward me with all the rage that I�d pent up behind my tears. My motion took her by surprise and she fell over across me. Her flailing arm hit the I/V from my other elbow, ripping the needle out.
The moment the chemicals stopped, my mind emerged from the muddy water. The woman fell over, but in the second between her falling from my bed and when she would have struck the floor, I exploded in all directions.
There came the sound of four giants tears as the straps and mattress burst into frayed string and material, a crash as the table beside me went flying when the scales on my hand hit it. I erupted from the bed so wildly that my razors cut the plaster of the room�s walls, the back of my other fist landing squarely into the woman�s chest, sending her flying to crash into the television screens.
All in the space of a second, I was free.
The room rang with crashes as the tables went flying, the instruments clattered against the floor, my claws tore at the tiles and the computers until they were sliced into bits of metal and glass on the floor, pounded like dough into each other. My shout was a roar of fury, sparks flying from the television screens as I spun and turned the room into wreckage.
The lights disappeared over my head, likely as a result of my claws tearing them straight from their sockets. I was immediately engulfed in darkness but I didn�t stop, taking to the air, pounding the backs of my hands into the ceiling. Every strike was painless, the scales like armor protecting me as the ceiling buckled. I was so filled with rage that I was nearly blinded until I�d carved a hole in the roof: tiny at first, then growing with each punch, until daylight streamed through, and all the processed air was replaced by the scent of outside.
I gave the ceiling one final slam, the floor rocking beneath my feet and the room swaying on unstable supports. Grabbing my cell phone from the floor, I launched into the air, sliding through the hole that I�d created, blinking as I found myself escaping into another world.
I had erupted from a trailer that was hitched to the back of a large truck. It came as a shock�the fresh air, the sunlight, and the clouds in the sky. The room of horrors had been a small square box that nobody would ever pay attention to, parked behind a grocery store. I could see people driving around the corner, pulling in to parking spaces, picking up food for their families, while I had just emerged from a prison they didn�t even know existed.
There was no time for me to let the alarm wear off. I rose higher against the heat of the sun. The ground disappeared, the trees and the battered trailer left behind. The moment I could see the city I knew exactly where I was�not even a few miles from Arleta.
At first I thought that I could call the fire department from my phone but I was in too much of a panic to get my fingers to press the right numbers. I was focused on a single, desperate thought: reaching the house in time. I would fight Wyck off with my own hands if I had to.
Don�t die! was all I could think, a painful internal sob like a black hole threatening to consume me from the inside out. I couldn�t cry now. I couldn�t waste what precious breath I had.
I saw smoke in the distance: thick, black and repugnant, like the morbid breath of a volcano. My eyes and throat burned as I found myself in the way of the smoke. I coughed but didn�t pause, diving from the sky and ignoring the flashing lights of the fire trucks as they raced down the highway far below.
The ground came upon me in seconds. I hit my backyard and rolled in a flurry of grass and dust. I got to my feet instantly, shaking my hair out of my eyes, looking up in horror for a moment just because I couldn�t stop myself. The entire house from floor to rooftop was already burning, shingles and wooden supports breaking off, red and orange fire flaring out of the broken windows. The back porch had collapsed onto my mom�s swing and my sister�s now-melted drawing easel. I could see through the kitchen window that fire and ash continued to rain inside. A firefighter�s water would do nothing to stop this in time. Even the roof that I�d sat upon not many hours before had already caved in with crater-like holes.
I heard a pop like a gunshot and the back door of my house exploded, shaking me as a rain of shrapnel and splinters flew in all directions. I dashed toward the house anyway, the heat rising with every step as I ran up the porch and shot through the door.
It was an inferno. Fire had crawled up the walls in erratic patterns, the ceiling ablaze and dropping ash where giant, jagged pieces of wood had already fallen. Furniture was alighted like giant torches, the noise deafening as everything crackled and flames leapt from one end of the room to the other. And the smoke! It burned my nostrils and lungs and eyes, like airborne toxins entering me, so that I stumbled back toward the door again just to breath.
�Alli! Mom!� I yelled, but the fire masked my voice. I got to the kitchen but my mom wasn�t there anymore. I called for my family, spinning in a circle and hoping that maybe my mom had awakened and crawled to safety. All of my skin felt sunburned at once.
There was a crash as something fell through the ceiling from the second story. Orange and black and red rained like hot sequins around me as I dove for cover in the doorframe. I still couldn�t see my mom, and I was running out of time. Could Wyck have dragged her somewhere?
I found one safe step then another, trying to reach the stairs as the broken boards wobbled under my shoes. My mom�s medicine cabinet was wrecked. The couch was destroyed. Everything I�d once known was melting away before my eyes.
At the bottom of the stairs, I saw the most horrific sight of all.
A body lay crumpled like a discarded doll, only the head visible beneath giant beams of fallen wood that had crushed her body. Her eyes were open but stared blankly, emptily�wide in shock, but showing no Glimpse.
I was too late. My mom was dead.
Everything stopped.
The hallowed face of my mother was a single fragment of peace in the hellfire. Her face, though bruised and beaten, showed no fear of death�no concern for herself, dying in the same way that she had lived. I stumbled forward, falling to my knees in front of her, trying not to look at her blood soaked shirt. I touched her open fingers but they did not move to curl around mine, her empty eyes continuing to stare, her lips parted like she had tried to utter her last words but had been cut off by the unrelenting fire.
A falling beam smashed our coffee table behind me. The chairs scattered when the ceiling panel above them crumbled. I paid no heed to any of this. It was like a tragedy film was playing out around me and I was stuck in its script. Kneeling before the broken body of my mother, I was merely an actor in a screenplay. A puppet in a show.
This isn�t how it was supposed to happen�
I was broken from my tears when part of the second-story balcony collapsed behind me, striking me in the back and hurling me forward. My hands flew up into a mask that deflected the debris from my face, but I was now perched against the wall across the room, coughing for air. I inhaled smoke. My mom�s face was already gone, now covered by what had been our ceiling. I�d seen her for the last time.
I couldn�t mourn for her any longer, not as the house was collapsing and there was still one hope left. I soared into flight over the stairs, shouting my sister�s name. I hit the floor above but had to catch myself as the wood crumbled beneath me. Alli�s room was already taken over by the flames. But I knew if she had run to hide anywhere, it would have been my room next door.
The burning had not neglected my bedroom. My dresser was toppled with my clothes spilling out in piles�likely the work of Wyck as he�d ravaged my house in his quest to defile it. All the camera lenses were knocked to the ground and shattered, thousands of dollars of my life�s savings spilled across the room.
But worse: my Great Work. As I spun, I saw that every photograph was alighted; the ones on the ceiling breaking off and fluttering like flaming snowflakes to the floor. All of the faces were blackened with holes through them, their eyes fading against the smoke. It pierced my heart to see all of them dying like the slow-burning carcasses of old friends.
I panicked and almost ran to save them. But my sister was still somewhere in the house. My Great Work was nothing.
I threw my closet door open. She wasn�t there. I stepped back and the floor shifted from under me again. Where was she? I spun to get out but found that the floor outside my room had already collapsed.
I wasn�t ready to give up. So I slammed shut what remained of my door and went to the wall I shared with my sister�s adjacent room. Even then I hesitated, though only for a second, before my fingers went flying to rip my work down, tearing the photos to pieces and letting the shreds hit the floor without so much as a glance. The wall beneath it was already hot, my fingers stained black. But I went on, slamming with my fists and digging with my claws into the already weakened panels, hoping that I could break through.
My eyes burned as ash and wood stuck to my sweaty face. An opening finally broke. It was like I had opened a furnace. I could not step inside, fire leaping through the wall at me and my scaly hands flashing once again to my protection. Still, I forced myself ahead, trying to look inside, to see if I could drag my sister out.
I saw her shoes across the room, shrouded in smoke.
�Alli!� I shouted again. But there were just too many flames to see, and the smoke only served as a precursor to the explosion that threw me off my feet.
I was standing one second, vigorously fighting to press forward, and the next I was in the air, powers struggling to catch me, my back slamming into the opposite wall. I tried to get up, but couldn�t as the smoke slowly began to seep through my lungs.
Hands grabbed a hold of me. I was pulled through the window, hit with fresh air that expelled the smoke.
Someone held me up. Wyck? No. Someone else.
I struggled to keep my eyes open, and through slits I saw that I was hanging over Callista�s shoulder. We were high in the air, the wind whirling in gusts against my face.
�I couldn�t save them,� I said. I collapsed into her arms and didn�t even try to hold back my tears anymore.

