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          Chapter 1

        

      

    
    
      I landed on my feet, but with a little more oomph and a lot less of the finesse and gentleness of the previous times. I’d been getting dumped a little harder with each attempt to get past Dax.

      My gaze shot past Dax to the barn that stood a couple hundred feet away from me. It might as well have been twenty thousand miles away. Why? Because in between me and the barn that held Bookie stood Dax. And I had to get to that barn, to Bookie, who’d shown up in my room alive and desperate only to be hauled away by Dax minutes later.

      Dax had lugged me away three times from where Bookie was being watched in the barn by the guards. Like, literally picked me off the ground and hauled me away from my destination like I was a sack of potatoes. It was a particularly undignified means of travel that I wouldn’t recommend to anyone, not even a root vegetable. And yet I wondered if the fourth try to reach my target would be the lucky attempt.

      But wasn’t the saying “three’s the charm”? Three had held no such magical appeal. Nope, nothing special about three at all. “They” had missed the mark again. After I got through this, I was going to have to get the word out about “them.” Too many people were still listening to “their” bad advice.

      “How many times are we going to do this?” Dax asked as he stood in front of me. Wished I had an answer for him, but I wasn’t sure myself how many times it would take to get past him. He was clearly trying to get a message across, and I was doing my best to ignore it. It was amazing how much our relationship stayed the same even as it changed.

      I eyed him, from the bottom of his black boots, up past his pants and a shirt that wasn’t supposed to look sexy, but did in spite of itself. His arms were folded in front of his chest. Were they resting from fatigue, maybe? Nah. His stance had more of a stubborn slant. His light eyes were hard to see in the dark, but I recognized the tilt of his head and the hardening of his jaw. It could’ve been pitch black outside and I still would’ve felt the determination that amped up his magic as he stood in between me and the barn.

      Actually, he was looking as formidable as the wall around the Cement Giant had once appeared, before it had gotten blown to bits. I wasn’t looking to blow Dax to bits, but I was contemplating a punch to the gut if it got me past him. Then I remembered the last time I’d punched him in the gut, and I rubbed my knuckles with the memory. That hadn’t been very fun. It might’ve been easier to blow apart the cement.

      Dax. It seemed like I was either running away from him, running to him, or trying to get around him somehow. I couldn’t figure out which was the right direction, and I wasn’t going to figure it out right now. Bookie was in that barn and I had to get to him.

      I didn’t know where I’d be next year or next week, what my life would become or who might be beside me when I took my final breath, but I did know I loved Bookie like he was of my own blood, and I needed to get to him.

      Dax was another problem. I wasn’t sure what was wrong with me when it came to him. Half the time I felt like I was going to erupt like a volcano, and the other half, I was standing on a soggy field and couldn’t find solid footing. Volcanos and soggy fields basically summed up the range of emotions. There wasn’t anything elegant about it. I was a hodgepodge mess and couldn’t find true north when it came to him. When he did things like he was doing tonight, bossy stuff like blocking my path to Bookie, they got even murkier.

      I feinted right, and Dax was in front of me before I got there. I couldn’t completely hold it against him. The path he was blocking might have been the path to my destruction. And damn if he’d let me self-destruct, no matter how intent I might be. I wasn’t trying to implode, though, not on purpose. But that’s the crazy shit you do for people you love, like fighting against someone who you know is trying to protect you because you might possibly be heading toward your own demise.

      The risk was clear even if I didn’t want to see it. I’d buried Bookie. Logic would say it couldn’t be him in that barn. But when he’d shown up in my room tonight, he’d been as scared and as vulnerable as I’d ever seen him. I’d wrapped my arms around him and felt his heart nearly jumping out of his chest, and the tremors that shook his body. I hadn’t cared what he was now. He was my Bookie, my best friend, and he needed saving. Damn anyone who stood in my way from doing just that. Including a determined Dax, who thought it was okay to storm in and yank Bookie from me.

      “I’m going in there.” Bookie, or some version of him, was waiting for me to help him. Standing out here was not an acceptable position for me. I was going to protect him this time. I’d make up for letting him down before. No one, not even Dax, was going stop me.

      “Not until I clear him,” he said, and moved to the left just as I was considering it. “This could be a trick, and until I check him out, you aren’t going anywhere near him.”

      “And if it isn’t a trick, he needs me.”

      “He showed up in your room. If it’s a trick, you’re the target.”

      “It’s Bookie and it’s my choice.” Even a conjured magical Bookie incarnation wouldn’t hurt me.

      “For one moment, stop thinking with your heart and think with your head. By your own words, you buried Bookie, and the man in there doesn’t look dead.”

      Damn him. I hated sound logic. Just hated it!

      “I don’t want one of those goons injuring a single hair on his head.”

      “Then stop wasting my time blocking you and let me make sure it’s not a trap.”

      It was true. Dax was the only one that could stop me. I’d already taken out three of his men, who were right now nursing serious lumps on their noggins. I’d given them fair warning. Not my fault they thought they were tougher than I was. If damn Dax had just stayed out of it…

      “Go and be quick about it.”

      I paced in every direction I could, which seemed to be anywhere that didn’t take me one step closer to the barn. I wanted to be angry at Dax, but the truth was that I would’ve done the exact same thing, so it was hard to build up any steam behind the anger. He was right. I had a lot of enemies, and I wasn’t even sure what most of them were capable of. I took two more steps to the left until I switched direction and pivoted right. But none of these steps were making me feel any better, and after a handful more I said, “What are you waiting for?”

      “Do I have your word you’ll stay here until I give the sign?”

      “I said go. You want me to sign it in blood?”

      He dragged his heel across the dirt, creating a rough line in the ground. “Don’t go past here.”

      “I said I wouldn’t follow you. No need to beat the subject to death already. Go!”

      After giving me the eye, he turned and went back to the barn. I watched as he walked in, and I wasn’t sure I had the kind of control needed to not follow him in.

      The only thing that calmed me was watching Dax’s men walk out of the barn after he entered. Dax wouldn’t harm Bookie, not if it was the real Bookie but I didn’t trust anyone else.

      It was good that he’d sent them out. If it were Bookie, him coming back from the dead wasn’t something we’d want gossiped through the farm, any worse than it would be after the commotion we’d cause on our way out of the house.

      One foot after the other, I paced along the dirt line as I thought of what might happen if Bookie wasn’t what Dax considered the real Bookie. I would’ve worn out the grass in that spot if the guards weren’t walking toward me.

      “Can you believe that shit? Bookie is in serious trouble with the boss this time,” Al said to his two fellow guards, Derek and Bill, as they got close.

      Of course he’d be the one to start chattering away. He always was. The only time I heard him speak, it was about other people’s business and what they were doing wrong.

      The other two nodded as if they had a clue what he was talking about. They weren’t very good liars, even silent ones. I’d been pumped for information enough in my life to know a fishing expedition.

      Al looked at me. “What do you think of this mess?”

      He must be really desperate for his daily gossip if he was willing to stoop to talking to me. The other two weren’t joining the conversation, but if they’d been dogs, their ears would’ve been perked up in my direction, with their tongues hanging out.

      “Beats me.” I wasn’t about to let him in on what was going on. Al was going to have to do his fishing elsewhere.

      He shook his head, as if he’d expected no better. Made me want to ask why he’d bothered. If he wanted a story tonight, he was going to have to go read a book for the first time in his life.

      Al stepped closer but stopped a few feet short of me, looked me up and down, and then hocked up spit that landed an inch from my boots. “Still the same ole dirty Plaguer.”

      “I’ve been gone for more than a month. You’re telling me you haven’t managed to come up with anything else in that time? Nothing?” The word Plaguer used to have a certain sting to it, but since the recent outbreaks of the Bloody Death, knowing I was one of the few who couldn’t get sick took the pain out of it. They wished they were Plaguers.

      “Don’t need to come up with nothing new. Plaguer is bad enough.”

      Even if the label didn’t bother me anymore, there was still a certain protocol that should be followed to discourage this type of obnoxious behavior. Normally when someone started in on the Plaguer stuff, I’d raise my right hand with the scar and try and touch them. But tonight was different, and I sorely needed a distraction. I didn’t want to scare off my brightest possibility. It was either screw with Al or try to bust into that barn again.

      “Hey, can I borrow that gun?” I pointed to the one holstered at his hip, thinking of something much more interesting than swapping insults.

      “Fuck no,” Al said, clearly not understanding where the off-topic subject had come from and turning his hip slightly away from me.

      Even if he’d liked me, I’d expected him to say no. Guns were hard to come by, even here on the farm, where things were in more abundance than the rest of the Wilds. Bullets were considered precious. I didn’t know where Dax got his supply. To be honest, I didn’t know where most of the things on the farm came from, but there was a reason why people didn’t want to leave. They’d turn a blind eye to all sorts of weird occurrences to stay. In a world made up of sacrifices, this was as close to the land of plenty as you got.