19
Sophia

With her arms wrapped around my middle and mine around her shoulders, Callista carried me across the city until I couldn�t smell the smoke or hear the sirens anymore. Thad appeared beside us, guarding the air as we went, his claws out and ready to defend.
�Even after we�d landed she still wouldn�t let me go�or maybe it was me who wouldn�t? I was in a daze. I wavered between being awake and falling into sleep-like shock, where I would just stare silently, my body trembling, my hands clutching each other to keep them still.
Thad and Callista never left our sacred circle on the mountain, the same edge of the cliff where I�d first awakened with scales and claws. Neither of them spoke. Their mere presence brought me a tiny comfort.
I wasn�t a crier, and yet I�d already cried more that day than I had in my entire life before it. I�d always thought that weeping over dead people merely stretched the period of pain out longer when it should have ended when they did. It wasn�t like tears would bring anything back.
Still, I wept. I just couldn�t stop myself.
A time came when I could not cry anymore. When the tears dried, I told Thad and Callista everything that had happened. When quiet finally set, so did the sun, and we pressed close as the chilly night swept over the hills. Thad gathered enough courage to leave and get food and flashlights, Callista standing over me like a guard. Even when he returned, we continued to sit in the silence and listen as the voice of the city rose up over the cliff.
�Why are we out here instead of at the house?� I asked. The bed would have been far better than the rocks.
�It isn�t safe anymore,� Callista replied. I dusted off my hands.
�Nowhere is safe anymore,� I spat. She walked away from me to ignore the sourness in my voice. Thad came between us.
�Callista is right,� he told me. �We need to move. We can�t stay in Los Angeles.�
His voice dropped. He didn�t want to say what was coming next, but he knew he had to.
�Right now, I guarantee you they�re headed to Lodi,� he said, avoiding my eyes. �The least we can do is use that as a head start�to get away.�
�Once they have it, we can�t be here,� Callista said with insistence. �We have to leave. And we need a plan, Michael. A real one.�
I drew in a quick breath, feeling my muscles tense. I knew what they were thinking: Michael had run off and nearly got himself killed again. Ruining everything, as usual. I straightened my shoulders.
�Here�s a plan for you,� I hissed, picking at rocks on the ground. �Let�s go right in the middle of the city, and stand on top of one of the buildings, and shout the truth to everyone. Let�s make the Guardians send someone to shoot us down, and kill that person.�
I piled the pebbles into my hand in angry motions. �Then they�ll send another, and we�ll kill him too. Then we�ll track each and every Guardian down. And we�ll keep killing until every one of them is dead, or we are.�
Callista shook her head disdainfully.
�What is wrong with you?� she said with dismay. �Do you have any idea what you did earlier? Do you have any idea that every time you put yourself in danger, you put Thad and I in the same spot? We didn�t even have a choice.�
�Being out there is better than sitting here waiting for them,� I said.
�And if you go out, they will hunt you down!� Thad shouted suddenly from the other side, in an irate tone that I�d never heard him use before. I pushed myself up to my feet, throwing the rocks to the ground in fury.
�Then why the hell did he let me go?� I yelled back. �He had me and he could have killed me in a second.�
�Because he wants to come back and kill you with the Blade instead!� Thad�s voice roared into the trees above us. �He knows you�re giving up. You�ve gone weak.�
My jaw tightened, hands now fists to hold the claws in.
�Now you have nothing left,� he said. �That�s what they�ve wanted all along. To break you, just like they broke us. They want you reckless so they can calculate everything you do, until you�re theirs. Callista�s right�we need a new plan.�
�I don�t have a plan,� I said.
�Well you need to come up with one!� Thad waved an angry hand at me.
�Why?� I returned sharply.
Thad let a quick breath out but I refused to relent. He turned away, walking off as if he wasn�t going to stoop so low as to reply to me.
�Because you�re the one who got us into this mess,� he muttered over his shoulder.
He could have shot my knee with a bullet and it might have hurt less. All of a sudden, hot tears of rage brimmed in the corners of my eyes, and before I could stop myself, I was dashing toward Thad with my fists out.
He reacted faster, hearing me and spinning around. I hadn�t realized that my claws were out too, and our silver edges clashed together like swords. But he was far better than me, far more prepared, and in one swift motion his blades wrenched in a circle, catching against my scales and flipping me over onto my back.
�Stop!� Callista shouted, though the short-lived battle was already over. Thad breathed heavily, standing away from me at the ready. I coughed and rolled over, the impact having shaken my urge to attack, but not my rage.
Callista held out her hand, but I hit it away, getting to my feet on my own. I turned from both of them and started to run for the edge, and before anyone could stop me, I was in the air again. I heard Callista calling after me but I ignored her voice, and flew all the faster.
* * *
Being solitary was almost painful. As soon as there were no voices of the others, the sounds in my head bubbled up with memories of my mother�s screams, Wyck�s ghastly voice, and the laughs coming through the screen.
Had I really meant what I�d told Callista and Thad? I was such a mess that I couldn�t trust my thoughts anymore. I had never believed in capital punishment before. Who is a judge to say that someone doesn�t deserve to live? Life isn�t something that is given on loan by a government, a privilege they can recall if someone doesn�t follow their rules.
Sometimes, though, I would watch the news about death row prisoners and study the Glimpses in their eyes. Most would have a dazed, empty space inside, like they�d already died and were simply waiting for the formalities to wrap up. But the serial killers and the psychopaths were different. Their faces might be calm but inside their eyes was still a terrifying, uncontrollable urge to kill, like kleptomaniacs addicted to stealing lives.
When I put the pieces together, I saw the Guardians as genocidal psychopaths. How many disasters had been by their hand? How many more would they kill, if someone didn�t kill them first? Was that to be my grim responsibility�to kill the killers?
Who wept when Hitler died? Murder is good sometimes.
I wrestled with these heavy thoughts as I flew, until exhaustion sank in and I was forced to the ground with an ache of thirst. I walked the sidewalks of an unfamiliar part of the city. None of the people near me gave any hindrance or even a glance my way. I was like a ghost.
That association fit me far too well. I felt as empty as a ghost inside. Without my mother and sister, I had nothing to go back to. I had no hope, no reason to fight. There would never be a normal again. Everything I�d once known was now turned to ashes.
I wandered in this aimless state as the night darkened further and the sidewalks began to empty. My surroundings became lonely and decrepit, slovenly-kept shacks and buildings growing like fungus against the sides of the road. When I spotted an open door radiating light ahead, I turned to go in.
It was a messy bar that I was too young to enter, neon beer advertisements glowing on the walls and animal heads studying me with blank gazes. Even at that hour, the bar was nearly deserted, only two men talking in a corner booth with their voices masked by low rock music and the television. The bartender behind the counter turned to me.
�Can�t come in here, kid,� he said, eyeing me as he cleaned the inside of a glass with a towel. He had long dreadlocks and a black tattoo on the right side of his face like a half-skull. The inside smelled of old sweat and cheap alcohol.
�Do you have water?� I asked in a soft voice, because it was all I could muster. He glared at me.
�You�re too young to be here, man,� he said. �There�s an In-N-Out down the road.�
�I just watched my family die,� I replied. �Can I just have some water?�
The bartender didn�t have an answer. In my life�s study of eyes, I�d discovered that sometimes, even people who didn�t have my power could read the gaze of another person. This was simply part of being human�the ability to see fear in enemies, or pain in a friend, or affection in a lover. The bartender must have read such intense pain in my own eyes that he was forced to concede, and he filled the cup for me without any more objections.
I swallowed all he gave me, coughing smoke up. He poured more, then went to the other side of the building to clean a table.
The television was on, so I watched as it played rerun shots of a football game. The fat reporter spit his �S�s� and �P�s� so much that I expected the camera lens to get covered in saliva. Why did I hold so tightly to these tiny details now?
Unexpectedly, the report changed, and before my startled eyes, my own face appeared on the screen. I nearly choked.
The anchor turned to the camera with my photo hovering at his side: my school portrait, zoomed in so closely that it was pixilated and made me look far more sinister. The subtext beneath my photo read: TEENAGE TERRORIST MICHAEL ASHER MURDERS OWN FAMILY, DISAPPEARS.
My mouth hung open in shock but I immediately had the sense to shut it, to turn around in the stool so my back was to the booth of men and the bartender. There was another television across the room playing the same thing: TVs all around, so that any of the patrons could just look up and match my face to the one on the screen. My heart beat faster, but I didn�t move, fearful that anything would bring attention to myself.
It was hard to hear the anchor without straining, so I leaned in as best I could.
��Asher displayed sociopathic tendencies as early as six years old�� the reporter said, emphasizing all the right words with a professional�but obviously uncaring�tone.
��but like all psychopaths, he managed to stay carefully under the radar so that all the signs went ignored,� she continued. �Brushes with police. Car crashes. Even cyberspace hacker friends. And a hobby that Michael called his �Wall of Death�.�
Here, my picture finally disappeared, only to be replaced by an even larger photograph of my old bedroom. Taken at a horribly crooked angle, the photo provided by the police department displayed my wall of eyes, all of the pictures now ruined by dust and ash and crinkled edges that gave them a degenerated look.
Of course they�d skip over the Joy and Love walls. Of course they�d go straight to the Sadness and Anger, panning across the terrified eyes of the anonymous people like I�d trapped them in cages and tortured them to get my pictures. Nobody would explain how I got the photos. Nobody would tell them to turn around and look at the glowing faces on the other side of the room. That wouldn�t have made for a good Wall of Death, now would it?
Go ahead, squeeze as much out of this story as you can. I clenched my fists.
But the reporter hadn�t even gotten to the best part yet�the part that�d gotten me labeled a terrorist. Next, they shifted to shaky video footage of a crashed jet on the beach, smoke dominating the sky as the flames roared through the remaining fuel. My photo hovered on screen beside the plane that Callista had crashed: I was accused of hiding bombs on board and destroying the jet via remote control.
I couldn�t believe what I was watching. It was so obvious�so fabricated. The anchors just continued on with their reports as if there wasn�t even an inch of doubt, throwing in the casual accused and alleged to stay barely in the bounds of honest journalism.
And Arleta�they loved their sinister and gory tales. They would eat all of this up. Everyone would watch the updates every day, talk about it at school and their jobs until my reputation reached local-celebrity levels. They�d all say they knew it all along, that they were right to have never trusted me, that they were lucky to have not been my friend.
I wanted to curse at the news that they were getting it all wrong, that all of this was a lie about me. But suddenly I knew what was happening.
They control every inch of the world� I remembered Father Lonnie so clearly, his whisper tinged with fear. This was the Guardians� doing! They were feeding these stories to the media to ruin me even more, to give me nowhere to run.
My chin sank into my palm weakly as the report continued, showing interviews with kids I�d bumped into once or twice�suddenly, former best friends or ex-girlfriends. That part almost made me explode with laughter. Then it switched to the reporter walking down a sidewalk with my school in the background.
�Parents have to wonder that if a boy of seventeen can murder his own family and burn their house down�how close was he to your own children? Are they safe while he runs free?�
�I have a message for Mr. Asher.� Footage played of a short and rotund man in a police uniform, standing behind a stack of microphones. He looked nervous, lacking the public speaking skills to even look up from his pre-written statement on the podium. �No matter what it takes, we will find you. We will draw you out from where you are hiding, and bring justice to your family.�
I�d seen better-written threats in chalk at my sister�s schoolyard. There was a shuffle of stock music, ushering in an animated bumper that sent them into another segment. My face disappeared.
I sank back into the chair, looking across the counter at nothing. In one sweep, the Guardians had taken from me anyone in my old town who might have come to my support.
My throat had gone dry again. I heard footsteps in the doorway behind me but was too distracted to turn until someone slid into the chair next to me. I turned my head sharply. It was Thad.
�Did you follow me?� I hissed. I would have jumped from him if I wasn�t sure it�d cause a scene. He was by himself.
�You can�t be alone,� Thad replied simply. �You know that.�
I let my breath out. Having a bodyguard stalking me was not something that I found appealing. Likely it was because they�d already seen that if they took their eyes off me then I�d go off and nearly get myself killed. I cursed under my breath.
The bartender clinked a glass of water down in front of Thad and left again. He began to sip slowly, eyes staring blankly ahead at the television.
We sat like that for a while, neither speaking. Thad put his glass down.
�What are you thinking about doing?� he said, almost painfully. I wished I could have dodged his question but he was looking straight at me.
�Thad,� I replied, �my family is dead. My house is burned down. Everything is gone. Do you understand what that means?�
�That you�re blinded with anger,� he suggested. �That you�ll do anything to get your hands on Wyck for what he did. Even if it�s suicide for you and us.�
The words slipped out and he immediately knew how cruel it sounded. I cringed and turned away, drinking more to hide my face.
�I�m sorry,� he relented. �I shouldn�t have said that.�
Talking about it was not making me feel any better, and every time I let my mind wander back it was overcome by images of the burning house. I couldn�t escape it, like a brand seared in to the back of my subconscious, always popping up no matter how hard I tried to block it out.
Thad picked the glass up, drank the rest down, and then stood.
�Come on,� he beckoned. �I want to show you something.�
�No,� I said. �Just go.�
�Please,� he said. It took me unawares. He nodded toward the door.
I gave in. It wasn�t like I had somewhere else to go. I put some cash on the counter and Thad lead me outside. He went down the neighboring lane and into the shadows, where we jumped into flight and headed away from the Valley.
At first I was afraid that he was bringing me back to Callista, and I just didn�t have the heart to hear another scolding from her. But to my relief he turned away from the hills and in the direction of a different part of town. His motions told me that he knew exactly where he wanted to go, so I followed with little regard to the places beneath us.
We passed Beverly Hills, our short-term home. Surprisingly, only a small distance from the beautiful neighborhood, the buildings below us changed into messy structures again. You could easily tell where the rich people had stopped building their rich people homes, because that�s exactly where the roads began to fall into disrepair, and the trash began to be piled higher in the alleys, and the dogs appeared to run free from one lot to the next. Everything stank of rot.
Thad found the rooftop he was looking for�long and flat above an auto garage. This building was not much taller than the bar we�d left, surrounded by others in similar concrete construction. Wind rustled black tarps and broken crates that polluted the roof. I could hear multiple pounding subwoofers below, warring each other to dominate the beat.
Thad hopped onto the wall with his back against the bricks of the corner pillar and his shoes on the concrete edge in front of him. I wasn�t surprised by the lack of concern on his face for the edge, even as the sounds of the cars in the nighttime traffic rumbled below us.
I walked to the edge and peered over, using it as a distraction for my aimless gaze, trying not to look at Thad. Multicolored lights laced the street below us like an array of cheap carnival games. Buildings blocked most of the view but the little I could see was magnificent enough. Los Angeles signs sparkled like purple and green gems, reflecting into the faces of the people and the cars going about their frivolous and self-indulgent tasks. On the surface, everything glittered in LA. Even when I stole a glance at Thad, I could see the city continuing on the other way�ever sparkling, ever alive.
There were high towers in the distance, pinnacles of construction with so many offices and businesses housed within that the radiance of the windows were like tiny cubes of light. But those were far from us. In contrast, the buildings on the streets below were littered with pawn shops made of wind-worn bricks, nightclubs with flashing lights and provocative window signs. Patrons wandered in and out, getting into cars and swerving onto the road, three drunken girls leaving in a limousine. Their clothes sparkled vibrantly and their fake laughs rose to the sky. They were counterfeit diamonds: beautiful outside, repulsive within.
�I bet this would make for a lot of good pictures,� Thad said.
Pictures. I hadn�t snapped a picture in what felt like decades. All of my stuff was destroyed now. But that couldn�t stifle the urge that managed to crawl from under the ashes in my heart. Taking pictures always makes you feel better, Michael.
It just wouldn�t feel the same now, though. My Great Work was gone. A part of me had died with it.
�I already have loads,� I replied emptily.
�You could take more,� Thad said.
�Where would I put them?�
�Well I don�t know,� he said, eyebrows furrowing. �Look, I�m trying to make you feel better but you�re really trashing it all.�
I almost reared up in anger again but chose to glare over the edge instead. After all, I was the one who�d just lost everything. Who was he to tell me that I shouldn�t feel this bad?
A girl in a black dress caught my attention, stumbling between her friends drunkenly and shouting indecipherable nonsense into the night. She and her posse were migrating from one nightclub to another next door, obviously not satisfied by their levels of intoxication yet. Ugh. That type of shallow pointlessness was exactly what I loathed in the normal people who surrounded me at school. Another reason I never fit in with them.
�It�s weird how those people have no idea,� Thad said.
He�d followed my gaze down. Confusion was etched on his face. He studied the people further, almost in the grief of jealousy�the way a lepidopterist might study a butterfly and yearn to be as beautiful.
�I mean,� he went on, �how can we be up here flying around and they�re just down on the ground living their lives? Why were we picked? Why are we sacrificing all this when they don�t even seem to care?�
I didn�t respond. What had been such a fine canvas was now a melancholy portrait of the city below. He was right. Why was this our duty? We were only seventeen.
Thad shook his head, gaze following the people as they disappeared. He looked more worn than before, the fa�ade to keep Callista and I in some semblance of order now removed. He wasn�t even studying the people anymore�he just stared down into nothing.
�I loved people too, before this,� he said abruptly. �So I know how it feels to lose everything, Michael.�
He didn�t look at me as he said it. My hands froze against the flat top of the wall. He cleared his throat.
�I don�t know if she�s alive or dead,� he continued. �They just took her.�
He shielded his face from me by looking at the street, probably not wanting me to read the anguish in his eyes. At first he hesitated, then his fingers slid away and pulled out the shiny skeleton pocket watch. He clicked the watch open out of habit and glanced at the time, before he snapped it closed again and hid it in the fold of his hands.
�Her?� I pressed. He nodded slowly.
�Yeah,� was all I could get out of him at first. There were volumes of stories behind that single word just itching to be free. Thad was doing his best to keep the covers closed. In the end though, he sighed.
�It�s a funny story how we met actually,� he said. �See, my uncle is kind of a bum. He lives in this old singlewide trailer in Washington and drinks most of the day, so I�m the one who has to run out and get jobs if I want food to eat that�s not like�microwave macaroni. Or sardines. I got to be a waiter, so I�d take all the money I made and put some of it to pay for my truck, and some of it for gas, and the rest I�d either save or buy food at the Walmart.�
He couldn�t manage a grin, but his lips turned slightly upward at the memory. �I liked the frozen stuff because it could sit in the freezer all month and I wouldn�t need to waste time going to the store every week. So I�d pile things into my basket and go check out. That�s where I met Sophia.�
Thad said her name sweetly, like the way a composer might speak of his most enthralling sonata. He shifted one of his legs on the ledge.
�She was the checkout girl,� he went on. �I was piling all my frozen pizzas and frozen noodles and frozen lasagna on the belt. She looked at me weird and said something like, �Should I be worried that you�re feeding an Italian army at your house?� I laughed like a crazy person.�
He finally smiled at that part, though he had to lift a hand to wipe away a tear.
�So that was our thing,� he said. �Every month I�d go in to the store, buy a bunch of frozen food, and she�d make fun of it. If I bought frozen enchiladas or burritos, I was hiding the Mexican army. If I got rice she said the Asians were coming. I started doing it on purpose, and then I started going back more than once a week because it started to get funny.�
Thad shrugged. �But then they started to cut some of the checkout jobs. Sophia lost hers. So the last time I was there, she told me that she had to start working at another grocery store way down the road. She didn�t think she�d see me anymore.�
He crossed his arms. �I didn�t think so either. And I felt silly to be sad about it. But the next week, when I went to go get food, you know what I did? I drove all the way across the whole town to go shop at her new store and check out in her line again. It was like a habit. I couldn�t help myself.�
�I told her it�d be much less of a drive if we met somewhere in the middle. So the next day we did, and that was the first date.�
His voice had gone warm with the recollection. With some hesitation, he lifted the skeleton watch between us.
�On the first date, we got bored but neither of us wanted to go home,� he said. �So to get out of the rain we went in to this old shop. Sophia had this grand idea for us to pick cheap things out for each other and then use them as surprises at the end of the day. I was nervous so I got her something boring, some pin-thing for her hair. But I think she already knew me well. She got me this watch. It was crazy and I loved it, because you know me�always checking the time, and this just made it more fun.�
He brushed his fingers through the sides of his hair tensely.
�That was six months ago,� he said. �We�ve seen each other every day after that except three��
His voice trailed away. �Well, now that count�s off, since they took her.�
He didn�t want to go in to this part of the story; his desperation to stay afloat had turned into an anxious flailing. But he had to go on.
�It was 4:56 PM on March 15th,� he said. �We were walking in one of the parks near the trailer. I�d just checked my watch and told her how all the numbers were consecutive. Then all of a sudden, there was this�� he stopped, then shook his head. �I don�t need to go into it. But I was knocked out, and when I woke up, I was in the white room.�
Each word was a heavy block of stone he had to heave out of himself.
�Maybe it was a different white room from yours,� he said. �Maybe there are a dozen white rooms all over the place. I don�t know. But they had Sophia there too, and I just barely remember seeing them drag her out the door screaming for me before I was dozing off again with a needle in my arm.�
His jaw clenched. �I haven�t seen her since.�
He never wept. Somehow, in all the time that he�d been a prisoner, Thad had managed to build such a mental fortress that not even recalling the girl he loved was enough to break through. It could have been his resolve to find her, the uneasy platform on which he stood to keep telling himself that she was alive, when both of us knew she probably wasn�t. The Guardians didn�t have any reason to keep her.
It left us in a heavy gloom. I breathed slowly, trying not to let the torment carry me away.
He finally lifted himself up so that his gaze could meet my eyes�his were bloodshot and filled with haunting memories. The city reflecting in them looked like a desolate wasteland.
�I lost Sophia for you,� he said bluntly. �No�not for you. Because of you. So did Callista with her family. You are important enough for all this, and I know that, but I don�t think you can see how many people have sacrificed to give you a chance at finishing what you started when you were Daniel. �You�re that significant, Michael.�
He nodded at me. �Who you are now is always more important than who you were before. And if you can�t bring yourself to do it because it�s right, then do it for the ones who care about you.�
In so few words, Thad had summed up the invisible foe that I had been fighting: myself. Because now, I wasn�t just myself. I wasn�t just Michael Asher who could go taking clients and driving nice cars and sneaking out and back in at night. Father Lonnie had been speared on a church. Callista�s family had been murdered. Anon still risked himself just to help me. How many others did I not even know about who were, at that very moment, praying secretly that I would somehow survive? Everyone that Callista, Thad, and I loved had already placed his or her lives as collateral for my victory. The debt was now mine to bear.
All along, I�d known what I needed to do, and yet I�d tried to deny it. If I let the Guardians continue, I knew how this would end�I�d already predicted it in another life. I had to take the Guardians� power. I had to cure their poison.
Thad held my gaze for a few seconds and then looked back to the street. The nameless people had vanished, music still pumping through the walls but the streets momentarily emptied. I replayed the dreams like movies in the back of my head, retracing every step from end to beginning. Thad and Callista had run to save me in the second life, even jumping in front of me to block the bullet. And in the first, they had hurried with me up the winding stairs, knowing full well that there was no escape, that the moment we dashed out into the night we would be caught and killed. They�d done it for me.
�Underground,� I gasped suddenly.
Thad looked up at me. �What?�
All at once, something from the dream that had been pushed to the back of my subconscious leapt into the forefront. It was so obvious that it was nearly blinding.
How could I have missed that? Such a tiny detail�
�What did you say?� Thad demanded, rising up as he looked at my stricken face.
�M-my dream,� I managed to force out. �The first one, from my first life when I hid the Blade. There were stairs. You and Callista and me were running up stairs from a basement.�
Thad comprehended what this meant at the same time I did.
�The Blade is under the restaurant!� he realized.
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I whipped my phone out of my pocket immediately. Not even a genius would claim wide enough knowledge of random trivia to match the Internet. It only took a few searches to find the answer we were looking for.
�The restaurant is built on the church�s foundation,� Thad told Callista, after a whirlwind of a flight back to the cliff. She stood with arms crossed, dubiously looking from his face to mine.
�There�s a basement under it,� Thad insisted, like she hadn�t heard him. �Somewhere in that basement is a door that nobody knows about.�
She still didn�t look convinced. I held my phone out so she could see what was on the screen: a history of the restaurant on its website, detailing how the original owner Gustav Fabolli had bought the worthless spot from the Catholic Church and turned it into a family business.
�It�s from the dream,� I said. �In the first one, we were running up stairs behind a hidden door. So if nobody knew it was there, then nobody�s moved it, and the Blade is still inside.�
�So there�s some secret door under the Italian restaurant?� Callista repeated. I caught the incredulity in her voice instantly. I�d thought that Callista would feel the same rush that Thad and I had, and her disinterest was throwing a damper on our discovery.
She twisted her face up and looked to Thad. �I thought we decided to hide for a while.�
Thad was taken aback too. He blinked a few times, unable to gather his words.
�Yes�� he said slowly. �But things have changed.�
�You know what this means, right?� I insisted to her. �Wyck thinks the Blade is somewhere up north. But it�s not. So while he�s traveling all the way up there, we have a chance to get it. Then they won�t touch us. What�s the one thing they�re afraid of more than anything?�
Being human: I knew that for certain. I�d already seen that on their faces, their utter disgust for the creatures they deemed so inferior. Fear of death drove them to insane lengths.
She was right, though: the Blade was why I�d been killed in the first place. But what was I supposed to do? Run off and hide even though I was so certain the Blade was there? I might have done that a while ago. It was different now. It was time for me to make their sacrifices worth it.
Callista appeared to be thinking the same, debating it inside though still not looking convinced. She�d changed too. Maybe it was because of my recklessness. She didn�t want to fight now. She wanted to retreat and regroup in someplace safe.
��Let�s try,� I insisted. �Just one more time. And if it�s not there, we�ll go east and disappear. I just can�t leave without taking this one chance.�
That decided it for her. Maybe it was the fact that there weren�t tears in my eyes anymore and somehow the renewed determination showed in my gaze. Her set shoulders fell as she uncrossed her arms. Thad and I turned, and with running bounds, we flew off the cliff like a small formation of birds, heading in the direction of Los Angeles.
* * *
The moon was masked behind heavy clouds, throwing the city into an even darker gloom than usual. Scattered cars and people continued on their duties, unperturbed by the time. It was as if Los Angeles simply refused to bind its life to the day hours, lights in the tall skyscrapers still burning for late-night workers and the windows of cheap fast food restaurants still alit.
Luckily, though, the darkness managed to conceal us when we landed in a deserted alleyway as our camouflage wore off. And just in time too, as a group of rowdy pedestrians walked by the opening. We startled them and they scraped to a stop�a group of rough teenage boys in baggy clothes�but when Thad stood up to his full height, they continued on in a hurry.
�You�re good at scaring people,� I murmured to Thad, rubbing my hands together under the bluish color of the streetlamp. �I could use you, if�you know, I ever go back to taking clients.�
�How so?� Thad asked, as we started to walk toward the end of the alley, wind whistling around the corner. I shrugged.
�I think I caught four Glimpses when you stood up and puffed yourself out like that,� I told him. �Those guys thought about robbing us for a second, then you changed their minds.�
Thad gave a tiny chuckle. Callista shook her head though she was obviously entertained. Our banter had lightened the air that for the longest time had seemed too brutal to yield. I tried to push it aside so that I could focus, but each time the skin around my wrists and ankles stung I was reminded of the gurney�s straps that had rubbed them raw. But my hurt became like a battery to me. It made my steps stronger. There was a mission, a purpose now.
Revenge? Maybe; but I preferred retribution.
We turned the corner and continued along our quiet path on the sidewalk. Tall lamps went up and down the street and continued so far that they only disappeared when the hill blocked them from view. Only one car drove far off in the distance, and even though I studied the windows of the buildings around us, each step only confirmed to me that nobody was watching. I saw Fabolli�s from a block away.
Callista fell beside me as we walked, stony and determined. I knew she didn�t like this idea, especially now that we were out in the open for these few minutes. She kept studying the windows and dark spaces, hands swinging tensely and always ready to produce her claws the moment she might need them.
�We�re alright,� I assured her. She nodded.
�If it�s there, then we�re safe,� I said. �We�ll have an upper hand. It�ll throw them off.�
�One bullet and you�re dead,� she reminded me. �You don�t think they�ll sniper you out? Having that Blade just makes you more of a target than before.�
�And it makes them far more scared than ever,� I replied. She pressed her lips together, choosing not to continue. We crossed the street, our steps the only sound besides the whistle of the crossing sign and the fizzle of a neon light. The green shutters on the restaurant�s windows were now nearly invisible in the shadow of its porch overhang.
I led them around to the back. Breaking in to buildings was not my specialty, but I�d been forced to do it once or twice when clients had conveniently �forgotten the keys�. Picking a lock brought my heaviest surcharge because it carried such a high risk of prosecution. Also, when chasing down cheating lovers, sometimes picking a locked door revealed sights I never wanted to see�I kept the charge high in case I�d need therapy one day.
As I expected, there was a door tucked away in an alley behind the restaurant. I didn�t have my picklock set. It didn�t really matter though. A quickly lifted hand and the slashing of five blades all at once took care of both the lock and the handle. The noise sounded like swords grinding against each other�or on this side of town, more likely a drunk scraping the side of his car against a wall he�d swerved too close to. When the employees arrived the next day, they�d likely think a bear had mauled their door.
A bear loose on Pico Boulevard. I could just imagine all the locals curling up in a panic. I grinned and shoved what remained of the door open with my shoulder. There was no alarm. That was one of many mistakes the owners of this shop had made. I should have offered security consultations too.
The thrill of my easy entrance pushed me faster, even allowing some excitement to seep through. With cautious steps, we entered in to the kitchen: long countertops sitting above cheap floors, spatulas and utensils and knives hanging in rows against the wall. I couldn�t see much more than a flicker from a pilot light inside an oven, the lights from a refrigerator door, the red glow of a digital clock on the wall. Everything was heavily noiseless.
I held my hands out to avoid bumping the edge of something. I heard Thad fiddling with his flashlight and he finally got it on, but the beam was so weak that it would only shine a few feet around our shoes.
�Sorry guys,� he apologized. He took the lead though, sweeping the ground in front of us and trying to light up the walls. The radiance gleamed against the bottoms of hanging pots like they were misted mirrors, onto the metal of the industrial freezers and sinks, across the knives and cleavers washed and ready for the next day�s business. If we were lucky, we wouldn�t even need to leave this room. If there was a basement, surely the door would have been designed to sit in here.
Unfortunately, though Thad swept the walls with light on all sides, there were no doorways other than the one we�d passed through and the exit to the dining area. So Thad continued ahead and pushed the flapping doors apart with his side.
When we stepped through and into the nearly pitch-black hallway, suddenly my outstretched hand was caught by another. I jumped, but recognized the soft fingers instantly: Callista�s. She clutched mine, riveted in terror and trembling. Her fear had been disguised by the inky darkness that she was so afraid of.
It distracted me immediately. My mind traitorously started to debate what her hand in mine meant. Was she actually trying to hate me less? We walked like this behind Thad, searching the walls for a door.
The blinds on the front of the restaurant were closed so the windows provided only minimal light. Cleaned booths and tables were lined up in neat rows. Thad�s light skimmed over them, careful to avoid the windows and door. He let the beam go up the wall, across the old jukebox, around the cashier�s computer.
We all spotted it at the same time: a wide-open frame with no door beside the counter, obviously leading down because of the sloped roof beyond. We darted toward it until we�d all gathered in front of the entrance.
�There�s our basement,� Thad said. His light revealed a set of wooden stairs. He didn�t wait for us to reply before heading down.
The steps creaked unsteadily beneath our feet. At the bottom lay a giant room with green carpet, and wooden paneling on the walls littered by outdated neon signs and old license plates. Four pool tables sat in a neat row in the center, with chairs hijacked from the upstairs tables in disorder around the games. A row of pool sticks hung on the wall beside a change machine. The ceiling was so low that it was only a few inches above Thad�s head. A game room.
I was about to say something snarky, but was cut short when Thad�s flashlight shone into the corner of the room. All of a sudden, I was hit with a strange feeling of d�j� vu so strong that it caused me to turn and look back up the stairs, trying to shake off the momentary dizziness.
�This is definitely the right place,� I spluttered. Thad shone the flashlight at me.
�I remember this� I went on, �It wasn�t this place, but looking up that stairway. This flat roof. It�s weird. Claustrophobic.�
�Familiar?� Thad pressed. I nodded.
�Definitely,� I replied. He was relieved.
�Then we�re in the right spot,� he said. �But unless the Blade is a pool stick, we�re still looking for another door, right?�
I nodded, drawing away from them but finding that Callista wouldn�t release my hand. So I pulled her along with me, hoping that my palms wouldn�t sweat into hers as I nervously studied the walls, trying to recall my dream. Obviously, this basement was part of the heavy foundation from the original church. It hadn�t changed at all since my first life, except for the new walls and the tables. If I was only to line this up with what I remembered from my dream�
It clicked like a peg sliding into a slot. When I stood in the far corner of the room, suddenly it was like I was back in my dream again. The familiar urge returned: the push to run away, to hurry up the steps and outside, even though I could see that there was now a restaurant beyond the opening.
�Over here!� I whispered, running my free hand along the wall. Finally Callista let me go so that she could press her palms against the walls too. The wood paneling fought to throw me off so I had to imagine it wasn�t there.
�That spot?� Callista checked. I nodded, then dove out of the way as her fists suddenly came forward. With sharp, commanding jabs, her silver hands pounded the wood like eggshells in two strokes. Thad and I jumped forward to peel the wrecked panels off, revealing that behind it was a wall of solid white stone.
Instantly, the newly revealed walls fell into place in my memories. In another life, I�d pressed against this wall and sealed a doorway behind it. I ran my fingers across the flat panel instinctively, feeling the cold rock, discovering the thinnest of seams too small for even a fingernail. As the memories of the dream came back, a lump formed in my throat. I knew that if I tore all those hideous panels off the walls and threw the games upstairs, then this room would be the exact same as I had left it minutes before I�d died the first time.
We were so close to finding the Blade that when I whirled around to look at the others, I saw that their faces had matching expressions of anticipation.
�There�s no hinge or anything,� Thad observed.
�If I remember correctly,� I said, �the whole thing kinda just sealed into the wall. I don�t think we�re going to get it open in a normal way again.�
Thad shrugged. �Not like that�s ever stopped us before.�
Callista nodded with a knowing grin. Seeing her face brighten gave me the confidence I needed. So with renewed power inside, I spun back to the wall, claws out. I wasn�t sure how much strength those blades could take before they�d crack off. They�d been rather strong against everything they�d faced before. No time for hesitation.
I jabbed my fist forward. Their bladed tips slammed into the wall so heavily that I was pushed backwards, shoes sliding. They�d broken deep chips off, though, so that was encouraging. I shook my head. This was going to take some extra work.
I started again, this time with legs spread to support myself. I�d slam with the scale-covered back of my hands and then dig at the cracks with my blades, sending slivers of rock and whirling streams of dust flying through the air. I had to close my eyes lest I be blinded by the stones that darted at me, the blades hitting like picks then slashing like saws, grating the stones down with such a horrible noise I feared someone outside would surely hear.
But no one came, so I continued to attack. It was working. I beat it again and again, and before I realized it, I was hitting the wall with angry, vengeful growls, striking it as if the stone was Wyck standing before me. It was a thousand screams of pent up anger let out soundlessly, my voice replaced by the cries of the wall as I tore it to bits.
The smooth outer surface was soon wrecked and slowly began to thin out and turn gray. Suddenly, at the very center I saw one of my blades break a tiny hole through. I felt a spray of cold air in my face.
I battered the wall with even more passion. In seconds, the center of it crumbled, and all at once there was an opening covered in falling dust and debris. I beat it again and again, and the wall crumbled even further.
I felt a hand on my shoulder reaching to stop me and all of a sudden I was back from my frenzy. I coughed when I breathed in too quickly. Thad motioned for me to lift the edge of my shirt to my mouth.
The dust was thick and refused to settle easily, and even Thad�s flashlight wouldn�t cut through it. But sure enough, I saw that there was now a hole in the wall, and beyond it on the ground, a wide metal plate. It was a single stair, and as the dust fell to the ground, I was able to see that others curved down behind it.
The circular stairway.
When I saw it, I drew in air too quickly again and fell into another fit of coughs. Thad patted me on the back as I doubled over.
�Should I run and get you water?� he offered. I shook my head and waved a hand at him. I wasn�t going to let that stop me now. I knelt toward the opening I�d made so I could see through the hole better. I took the flashlight from Thad and shone the light down.
I couldn�t see far around the corner. But when I turned the beam of the light downward, I saw through the large slits in the steps that they wound far out of my eyesight. I kicked the lower part of the wall, widening the hole and placing a foot through.
The others didn�t seem as eager to step inside, so for a few moments I was entirely in the dark of the tunnel by myself. One of my hands rested on the cold stone, the other waving for them to follow me. Callista went first with widened eyes as she crawled through the jagged hole. Thad was even more hesitant, so I took his light and guided him inside.
�We�re so close,� I whispered to them, voice sounding like it was in a can. At first, none of us walked ahead, studying our new surroundings. The tunnel was no wider than a car, like a tall chimney vent from some underground base the military had forgotten about. When I shone the light up, the ceiling was just inches above our heads, and when I turned it down the middle, it wasn�t bright enough to see the end.
I took up the lead. The steps were hollow and metallic, supported by heavy beams. Each time I stepped further down, it was like walking deeper into the heart of a drum. The stairs were so tightly packed that their bottoms nearly touched our heads as we walked below them.
It was difficult to feel any eagerness when I was surrounded by tons of rock. Who knew how sturdily this place was constructed? After all these decades, maybe the walls had worn down, and if we only touched it in the wrong way, it would collapse and bury us alive. We were so far underground that nobody would hear us screaming. The tunnel would become one tall, triple-occupied coffin.
Step. Step. Step. The metal reverberated. Step. Step. I quickened my pace, feeling that the ground was coming up soon.
�A few seconds later, I left the last step abruptly. The solid ground took me unawares and I had to catch my balance. The flashlight spilled all over the room.
Where the stairs ended, a gray carpet began. The walls were so narrow that I couldn�t have stretched my elbows out. They were lined with bookshelves going as high as the ceiling. Glass panels in front of the shelves guarded what appeared to be an assortment of old tattered books and bound up stacks of paper, mostly eaten by age and appearing too weak to touch without turning to dust. The hall ran at least ten steps like this until the next opening. I shone the light into the shelves curiously, wondering if the Blade was anywhere in them. What was I even looking for, exactly? How would I have hid it in my first life?
I didn�t think it was there, and by that time I was content with trusting my instincts. So we continued to the end, where the room opened up one final time.
The crypt was circular with a roof that domed over our heads. It was about as large as my living room, the walls made of rough, undecorated stone that was chipped and cracked in many places, lines running through it like the marks of marble. The space was incredibly empty. The only thing inside was a rectangular pillar in the center that looked like it had once held a coffin.
Something was on the pillar, but it wasn�t a casket. It was a rectangular box with a design on its top so intricate I couldn�t help but recognize it right away. In the midst of the swirling artwork and the sweeps of expertly molded metal were two orb-like stalks protruding from the center of the box. Just like the box in the bank.
No less than a perfect place to secure the Blade.
We all laid eyes on the box at once, and suddenly the room became a rush to see who would reach it first. Thad managed to grab it, heaving its bulk up into his arms and trying to open it with his bare hands. I stopped him quickly.
�Let an expert do it,� I told him with a grin. He dropped it into my hands and I sat on the low stone pillar, turning the box so its eyes would face me when they opened. Thad pointed the light straight down as I moved my fingers along the sides of the box, clicking down the levers just as I�d done before.
I�d moved two of them, when suddenly there was a noise.
All three of our heads shot up to look toward the source. It�d been so soft that if they hadn�t reacted at the same time, I�d have thought it only my imagination. I�d heard a tiny, hollow clang, like a pencil being dropped into a pot or a penny hit with a hammer. But in the silence that was the crypt, even that sound felt decibels louder.
�What time does the place open?� I whispered to Thad. He�d darted the beam of his flashlight down instinctively, covering it with his palm. I felt Callista�s fingers tighten on my shoulder.
�Not until ten,� Thad replied. �I checked. They do lunch and dinner.�
We sat in a hush, no one moving, all of us hardly daring to breath. The only light in the room now came from Thad�s red, glowing hand that hid the flashlight. We listened. My fingers still hovered over the third lever.
Nothing.
�The wall,� I thought aloud. �One of the chips fell off onto the stairs.�
They let out the breaths they�d been holding. Thad uncovered the light again, Callista shaking her head and grinning at how ridiculously skittish we were. They leaned over me as I worked the lid like a master, finding and clicking the third lever.
As I did, the tiny gears started to whirr, the two pieces over the eyes parting. Callista stood beside me enraptured, her hand on my shoulder to support herself as she leaned over for a better look.
The gears continued to turn on their own unhurried course, winding until the metal eyelids stopped. Eerily, there were now four pairs of eyes in the room. The ones set into the box hovered in the same clear liquid as I�d seen before. Except these eyes were bright and brown, almost the color of white oak wood. Their pupils were wide as if already detecting that it was dark in the room, or maybe because somehow after all these years they were recognizing me.
A scrape.
I jumped, all three of our heads going up again. Had that been another sound?
Thad extinguished his light yet again. What was making that noise? It was like we were in a cave, all senses heightened by the silence. If a mouse had ventured down that far and bit into a kernel of corn, the noise might have made us jump.
�I heard it,� Callista confirmed shakily.
�Was it another rock?� Thad whispered. I clutched the box close in my arms. Was that faraway sound the creak of a shoe or just my imagination playing with the emptiness?
�Silent alarm?� I said. I wanted to see if Thad was shaking his head but I couldn�t see him at all. We sat like statues, waiting, letting it sink in just how cornered we were if�
Psss.
It came from the doorway: a tiny hiss like a snake.
Then a flash of light burst so powerfully that all of us lifted our arms to cover our faces. The room that had been black was immediately white for half of a second, like a camera bulb going off across the room.
It disappeared as quickly as it had exploded.
A fizzle of smoke.
Another pop.
Another flash.
This time, I saw everything. In the doorway were the figures of three people, two of them wearing police armor with long lenses on their goggles�night vision. The man in the center was Wyck. In his hand was a long tube that continued to explode with light like a rock concert, popping like guns and spraying smoke all over the room. He threw it at us, and like a stop-motion movie, I saw the flare cutting through the distance.
They�d found us!
The flare went on and I found myself running, seeing Thad and Callista dive across the room to escape the two men that came after them. Then the room went black and I shouted for them, voice echoing as I struggled to find where the door was, where it was safe to stand, where the arms that clamped over me were coming from.
The room went white again.
Black again.
I kicked and yelled and fought, getting free only to be thrown into the wall with a heavy body leaning against me. The case fell from my hands as the light flashed again.
No, no, no. Not now! How did they find us?
The room went black. I heard Wyck shout an order, a scrape as the Blade�s case was picked up off the ground.
White. Callista screamed for Thad and I screamed for Callista, a flying punch from Thad knocking one of the men to the floor as others stormed in, ordering us to the ground. The sounds of their megaphones burned my ears in the cramped space.
Black. My fist threw the heavy man off me and I heard his back hit the opposite wall.
White. The lights shone off claws that now filled the room. Wyck still had his hidden but now he was holding the Blade case in his arms, grinning in his wildly terrifying way as he stared across the room from me. The officers slammed in to Callista and Thad, who were trying to get around the masked night-vision men who�d cornered them. Get out. Run, both of you!
Black. There were shouts and grunts of pain. My claws sliced ahead by instinct and I heard them slash across something sickeningly, the front of my clothes sprayed with a warm liquid.
White. I saw the door. Wyck had his back to me, already leaving. Callista and Thad beat the men away.
Black. I made a run for it.
The rapidly pulsating light and the smoke clouded my vision. The noise deafened me. But I was able to run, to chase after Wyck. I heard the guards shouting after me, reaching to grab me by the leg, so I pushed them aside as I stumbled into the hall.
�Go!� I heard Thad shout, pushing me ahead. I needed the Blade! Where was Wyck?
Thad pushed me harder so I obeyed, with he and Callista right behind me. I heard one of the officers shouting for others in the hall to grab us but I leapt over their heads, throwing myself into the air and crashing against the glass of the bookshelves. I heard things clattering, my feet catching faces as I went over them, then I was on the stairs and running, running, running.
�Hurry!� I shouted to Callista and Thad, not able to waste a second to look back. I heard the men behind us, the same who�d been so stealthy now caring nothing for how much noise their boots made on each step. I was going so fast that I knew any second I would trip, my foot would catch the end of one of the stairs and then they�d have me. But somehow I managed to keep going, always staying three steps ahead of our pursuers.
I could see the top! The light of morning had started from outside, a gray glow spreading down through the basement and through our hole, so dim that if I hadn�t been underground I wouldn�t have been able to notice it. The clanging behind me continued, the yelling, the pops and flashes�
Like a bird running from his cage, I dove through the rocky opening in the wall, rolling across the stones and scraping my arms and cheek. I couldn�t stop, scrambling up the steps, around the counter and back into the kitchen now lit by the morning. The door was still open�
I skidded through and suddenly I was in the air. The slam of clear, smokeless sky was the greatest relief, clearing my senses, giving me the strength to fly even faster. The ground was already disappearing and the dark clouds were within reach.
Suddenly, I was hit with a terrifying awareness. Where was Callista? And Thad?
Like a freight train driving over me, I realized that they weren�t with me anymore. I nearly stopped, but my flight continued on its own, pulling me higher into the sky. Where were they? Hadn�t they been right behind me second ago?
Maybe they�d escaped through the other door? Or they�d gone another way? I searched the sky to see if they�d scrambled off to hide. I was already so far from the restaurant that I couldn�t even see it. Everything had become a mess of buildings and shadows from the sliver of dawn that�d appeared. Cars were out in droves now, drowsy people walking with coffees in their hands and breakfast drive-thrus filling up.
I hovered in place, feet dangling beneath me, eyes searching wildly for any sign of the others. It was hard to see with the fog. No! I couldn�t have left them behind!
Suddenly, I was slammed into from the side.
Like a missile coming out of nowhere, someone had flown out of the cloud and rammed into me, sending me into a spiral. I struggled to regain my balance, twisting only for me to be struck by my attacker again from the other side. I couldn�t find which way was up and went plummeting toward the earth.
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Desolation