      I’d always picked targets for the purpose of attack. What if I focused on picking a target for something I wanted to acquire? I churned up the heat in my chest as I focused my aim on his gun. I rubbed the tips of my fingers together for no other reason than it felt like the right thing to do, as if I were warming them up to pluck my prize. Once the heat of my magic was cranked up to near boiling, I spun into action.

      The gun was in my hands and I was a good five feet away while Al was still patting his hip.

      I was getting faster, stronger. It was good to know I could retrieve something I wasn’t trying to harm, because if Dax didn’t step out of that barn soon, I was setting my aim on Bookie next.

      “How’d you do that?” Al asked, a scowl on his brow and a threat in his tone.

      “I guess you’re just that slow?” I cringed as if I were actually sorry to break the news about his deficit, which, of course, I wasn’t. It didn’t help that his friends were snickering under their breath.

      “You’re lucky you’ve got your protector or we’d see who was really tough.”

      The snickering stopped quickly and Derek said Al’s name, warning him he was taking it too far. I wasn’t delusional enough to think they were worried about me. It was more for what would happen to them if they let something happen. Dax didn’t believe in the word bystander.

      It didn’t even tone down the fight in Al’s eyes.

      “I can handle myself, as just demonstrated.” I made a point of waving his gun around a bit. “You got something you want to prove? I’m right here. Won’t even need the gun I just took off you.”

      “You little—”

      Derek had never seemed too bad. His worst memory had been of having to shoot his lame dog, so I wasn’t surprised when he stepped forward and elbowed Al in the ribs, cutting him off. “Leave it alone. She’s just a girl.”

      Okay, so Derek might’ve been a bit chauvinistic, but he could be taught.

      Al was staring at me as if he were weighing how good it would feel to beat the hell out of me against the consequences of Dax’s reaction.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll say I fell,” I said, trying to goad him on. Al lucked out, as I caught a motion from the barn. Dax was outside and waving me over. Someone wouldn’t be getting their ass beat tonight.

      I nearly knocked Al over in my race to get to the barn, but turned back and tossed his gun to him, mostly because I didn’t want to explain how I’d gotten it. “I’ll let you know if I need it,” I yelled as I continued on my way, ignoring his yelp of outrage.

      Tossing a loaded gun: probably not my best idea. Throwing loaded guns might need to go onto my checklist of things not to do. That list was getting longer and longer. If I didn’t start lowering my standards, it was going to seriously cramp my style.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    
    
      I was winded by time I’d sprinted to where Dax stood outside the barn. Work on cardiovascular got mentally written down on my must-do list. Sucking wind totally ruined my image as a badass.

      The door to the barn was shut behind him, and I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not. “Is it Bookie? Is he…”

      Dax’s arms were crossed and he didn’t look happy, but he didn’t look sad either. Actually, I couldn’t figure out how he looked, and that was very irritating under the circumstances.

      “He’s alive…I think. It smells like him and his heart has the same rhythm. If it’s not him, it’s some crazy magic that I’ve never encountered—or even heard of.”

      “So it’s Bookie?”

      He took another agonizing few seconds to slowly nod. “Against all logic, I’d say it is.”

      That was all I needed to hear. I pushed past Dax into the barn, not caring if he followed me in or not. Bookie turned toward the noise of the barn door opening, and I nearly toppled him in my rush to hug him.

      Bookie was here, on the farm and alive. I had my arms wrapped around his warm body and I could hear his heart beating inside his chest. I’d held Bookie in my arms as he’d grown cold with death, and now I was listening to his heart? And if I wasn’t mistaken from the musty smell, and I didn’t think I was, he was wearing the same clothes I’d buried him in. This had all the markings of a bad situation. After nearly a minute of hugging him to me, I took a step back.

      Even if I didn’t particularly care what he was now, I needed to at least pretend to do due diligence, ask some basic questions, before I told Dax that Bookie wasn’t going anywhere. Even if it was just for show, because he wasn’t going anywhere.

      “What happened? How are you alive?” The first couple of questions were pretty obvious, which was good, because I wasn’t sure I had enough brain cells left over from shock to do any heavy lifting.

      “Like I told Dax, I don’t know,” Bookie said.

      I looked Bookie over in the torchlight of the barn. Dax had evicted him from my room so fast that I hadn’t gotten a chance to get a thorough look at him.

      Bookie looked like Bookie. He felt like Bookie, and Dax believed it was Bookie. Dax had a nose better than a bloodhound. I had my Bookie back. I ran a hand across my cheek before someone might notice suspicious moisture and then pulled myself together, or at least tried to make myself appear composed.

      “Just start with what you remember last.” I took his hand in mine and patted it, as if that would somehow magically open up a fountain of information.

      Stupid idea or not, he looked at my hand and nodded in time with the patting, and then started to speak. “I remember sitting by the lake with you. I remember getting sick. I remember you helping me to the house and then caring for me. I really remember the pain.”

      “Yeah, so do I. The pain of the Bloody Death stays with you.”

      Bookie stepped away from me and his hands went to his head, his fingers slowly moving backward over his scalp as he paced a line in the barn that looked like it had already been recently trodden. “The next memory I have is lying in that spot we liked—you know, the one with the great view of the sunsets?”

      He was looking at me to confirm that I knew where he was talking about. As if I could forget that spot. I’d been the one who buried him there. I’d never forget it. I’d relived that day in my mind more times than I’d ever admit. But I didn’t say that to him, and I never would. I swallowed back all of those memories and simply nodded when I couldn’t trust my tongue.

      He nodded back, like friends do when they know you’re on the same page. “But there’s all this nothing in between. No matter how hard I try and remember, there’s just nothing.”

      He began rambling on, not waiting for any further assurance. “It was as if I simply woke from a dream and was lying there, just as the sun was rising. I sat up and realized I was covered in grime and dirt and beside a freshly dug hole…grave.

      “And now you two keep looking at me like I’m a ghost and asking how I’m here. Dax said I was dead. If I was dead, how am I here?” He looked at Dax and then me, as if he had more faith in getting answers from me.

      Boy, was he wrong. I didn’t have any answers either. I put my palms up and shook my head. “I don’t know.”

      “Was…was I buried there? What happened? How did I end up there?” His voice was getting louder and more erratic as he spoke.

      Oh shit. This was something I could answer, but damned if I wanted to. Still, this was Bookie, and I wouldn’t dodge his questions, no matter how ugly the unburied truth might be.

      “After I brought you to our house at the Rock, you got sicker and sicker. You went to sleep and…you never woke up.”

      His eyes shifted from me to the ground and then around the barn before he took a few more aimless steps, looking as if he were lost and couldn’t quite figure out what direction would get him out of this predicament.

      I didn’t know if he was ready for the truth, but he hadn’t told me to stop. Dax wasn’t saying much of anything, just standing off to the side and watching. I couldn’t take the silence, so I kept going. “I brought you to that spot on Charlie. Do you remember Charlie, the horse Rocky gave me?” How much of your memory did death obliterate? Before Bookie died, he’d been one of the smartest people I’d ever met. If he read something once, he remembered it. Now I wasn’t sure if he’d know my horse’s name.

      “I remember him,” he said.

      Another fear I’d harbored but been afraid to voice disappeared as I realized his brain was intact other than the one gap. Bookie was in no way a zombie. I was never reading one of those apocalyptic books again. Not after this. Cut too close to home. “We rode Charlie there. I knew you loved that spot, so I thought it was a good place.”

      “A good place to bury me?”

      If I weren’t crazy, I’d say he looked almost insulted. “You were dead. I thought I was doing the right thing.”

      He suddenly dropped onto the ground in the middle of the barn and sat there, as if he wanted to sink into the earth.

      I wanted to fall down myself, seeing Bookie like this, as helpless as an injured fawn in the woods, but I locked my knees into place, refusing to weaken. I’d be strong for Bookie now the way he’d been strong for me when I’d needed him. This was the person who’d wanted me to hide his deadly sickness to protect myself. I wouldn’t let him down.

      Dax stepped forward. “Bookie, when you woke in that spot, were you alone?”

      My thoughts were still so muddled with the shock of having Bookie back that it took a minute for the implications to hit me. Odds were he hadn’t dug himself out of his own grave. If he had, wouldn’t that be one of the things he remembered? It sure seemed like it would be one of those memories I’d bump into on a bad day.

      “I was alone, just sitting there. I have no idea how I got out of that grave.”

      Had the Wood Mist dug him out? But why would they after making such a big deal over me being the one to dig Bookie up?

      I walked over and crouched down beside him before saying softly, “So what did you do after you…” Came back from the dead? That probably wasn’t the best way to describe it. “Woke up?”

      Bookie got to his feet and started walking about the barn again, as if no matter how tired he was he couldn’t sit still. Bookie was my best friend and the chillest person I knew. He didn’t pace or panic.

      “I walked back to the Rock but I was afraid to go through the gates, since the last time they’d seen me I had the Bloody Death. I knew I couldn’t go back in there, not after what had happened.” The sad look in Bookie’s eyes as he glanced at me told me exactly why he wouldn’t. Yeah, his memory was sound enough to recall everything that had happened before he passed. He’d known they were going to run me out, and burn the house to the ground if that was what it took to do it. “Was it bad?” he asked.