I fell toward the ground like shattered pieces of a clay target. The treetops neared, spinning in circles as I whirled uncontrollably. I tried in vain to catch the air, to bring myself up as the gray concrete rushed to meet my face.
Arms grabbed me around my middle, slamming with me into the ground and rolling in a bout of grass. The momentum carried us until we rammed into the side of a tree and stopped abruptly.
I sprawled beside it to catch my breath, dizzily trying to roll over. I shook my head, clearing my vision of the haze, looking up to find that I was in the middle of a large park. Trees that surrounded the concrete path blocked me from view of the cars I could hear already racing nearby to go about their business, drivers oblivious to my latest almost-demise. Sensing danger was near, I scrambling to my feet�only to have the back of my shirt grabbed and my body slung against the tree.
�Don�t run!� came a sudden, mechanical hiss, like a toy robot whose batteries were dying. I spun, ready to fight, but a hand hit my side, grabbing for something in my pocket, taking it before I could react.
I leapt away as my attacker threw whatever he�d grabbed onto the concrete beside us. With his back to me, he began stabbing at the device with his foot. Before I knew what was happening, his boot had already cracked the screen of my cell phone. The next stab split it into crumbled fragments.
�Hey!� I shouted. He struck it again, glass and plastic going everywhere. My mouth hung open for a moment but then I realized he wasn�t even watching me anymore. Let him keep the stupid phone.
�You�are�an�idiot!� the mechanical voice continued before I could run, the boot stabbing my phone with each word. Finally, satisfied by the dusty pile that remained, the man spun back to me.
He wasn�t any of the people I�d expected, the claws that I�d lifted to slice him hesitating. He was dressed in a sweeping black coat much too heavy for the sun of California, the cloth gathered around his legs and the collar turned up over his neck. He wore gloves on his hands. His face was like a block of stone, middle-aged and entirely hairless.
But that was only for a second. Before my eyes, the face of the bald man suddenly changed. Like they�d turned to putty, his cheeks sank in, the bones shifted out, his eyes became thinner, and the irises faded from brown to gray. Black hair grew from his head like grass, a covering of stubble on his chin.
I wanted to run.
�Don�t you dare, Mr. Asher,� the voice warned from the mouth of the new man. The sound was the same as before: deep and processed, like a computer was speaking the words with incorrect pitches and accents.
�You�re a master of idiocy,� the voice proclaimed. �It�s a wonder you live an entire day without supervision.�
He waved his hand at my destroyed phone. �Did you even think once that maybe you should get rid of your phone? That maybe they�d had time to tinker with it while you were strapped down and immobile in the interrogation room?�
I was at a loss for words. The man was furious and yet wasn�t making any move to attack. I drew back a small step.
�How do you think they�ve been following you, Mr. Asher?� he continued his tirade. �How�d they know you went to that tunnel? Because of your damned phone. Because you�re a damned idiot.�
He kicked the shards and sent pieces skittering down the concrete walk. It hit me all at once: somehow, Wyck had followed me by using my phone as a tracking device.
�W-�who are you�?� I demanded with an unintentional stammer, still ready to fight if I needed. I could feel the blood going cold in the ends of my fingers as I realized that I�d led Wyck right to us without even knowing�and according to who?
The man spun back to face me. He had a new face again. Now, his skin was wrinkled, his eyes and hair a matching gray. He looked like one of the gentle old men I�d sometimes see wandering in the park and feeding the ducks, if not for the fiery rage in his eyes.
�Who do you think I am?� he spat. �Who else would risk everything to save you once again when you�ve just gone and blundered it all up?�
He scoffed distastefully at me. �Your brazen disregard for all the sacrifices made for you only proves you are not prepared for a part in restoring the Grand Design.�
When he said that, I knew exactly who he was.
�Anon!� I gasped, but he sliced a hand through the air to silence me. I was left with my mouth open, fingers that had been fists loosening, feeling my face go pale.
As if to prove just how anonymous he still remained, his face had continued to change as we spoke. He was old then he was young again, then in the seconds of dumbfounded silence, I watched his skin sink into bags and hang off flabby cheeks. No matter how many new people he became or how many times the irises changed colors, his eyes continued to glare at me with distaste. I noticed that around his neck, nearly hidden by the collar of his jacket, was a black circle, almost like a thin, mechanical scarf�some device of Guardian technology, no doubt.
�I�m sorry,� I said, feeling wretched inside. Even the ever-changing disguises could not mask the urgency and importance I felt radiating from this man.
He showed me no sympathy. He shook his head sharply, changing form again, growing hair that was parted over his forehead.
�Do you have any idea how much you�ve ruined?� he went on. �Searching the Internet on a phone they already knew was yours? Carrying it with you everywhere you went, so they could trace your exact location any second of the day or night?�
�I�I thought I�d led Wyck to go north��
Anon would hear none of it.
�Because of you, they now have the Blade,� he hissed. �They�ll do anything to get you to open its case. They�ll pry bits of your skin away piece by piece until you can�t tell your screams from the sounds of their tools. They�ll get you to open that case.�
He threw both of his hands apart in exasperation. �But I�ve been the stupid one. I�m to blame for helping you, when I should have let you die long ago when you first started doing things wrong.�
All of his horrible words were bullets. It was all sinking in at once what had just transpired. How could I have been so stupid?! I hadn�t even taken a second to think of all these things that now looked so obvious, and with every word Anon�s rasping voice said, I only felt all the more dejected, all the more a failure.
And Callista and Thad�were they still left behind? Were they even still alive?
�I�tried,� I said, voice cracking. I was not going to tear up. I was not going to let Anon see me even weaker than he already thought I was. Because I had tried. I had put everything I could into getting the Blade, to finishing what I hadn�t managed to do two lives ago. I�d lost everything for this stupid plan, and yet Anon, in all his forms, only looked at me like I was the worst disappointment of a person he�d ever met.
�When has trying ever been good enough for you, Mr. Asher?� he said. �You are not a try-er. You make things happen. You live when you should die and you fight when you should give up. So don�t tell me that you �tried�.�
He shook his head again. �I should blame myself. Perhaps I haven�t instilled in you how important you are. Perhaps you still have no idea that the entire world rests on your shoulders.�
His voice was getting lower, shoulders falling in resignation. I didn�t want to see him giving up like that because it meant that he was giving up on me. But what could I say in my defense? He had a reply for everything.
�What do I do?� I asked him.
�Nothing,� he said. �You do nothing.�
�But what about Callista and Thad?� I said. �And the Blade?�
�The Guardians have it now,� he replied. �There�s nothing you can do.�
He shoved his gloved hands into his pockets. �It�s over, Mr. Asher. It�s time for you to let this go.�
�But where do I go?� I couldn�t get my voice much higher than a whisper. What little I�d built up from the ashes of my lost life was now crashing around me again, like it�d been made of sand all along. I didn�t have anywhere to run even if I wanted to.
�It doesn�t matter,� Anon said, now with pale, bald skin again. �I can�t risk helping you anymore.�
He gave the already-destroyed phone a final crunch under his boot. �They won�t find you for a while. Stay away from phones and don�t check your email. Use the cash.�
As he said this, he was already starting to turn away from me. But his departure was all too soon. I still had no answers, no direction.
�I�I can�t do anything?� I said, desperate to hear something from him. If he was giving up on me, I knew I didn�t have any hope. I was like a ship approaching a harbor without a lighthouse, a pilot with no ground control.
He shrugged with a reluctant surrender.
�You can die,� he said, empty of any malice but still edged with ice. It was spoken just as simply as he might have told me the time.
�Come back in seventeen years,� he told me. �You�ll have a better chance then. I�ll be waiting.�
And with that, Anon pushed from the ground with the tips of his shoes and was carried over the trees.
He disappeared from view. I was left in the hush of the park. Empty. Alone.
* * *
I found a park bench, and sat.
Early morning walkers strolled by, but didn�t acknowledge me.
Pigeons fluttered down to the grass around my feet as if I wasn�t even there.
I was a statue bent over with my head resting in my palm, as the sun rose like a golden coin and threw my ever-shrinking shadow across the dewy grass.
A fountain trickled nearby, water splashing in a static noise.
A driver slammed on the brakes, tires squealing against pavement.
I lifted my hand to stare at it. What have I become? I thought.
With no one around�not that I truly cared anymore�I allowed my scales to slide out from under my skin, each poking forth slowly before overlapping with those beneath. They were like tiny panels, mirroring slightly so that I could see a misty reflection of my face, as if my hand was a shattered mirror. Would seeing those scales enmeshed with my own skin ever become natural? Would they ever allow me to go back to just being Michael Asher again?
My eyes shifted and I saw the only answer I needed in the irremovable silver ring around my finger. Even the birthmark I�d had all my life had been blotted away by a new one.
Such a fitting metaphor for who I was now. The old Michael had transformed. The snake had shed its skin for a new one.
But not entirely, I countered. Most of my real skin still remained just as most of my identity did. But I couldn�t deny it: enough of me had changed. My old life had withered away and fallen off just as my birthmark had. I was bound like a slave to this ring: a slave to the silver. This was my reality now.
* * *
As time wore on and the brightness of day began to shine against my face, I managed to lift myself from the bench and take to the air again. I could have turned in any direction and it would have been just as good as any other, because there was no real destination anymore. I didn�t have a family to rush and save. I didn�t have a Blade to go hunting for, or a letter from Anon to track down, or anything left at all for that matter.
But habits had a strange way of working in me, so I chose to fly toward the cliff where our trio had taken refuge so many times. To my surprise, as I neared it, my eyes caught the form of someone who�d already gotten there before me. I saw her hair flying from the heavy wind:� Callista! I swooped down and landed hard on my feet.
�You made it!� I gasped, dashing over to her in disbelief. She dropped the sleeping bag and ran for me too, standing on the ends of her toes so I could wrap my arms around her. I crushed her to me so tightly that she was lifted from her feet, and I didn�t even try to hold back my tears of relief as they dried against the shoulder of her shirt.
�I thought for sure you were caught,� I said, still not letting her free. It wasn�t like I�d be able to, anyway�her arms were wrapped around my neck just as tightly.
�I knew you were alive or else I wouldn�t be here,� she said, voice muffled. But she was gasping small sounds of relief with tears at the same time. We both trembled, the terror of the ambush still racing through us. Her arms were scraped from the scuffle in the crypt, both of us covered with gashes that showed through lines of dried blood. But at least having her there made things better in a tiny increment.
Something was missing, though. I let her slide down to her feet, holding her by the sides of her arms, glancing around the precipice in case I was mistaken.
�Thad?� I said, not wanting to hear the answer. I felt Callista�s arms loosen.
�I�I saw him�taken away.� She had to force herself to say it. I wanted to disbelieve her but a single look at her face told me how certain she was. Her eyes were bloodshot, cheeks red and lower lip shaking.
My hands dropped from her sides. Not Thad.
She looked like she wanted to say something else but instead she turned and went back to the work she�d been doing. Two of the black sleeping bags were sitting near the end of the cliff, and she seized one of them and ripped it apart, shaking the stuffing out over the edge before tossing the material away. She continued with this on the other, as I sank to lean against the rocky wall. Not Thad. We needed Thad. He should have been there trying to regroup us, trying to convince Callista and I that things weren�t nearly as bad as they looked. How could he have been left behind? He was the strongest of all of us!
I guess I knew the answer to that. After all, he was Thad. He probably tried to take on our attackers at once so we could get away. It was just the type selfless thing Thad would do without hesitating.
Callista tossed the last sleeping bag over the edge, a strong wind sending the stuffing whirling like snow, the last of any evidence we�d been there. The air hit us in gusts like a storm was approaching, sending waves through my hair as I sat in the corner. Callista walked over to join me and we pressed close beside each other.
When the quiet became too heavy, she slid her hand across the distance to touch mine. I grasped hers like it could keep me from being swept away. We became each other�s anchor.
�What will they do to him?� I asked her.
�They�ll want the box opened,� she told me. �They�ll do things to him until he tells them where you are.�
I looked down, feeling my heart sink.
�If he dies before I do,� I asked, �what happens?�
Silence. Her breathing was sporadic, heavy, labored.
�He�ll be gone,� she said. �If one of your Chosens dies before you, they don�t come back the next time. Wyck made sure we knew�one of us was always dispensable.�
Her hand quivered in mine. I couldn�t lift my eyes from the expanse of rock around my feet, the grass that brushed up and down my leg like fingers.
�You know he won�t give us up,� I said, choking. �He�d die before.�
And at that, Callista�s tears began to fall. She leaned over and laid her head against my shoulder, and I held her up as best I could, a tiny cry escaping before she forced it back down. I couldn�t bring myself to wrap my other arm around her because I was just as heartbroken as she was.
�I�m sorry,� she said into my shoulder. �I did all this.�
She sounded so guilty�more than she should have. I wanted to counter her remorse, to say that she�d had no choice at all: that really, this was on my conscience, that I was to blame for all our lives being lost. But there was something different than that behind her voice, something that went much deeper than her hurt. She sniffed and tried to regain control of herself but only ended up pushing from me, wiping her eyes with her wrist.
�There�s stuff you don�t know,� she said. �I didn�t tell you and Thad because I knew you�d hate me. But all of this is my fault.�
�Why would we hate you?� I said in disbelief. My first meeting with Callista had been after she�d taken down a plane to keep me safe. Of all of us, she�d been the safest, done the most planning, held Thad and I back when we were going to do something stupid. What could she possibly be talking about�hating her? That was impossible.
She shook her head.
�I�I was caught by the Guardians before you or Thad,� she blurted. �I didn�t know what was going on. They just�they just killed my whole family.�
Her shoulders slumped even further. �And I couldn�t take it. So I just told them where you and Thad were. That�s how they found you in the first place. I told them.�
The guilt she�d been feeling and hiding all this time was finally out in the open, but it burned like a splinter being drawn from a deep wound. What was I supposed to say? I wanted to comfort her, to tell her that it was alright, that she�d just made a mistake, that it wasn�t that bad after all. But to say those things would have been an insult to everything we�d lost. That it was alright that Thad had lost Sophia, that I had lost my family, that we had lost the Blade, and now that we�d lost our friend.
So I said nothing. She said nothing. The silence meshed with our grief, with Callista�s guilt, with my failure. We were empty, hollow, and futureless.
�Kiss me,� Callista said suddenly. She hadn�t turned, hadn�t looked at me, just continued to stare ahead at the edge far away through her glassy eyes. I didn�t move.
�Please,� she said, voice cracking. �Make me feel happy again.�
So I turned and kissed her.
All at once, every other thought and fear and melancholy misery that had been around me vanished. She moved closer, leaning in so that the back of my head was pushed against the heavy stone, my hands sliding to keep myself supported, hers running through my hair. She moved my lips for me, and my conscious mind�whatever part of it still existed�was swept away.
Everything around us�the net of trees, the tornado of wind, and the people who wanted us dead�disappeared. I could feel her warmth radiating against my skin. This was what I�d wanted without knowing. This was the dream I�d wished I could have had all those nights ago, when instead I�d been fed nightmares about Callista instead.
It crushed the pain out of me like there was no room for the both of them. Callista or the sadness. Callista or the horrors. I chose Callista.
She breathed sharply, her hair a canopy over my face as she leaned over me on an incline, blocking everything out save for her now-opened eyes. It was a rare second when both of our gazes met, when I was able to stare into hers without feeling like we should have been running, or planning, or saving someone else. For a moment, it was just us. I couldn�t have said my own name if someone had asked.
Callista pulled away.
Tears had come up in the edges of her eyes again, running down her face. She looked at me, and then her face fell with regret, with shame, with absolute remorse.
�I�m sorry,� she said, pushing away from me, curling back into her ball.
�No,� I whispered without meaning to say it aloud, my tone hoarse from having not spoken in so long. She shook her head.
�I�m sorry,� she said again. �I shouldn�t have done that. It was selfish. I broke our promise.�
How could she think that I even cared about the stupid promise anymore? I shook my head. I wanted to tell her all the things that I�d been wanting to say. With her, I had someone else. With her, I had something left to live for that before, I hadn�t even realized was worth it.
I just couldn�t say any of the things I wanted to. Her kiss had taken all my words.
She wiped her eyes. �I didn�t mean that. I just did it to make me feel better.�
Her tears had stopped. She was hardening again. So I sat on one side of her wall and she sat building and mortaring it on the other, until we were safely separated again. Merely allies. I pushed my legs in front of me and took a deep breath.
�You know I have to go back for Thad,� I said.
She drew a breath sharply: the reaction I�d expected but hoped to not hear.
�That�s suicide,� she said callously.
�I know,� I replied. �But Thad already did the same for me. Twice.�
It didn�t seem to make a difference to her. She pushed her teeth together, squeezing herself even tighter. My mind was already made up though. To leave Thad behind would mean that I was unfaithful, a coward, a failure�to be everything that Anon believed of me.
The end wasn�t a fear of mine anymore. I could live with dying.
Even though I hoped she would, Callista never relented. So with no other choice, I stood.
She lashed out, scaled hands catching me like a net and slinging me back into the corner. The rocks bruised the skin against my spine painfully but I sprang back. In the next second I was standing across from Callista, claws out, facing her as she growled at me viciously.
�You�re not leaving!� she shouted, ready to knock me again if I tried. I tested her with a mad dash in the other direction, only to have her claws slice through the air in front of me, slamming so hard into the stones that they tore deep chips away. My hand flew up to push hers out of my way. My fist was met with the back of her hand, scales colliding so powerfully that I was thrown off my feet.
�I have to go!� I yelled just as loudly. �You want me to leave Thad to them? You know what they�ll do!�
�If you go, everything he�s done will be worth nothing,� she told me, sliding to corner me again, spreading her fingers and claws menacingly.
�So you want me to leave him there?� I said. �You�re just giving up on him?�
�He wouldn�t want you to save him!� she said in a near scream. I jumped into the air, trying to rise over the rocky wall only to find that she was faster, raising to bat me back down again. I crashed to the ground, instinctively swinging to catch my claws against hers. They clashed and I tried to push her over, but she managed to shove back against me with a matching strength. I was caught off guard and fell again, her blades slipping down and slicing the unprotected inside of my hand before she could stop herself.
She tumbled to the side but was back up instantly, gritting her teeth.
�You can�t die,� she said, sobbing again through her fury. �I was weak before, but I can�t be now. I can�t let you die.�
I bent over, out of breath. I was bleeding from my hand. I looked up to her and saw that her face was covered in alarm at the blood she�d drawn, her claws pulling back quickly.
��You�d rather let him die instead?� I said through my teeth. I wiped my hands down my jeans, trying to clear them of the red, to wipe away the sting.
�You�re the only hope left,� she begged me. �You can�t. You have to let him go.�
�I won�t,� I said with resolve. �You can�t keep me here. I won�t let him die alone.�
Finally, she broke down. She spun, throwing her hands down so that the end of the cliff was open in front of me.
�Fine!� she shouted. �Go, if you want. But I�m not going to die fighting again. I�ll just die here when you do.�
She backed away, gesturing toward the open edge in bitter insistence. The whole of the San Fernando Valley spread beyond her, painted over by the sun�s rays, calling to me to go out. My urge to fight her vanished the moment she gave up. I could see behind her insistence was a longing to hold me back�a duty, even, because she knew exactly what would happen to me when I left.
I knew what I would face. It took all of my strength to tear myself from against the rocky wall, to walk past Callista who still remained hopeful that I would change my mind. I got to the edge and stopped.
Callista stayed behind me, refusing to follow.
�Will you look for me in our next life again?� I asked her. I should have wished she wouldn�t, that somehow she could be disconnected from me so in our next life she could live as a human and never face any of this again. But I didn�t want to leave her. Deep inside, I hoped that if I died, she would be there again in seventeen years, and somehow we would rediscover everything again, and pick up where we left off.
She didn�t say anything back. Maybe she had finally hardened her heart enough to be strong, to keep our promise. So without another word, I pushed myself from the cliff and left to save my friend.
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Danger To Society