      “It wasn’t a big deal. I choose to leave,” I said, brushing the topic off. I took a couple of steps away from Dax’s direction, as his energy was getting strong again and I couldn’t handle the overflow. I knew he was still mad I took off, but it wasn’t like he didn’t find me again. “Then what happened?”

      Bookie was shaking his head, and then continued. “I went to the place on the wall you’d shown me, the one you used to climb to and look at the stars?”

      I nodded.

      “I hung out up there on and off for a couple of days, waiting to see you, Dax, Tank or Fudge. On the second day, Tiffy spotted me. I thought she was going to scream her head off. Instead, she stood below the wall and pointed at me and yelled, ‘What the hell are you doing up there? You’re supposed to be dead.’”

      He said it in her little-girl voice, and I was already laughing before he finished. Bookie and Dax started laughing too. It was so quantifiably Tiffy that it was hard not to picture the little girl standing there, pointing and bossing him about. I was a little worried that I might’ve been laughing more from hysteria than anything else, but I’d take it. It was the first real glimmer of the Bookie I’d known.

      “She said she thought I was dead and told me that you both had left. She said she didn’t know where.” He slumped a little further. “I knew if things got ugly, sooner or later you both would come back here to the farm.”

      Dax took a couple of steps closer to Bookie. I knew he was trying to get another whiff of his scent. I’d never seen Dax as stumped as I was. Dax wasn’t the type to get in anyone’s space, not unless he wanted to get in their space. At that point, the best option was to run. Bookie seemed too preoccupied to notice the closing distance, or had too much faith in Dax. I wasn’t sure which.

      Dax turned his attention back to me, brows lowered. “You are sure, with no doubt, he was dead?”

      If it wouldn’t upset Bookie, I would’ve screamed, Oh yeah, sure. You can’t figure this one out, so I had to have messed up.

      But I was going to take the road of diplomacy for fear of putting Bookie in more distress. I’d heard it was a nice road. Before I could assure Dax that I wouldn’t bury my best friend alive in the sweetest terms possible, Bookie was mirroring Dax’s look. “Yeah, did you bury me alive or something?”

      That was when I decided the diplomacy road had no place on my map. “I did not bury you alive. That’s an insulting question to ask me.”

      “You sure? Like swear on one of those funny books you like sure?” Bookie asked.

      I knew what books he spoke of, and I was glad the lighting sucked right now. “Yes, I’m sure.”

      “You checked his pulse?” Dax asked.

      “He was cold!”

      They both fell silent. As the doubt disappeared off Bookie’s face, I almost wished I’d lied to him to not see the drawn look that replaced it.

      “Shit. Now what do I do? I’m really dead.”

      “You don’t look dead,” I said, trying to help him.

      He was off and pacing again, walking around looking so perfectly alive that I was tempted to tell him that things could be worse, he could still be dead dead, but I kept my teeth locked tightly together. I hadn’t been the one to wake up beside my grave. Still, I couldn’t help feeling that if it had happened to me, I’d be a little happier about the current status of being among the living and less concerned over the past, but he probably needed time to embrace this gift. Who was I to say he was overplaying the drama? Either way, it was never going to happen again, even if I had to lock him in a room.

      “Your heart is beating and your skin is warm. I don’t know what you are, but you aren’t dead,” Dax said. Maybe he was thinking the same thoughts I was? He was just more tactful? I mean, it wouldn’t kill Bookie to be a touch more optimistic, the way old Bookie used to be. I really hoped Dead Bookie wasn’t a pessimist.

      Bookie stopped pacing. “How do you know my heart is really beating?”

      Hmmm, yeah, Dax, how do you know? I waited to see what he’d come up with to explain how he could hear it.

      “Look at you. You’ve obviously got blood pumping through your veins or your skin would be grey and cold. If you’re dead, so am I.”

      Bookie started nodding, and his fingers went to his wrist, as if reassuring himself he had a pulse.

      I shook my head but kept my tongue still. It amazed me that no one on the farm ever questioned the particulars of Dax, like how he didn’t seem to age, was stronger than normal, and could hear danger coming from a mile away. Sure, there were perks to pretending, but come on. It was like mass hypnosis or something. But I needed to stay focused. Whatever they wanted to believe Dax was, he wasn’t the issue right now. Bookie was, and he looked very alive.

      I drew in a deep breath as possibilities swarmed into my head like an angry hive of wasps. Could I have made a mistake and buried him alive? Horrible thought, but it would make this all so much easier. But I knew I hadn’t. His body had already started to stiffen before I buried him. Live people didn’t get rigor mortis.

      “Maybe I’m some sort of healer?” My voice came out breathy, almost like I was in awe of myself, which I might’ve been at the moment. Could it be possible? Could I be that cool?

      Bookie’s jaw dropped, bless his heart. “How freaking cool would that be!” he exclaimed, and then high-fived me, the sheer awesomeness of the possibility overtaking any panic that he might be the walking dead. This was exactly why Bookie, even a dead Bookie, would always be my best friend.

      “You’re not a healer,” Dax said, throwing day-old rain water all over our I’m so freaking cool party. Dax was always so adult, which I couldn’t decide if I loved or hated.

      “How do you know that?” I asked, afraid I was going to get an answer I didn’t like.

      “I’ve met healers before. There’s a certain energy to them.”

      “Maybe I have a different type of that energy?”

      “No.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “Yeah, actually, I do.”

      I opened my mouth and then closed it. Dax was way too mature to be around when me and Bookie played what if.

      I looked back to Bookie with a we’ll discuss this later when he’s not around to ruin it look and then switched gears. I looked at every visible part of Bookie. Those were definitely the clothes I’d buried him in. There were spots that looked like he’d tried to clean them, but it hadn’t worked out so well with limited resources. “Do you feel any different?”

      “No. Not even a little. I feel exactly like I did before I died.”

      “Because you aren’t dead,” Dax said. “And don’t tell anyone you were.”

      I took a step toward Bookie. “Dax is right. Nobody knows for sure that you died. I took a covered body out of the Rock in the middle of the night. It could have been a sack of rice for all they know. No one actually saw your dead body, there or here. I left Fudge a note, but it’s not tangible proof. I’ll say I messed up.”

      “What about the person who dug me up?” Bookie asked.

      “We have no idea who that is at the moment, and I doubt they’ll be stepping forward anytime soon.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Don’t worry about them. If it were someone who was going to say something, we would’ve heard already,” Dax answered. “If anyone from the Rock sees you and suspects, they’ll think you’re a Plaguer. Or maybe you never had it at all. If anyone asks, we tell them it was a mistake while we try and figure out what happened. We carry on like normal.”

      Normal? Not so easy when one of you could see the memories in people’s heads, one of you never aged and sprouted fur, and the most normal of the three had just died and come back to life. “Sure,” I said, and neither Dax nor Bookie commented on the fact that the word was steeped in sarcasm as thick as honey in a beehive in August.

      “No jokes about being dead either,” Dax said, looking just at me now.

      He couldn’t be serious. How was I supposed to get past the shock of Bookie coming back to life if I couldn’t make fun of him for it? There was only one option. “You sleep okay last night?” I asked Bookie.

      “I guess, why?”

      “Your neck is looking a little stiff.”

      “That wasn’t even a little funny. It was almost embarrassing in its lack of humor,” Bookie said.

      I sighed and scratched my head. “I know. I’m better when it’s off the cuff and I’m not pressured to get it all out in one shot.”

      Bookie tipped his head in complete understanding, and I wanted to hug him again, afraid he’d drop to the ground and die again, or something equally horrible.

      “So what do I do now?”

      “You walk in the house with us like nothing happened. You were just on an errand for me. I let Dodger use your room, so sleep in Dal’s.”

      “You can take the bed, Bookie. I’ll take the floor,” I offered, figuring he needed it more than I did right now.

      Bookie was nodding, but Dax wasn’t.

      “Dal will sleep in my room.”

      I shrugged, not seeing this as anything worth fighting about. Dax barely slept anyway, so it wasn’t a big deal if I took his room. Okay, maybe there was a tiny part of me that looked forward to sharing a room with Dax again, whether he would be there or not. It was still his room.

      We left the barn as if nothing strange had occurred. We walked past the guards, Dax patting Bookie on the back and laughing at a joke that hadn’t been said. We looked normal. Whatever had happened, water under the bridge, and whatever tales would be told tomorrow hopefully would be softened by the act.

      Dax saw us back to the house and then left out the front door. I didn’t know where he was going, and I wouldn’t ask. It was probably a beast thing.

      Bookie opened the door to the room that had once been Tiffy’s, then mine, and would now house Bookie. It was a good line of possession.
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      I woke up in Dax’s room alone, which I told myself was a good thing, but I was probably going to have to do some more convincing if I was going to make myself believe it. There were bigger issues to figure out that had nothing to do with whether sleeping with Dax on a regular basis was a good idea. I had a walking dead Bookie to worry about.

      I threw on my clothes from last night, as I didn’t have any of my things in this room, and headed down the hall to find my undead friend. The door to my room was wide open, and I could tell by the silence that no one was in it even before I peeked my head in.

      Don’t panic. Just because he got up before me, like he had done almost every day I’d known him before he died, did not mean he was somehow dead again.

      I took the stairs two steps at a time until I neared the bottom and resumed some sort of decorum. Bypassing breakfast, I raced to the back door. Then I took three steps back, grabbed a handful of greasy bacon, to the disgruntled yells of those currently getting breakfast, and headed out the door.

      A roaring noise came from the barn, the sound of someone revving an engine. Once, twice, three times. Pause. One, two, three… There was only one person who revved like that. At some point, Bookie must’ve taken that three’s a charm thing to heart. He did that every time he was going to leave the farm to go out digging—or more accurately, scavenging through ruins for useful crap to bring home and hoard.

      I’d have to tell him that I’d tried out the three thing last night and it was a dud. First I had to stop him from going out. He’d just come back from the dead and now he thought he should go gallivanting around the Wilds? Over my dead body he would. Somebody was going to end up dead for real this time if they didn’t listen to reason.

      I got to the barn right as he was about to ride out and parked myself in the middle of the doorway.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Digging.”

      There was only one place you went “digging,” and the ruins weren’t safe right now. Nowhere was safe, not for someone who’d just come back from the dead.

      “No, not a good idea,” I said, and motioned for him to kill the engine.

      He turned the key. “Why?”

      “Dax doesn’t want anyone to leave the farm right now.” And I’d tell him that he felt like that just as soon as I found him.

      “I didn’t hear that.”

      I threw my hands up. “I did, so you should go park your bike.”

      “Well, I didn’t hear it, so I’m going unless someone stops me between here and the gate.”

      I was fairly certain no one was going to have heard about my fictitious decree and throw up a roadblock.

      “Do you think it’s good idea to go running around after what happened?”

      “Dal, since when is going out a bad thing? You love to go running around. And I need to do something normal and clear my head. I figured I’d hit up the library.”

      Gallivanting was a bad idea, but the library? He was going to the library? I loved the library.

      He started up his bike again, and waved his hand in a gesture for me to get the hell out of his way. Short of lying again, which I’d do if I could come up with a good one that might stick, he was going out.

      There was only one choice, as I couldn’t let him go alone. I planted hands on hips, refusing to budge out of the door. “Were you going to invite me?”

      “I thought you might need to stay close to home.”

      My chin dropped down and I shot him my best evil eye. “I should stay close to home but you’re totally cool to go out considering what just happened?”

      His lip quirked up. “Well, come on, then,” he said.

      My feet didn’t move as I thought about it. Stay here and be safe or go spread my wings and get some books? I climbed on the back of the bike before I thought it through, because I knew no good would come from that. Or no good fun.

      

      

      The bright sun had us both squinting as we climbed out of the old library, which felt more like a cave.

      Bookie looked at his stash of books and then at mine. “We’re going to have to make a cut. We can’t fit them all in the bag.” He leaned closer and started tapping at the books in the middle of my stack. “Maybe you should get rid of some of the funny ones?”

      “What funny ones?” I held my books a little closer to my chest, the only cover visible being the cookbook strategically placed on top instead of the half-naked man.

      “You know what funny ones. How many of those can you read? They all look the same.”

      “Well, they aren’t.”

      He tilted to the right as he so often did before he got sarcastic. “You’re right. Some have naked men on the cover with women. Some only have naked men.”

      “Get rid of some of yours,” I said, pointing to his stack of books. The first was Back from the Dead, My Personal Story of Ever After, written in white script across a blue cloudy sky. “You want to talk about funny? That looks like a whole stack of crazy if I’ve ever seen it.”

      “I died. I’ve got a lot of emotional baggage to work through.” He gripped his books more firmly. “I’m trying to figure out what happened. Maybe I went somewhere.”

      “Went where? A ditch?”

      “We don’t know that. Fudge says there’s a world beyond this.”

      “Fine, but my books are just as important as your books. I need them to relax.”

      “I do, too.”

      We were both grabbing our stacks as if this were a life-and-death standoff.

      The sunlight was bright in my eyes as I tried to figure out my next argument. Then the guilt hit. He had died. This guilt stuff was for the birds, and I was going to have to figure out a way to shake it off before it ruined my fun.

      “Okay, I’ll get rid of—”

      The sound of a chunk of cement crashing had us both swinging around and looking for the source. I counted four men. Three humans and one Dark Walker, all dressed in the same Newco soldier uniform. One of them was looking awkwardly at his feet, where some cement debris was still rolling to a stop.

      “We aren’t alone,” I whispered, but didn’t need to. They were standing at the end of our path, waiting.

      “Dal, get behind me,” Bookie said, but I was already moving into position in front of him, and managed to skirt ahead before the hand he was reaching out made contact with my arm. It was a good thing that the area we had to leave through formed an alleyway of sorts, with fallen cement and debris from many of the buildings that used to be in this area. It was a perfect bottleneck. They’d have to get through me if they wanted to get to Bookie, and that was not happening.

      One of the human soldiers stepped forward, right up to where the alley started to narrow. “Zarrod wants to speak to you,” he said.

      Zarrod. That was the name of the top Dark Walker Croq had given me. This wasn’t a coincidence, and they hadn’t just stumbled upon us. They knew exactly who I was. Had they followed us from the farm? I couldn’t ask without tipping my hand to where we’d come from. But how else?

      “I’m not much of a talker.” There weren’t enough people alive, let alone ones who looked like me, with flaming red hair, to bother with denials that I wasn’t who they thought I was. Even if I tried to deny it, it wouldn’t matter. They could tug off my right glove and find proof.

      I eyed up their dull grey uniforms and the guns hanging at their hips, but I didn’t think they would shoot me. Whoever this Zarrod was, he—or it—wanted something from me too badly to give orders to kill me. Accidents do happen, though. Even if they shot me, as long as the spell that locked my life with Dax’s worked, I’d make it. Bookie might not. Although nothing was a sure thing. Bookie had made it back from the dead once. Who was to say he wouldn’t be the one walking out of here alive?

      Still, odds favored me. Which meant I really didn’t want to do this next thing, but I might have to if he didn’t listen. “Bookie, I need you to go back into the library until this is over.”

      “And leave you here with them? Are you insane?” I couldn’t see his face, but his tone gave me a pretty good idea of what it looked like.

      “Bookie, please, go back in. I’ll be fine.”

      “No way.”

      I let out a disappointed sigh, because he was going to be really pissed off about this if he didn’t die today. Normally I focused on a visual, so I hoped my aim held true when I tried to lock on to his voice. “I’m sorry about this.”

      “Sorry about what—”

      Midsentence, I swung around with a kick to his stomach that knocked him on his ass a few feet away, hard enough to suck the wind out of him. Hopefully it was enough to put him out for a few minutes, too. There was enough cover on the ground he was now sprawled on that the only way the Newco people could get a good shot at him would be to remove me first. That wasn’t going to happen.

      I didn’t remember dumping my books, but I was facing the enemy and choosing my target with two knives in my hands before they had a chance to take advantage of my half-second of inattention. I waited, forcing them to enter into the narrowest part of the alley if they wanted to get to me. Two of the human soldiers didn’t hesitate to advance, but the Dark Walker hung back with one of the humans. He knew I wouldn’t go down as easily as the human men expected. Lucky for me, they didn’t listen when he told them I was tougher than I appeared.

      A flying kick to the chest of the first soldier sent him crashing onto the one behind him. I jumped on top of the pile of cursing men and buried my knife to the hilt in the middle of the first Newco soldier’s chest, and gave a vicious twist. While he exhaled the last breath he would ever take, I quickly slid the edge of my other blade across the neck of the one pinned beneath me, and the now dead body.

      Two down. Two to go.

      The Dark Walker grabbed the shoulder of the human male in front of him and dragged him out of the way. It seemed like he was getting a little angry at how easily I’d taken down the first two. The lone human left didn’t put up a fight, and gladly stepped aside.

      “You’re coming back with me,” he said, as if he were done playing.

      “Have other plans for the afternoon, but thanks for the invite.”

      I wanted to shake my head as I watched him bend low. Dumbass thought that bulldozing through me was the best way to handle this. Taking aim at his knees, I let him build up his momentum before I went for my own target. I went in low and fast, connecting my shoulder and heaving with my legs.

      He went flying over the top of me, heading straight for where I’d left Bookie. Shit! Who was the dumbass now? I turned around to find the Dark Walker lying in a heap with his neck twisted in an impossible angle, but no Bookie.

      I heard the shot before I felt the pain screaming through my back, and realized I’d made a critical mistake. You never turned your attention away from your current threat.

      So much for not shooting me. The one left must have been terrified enough to take a lethal shot when the idea of going against me alone became the last resort. My hand went to my chest, where the pain was ripping straight through from my back. There wasn’t any blood, though. The bullet hadn’t passed through.

      I wanted to turn and fight, but I was paralyzed with pain. I didn’t realize I had fallen to my knees until the rough landing set off even sharper flares of agony through my chest.