When you are a seventeen-year-old suspected terrorist, there is no shortage of ways to get yourself caught. If I�d wanted fanfare, I could have walked in to a TV news studio and announced my presence, to allow the cameras enough time to grab their startled close-ups before the police arrived. If I wanted to perpetuate the dangerous image they�d already created for me, then I could have walked through the park in the daylight, acting suspicious until someone finally recognized me and a special team was dispatched with helicopters lest I escape. They were all very good options, and I thought hard over my choices as I flew over the city.
In the end, though, I went with the simplest and most boring. I walked in to the first police station I spotted and told the uniformed woman at the counter that I was Michael Asher. At first, she didn�t seem to believe me, telephone resting an inch from her ear, the person on the other side still babbling away. One quick glance of her eyes matched my face to the one on the wanted poster already pasted to the wall beside her.
What followed was a flurry boots, of shouts for me to kneel and place my hands on the back of my head, to lay flat as a startled set of officers rushed to check me for explosives. I lay still as they patted me down, handcuffed me, checked my pockets and under my shirt and around my legs, certain they were overlooking weapons of some sort. When they ran a metal detector wand over me, I expected it to beep when it passed over my hands, but it didn�t.
I was hoisted to stand, pulled by a hastily formed battalion of officers through the back door and toward a cruiser already waiting for me. Somehow the press had gotten wind of my capture. The second the door popped open, a flurry of camera flashes and yelling rushed from gathered reporters. The officers formed a wall around me, struggling to keep the cameras away as I was dragged through the crowd. I tried to show as little emotion as I could; I knew this scene would appear on the evening news. When they showed my picture across all the screens in Arleta, I wanted to look as little like a murderer as I could.
But what was the point, anyway? They�d made their judgments long ago. When I met the fleeting gazes of the reporters, I could see they all feared me, frightened that such a normal-looking teen could have committed such horrible crimes. I knew they�d go back to the office, shaking their heads, saying to themselves, �Of course: all the worst criminals look just like us.�
The officers shoved me into the car and I was driven away with my hands still bound and the bars on the windows blocking out some of the cameras as their lenses scraped my window for a shot. I wondered what my Glimpse was showing at that moment. If I died that day, would I find all these articles about me seventeen years in the future, and get the chance to look back and read myself?
I pushed the thought aside. I had to focus, to plan, to find a way to fix all of this. I would. I always did, in the end.
The line of police cars rocketed off with us in the center, leaving the shouting flood of reporters behind. I tried to settle down into the uncomfortable seat, to calm my nerves with slow and deep breaths. Nothing helped.
At the next station, I was locked in a holding cell by myself. I sat on the hard metal bench against the wall, surrounded on all sides by thick metal bars that offered no privacy from the security camera in the ceiling. My presence had thrown the entire department into disarray, no one knowing for sure who should call who, if the FBI or the CIA were coming, if they should question me or wait. My mother�s death made things worse because I was still a minor and so there was no parent to call. Anytime an officer passed, their eyes would stray to me then dart away again. It was like they kept waiting for me to say something, to make a threat or confession. I just sat wordlessly.
The Guardians already knew I was there. Now, it was a waiting game.
As the hours passed, I lay down on the coarse bench and stared at the fluorescent ceiling panels. The floor of my cage and of the large room outside was made of a dull concrete that echoed sounds through the door and the hall beyond it. The voices of the panicked officers outside were masked by the sounds of the television that hung high in the corner of the room, its old speakers buzzing anytime a commercial got too loud. Its picture was yellowed and had a static line going through the middle.
Surely the Guardians would send someone soon? There was no way everyone in town didn�t know by now.
As if on cue, the commercial that had been blathering away on the television ended and the evening news started. I turned my head to the side to see better. As expected, my face was the first to appear.
�Local terrorist Michael Asher has been captured by Beverly Hills police officers in what has been one of the most dramatic and horrifying cases to sweep Southern California this decade,� the female anchor said, an absolute void of empathy behind her tone. Local terrorist? I pressed my lips together wryly. Now there�s something to add to my resume.
She listed my suspected crimes, which had grown from mere family-murdering and house-burning to an inventory of previously unsolved murders and bomb threats. Again, they pulled up all the necessary sources: kids from school thrilled to talk about that weird Michael Asher kid who read their minds, but was obviously just a clever fraud. Our former next-door neighbor, who said she�d seen me sneak out late at night to practice witchcraft. And finally, Mrs. Milo, wide eyed with her hair all a mess, proclaiming that she couldn�t find her husband anywhere now and that I had surely kidnapped him.
I wasn�t amused by the idiotic report for long. I knew that almost everyone in town was tuning in, believing every lie that was said about me. I couldn�t blame them. If I�d been in their position, I probably would have believed the television too. The news never lied. The news was never biased, or tainted, or controlled by anyone. And certainly not some ridiculous, supernatural secret society. That would have been silly.
I heard a clang from down the hall and pushed myself up to sit. Heavy footsteps pounded against the concrete, the handle on the holding room�s door bobbing. I gripped the edge of the bed, expecting Wyck.
Instead, I was greeted with someone entirely the opposite.
�Spud!� I gasped. He appeared around the corner of the door, turning to the sound of my voice, eyes widening when he saw me behind the bars. His arms hung loosely beside his wide middle, hair still a wild black mess on the top of his head, moustache even more pronounced than the last time I�d seen him. He looked exhausted, but when he saw me his face went cheery.
�Man, how�d you get stuck behind bars before I did?� he burst, spreading his hands out with disbelief. I couldn�t help grinning, jumping from the bed to stand.
Another person appeared behind Spud: a female officer I could never have forgotten. Officer Delaney. I stopped in my tracks. She crossed her arms, keeping the door open with her foot, narrowing her eyes at me. Weaker people might�ve melted beneath the fury of her glare.
�Yeah, I figured I�d see you here soon,� she said grouchily. She glanced at Spud then back to me again.
�I�m staying with you,� she said. �You�re not supposed to be here. I�ll give you five��
�What am I gonna do?� Spud exploded, whirling to face her. �Give him a file to saw his way out? And then what, run? Ha. Me. Run.� He beat his own belly as proof. �I�ll come get you in a minute.�
She didn�t look pleased with this proposal but Spud must have had some influence. With a huff, she turned and left, closing the door behind her. I breathed a sigh of relief.
�I think I just got my Christmas present downgraded,� Spud complained, throwing me a fake glare. I wanted to run up and pound him on the back heartily but the closest I could get was to stand near the bars. He looked to where they met the ceiling and the floor, then over to the cameras and the locks.
�I could hack this place�s lock system,� he said with a shrug. Oh boy.
�Don�t start that,� I told him, shaking my head in surrender. He hadn�t changed.
�You wouldn�t welcome my presence back there?� he said, still studying the room for weaknesses. I huffed.
�I probably would,� I said. �But I don�t think that bed would fit the both of us.�
�I call dibs,� he said, grabbing the bars between his hands to test their strength. And like that, Spud�without any effort at all�had taken me back in time. Despite the bars that now stood between us, it was like we were out on another crazy escapade, kicking rocks out of our way on the road, complaining about all the seemingly important woes in our life. He completely ignored the news behind us that continued on about my various misdeeds, showing interviews of more and more so-called �friends� eager for five seconds of airtime to bash me.
The reporters clearly needed to do better research. My only school friend was with me.
When he was finally certain that the bars wouldn�t fall off, he met my eyes.
�So,� he said. �Did you do it?�
Leave it to Spud to never dance around a question. I shook my head.
�Of course not,� I said, voice lowering to a whisper.
�Then why are you in there?� he asked, matching my tone but trying not to lean in too close, already wary of the ceiling camera. I hesitated. There wasn�t much that I was willing to tell him but I knew he�d see right through me if I avoided the truth.
�Is this because of that guy with the car?� he said. �The guy who tried to kill you?�
�Yes,� I confirmed. He shrugged.
�Figures,� he said. �Someone tries to kill you, you end up in jail. Judicial system logic.�
�It�s not their fault,� I told him. �There�s just�bigger stuff going on.�
He lifted an eyebrow, now wary of the way I was talking and the bits that I was leaving out. Secrets never flew with him; I�d always told him all of mine. I sighed.
�It�s just� stuff,� I told him. �They�re pinning a lot of things on me that I didn�t do, but I can�t tell them that. I need to be here. There�s�bigger stuff going on.�
�Bigger stuff?� he echoed. �You mean� like a conspiracy?�
The last word was spoken with an air of fake mystery, twirling his fingers like a cheap magician. He said this while trying to hold himself back from laughing, so I took a swing at him with my hand through the bars.
�You�ve become one of them!� he chuckled. �You�re a conspiracy theorist now!�
I would have hit his shoulder if the bars hadn�t held me back. He leaned just out of reach to make this fact all the more obvious, taunting me playfully.
�Come on,� he told me. �I�ve known you�re clear since I saw the first news thing on you. So why�re you letting this happen? It�s ridiculous. We gotta get you a lawyer and get you out.�
He looked at me hopefully, suddenly going serious. It caught me off guard.
�I can�t, not yet,� I told him.
�Why?�
�I just can�t.�
He crinkled his brow with frustration, but he knew when to shut up, so he finally�and unwillingly�dropped the subject. He leaned against the bars.
�Do you at least want anything?� he said. �I could try to get you some candy in here. Or air freshener.�
He sniffed. �Wait, that�s you. Maybe you just need a bath.�
I rolled my eyes and leaned against the barred wall beside us. �Yeah, a bath would be nice.�
His offer had made me think of something, though. I considered it a few seconds, wondering if it was worth asking. I glanced to the TV and saw that the report had finally changed, and realized how much time we�d already spent together. At any moment, his aunt would return.
�Actually, there is something,� I said. He straightened up.
�Yes, master,� he said in his greatest evil henchman impression. I glanced up to the camera on the ceiling, trying to lean closer to him without seeming overly conspicuous.
�Remember the blog?� I whispered close to him. He nodded.
�Do me a favor and download it,� I said. �If you can find a way, hack it and save all the files. But at least get everything you can from the pages.�
His gaze met mine, looking confused. He already knew he wasn�t going to get an explanation, though he still looked hopeful for one.
I heard a door open far down the hall, and footsteps approaching us. Was that all the time we were going to get? It seems like it�d passed so quickly.
�Keep it somewhere,� I told him, speaking quicker now. �Just keep all that stuff, and whatever happens to me, don�t get rid of it. Don�t tell anyone you have it.�
�What are you talking about?� he said in alarm, having caught my disturbing choice of words. Whatever happens to me. I knew my situation. If things went wrong, I might need that website again in seventeen years.
He suddenly realized just how serious all this was, and in reaction he pushed himself from the cage and blinked at me. But it was too late for him to ask any more questions because at that moment the door creaked open and his aunt stepped through again.
�You gotta go,� she told him. �They�re coming for Michael and if you�re in here, I�m gonna lose my job.�
Spud, who normally would have protested with something sharp, was now in a fright. He remained staring at me with a paled face, until his aunt came over and took him by the arm.
Spud threw her hand off, jolting back to life.
�Get off me,� he told her, turning around and walking ahead of her to the door. Officer Delaney looked at me suspiciously, though appeared relieved that Spud seemed upset and had turned his back to me. She followed him to the door.
At the last second, while she wasn�t watching, Spud turned. He gave me a small thumbs-up with a nod. For all the support I felt coming from him, it might have been a legion of flags with my face on it.
The door clanged shut behind them and I heard their footsteps disappearing down the hall. But in the midst of those noises was intermingled another set of more shoes, like a mini army coming back in my direction. I licked my lips and sat on the bed again, trying to let my thoughts of Spud go. The rattle of the door proved loud enough to bring me back to the present.
The squeal of boot soles against cement sounded through the room as two guards entered, dressed in black with what appeared to be riot armor. They had rifles held between their hands, rough faces that refused to show me any regard as they approached my cage. Behind them were two others in similarly overdone garb, and finally the most wretched man I�d ever had the misfortune to meet: Wyck, dressed in a business suit, eyes on me immediately.
My fingers became fists the moment I saw him, feeling the pent-up rage breaking the dam inside me. I struggled to keep myself under control, though I�d begun to seethe involuntarily. All I could see was the reflection of my mother�s face in his eyes as he�d slowly let her die at his feet, and my sister�s body as she�d burned alive by his hand.
He regarded me with a depravedly amused expression.
�I didn�t believe it when they told me,� he said, astonished. �And yet here you are. Unless you use very convincing decoys now?�
The first guard had begun to rattle a set of keys against the door, clicking the locks. Wyck studied me up and down with a flick of his eyes as the door swung open.
�Nope, it�s you,� he confirmed with a sniff. �There�s no way to fake that smell of smoke that�s still on your clothes.�
Suddenly, the metal gate had parted and there was a second of a clear path between us. Without even taking time to think, I dove forward, slamming my hand down into his face with all the strength my vengeful rage could muster. I caught his cheek with a massive, echoing slap, amidst wild shouts from the officers who fought to pin me down.
They got me wrestled to the ground, hardly able to breathe from the weight of all the officers piled on top of me. It took the entire group, one for each of my limbs, just to keep me down as I struggled, until they�d knocked me hard enough that I wasn�t screaming and fighting anymore. It took all of my remaining strength to keep my claws hidden. Not yet.
They lifted me from the ground at once, holding my arms at my sides and roughly turning me back around. Wyck was there, wiping his mouth that dribbled a satisfying stream of blood. He spat it out onto the ground, twisting his mouth up to realign his jaw.
�My God,� he told me. �You are quick, Mr. Asher.�
Then, in front of all the officers, he drew his fist back like a backwards-swinging battering ram, and crashed it forward into the side of my face.
WHITE.
BLACK.
WHITE.
No one really sees stars when they�re hit. They see flashes and pops and explosions of color, hear the crack of their own bone in their ears and feel the pounding of their heart as it speeds to compensate. His ring served as a metal cap that hit right against my skin. It was like my head was encased in a drum, and he beat that drum with a mallet.
I felt blood running from my nose but I couldn�t wipe it, my hands bound and held down by the guards. My eyes were fixed in a wide stare and I felt dizzy, sick, focusing on the wall for a second only for it to go blurry. I would have fallen to the side if they hadn�t held me so tightly.
�How terrible!� I heard Wyck saying with mock sympathy. �Please, officers, keep this disturbed boy from beating himself against the walls.�
We started down the hall with me hanging in the center like a mannequin. I heard some gasps from the police, hushed telephone conversations as I was dragged down steps, across another hall, and out the door. I tasted the blood as it ran into my lips, like salt water.
My vision still swam in front of me so I was not prepared for an entirely new set of lights and flashes and noises. The media was waiting for me outside again, a loud gasp from the gathered crowd at first but even more flash bulbs following. Wyck casually moved so that everyone could get a shot of me: Michael Asher. Bleeding. Dizzy. Blinded. The boy they said killed his own family, unable to walk on his own two feet.
I was lifted through the back door of a waiting vehicle, hearing it clang shut like the sealing of a safe behind me. When the harsh sunlight was covered again, I was finally able to open my eyes weakly. We were inside an armored truck much like the type that carried funds back and forth from banks. Instead of shelves, there were long benches on each wall, the metal so thick that even the calls of the crowd were drowned out.
Wyck sat across from me with a guard on each of his sides. He straightened his suit.
�Let�s go,� he told the driver, tapping the window impatiently. �They got their pictures.�
I heard the heavy engine roar to a start, and we were off.
I was too weak to sit up so I bounced between the unmoving shoulders of the two guards beside me. No one looked at me when I forced myself to glance around, their eyes fixed straight ahead dutifully. Where had Wyck found officers so jaded that they were willing to follow his orders as he beat a teenager? Or maybe they�d been warned about my crafty ways, that even one misstep might give me a chance to escape and then kill their families too.
It made everything worse when I thought about it. The Guardians didn�t need henchmen. When everyone followed orders from someone higher, and those people followed orders from someone higher than them, eventually the pyramid came to a peak of command. When Guardians stood at the top, the police might as well be their personal army.
Every bump in the road made me bounce and feel sicker. The drive continued longer than I�d expected, and partway through Wyck whispered something in a radio to the driver. We took a sharp turn and started down another way. We could have been anywhere for all I knew, heading deeper in to a maze from which I knew there would be little chance of escape.
The longer we rode, the more edgy the four guards became. Each was nearly twice my mass. It didn�t make sense for them to be so afraid and yet I didn�t need a Glimpse to see the anxiety lurking in their eyes.
Soon, the truck slowed and I heard a massive grating outside. Then we pulled ahead a few more feet, the windows darkening as we entered a building. The guards glanced at each other but still said nothing.
The back door opened. The guards beside me seized my arm again, pulling me down the steps and onto the ground. Lights from our single police car escort flashed against the walls.
We had parked inside what appeared to be a giant airplane hangar. I wasn�t sure at first until I looked over my shoulder and saw far off in the corner was a small, Gulfstream G650 executive plane. That was how large the space was: a small jet could sit tucked away in one corner and go unnoticed for a few seconds. The roof towered above my head and the walls were made of long metal sheets, everything lit by skylights. There were five silver sedans parked neatly against the wall, all bearing the Maserati trident on their fronts. Two other people were standing behind racks, shuffling around with cables and a row of screens, paying no attention to us. Other things were scattered about under tarps and behind tables but I was pushed ahead before I could see them.
Wyck got out of the van last, approaching the guards and me after a quick check of his wristwatch. He took me by the arm.
�Stand over here,� he ordered, as the men let go of me uncertainly. I could see they were confused about what was going on. I was shoved from Wyck�s hold into the grasp of the driver, as Wyck tossed his coat into the man�s other arm.
�Good work, men,� he said, spinning around. Claws slithered out from the ends of his fingers. The men didn�t even have a chance to gasp.
In a single twirl of motion, Wyck slashed around on either side of him, slicing the men across their middles. Their bulletproof armor did nothing to stop the silver blades, blood splashing in a watery line across the floor as they cried out. But their noises were short�he swung the claws back down, stabbing two through the center then drawing the blades back again.
The men gurgled, trying to choke in air, but they were dead before they could get a single breath more.
Wyck turned around�his face was blank. No vengeance, no enjoyment, not even a second of killer�s glee. Just frigid, unaffected calm, like he�d squashed mosquitoes between his fingers. His claws disappeared, the blood wiping against his skin and staining his fingers as it did. He retrieved his jacket and swept it back on.
�We won�t be late for the meeting,� he told the two remaining officers with a satisfied nod. They turned me around, forcing me to walk again, and I realized that these two officers were on Wyck�s side. Humans actually helping the Guardians? I thought of the nurse in the white room and the other technicians still plugging the televisions together in front of me. Why would any human ever help a Guardian?
We came to a square of tables and I was pushed down onto the cold metal chair at their center. The other two people were bustling around the area, keeping their heads down and their faces turned from mine. I managed to see bits of their faces: a man and a woman, both middle aged. It was hard to tell exactly how old they were though, because like the nurse from the white room, their faces had received vast surgical work. Their chin and cheeks were puffed up over plate-like bones, all their skin stretched tightly. It looked like they�d only made minute changes but with all of the alterations added up, they appeared disfigured.
I wanted to look in their eyes, hoping somehow I�d capture a Glimpse�to find out why they continued to move at the command of these Guardians who despised their entire race so much. Was it fear? Had they been brainwashed against their own kind? Every time one of them accidentally glanced in the direction of Wyck, they lowered their heads even further, almost as if through some spiritual devotion. They were like cult members.
The metal rack they were setting up held a row of television screens, a large video camera poking from the center and aimed at me. Far off, I saw another row of vehicles: massive trailers like the one with the white room. There were no windows for me to see through any of them. I felt a shudder go up my back when I thought about what might be inside. Was Thad already in one of them, suffering at the hands of another brutal nurse?
One of the tables screeched as it was slid in front of me, the edge bumping my chest. The men placed my hands in top of the table and undid my handcuffs.
I was still shaking lightly, unable to control it. The bleeding on my face had stopped but my head continued to pound, and I had to keep blinking so that my vision would stay clear. I wanted to sleep, to give in to the black that seeped in around my vision.
Wyck fell in front of me, both hands slamming down on the metal tabletop.
�Awake?� he checked, tilting his head. I licked my lips and tasted the salt of blood. He reached to the side and picked something up with both arms, dropping it on the table with a crash. It startled me and I blinked again, vision clearing as the sound reverberated back and forth in the hangar. It was the metal box, the eyes of it still open and waiting for me, just as it�d been when Wyck had plucked it from my hands in the crypt.
�Where�s Thad?� I spoke my first words in what felt like hours. It wasn�t even a question, really. It was my demand, one that I knew Wyck was smart enough to have figured out hours ago. He knew why I�d turned myself in. One glance up at his face told me that much.
He conceded immediately. Lifting a hand, he gestured for one of the two workers to carry out the command, and I heard her steps leaving and a door cracking open. My eyes remained locked with Wyck�s, refusing to look away.
I heard the creak of wheels behind me and stiffened. It was a slow, unhurried sound, like that of a grocery cart being wheeled down an aisle. My teeth tightened together. Wyck was too close to me. My hands were free�I could have slapped him again, ripped the skin right off his cheek before the meager guards could have stopped me. But I held myself back, squeezing my hands together to keep them from moving on their own as I heard the wheels continue around me and come to a stop.
I didn�t want to turn. Wyck nodded to the side. So finally, I forced myself to look.
Thad was lying on a stretcher with white sheets, arms exposed and flat against his sides with wrists facing up. His long hair was ruffled around his scalp, matted by sweat that ran down his forehead in long beads and lines. He was strapped down just as I had been but didn�t try to shift when I saw him�or rather, he couldn�t. I saw why: a tall metal arm on wheels sat beside his bed, and running from it was a tube with a needle poking his left arm.
Only his eyes moved. Their lids were stuck open, bloodshot, and unable to bat the dust away. But with great effort, his irises turned down, stretching so that they could see me out of the corners.
He drew a breath in quickly.
I let one out.
�You don�t need to do that to him,� I said, casting away all the fa�ade that I�d been hoping to keep. I lifted my hand to wipe my eyes and both of the guards jumped, grabbing my arm, smashing it back onto the table. I spun to look at Wyck.
�I�ve been good so far,� I told him. �You can get that out of his arm.�
�Ha!� Wyck gave a laugh like he found my request hilarious. �And what then? Let him go flying around the room to save you? Be thankful he�s still alive.�
�I won�t open that box until he�s free,� I spat.
�And I won�t set him loose until that box is open,� Wyck returned instantly. �Do you see me as a fool?�
�Then we�re at a stalemate,� I said. �You can kill me.�
Wyck suddenly rang out with another laugh, terrible and frightening all at once. He clapped his hands together, turning from me and stepping over to the row of five television screens. There was a keyboard beside them. He started typing as his forced chuckles shrank.
�We�ve been through this. We don�t need you dead,� Wyck told me, as he flipped switches on the screens to turn them on.
�We just need you gone,� he insisted. �That�s all there is to it. We just need the Blade to do that. One tiny prick. Then we don�t care about you anymore.�
He spread his hands to accentuate his promise, as if his desires were so obvious that I should have guessed it myself. On the outside, he looked so innocent behind his request, like I�d be a fool to turn down such an easy offer.
Yet I still had the upper hand. He might not have showed it, but all of us knew that if he shot me right then and there, he wouldn�t get what he wanted. The Blade would still be locked away and I�d just come back in another form. Eventually, in time�even if it took millennia of reincarnations�I�d find some way to get it back and end them.
The screens came on one by one. They caught my attention as the static faded and was replaced by a row of faces. Four men in a row, and the fifth a woman I�d already seen: the Guardian named Morgan, now without her young son. The first four all had different faces, but as I looked, those faces changed. Just like what had happened with Anon, all of the men were wearing the identity-concealing devices, so that even in the space it took Wyck to turn to me again, they�d all changed twice each.
But their eyes, those stayed the same. In their eyes, even without needing a Glimpse, I knew who these people were, why they were all gathered to watch from safe places far away. Power. Authority. Anticipation. Guardians.
It was impossible to identify any of them in that state, besides Wyck�s mother Morgan. She seemed unconcerned for her identity, relaxed into her high-backed chair and blinking at us.
So there are five of them: five Guardians. Did each of them have two Chosens? That meant at most, there were fifteen in total. That seemed like such a tiny number when placed against how vast the world was, how much of a reach they�d need in order to control so many things at once. It was startling, but also encouraging. I only had fifteen to take down.
Fifteen minus one, I corrected myself. Mr. Sharpe was already gone. I wondered whose Chosen he had been. I scanned their eyes, wondering if I would see any of them with extra hate to identify Mr. Sharpe�s Guardian by, but they only stared through the screens at me unfeelingly.
�As you can see,� Wyck said to the screens, angling himself toward Morgan, �I have brought Mr. Asher in as promised, and he will give us the Blade.�
�What is that over there on the side?� Morgan said, ignoring Wyck. She leaned over in an attempt to see something that the camera did not reveal entirely. Wyck, blinking, looked to his side, then pulled the edge of Thad�s bed toward him.
�This is Mr. Asher�s Chosen,� he said to her, now looking a little flustered.
�Why isn�t he dead yet?� she asked. �Haven�t we made this little mistake before, Wyck?�
Before my eyes, I watched the unshakable man crumble. The absolute assurance that Wyck had displayed so far was betrayed by a single, thin line of sweat that ran down the back of his neck, so insignificant that I almost didn�t notice it.
I sat up straight. Something was going on between Wyck and his mother. It looked like she�d struck him through the screen.
Wyck coughed, ignoring me. �The dilemma with killing Mr. Asher�s Chosen is that� Mr. Asher will not be as inclined to open the box if��
�Can we just carry on with Mr. Asher?� one of the men said, the second screen from the left. He had just changed from a middle-aged, bearded gentleman into a sallow-faced elderly woman with discolored wrinkles across her skin.
�Hush, Arthur,� Morgan commanded with an impatient wave of her hand. �Just kill the Chosen and take the ring and be done with it.�
Wyck, seeming incited by her sharp words, turned to the guard next to him and seized the gun from his hands. In a flash, he cocked it and�
�Wait!� I burst in a scream, standing up with the chair dropping behind me. It fell with a crash that brought Wyck�s head around.
�I�ll open the box!� I shouted at him and the screens. �I�ll open it now. But if you shoot him I swear I won�t.�
I shook with intent, trying not to show my fear but unable to mask it from my widened eyes. The gun hovered over Thad�s chest, his eyes rolling away from where they�d locked on the barrel. Now he looked at me.
�If he dies, I�ll scrape my own eyes out,� I hissed through my heavy breathing. �Then you can torture me all you want, it won�t get the box open.�
The gun didn�t move. Morgan looked upset.
�Well?� she said, leaning back and drumming her fingers on the chair�s arm. �One or the other. Let�s hurry.�
Seeing my hesitation, Wyck lifted the gun to his shoulder again. So I threw my hands out, seizing the box and spinning it around to face me. I leaned over the table so that my eyes were aligned with those in the box, looking up to make sure that the others saw me.
Thad�s bed had begun to shake, such tiny movements that they�d have been imperceptible if not for the way the wheels creaked on the floor. Tears ran down his face, eyes his only way of speaking. They begged me to stop, to run, to leave the Blade, to do anything but allow it to fall into their hands and forfeit everything that we�d already done, everything that we�d already given up.
I couldn�t look at him. I couldn�t see his tortured face and push myself to continue. So I swallowed hard, turning away from Thad, and looked down to the box.
Its designs appeared all the more intricate in the glow from the skylights, as if every detail was heightened and I could pick out even the tiniest, most miniscule stroke from the expert�s knife. I hadn�t been able to see it in the dark of the crypt, but now I could tell just how different this was from previous case. It was longer and the designs were darker with more points. Its eyes were dilated: waiting for me, calling for me to read them.
So with the seconds passing, with me wondering if I was making the worst mistake of my thrice-lived life, and the stillness of anticipation enveloping the room�
I looked.
A simple, fixed stare was all it took, locking my eyes with the pair below mine. I waited for the eyes to change, for the lock to shift, for a gear to spin, for the box to open so that finally, all of this would be over.
The eyes in the stalks rolled forward to meet mine. In a flash, they narrowed into black slits.
The box gave an immediate shift. The lid beneath my thumbs moved a millimeter upward, releasing itself from the rest of the box. I heard a sharp intake of breath from across the table, Wyck lowering his gun, as if even he hadn�t believed that I would do it.
And that was all I needed.
The moment that the box was open and the lid had brushed the ends of my waiting fingers, something inside of me came back to life. Maybe it was because the lingering pain in my head had finally faded. Maybe it was because the guards� fingers on my arms had loosed slightly at the box�s sound. But more likely, it was because when the box opened, somewhere deep in the recesses of my mind, I remembered the last time that I�d heard that sound: two lives before, when I�d locked it away.
Like an explosion going off with me at its center, suddenly things went flying.
A backwards swing of my scaled fists sent both guards through the air. I seized the cover so quickly that my now-extended claws threw sparks against its surface, the lid torn from the case. I grabbed the handle of the Blade and pulled it from the sheath before I even had a chance to look at it.
I darted in front of Thad like a shield, shadowing him as Wyck�s gun went off. Instincts now out of my control, my left hand moved on its own in a blur of motion. I felt something strike the outside of my hand but the impact was as gentle as a pebble, and it wasn�t until I heard something clatter across the room that I realized I�d blocked Wyck�s bullet.
Without a second to dwell on my newfound defense, suddenly my legs pushed me from the ground, launching me forward into flight. My shoulder caught Wyck�s side and sent him crashing into the rack of screens.
All of this had happened in mere seconds. I was suddenly on the other side of the table,� eyes filled with fire, hands covered by scales, and a short, silver Blade clutched in my right hand.
My teeth ground together, all the pent up fury coursing through my body and feeding me strength. Wyck stumbled against the rack, knocking the screens over, scrambling as his claws ripped through the cables he attempted to use to help him to his feet.
�One tiny prick!� I said, lunging for him as he pushed himself backward, arms and legs diving away from the Blade. Now that I saw the weapon, I recognized how identical it was to the one from the video, entirely unchanged by age. The black metal handle was tight in my grip, with indented bumps to secure it against my fingers and a golden hand guard. The knife�s edge�as I�d seen before�was like a large feather, narrowing to a point at the end.
I couldn�t marvel at it though, holding it out as Wyck lifted his claws in defense. The largest knife I�d ever held was a meat cleaver and thus at first the Blade felt wobbly in my grasp. It was nearly weightless. I heard the men trying to crawl up behind me so I pushed Thad�s bed backward, brandishing the knife between them and I.
�Just one prick,� I told him again. Wyck circled us, forcing me to turn the bed again so that it remained protected behind me. I jabbed the Blade in his direction, startling him, and in that flash of a second, I caught a Glimpse.
Fear and terror. A panic that consumed him from the inside out.
Never before had I seen such in this man�s eyes.
And yet the calm, composed, ever-present emptiness on his face displayed none of this on the outside. I wanted to run across the space between us and bury the end of the Blade into his heart, knowing that it would be hardly an increment of the pain that he�d already caused me.
�You don�t want to do this.� Wyck�s voice was laced with warning. He held a hand out like he was calming a misbehaving child.
�I think I know what�s better for me than you do,� I said. Wyck just shook his head.
�But I counted on this happening,� he said. �That�s why I prepared myself to raise the stakes if needed.�
His eyes weren�t on me anymore. They were looking over my shoulder, head tilted up to see what was behind me. My first instinct told me that it was a distraction; that he wanted me to turn so that he could take me by surprise. I refused to, ready to run forward with the Blade.
But I heard footsteps, gentle and scratchy on the floor behind me. The sounds made me freeze. The feet stopped at the same time.
I grasped the bed with my free hand, rolling it back again so that I could see both Wyck and whoever had approached me. Wyck insisted that I look. Warily, I turned my head.
The two workers were standing there now. The woman had one of her arms up and around the shoulders of someone beside her in a neck lock, while the man held a pistol.
White gauze was taped over the girl�s eyes, arms down as the woman led her to stop a few feet away from me. The girl�s blonde hair was clustered on her forehead from the sweat of panic. She breathed in shallow, scared gasps, too afraid to lift her arms from her sides.
No, I thought.
No. No.
No.
Then the woman reached forward, and taking the two pieces of gauze by their edges, ripped them off the girl�s face abruptly. But I didn�t need to see her eyes or to hear her shout of pain to know who she was.
�Alli�� I whispered. She looked up at me, and all my plans of escape vanished.
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To Be Human