      My shooter’s shadow fell over me, and I just hoped that he’d leave here without going after Bookie.

      The soldier stepped around me, holding the gun with shaking hands as he aimed it at my head.

      Warm blood was dripping down my back as he told me, “You’re going to stand up and come with me.”

      Did he think I was kneeling out of some sort of weird worship ritual because he’d managed to shoot me?

      “If I could stand, you’d be dead.” My voice rasped from the strain of talking through the pain. I rolled my eyes at the stupidity of the soldier holding the gun on me. I could be dying, and this was the person who took me down? This had to be some sort of cosmic joke. I couldn’t even drum up a flicker of heat in my chest. It was as if all my magic was seeping out of me with my blood.

      “He wants to talk to you, and I ain’t going back without you.”

      “Tell you what. You let me in on what he wants and I’ll give it a good try,” I said, knowing there was no way I was moving right now, but it would be nice to have a few questions answered before I died. I didn’t think the Grounding Spell that Bitters had put on me to keep me alive was going to overcome a shot to the heart region.

      He’d opened his mouth to tell me something when from out of nowhere Bookie choose that moment to appear and hit him over the head with a boulder.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    
    
      The soldier dropped in front of me, a caved-in area obvious on the back of his skull. The rock dropped from Bookie’s hands as he stared down at the fallen man.

      “I could’ve used one more minute.” I sighed.

      “What the hell just happened? How did you take all those other guys? How did you do that?” He was pointing to the corpses as he spoke, like I’d forgotten I left them there.

      “Luck?”

      He was shaking his head. “I saw you take out the last one.”

      Looked like I hadn’t hit Bookie hard enough. This was why you should never pull your punches. On the plus side, I’d always feared what Bookie would think of me if he saw me in action, a killing machine. I didn’t see any revulsion on his face. Lots of shock, though.

      “How did you do it?” he asked again, so shocked that it seemed to be overriding his normal perceptiveness. Normally he would have noticed I didn’t usually have to grit my teeth to get my words out.

      “I know it’s not something we talk about a lot, but you know I’ve got magic.”

      “Yeah, but I thought it was just hearing an occasional thought or something.”

      “Turns out it’s a little bit more.” I stretched my good arm out to brace my hand against a slab of crumbling cement. This wasn’t how I’d imagined my last conversation going, but it was better than teary goodbyes. Or maybe I wouldn’t die at all? From the way my back felt, I didn’t think I’d still be conscious by now.

      “What?” I asked. His face was shifting into a look closer to the horror I’d expected him to wear when he learned I was a killer, but he wasn’t really looking at me—instead, his stare was glued to a spot on the ground where I kneeled.

      “Dal.” Bookie pointed to where my blood had dripped enough to create a puddle beneath me. I tried to reach a hand back and stanch the blood, but quickly decided it was too much effort. I returned it to the cement in front of me so I didn’t topple over from the lightheaded feeling taking over.

      Bookie came to kneel on the ground beside me, and tugged the back of my shirt down.

      He looked at it and then me, his face growing whiter with each a pass. “Dal, why didn’t you tell me you were shot?”

      Was it stupid that I wanted to see him all impressed by me before I died? Yeah, that would sound pretty stupid. “Figured if I was still alert, it wasn’t too bad.” I really had begun to wonder if it felt worse than it was.

      He prodded the area next to the wound with a tentative touch. “It’s bad. I don’t think we’ll make it back to the farm. I’ve got to get it out, and soon. As it is, I can’t believe it didn’t hit your heart.”

      Bookie was assuming it hadn’t because I was still alive. I wasn’t so sure. The way my heart felt inside of my chest, Bitters’ Grounding Spell might’ve been the only thing keeping me breathing. Spell or not, I felt like shit with this thing in my back.

      “Bookie, you have to dig in there and get it out.”

      “I know,” he said, but he didn’t sound too enthused about it. “Wait here and I’ll find something to use and…” His head was shaking as he mumbled something about sanitizing this or that. Oh no, nobody had time for that.

      “Bookie, I’m losing too much blood. I need you to dig it out with your fingers right now.” My voice was getting fainter. It was almost as if once we focused on the wound, the pain had doubled in intensity.

      His eyes started to crinkle at the corners, and he looked like he thought I might have gone crazy from blood loss.

      “With my hands? They’re filthy. The germs alone will kill you.” He took a step away and began mumbling again, this time worrying over where the bag he always carried around had gotten to. What? Did he think it would miraculously produce sterilized instruments to operate with?

      “Bookie, I don’t have time for you to try and figure out something else, unless you want me to bleed out.” Could I bleed out? What if I passed out instead and there were more of the Newco soldiers around? I might live, but I’d leave Bookie to his own defenses, and knowing him, he wouldn’t leave my side. He’d be a goner for sure. I’d never tell him this, but that rock attack had been a stroke of luck. Bookie had definitely been born a lover, not a war wager, but I didn’t want to insult the guy right now by telling him that, especially as he’d just saved my ass.

      “But the—”

      “You can do this. I need you to do this.”

      “It’s going to hurt like hell,” he said, but he started shaking out his hands, as if that would rid him of the nerves. He stepped forward, nodding to himself the whole time as he kneeled beside me, getting in position to do as I asked with one hand bracing my shoulder.

      “Brace yourself,” he said.

      I tightened my grip on the large piece of collapsed wall I was using to steady myself. I’d expected pain, but not the wave of agony I got. It was already hurting like hell, and all he’d done was dump some of the water from his canteen on it. “Bookie! Start already!”

      “I was just—”

      “Start!”

      “Okay!”

      His fingers started delving into torn flesh, and I gripped the cement edge until it felt like I was going to have cement embedded in my flesh.

      “Dal, it’s too deep.”

      “Bookie, if you don’t get it out, I might die.” I wasn’t sure if that were true or not, but I knew we were sitting ducks right now, even in the haze of pain. I was waiting for more soldiers to show up at any moment. Black spots danced across my vision, and I tried to evict them, but if I lost more blood the bouncers might call it quits. If the shot didn’t kill me, and maybe it wouldn’t, more soldiers might kill him.

      “Dal?”

      “Yes?” I strained to keep my patience with the slow pace he was going, since he thought he might be killing me and all.

      “Dal, there’s a lot of blood here and this is deep, like…real deep.”

      No one would call Bookie stupid, and he had enough medical training to know something was up. “Just dig in and get the bullet. I don’t care if it’s lodged in my heart.”

      I felt his fingers digging around, deeper and deeper as I tried to keep my self upright and the black spots began connecting together.

      “You still with me?”

      “Yes.” I would’ve screamed it if I could’ve pulled it off without completely losing control. The pain was shooting through me like someone had taken a hose and pumped hot lava into my veins.

      Finally, after it seemed like I’d been sucked into a time warp where everything slowed to a near standstill, I felt his fingers slowly pulling out from where they’d been digging around inside of me.

      “Did you get it?” Please tell me that wasn’t for nothing or I might really scream.

      “Yeah.” His voiced sounded almost as weak and faint as mine. Playing doctor had taken a toll on him.

      I took a precious moment and leaned flat against the cement rock as the black spots started to fade. I heard Bookie moving around behind me, the sound of some fabric ripping, and then Bookie was pressing a pad of material against the hole in my back. He wrapped it under my arm and then over a shoulder before he tied it off, completing his makeshift bandage.

      Bookie stepped around me and was crouching right in front of me, holding the bullet in between bloody fingers.

      Small and a little scrunched up, it didn’t look like it should’ve caused too much damage. Maybe it felt worse than it was. “That’s not so bad.”

      “It was in your heart,” he said, tone full of righteous indignation.

      Thank you, Bitters, wherever you are! His Grounding Spell linking my life to Dax had just saved my ass.

      “I’m sure you’re wrong.” I tried to push off the rock, but I would’ve fallen backward on my ass if Bookie hadn’t grabbed an arm, looping it over his shoulder. He pulled me up as he stood.

      “I know a heart when I feel one.”

      “Eew, really?” Okay, I might be a killer, but that was a little gross.

      “What the hell is going on, Dal? You killed three people by yourself and now you take a bullet to the heart and you don’t die? You don’t even pass out? What the hell are you?”

      His voice was slowly creeping from concerned to alarmed. But I really didn’t have time for this.

      “If I could answer that for you, I would.” I tried to lean away from him and reach down for a handle sticking out of a dead chest.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’ve got to get my knives.”

      He propped me up against a nearby wall made up of fallen debris and collected my knife for me. He wiped it off on the pant leg of my first victim before handing it back to me. Had to admit, it was kind of nice to have someone clean it for a change.

      “That one, too,” I said, pointing to where I’d dropped the other.

      He collected it, repeating the cleanup routine. He tucked it into my hip holster for me. I waved my good arm at him, silently suggesting he get a move on.

      “Really?” he asked, as if he were offended by my necessary dictates to ensure our safety.

      I could understand, though. Dax did the same thing to me, and it drove me bonkers.

      “We’ve got to get out of here. There could be more of them coming.” See? I had a perfectly good reason to be bossing you about. That should fix it.

      He looked around quickly and then looped my arm around his shoulders, and I hobbled along beside him.

      “So how did you kill all those people?” he asked as we worked our way along back to where we’d stashed the bike.

      “I don’t understand how it works, but you know those heat-seeking missiles you told me about? I become kind of like that. Like I lock in or something, and then I can do crazy things to get to my target.”

      I kicked a piece of metal, which went skidding across the ground, and we paused for a second, waiting for someone to jump out at us. When the attack didn’t happen, we continued on.

      “Can you do that stuff like at will?” he asked softly, his curiosity overriding his fear of a new threat.

      “Yeah,” I answered, my ego overriding my concerns.

      “Dude, you’re like…badass.”

      “Nah, I’m not that cool.”

      “Seriously, you could probably even kick Moobie’s ass.”

      “I mean…I don’t know… Maybe.” I certainly wasn’t going to tell him I’d lain awake at night pondering that exact thing. I would’ve shrugged, but the pain was still lancing through me. “I guess if you think so,” I added when he stopped gushing about how cool I was. I mean, come on. Didn’t he have any more wonderful things to say about me? This was a bit nicer than the look of revulsion I’d feared he’d have.

      I was still waiting for more compliments when we go to where we’d stashed his bike. The branches had all been pulled off it—probably the Newco soldiers’ work.

      Bookie left me a few feet away leaning against a tree while he bent down and examined it.

      “Look what they did to my bike!” Bookie said as he stood. Then he simply stared at it for a moment. He looked almost as upset as when he’d seen my blood on the ground, but I tried to not take it too personally.

      “The tires look sort of funny, but can’t we ride it on those silver circles?”

      “No. Those circles are called rims, and we can’t ride on them.” I chose to believe his huff of disgust was over his ruined bike and not my question.

      I still didn’t see what the difference would be—they were round like the tires—but I trusted his judgment.

      “Cover it back up. We’ll have to walk home.”

      “You can’t walk. You’ll bleed out before we get there.”

      I shifted my arm around on the bad side. Not nearly as painful as it should be. “I’ll make it.”

      “Seriously?” He was back to looking at me like I was crazy.

      “Yeah. There might be some other pertinent details I should fill you in on, stuff dealing with some spells and a strange little wizard.”

      “A wizard?” he asked, as he piled the branches back up onto the bike. It was funny how his worry over my ability to walk disappeared with an interesting subject.

      “I’ll fill you in on the walk. But I must remind you that you are in no place to cast judgment.” I waved my hand at the pile of branches that still needed to be replaced. “Hurry up and cover it. I’m getting hungry already, and I’m going to need help walking for a while.” This bossy thing was a pretty hard habit to kick once you got started. Maybe I shouldn’t be so hard on Dax.

      

      

      We were halfway back to the farm when I heard the roar of bikes in the distance. I’d been walking of my own volition for the last two hours, which was good because Bookie and I looked at each other at the same time and jumped into the bushes.

      I heard them coming toward us full throttle, and then the engines started to slow. Bookie bent around the side and peered through a gap in the brush.

      “Fuck,” he said softly, but I wasn’t worried about our company hearing, as their engines were too loud.

      “How many?” I rotated my shoulder, trying to see how much pain it would set off while I tried to churn up the heat in my chest. I wasn’t at full blast, but I could get through another fight…if it wasn’t a bad one.

      “Two with him.”

      “Him?”

      He looked at me, his eyes going rounder than they normally were. “Dax.”

      “Ah shit.” We both sat there until the engines quieted.

      He’s going to kill us, Bookie mouthed to me.

      Why you?

      “Because I disobeyed orders with you,” he whispered.

      Oh yeah. I nodded. Forgot I’d told him that tiny lie about Dax ordering everyone to stay at the farm. “I’ll go first,” I whispered back, hoping the sounds of the bikes were enough to cover our voices.

      “I should.”

      “This was my idea.”

      “No, it was my idea. You just came along.”

      I looked at Bookie. He’d just come back from the dead. What if his newly undead body couldn’t handle the stress? “I’ll go. What if the confrontation does something to you? You did just die.”

      His eyes narrowed as if I’d just insulted him. “No, I’ll go. You almost died, too.”

      “Almost isn’t the same.”

      “I don’t want to be treated differently.”

      “Were either of you planning on climbing out of the bushes anytime soon?” Dax asked as he stepped around the bushes and in front of where we’d crouched down.

      “We weren’t hiding. We got tired and were taking a break.” We both stood up and moved back to the trail.

      Dax didn’t reply to that, but the narrowing of his eyes led me to believe it was probably for the best. He shifted his gaze to Bookie. “Where’s your bike?”

      “Got a flat.”

      “Bookie, head back with the other guards.”

      Bookie looked at Dax and then me. Stubborn refusal was written as clear on his face as the words on the books we’d had to leave behind.

      “I think that’s a good idea,” I said before Bookie had a chance to protest. Making my eyes as large as his were a minute ago. I hoped he got the message that I could handle this. Last thing I needed was someone making what had happened sound worse than it was. This was a story I needed full control of.

      I held my breath until I saw Bookie nod. Dax called out to the other two guys from the farm, “Take Bookie home.”

      Neither of us said anything until the bikes were revving up and pulling away.

      “Are you going tell me?” Dax asked, his eyes scanning me.

      There would be no way to hide I’d gotten shot from Dax. Sure, I’d removed Bookie’s wrap miles ago, but he was looking right at where the bullet would’ve exited had it gone through me. I’d lost too much blood for him not to smell it on me with those beast senses of his, and the back of my shirt was covered in old blood.

      He didn’t wait for an answer before he was behind me and pulling up my shirt. I was guessing he was looking at a newly formed scab.

      His fingers ran adjacent to the entry wound, leaving shivers in their wake. “Bullet wound.” It was a statement, not a question.

      “It wasn’t too bad. Bookie was able to pull it out with his fingers.” I just didn’t plan on telling him that Bookie was up to wrist in the middle of my back so his fingers could reach the bullet.

      Dax didn’t say anything, but his level stare had me squirming.

      “I suppose it’s possible that it hit my heart, but no big deal, right? I’m still here.” I tried not to go too hard on myself about how lame that sounded. My magic didn’t extend to words.

      “So the spell worked.” He didn’t sound as happy as I felt about the fact.

      I took a deep breath of pine trees and newly fallen leaves, tilted my head back, and looked at a sky through eyes that should’ve seen nothing. I’d cheated death. One day the devil might come wanting his pound of flesh, but until that day, I was going to be living large.

      “What happened?” he asked as I turned to look at him.

      “We were coming out of the library and they were waiting for us.”

      “Did you really think this was a good idea?” His voice, the way he was staring at me, already told me what he thought.

      I didn’t care if he was angry. “I didn’t get out of Newco to get locked down again.”

      I waited for him to say something even as my breathing got ragged. That was what Dax did to me, though. My body didn’t seem to care whether the intensity pouring off him was from anger or lust.

      “Who was it?”

      “Who what?” I asked, while I tried to remember the last time we’d touched.

      “Your attacker. It’s not like you lack for enemies.”

      “Yes, my cup does runneth over in that department.” I ran down the list of events as I tried to not get distracted by his energy and memories of naked skin.

      “Come on. I’ll take you back to the house.”

      I didn’t budge. “Don’t you want to fight with me?” And then maybe we’d get all sweaty and have make-up sex like they did in my books. Fights always led to sex—like, guaranteed.

      “No.”

      He walked back to the bike, climbed on, and waited for me while I was still trying to figure out what went wrong.

      “How many attackers were there?”

      Maybe he wanted to wait until we got back to the house to fight? Maybe he wanted to be closer to the bed?

      “How many?” he asked again.

      “Four,” I said as I climbed on the back.

      “How did only four take you down?” he asked, instead of starting up the bike.

      Was there hope yet? “I don’t know.”

      “You turned your back on one of them, didn’t you?”

      Oh yeah, this should do it. “It was an accident.”

      “How many times have I told you not to do that? How many?”

      “Not enough?” I asked, waiting for the anger to really build. The grass in that little clearing looked nice and soft too.

      “Don’t do it again.”

      Really? That was all I got? The bike coming to life was my answer.

      We drove through the gates way past sunset, and I knew he wasn’t going to stay when he pulled the bike up to the front steps of the house.

      “You’re not coming in?” I asked as I climbed off the bike.

      “I can’t.”

      “Okay,” I said, keeping my chin up. I wasn’t going to beg him—that was for certain. “Just thought you’d need to eat.”

      “I’ll be back,” he said, as if he knew what I’d been thinking.

      “It’s not a big deal. You’ve got…stuff to do out there, I’m sure.” I waved my hand toward the forest.

      “After what happened today—”

      “I’ve got to go eat. I’m famished.” Oh, no. If he wasn’t going to hang around to fight, and then have make-up sex, I wasn’t hanging around for a lecture.

      “Dal, at some point, we’re going to need to have an honest moment.”