Alli blinked at me as if she couldn�t believe what she was seeing.
�Michael!� she choked, but when she tried to run to me, the woman held her back with a steel-like grip, the man pressing the pistol even deeper into the top of her head. The woman showed no reaction as Alli kicked and screamed and beat her with fists. I slid a step in her direction only to see Wyck move out of the corner of my eye in response.
I jumped back again, slinging the Blade out to him in warning.
�Don�t move!� I roared, and he stopped in mid-step. Alli ceased her fighting, breathing heavily from her struggle and looking to me with wild eyes.
�They told me you were dead!� she screamed, her neck locked in the woman�s elbow. And all of a sudden, I realized why I�d never found Alli in the burning house.
I exploded with a mixture of so many emotions at once: a feeling that all was not lost after all, followed by a sinking terror when I saw the unaffected expression on the woman�s face, looking to Wyck for her next orders. I twisted to look at Wyck again, and in that motion, betrayed myself. His eyes filled with an eager vengeance�a merciless delight. He stood up straighter, brushing his bruised hands against the front of his now-ruined suit coat.
�So you�re defeated!� he burst with glee. He didn�t laugh any more than a small huff of enjoyment, reaching over to pull the heavy rack of screens upright again. Two of the screens had fallen off and their wires were ripped but the other three remained attached, with the faces of the Guardians behind them still struggling to see. It fell back into place with a crash, the camera wobbling forward to look at the room again.
�You�re one of us but you could easily be one of them,� he told me, as if finally enlightened to some truth that he�d been missing. The speakers that the people on the screens had used to communicate with us had been destroyed, so we could not hear their voices as their mouths moved. Morgan was yelling at Wyck but he didn�t see her. His claws twitched eagerly.
��You won�t leave this room,� he said. He was far too correct. If I moved for Wyck, the workers would kill Alli. If I moved for Alli, Wyck would slice Thad through the middle with a flick of his finger. Thad! I thought. If only I could get him awake, if I could somehow get the I/V from his arm� but Wyck was too close.
Wake up, Thad, I can�t do this alone�! I thought, but it was in vain. Thad�s eyes had slumped forward halfway, his body having given in to weakness.
�Just give me the Bl�� Wyck started.
CRASH.
The room was so large that when the noise interrupted no one could tell from which direction it had come. It was like the sound of a ball slamming into a window, then seconds later there came tiny, tinkling noises as glass rained down to the concrete and broke into bits.
All of us looked up at once. And there, diving down through the very skylight she had just smashed through, was Callista.
Beams of sunlight shone across the glimmers of falling glass like they were airborne diamonds. The silver of her claws spread majestically, frighteningly, like the attack of a bird as it swooped toward the ground.
She�d found me.
The two workers who held Alli turned their heads up. In the second it took for them to see Callista�s claws, their faces paled in a startled awe, looking like they were seeing a goddess soaring from the clouds. Their knees bent slightly, as if unsure whether they should fall to kneel, the pistol falling from Alli�s head and to the man�s side.
Callista hit the ground with a smash, two inches from them. Their heads followed her down, petrified as Callista threw both of her hands forward between them. With one sweeping part, she threw both of them aside, the pistol firing a string of pops into the air worthlessly: the arm holding it detached and flopping to the ground. Their bodies crashed against a wall and a table, slumping over.
�Michael!� Callista screamed at me, and her voice broke me from my reverie.
A string of explosions went off beside me. I�d seen the motion in the corner of my eyes and my hands moved at once. I felt the strikes but they were like punches thrown against thick padding, hands darting up and down and then back again to deflect the bullets. The armor held against them and I spun just in time to see Wyck falling from the air, heels aimed for my head.
I dove out of the way, the gun continuing to fire in rapid pops. Callista hadn�t been ready as Wyck landed in front of her, slamming the butt of the gun into the back of her leg. She fell backward in pain as Wyck calmly dropped the now-empty rifle, picking up the pistol from the ground and aiming it at Thad.
I moved to block the shot, but Wyck slung his claws around the other way, catching the edge of mine with his, causing them to clash like swords and become caught in each other. His other hand came around my side but I deflected his slash. Suddenly I was flipped around in a tall circle like a windmill, slamming down on the other side of Wyck. I hit the side of the machine feeding the I/V into Thad, breaking the tubes and sending the tall rack rolling.
I writhed, trying to pull myself back to my feet. Across the ground I could see Callista also crawling up, nudging the petrified Alli to encourage her to run. Wyck spotted her though, and I saw his shoes chasing after Alli as she tried to dive behind the truck for protection.
No! I groaned, my back feeling like it was broken in a hundred places, even my impenetrable scales feeling like they were cracked. But somehow I forced myself up, to crawl onto all fours and then to kneel. Alli screamed my name.
Wyck had gotten her. In one hand was the gun, under his arm was my sister. He stopped for only a second, looking from Thad to Callista and then to me all in one sweep. Seeing his motionless followers, he must have realized that he was far too outnumbered.
Se gritted his teeth and took off, crushing glass shards one moment and hovering in the air the next. He made a mad dash for the skylight with Alli still in his arms.
Hearing her screams brought me back. Wyck was not going to escape with her�I wasn�t going to lose her again. With my desperation as power, I pushed myself to my feet, ignoring the pain as I launched into the air after him, the Blade held between both my hands.
I yelled at him in challenge but he was far too smart to take me on, the wake of the air behind him threatening to knock me off course. But nothing could throw me off. Nothing would make me stop: not the weakness I felt behind my adrenaline, not the pain from being slammed into the ground. I only flew faster, pushing into it every ounce of power I had left.
Wyck dangled the gun behind him, shooting backward, but I easily dodged the wild bullets until he gave up. The roof grew closer and closer, and Wyck�burdened by the weight of Alli�neared the Blade I held outstretched like the tip of a missile.
All of a sudden, I was right behind him.
I slashed the Blade forward.
It caught Wyck by the back of his heel. The effect was instant. The claws that had been so dangerously close to Alli�s throat vanished into silver dust, raining back like powder onto my shirt. Wyck was no longer held aloft, and he tumbled through the air, slamming into one of the large metal supports that held the building up. The roof reverberated with a massive clang.
I dashed through the air to grab Alli from him but he was quicker, spinning over and pulling her into his lap, arm enclosing around her tightly with the pistol into her ear.
�Don�t move!� he shrieked, tipping back and forth with the reddened face and wild eyes of a madman. He dug the end of the pistol into her head so deeply that she cried out in pain, her voice muffled beneath his arm that was clamped over her mouth. He sweat wildly, not believing what had just happened even as the blood dripped from his heel and hit the floor far below us.
�We will kill all of the worthless eaters!� he said, spit flying as he screamed, the former cruelty in his voice now turned into a blistering rage. �We will harvest through every human until there isn�t a single weed left!�
He was barely able to keep his balance, unaccustomed to only having hands and legs. If he so much as twitched his finger, there�d be no time for me to reach Alli before the bullet hit her skull.
�You intend to be the bringer of the dawn?� he continued at me through his teeth, heaving breaths in and out. �So bring the dawn, then! Your planet�s dawn will fall only upon the corpses we leave behind.�
Wyck�s unbalanced swaying only made his lack of flight all the more obvious�I could see in his face that he�d been shattered inside. He�d been torn from his victory over me�he was on the brink of suicide, preferring death over what he�d become. He could shoot Alli and then himself and not even care.
Wyck winced in pain, fingers flaring out, and from his right hand slipped his red ring. He moved to catch it, but the ring fell out of his reach and struck the ground like a raindrop, bouncing across the concrete. Wyck�s jaw fell in anguish.
Through his startled cry, I saw a Glimpse.
Like I was swimming through murky water, I was forced to read past the emotions that first bubbled to his surface. I passed terror, sadness, insignificance, hope for his own death and also fear of what death meant.
But there was one other thing, one lingering revelation that I grasped onto.
�There are no bullets in that gun,� I read.
Wyck�s face jerked up to look at mine, barely breathing, his pale neck soaked with sweat. I was right. He was bluffing.
One push of power sent me hovering toward him but he reacted at the same time, pushing both Alli and the emptied pistol over the edge. I swept my arms out, grabbing her into mine as Wyck gave a gurgling, murderous scream, jumping to seize me in midair. But I was already floating backward, Alli wrapped in my arms, feeling such a rush of relief that it was as if Wyck didn�t even exist anymore.
He fell.
With no powers to hold him up anymore, Wyck was like a bag of grain, plummeting straight down, down, down, toward the rolling I/V unit that stood below us.
With a sickening crunch, the tall arm that had held the bag of sedative impaled him through his chest, silencing his cry at once. The momentum carried it to roll, where his body stopped in front of the camera and the television screens.
The Guardians on the monitors had been wildly speaking into telephones and unable to see most of the action. Their heads all snapped up at once. Their mouths stopped moving, eyes staring in horror. Morgan straightened like a rod. She looked away from the grotesque sight, as the other screens started to click off one by one.
I floated to the ground with Alli still clinging tightly to my neck, dropping her lightly then falling over to kneel, to breathe. Morgan saw me, and with widened eyes, she reached forward to switch her screen off.
Suddenly, the room was quiet again. I was too weak to lift my head, to see how many were still alive. So I counted the sounds of their breathing:
One.
Two.
Three.
And mine made four.
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There are some places in the world that time seems to have no hold over, like an immortal paradise gated away from ruin or corruption. Wars might have raged and secret battles might have been fought in its very midst, but Arleta continued to stand like a beacon to me, a lighthouse even in the glaring sun of midday.
My feet brushed against the familiar grass of my old backyard as my flight came to a stop. Tall weeds had popped up since the last time I�d mowed it�back when I�d lived there, not so long ago. There was no silence here, always a car struggling to start or a garage door rumbling open or a dog barking at passerby. All the sounds blended together like a song, like a soundtrack to my life. My former life.
As if to signal how far away my old life really was, the silver Blade in my hands caught the sunlight, its sheath glimmering into my eyes. I couldn�t bring myself to let it out of my sight�rarely even risking putting it down. I knew the Guardians were scrambling to regroup and would not attack, at least not now. Still, I held on to it tightly.
My heart pounded a little heavier. I stared across the yard at what remained of my house. With the sun�s rays glowing around its edges, my house stood in the form of three remaining walls leaning in on each other precariously, the wooden porch caved in on itself and brick pieces scattered all over. All the windows were busted and the back door was mangled in three pieces, our roof having crumbled into splintery boards. Yellow police tape waved around the parameter.
I drew closer, stepping lightly on the circular pieces of concrete that my mom had put out as decoration between the porch and her tomato garden. How are you feeling? I asked myself. I was puzzled by my reactions: calm, composed, not at all what I�d feared to see from myself on the flight back to this place. Perhaps in the days that had passed between Wyck�s death and our escape, I�d finally come to terms with how much my life had changed.
But now wasn�t the time to think about that. Now, I was standing in front of the broken door, peering in as the stubborn smell of smoke wafted into my nostrils, propelled by the ashes that flew in every gust of wind. The breeze whistled through the windows and the hole in the ceiling. Our old wallpaper and sheetrock was blackened in most places. Everything became eerily calm, in contrast to the blazing madness I�d faced the last time I�d been there.
I pressed on. What remained of the furniture was lit by the newly added skylight. The couches and chairs were tattered down to their springs and stuffing, pillows littering the floor and picture frames fallen from the walls. Our chimney had fallen through the hole in the ceiling and was sitting in the center of the living room television.
It was like walking through a mausoleum, everything around me already dead.
The pile of wood and sheetrock that had once covered my mom�s body was moved and gone. I figured that the city had already arranged for her burial. I tried to not look toward the last spot I�d seen her in. As my courage grew, I started to climb the stairs, cautious for any moment that they might break. I inched my way around the holes on the balcony. Light streamed in through every opening in this shattered structure, appearing as golden beams against floating bits of black paper and cinders that my steps stirred up.
My bedroom door was ajar. Floorboards creaked under my shoes as my hands brushed down the wall and the still-embedded nails that�d once held up our framed family portraits. Was I ready for this? I�d been preparing myself for days. I pushed the door in.
It creaked with a familiar sound, coming to a stop when the handle hit the wall. I entered, holding on to my dresser for support as my shoes slipped against the mess of papers on the ground. I looked down and saw that I had stepped onto one of my faces, one of the photographs that had been my Great Work: a Glimpse from the Joy wall.
I let my eyes run along what remained: the desk that was broken through the middle. The plastic and metal camera lenses all in a great pile of ruin. The tall photo lights toppled and looking almost like a pair of dead praying mantises. My bed, its mattress struck through the middle by a ceiling beam with its downy filling drifting across the sheets.
And pictures. Dozens and dozens of photographs of faces on paper half burned and half remaining, still stuck to the walls like the friendly ghosts of my past. Some of them had half a face, others were missing their necks or scalps, but my old friends seemed to all look up at once, to grin or scowl or beam at me like they had for so many years.
They were ruined and disfigured, but they were still alive to me. It made me smile.
Suddenly, I spotted an object that had fallen beneath my bed, shielded under where the mattress and rail had broken. It was my tiny pocket camera. I had a habit of setting it beside my bed some nights, and somehow�by glorious chance�it had managed to hide from the fire and the police and everything else that had raged against this house.
I hurried to the bed and sat down on it as best I could, sweeping the camera up. Its outside was scratched but luckily the lens was retracted into the shell. I wiped soot off its surface with the fold of my shirt and reached for the power button. The camera gave a click and at first I thought it was dead, but then the lens whirred and popped out.
I lifted it up and to test it, snapped one picture. The flash lit up my room and sent another thrill of joy through me. I pressed the review button. The screen immediately changed to show the most recent photograph on the hard drive�it still worked!
Then, at a sudden urge, I clicked the button to go back. The photo unexpectedly changed to one of my sister.
Alli was standing at the corner of a street, head turned away slightly like she had whirled to avoid my lens. But the exposed half of her face was covered in a smile, because she had been laughing as I had struggled to get a snapshot of her. I remembered this scene perfectly�this was the last walk home from school that I had gotten to have with her before�everything. My sister�s face was untainted by fear. This photograph was purity.
I looked around the room at the tatters of the photos on the walls, at everything that remained of my Great Work. I could replace it. I was certain that this was not the end.
There was a creak from the doorway and I looked up quickly. When Callista leaned her head in, I relaxed.
�How�s Alli?� I asked her. She held rolled up papers in the crook of her arm, already studying the walls with astonishment as she stepped inside. She�d never been here before, never seen my Great Work, and I guessed that my description of it had paled in comparison to the real thing. She stammered before she managed to answer me.
�She�s alright,� Callista replied. �Thad called and said she�ll be fine. He�ll probably break her out of there tonight.�
I grinned slightly. Thad�s idea was to take Alli to a small town hospital many miles from Los Angeles. They�d treat her first before asking who she was, or any of the other questions that would follow upon her identification: like how the girl that Michael Asher had supposedly burned to death was, in fact, still alive. We�d be long gone before anyone discovered who Alli was, and she�d have been treated by then.
Callista was enthralled by my photos. She stepped in so that she could see them better, turning in a circle to take it all in. She shook her head and didn�t even try to disguise the wonder in her eyes.
�That�s a lot of pictures,� she said. I nodded.
�I need to get started on a new one,� I told her with a grin. I lifted my camera, snapping a flash at her, but she was quicker. Her hands blocked her eyes and face from view, even though she laughed behind them, until I gave up. She fell to sit next to me with a sigh, dropping the papers into my lap.
�These were outside,� she told me with a lifted eyebrow.
One was a newspaper with my photo on the front page. In the picture, I was being shoved into the armored truck, bloodied and handcuffed with my eyes half-closed and my mouth dangling open grossly. Half of my face was covered by an uplifted microphone from one of the other reporters.
�They call this photography?� I said with disgust. �They couldn�t snap a single one where you can see all of my face?� I fluffed the paper open. �Methinks they should have hired Michael Asher for this.�
Callista let out a light groan of apathy. The headline of the paper read: TEENAGE TERRORIST MICHAEL ASHER LABELED PSYCHOPATH, ESCAPES DURING TRANSPORT. I was really getting a lot of prefixes and suffixes to my name now: Teenager, Terrorist, Psychopath�Ninja Turtle, next? I read the first few lines of the article�the chief of investigation vowed to find me, to avenge their horribly mutilated officers found in an (unusually empty) airplane hangar, to hunt me down until I was brought to justice. There was a new crime, too: I was being accused of an electrical fire that�d burned down a mansion in Beverly Hills.
The rest didn�t seem too interesting so I tossed the paper aside. It was hard to take the media seriously when I knew the truth and how far from it they allowed themselves to venture. It made me wonder how many others had been falsely vilified like me.
There was something else underneath the newspaper. A white envelope.
I glanced up at Callista, doubting what I first believed. The expression on her face nudged me to go on. So I flipped it over and saw my name in bold letters on its front.
The envelope was torn apart in a moment, a single page fluttering into my lap. I spread it open with shaking hands:

To: Mr. Asher,
By the mere fact of you reading this, you have proven that I misjudged you in many ways. It is an error I happily welcome.��
You have taken a step down a path from which you cannot turn back, an irreversible decision to remove the coat of one life and take on the armor of another. I will admit to believing you were not strong enough. But you have reminded me of a simple truth: not all things can be judged by appearances. Sometimes behind the mask of a normal person hides the face of a hero.
You have caused a stir where one has never been felt before. Perhaps it is time for the next step in the Grand Design.
Prepare yourself. Don�t trust anyone.
ANON

My hands fell slowly, letting the letter slide into my lap. I couldn�t avoid the thrill that burst from deep inside me, so much that my cheeks felt warm and my fingertips felt electrified. Anon, in his own sparing words, had voiced his renewed support of me, and all at once my failures seemed to be wiped away.
�You know, for the longest time I was sure we weren�t going to make it,� I told Callista, shrugging in an attempt to summarize all the near-deaths we�d faced, and to disguise my excitement. She saw right through me and gave another of her half-grins in return.
�Then Michael, it�s a good thing you�re hardly ever right,� she said.
My first reaction was to counter her, but I didn�t. Not long ago, such a reply would have been an insult to me, but now it was merely a reminder of all the things we�d been through, all the times that I�d thought I was in control and wasn�t. Somehow, we�d ended up alright.
�What else was I not right about?� I asked her suddenly. She looked up to meet my eyes. A burning question in the back of my mind returned, one that I�d barely realized was there until that moment. She waited for me to embellish and continue, and I almost didn�t.
�When you kissed me on the cliff,� I blurted. �Was that really just to make you feel better, or did you mean it?�
She gave that same enthralling, ambiguous smile. For a few moments, we stared at each other across the four or five inches again, the cavern between us almost bridged, if only she would drop her final piece into the center. I wasn�t sure what I wanted her to do, how I wished she would react. Did I want a yes? A no? I couldn�t figure my own hopes out. So I waited for her.
Instead, with a shrug, she gathered her fallen hair back behind her shoulders.
�What do you think, Mr. Eye Guy?� she said elusively. Then she reached across to my hand and took the camera out of it. She turned away, holding it at arm�s length to snap a photo of her face, then dropped it back into my lap.
She pushed up from the bed and walked across my room. Gone again.
The moment she disappeared, my gaze shifted down to the camera, to read the ever-unpredictable truth that hid behind her eyes.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