      Honest? Like what kind of honest? Feelings and shit? Was that what he meant? He looked as if the moment was serious. What did he want to talk about? What if it was bad?

      “I am having an honest moment. ‘I’m starving’ is as honest as it gets,” I said, and turned to the house before he said anything else that might make me have to think too much.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 5

        

      

    
    
      I’d gone to sleep alone in Dax’s bed, and I woke up the same way. Was he searching the forest for bad guys or avoiding me? It wasn’t like I’d asked to use his room. He’d told me to use it.

      Other than waking up in the wrong bed and room, Bookie rising from the dead, and me living in spite of a bullet to the heart, things felt pretty damn normal. I mean, yeah, I was a little stiff, but as long as you could look past all that nearly dead stuff, things were really quite normal.

      I rolled out of bed, did some minimal upkeep to make myself presentable, and closed the door to Dax’s bedroom. It probably wasn’t the smartest thing to admit, but I felt like I was home. As I walked on the braided rug that covered the wide wooden planks of the hallway, and let my hand brush against the rounded brass doorknobs as I passed, I took two steps to my right and listened to the loose floorboards creak. I tilted my head back and breathed deeply of the smell of bacon and eggs rising up from the downstairs buffet. The sounds and smells were all the same, but the vases in the hall were empty of the flowers Fudge would pick, reminding me it wasn’t quite right.

      I leapt off the last couple of steps and landed with a familiar thud in the living room.

      I looked at the buffet line that was winding its way through the dining room. When Fudge used to cook, it would normally extend all the way into the living room. I eyed up the platter of bacon over a particularly short somebody’s shoulder. There had to be a worthy piece on there somewhere. What were they doing? Throwing the bacon on to take the chill out of it and calling it quits?

      If this kept up, there wouldn’t be a line at all. I walked past the people and straight to the source, half expecting to see Fudge, despite the lousy cooking. There was a short, stodgy guy in her kitchen. Dodger was his name. It was ridiculous to be mad, but I was anyway. A feeling of him trespassing into Fudge’s domain overwhelmed me.

      The last time I’d seen Dodger was before I left for the Rock. He used to be in charge of digging ditches, and they wondered why his food tasted like dirt?

      I grabbed a plate from the stack sitting on the counter, destined for the buffet, not wanting to witness this interloper in her place for any longer than necessary.

      I wasn’t completely crazy. I knew it wasn’t his fault. Still, I couldn’t help but want to grab him by his collar and drag him from the room.

      I loaded a pile of bacon onto my plate and then started scooping on eggs that looked a tad too soft for scrambled.

      “Wait your turn with the rest of them,” Dodger said, swiping at me with a spatula but missing by a foot. Dodger was not only a horrible cook but slower than a turtle on dry land.

      “That’s not how things work here. I get bacon on demand, so adjust your expectations.” I eyed the spatula, wondering if it was going to be swinging at me again and if it would make good acquisition practice. But I’d have to delay my breakfast if I did that, and it wasn’t like Dodger would be good practice.

      “Everyone waits in line!”

      “Nope.”

      Dax walked in and grabbed a piece of bacon from my plate and then a biscuit from the pile on the counter.

      “She’s trying to cut line,” Dodger complained.

      “She’s allowed to.” Dax made a plate for himself and then walked out. He hadn’t hugged me or kissed me or said the words all the girls in my books wanted to hear. What he’d done was so much better. I plucked a couple more pieces of bacon off the tray with a saucy grin and gave an I dare you to say something to me look.

      I made my way out to the back porch to find Bookie there waiting on my bench.

      His eyes shot all over the place, as if he was checking to make sure no one was listening, before he asked, “Is he mad? He didn’t look mad when I saw him.”

      “No. He seems to be handling it quite well.” Too well. It hadn’t gone anything like it did in my books, but I didn’t need to tell Bookie that.

      “Good. I hate when Dax is pissed off at me. Are you going to eat all that?” He reached for a piece of bacon before I answered.

      His chin went up, as if he were using it to point to something behind me. “Who is that strange man walking across the yard?”

      “Huh?”

      I looked up and saw that most of the people getting ready to start the day on the farm were looking in one direction and at one person. It was a man that looked too old to be alive.

      I squinted, not believing what I saw. “Bitters?” The guard at the gate had probably not thought anything of letting him in. Bitters might be more powerful than he looked, but that didn’t change the appearance that he was harmless. Dax better have a word with that guard about not trusting appearances. No one was supposed to be let in unescorted.

      “The Bitters?” Bookie asked, having just heard about him on our partial walk home from the library.

      Bookie didn’t look back at me, as Bitters had his full attention. Some people had it like that, a thing that naturally drew others. Sometimes it was because they were attractive, and it was a gift that faded with age. Then there were people like Bitters, where there was just something. It wasn’t how they looked, and he didn’t need to speak. It was a hammer that hit you over the head and said pay attention. Or maybe it was the donkey following behind him without the need for a harness, and the crow sitting on his shoulder, which was catching a ride, while seeming to converse with its host.

      “Holy shit,” I said. “How did he get here? He was halfway across the world the last time Dax and I saw him.”

      “So it’s him?” Bookie sounded excited at the possibility.

      “Yep. Come with me and I’m going to introduce you to your very first wizard.”

      I shoved a couple more bites of breakfast in my mouth and then abandoned my plate to find out what was going on, Bookie following me over.

      “Dal, so nice to see you!” Bitters looked at me with such a warm smile that you’d never imagine this was the same man who had yelled at me and kicked me out of his shack in the past. He looked more like the kindly old grandfather now.

      “Bitters.” Of course, he didn’t just accidentally end up here, so being nice had to come with a motive.

      “Who’s your friend?”

      “This is Bookie,” I said.

      Bookie reached out his hand to shake Bitters’, and I tried not to stare as they did. It wasn’t as if Bitters had a reason to curse Bookie.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Moving in.” Bitters expanded his arms, as if embracing the surrounding farm.

      I looked at the stuff piled up on the donkey. Well, that explained what he was doing on this side of the world.

      Bookie coughed and then said, “You’re moving in?”

      This had bad idea written all over it. “Why?”

      “A debt owed should be a debt paid. That Grounding Spell I did for you, when neither of you bothered to tell me the type of juice you were putting out. It’s been screwing up everything I’ve done since.”

      I made a vague uh huh sound as I looked around the farm, wondering where Dax had disappeared to. He couldn’t have gotten that far, could he? This was his house. Shouldn’t he have to handle this? I didn’t want to end up cursed, and Dax already turned into a beast. How much worse would it really be for him?

      “One of my clients wanted a love potion. Guess what happened?”

      “What?” Bookie asked before I could kick him.

      “Her love interest tried to kill her! And it wasn’t an isolated case, either. A beauty potion went bad—real bad. Poor lad can’t even leave his house. My reputation is ruined. I’m the best wizard of my time and now I can’t show my face in town. Especially after the torch… You know, it doesn’t really matter. It’s good I came here. Change is delightful.

      “Don’t worry, it’ll only be for about ten years or so, just enough time for my home to clear out the funk you two left behind.” He pointed at me as he answered Bookie, and then urged the donkey forward on a straight path to my haven.

      Before Bitters had taken more than a dozen steps, Dax was there to intercept him. “Bitters.”

      “Ah, there you are,” Bitters said, as if he’d been scouring the place looking for Dax.

      “What are you doing here?” There was enough chill in Dax’s voice to ice over the ground we were standing on.

      If it were anyone but Bitters, I might have felt a little bad about the greeting he received. But it was Bitters, and when had I cared about etiquette? Wasn’t going to start now.

      “I’m here to collect my debt,” he said as he pulled his donkey forward, and his crow cawed as if to second his statement.

      “What do you want?” There was no thaw in Dax’s follow-up question.

      “That house,” Bitters said, pointing ahead to the farmhouse and moving in that direction.

      Dax stepped in front of his path again, his arms crossed now. “You can’t have my house.”

      “Of course not! I just need a room in it, preferably large. I like fireplaces as well.” Bitters arced around where Dax stood in his way, and Dax was shaking his head, as if trying to restrain himself from killing the old man.

      “I’ll give you a cottage. You aren’t staying in the house.” Dax’s tone left no doubt that is was a take it or leave it deal.

      Bitters stopped and looked about the farm, specifically at the smaller structures scattered about the many acres.

      “I think a room in there would be best.” He pointed back to the large farmhouse.

      “Can’t do it.” Dax moved in front of Bitters again, making it clear there was no way it was happening.

      “Which cottage?” That friendly smile Bitters had arrived with was beginning to slip.

      “You can stay there.” Dax pointed at the one that had belonged to Becca.

      “I guess it will do for now, until you empty a room in the main house for me.” Bitters was in full grump.

      “Bookie, can you show Bitters to Becca’s old cottage?” Dax asked, but walked off before Bookie agreed. I’d seen Dax do that before. It was a neat trick how he gave orders couched in a polite questions. I was going to have to give that a go at some point.