KALEB NATION is an author and online personality. His blogs and videos have received over 50 million hits online, and he has been featured on NPR, Entertainment Weekly, The Huffington Post and more.
While writing Harken, Kaleb documented his progress through video blogs at Youtube.com/KalebNation. A black belt in taekwondo, Kaleb lives in California with his chinchilla. Harken is his first novel for teens.
Kaleb regularly posts on Twitter (@KalebNation) and blogs at KalebNation.com.

KalebNation.com
Official Website

Twitter.com/KalebNation
Follow Kaleb Nation on Twitter

Youtube.com/KalebNation
Watch Kaleb Nation�s Video Blogs

Facebook.com/KalebNation
Like Kaleb Nation on Facebook

KalebNation.Tumblr.com
Follow Kaleb Nation on Tumblr

Acknowledgements

Louie Pinto, Randy Hancock, Stephen Hall, Peng Joon, Laurence Oliviero, Karsten Arend & Sam Mikhail
for believing in me and making this book far bigger than I could have made it alone,

My Los Angeles YouTube Family
for Maggiano�s and Hollywood Sign nights away from my desk,

The FTW Crew
for poking through my Skype invisibility cloak and making me communicate with people who are not imaginary,

Rachul Gensburg
for dragging me outside to get food that was not cooked by microwave,

Kim Fuller
for suffering through the first draft, the second draft, and all the others, swearing to never let that awful stuff leak out (you did, right?),

Ilana Zackon
for daily manuscript critiques across two countries, from my office to your bedroom closet,

Karen Hansen
for knowing far more about how moms think than I ever will,

Ari Corsetti and Rie Goldie
for being unrelenting, and never letting me slide when you knew I could do better,

Zane Spraggins, Jackie Asbury, Robyn Schneider, Lauren Suero & Cassidy Tucker
�for pre-reading this book and helping me get it ready for the world,

The Bennings
�for letting me ride in your magnificent Shelby GT500 Mustang, all in the name of research (of course),

Louis Beckett & Ferrari Maserati Beverly Hills
for letting me take photos of your dealership�s Maserati even though I couldn�t buy it (yet),

Elana Roth
for gently telling me what needed to be changed in my first draft, which turned out to be everything,

Taylor
for making the book sparkle more,

And The NATIONEERS

for watching from the very beginning as this story came to life.

OEBPS/images/img00001.jpg