      I saw the flicker of hesitation, and Bookie’s eyes searched out mine. I maneuvered myself slightly behind Bitters and then did a thumbs-up. Bookie had come back from the dead. The more I thought on it, a little curse wasn’t that big of a deal.

      Bookie waved Bitters along, and I watched them head toward the cottage.

      They were only about ten feet away when Bookie asked, “You aren’t going to curse me or something, are you?”

      Had I mentioned to Bookie on our walk how Bitters was known to hand out a curse or two? I might need to have another talk with him.

      “Not if I like the place.”

      As they walked farther away, Bookie put a little more distance between them.

      Yeah, definitely for the best if I did.
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      I opened a couple of cabinets, trying to find something to eat for dinner. Dodger’s cooking was bad, but cooking for myself might even be worse. Ugh. It was almost like being back in the Cement Giant with a growling belly.

      Where was Dax? What was he eating? Or Bookie? What did people do to get food around here? There was no way everyone else knew how to cook. It was too crazy to be believed.

      I jumped up on top of the counter so I could get to the last cabinet, where I knew Tank used to stash his special jerky. Four pieces left. Just enough. I grabbed my dinner and jumped off the counter.

      The only thing that distracted me from my bad meal was Bitters pushing through the back door with arms heaped full of stuff. He looked around as he slowly made his way to the basement. I inched my way closer to him and his heap of clothing and bottles.

      “Open that for me?” he asked as he stepped in front of the door that led to the basement—Tank’s basement.

      I did as he asked. Not like Tank was here.

      “You didn’t see me, and I can curse you to make you forget.”

      “Don’t worry. I don’t care enough to remember.”

      He nodded with a spark in his eyes as he walked through the door, and yelled for me to close it after he was a step down.

      I took my four-jerky dinner and went out to the back porch. No sense in sitting at the dinner table alone. This way, maybe I could figure out where everyone else got their food from.

      I was eating the last jerky when Bookie walked out of one of the larger barns that housed the horses and headed over to me.

      “Did you eat?” I asked.

      “No. Just got finished taking care of a sick horse. Gotta clean up before I even think of food,” he said.

      I didn’t call him prissy as he passed me, but I was thinking it.

      Last bite done, I would’ve ignored the sound of the bike getting louder if I wasn’t so damn hungry, but it was probably Dax coming back, and I needed to know where everyone was getting their food.

      I got up and walked around to the front lawn, where I saw Fudge trudging along on her horse, Tiffy riding in front of her, and Tank roaring up with his bike.

      I pushed past the other people walking as I broke into a sprint, getting to them before anyone else. Fudge was smiling and Tiffy jumped from the horse and into my arms, nearly knocking me off my feet.

      “Dal, you’re here!” she said, squeezing my neck as I swung her around.

      I placed her on the ground and turned to see Bookie had made it outside already. He helped Fudge off her horse, and Fudge had him in a bear hug.

      Tiffy tugged at my hand to get my attention. “You really pissed my friends off good this time,” she said.

      “What do you know?” I’d learned my lesson when it came to paying attention to what Tiffy had to say. No more blowing her off as a cute kid with a wild imagination.

      “That you’re persona non grata.”

      “Did they tell you why?” Not good news.

      “No, but be careful in the forest,” she said, and wrapped her arms around my waist before abandoning me to go see Bookie.

      Tank climbed off his bike, kicked out the stand, and then walked over to me, his eyes never leaving Bookie. He had to stop periodically to greet the people welcoming him home, but it only bought me a few minutes more until he reached me.

      “I thought he had the Bloody Death?” His voice was low enough that the crowd of people gathering to welcome Fudge couldn’t hear. He turned and shook another hand before returning his attention back to me.

      “Turns out it was just a flu,” I said during a pause.

      Dodger walked over and interrupted us for another minute, but as soon as he walked away, Tank started right back up. “Was he dead or not? Because you left a note that stated he was dead.”

      “I thought he was but he wasn’t. He was just really ill.” I smiled as wide as I could as Tank received another greeting.

      “I don’t think so. I saw the grave you dug. Why was there a fresh grave if he wasn’t dead?” Tank asked, and I hoped he didn’t have a list of these questions for me. The first one was tough enough.

      Ummm, how to explain a grave? I really could’ve used a couple minutes of prep for this conversation. “I was digging it, but then I realized he was alive when I went to put him into it. I didn’t want to leave a hole in the ground, so I dumped the dirt back in it, obviously.” Because hey, when you almost bury your best friend alive, isn’t landscaping your first concern?

      Tank’s eyes narrowed and then he looked at Bookie and back at me. Then he kept looking at me.

      Time for some offense, because my defense was about as good as the limp bacon I’d been eating. “Tank, clearly he’s alive. What do you think happened? He decided to pop up out of the ground or something like a freaking vampire? If he died, he’d be dead.”

      Tank’s eyes narrowed a bit more, until I was wondering if he could still see out of them or if he was looking at the backs of his eyelids.

      His head tilted back toward the setting sun before shifting to where Bookie was, as if smoke and flame might erupt at any moment.

      Okay, there might be wizards and people like me that could read long-buried memories, and there might even be glowing mists of gold that spoke and morphed into people, but Tank was getting a little carried away now. “He’s not a vampire.”

      He clucked his tongue, not once but several times. One cluck was a hmmm, maybe. Multiple clucks were something altogether different, a slight against my integrity. And yes, I might’ve been lying to him, but not because I wanted to.

      “There’s something weird going on here,” he said.

      That wasn’t a question. I should’ve just let the subject drop. I probably should’ve kept my mouth shut, let him have the last word and call the conversation closed. But I didn’t do that so well, not since I’d gotten out of the Cement Giant. It was as if once I got my hooks in the concept of free speech, I couldn’t seem to unhook myself even when it was for the best.

      “If there is something weird, I sure can’t tell you what.” As far as being honest, that was the truest thing I’d said all week. Damn if I had an explanation for what happened. I still caught myself staring at Bookie.

      “I’ll wait and see on this.” Tank looked about the area. “Where’s Dax?”

      “Like I know?” I asked, sometimes wishing I could put a tracker on that man.

      He nodded, accepting that answer with no problem. Tank grabbed their bags and headed toward the house.

      Fudge finally let go of Bookie, and her eyes landed on me. I wasn’t going to cry. I was too tough for tears, even in the face of Fudge’s concern.

      But I might’ve misted up when she took me in a hug as fierce as she’d given Bookie. Luckily, my hair came to the rescue, so whether I got a little watery would never be known.

      “I worried about you,” she said as she held me tight to her.

      “I’m sorry I left you. I had to.”

      “I know you did.”

      I pulled out of Fudge’s grasp and she let me. She was like that. There as much as you needed her, but never smothering.

      “Why did you come back?” I asked as I linked an arm with her and we started walking back to the house.

      “Tiffy told me she saw Bookie. I knew this was where he’d come if he could, and I had to know if he really was okay. And I knew if Dax found you, you’d both end up back here, too.”

      Part of me wanted to drag her into the house and lock the door, while the other part wanted to shoo her off the property and as far from trouble as I could get her. “Fudge, you know it’s not safe here right now.”

      “I know that’s what everyone tells me, but I feel safer here than I did at the Rock after they were going to burn you out. I couldn’t stay there, and Tiffy is safer here.”

      She tilted her head toward Tank. “I wanted to come home, and so did Tiffy. That place wasn’t ever going to be home.”

      “What about Carmine? Wasn’t Tank getting serious with her?”

      “Fizzled out,” she whispered. “It happens a lot with Tank. This one showed a little more promise than some of the others, but after things went south, events played out as they usually do with Tank.”

      “What went south? Did more people get sick?” And then another thought struck me. Did they think Rocky was a Plaguer now?

      “No. After what they did to you and Bookie, things got a little heated. Tank found out the lengths they’d planned on going to get you and Bookie out of the Rock, and it wasn’t something he could stomach, especially not from someone he’d been sleeping with. It was different for all of us after we found out about that.”

      I didn’t say anything. Maybe I should’ve, but what did you say to that?

      Fudge patted my hand, and I grabbed it and squeezed it as we headed toward the house. They were all here now, and I couldn’t figure out if I should be happy or terrified.
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      I’d had my best breakfast in months out on the back porch this morning. Everyone had been smiling, even Lucy, just as I had been last night. Then at some point during the evening, I decided that I was more scared for them than happy. It wasn’t safe here, not anymore.

      I yanked another weed in the garden and tossed it on the pile, only to realize it had been a spinach plant. I leaned back to sit on my heels and looked up as Paul, the guy who stood post at the gate in the morning, left his post and walked across the lawn. There was a rolled piece of vellum in his hand.

      Who was sending a message to Dax? It probably didn’t bode well, because messages rarely did. They were too much work unless it was something really important. I’d learned most of the important stuff wasn’t usually anything I wanted to know.

      Paul scanned the lawn and then turned and started walking toward me, probably wanting to know where Dax was. As if I’d have some clue. I’d barely seen him since we’d gotten back.

      Where was he, anyway? I needed to know what he was getting delivered, because it most likely was going to mess up my life, too.

      I looked around the field and then spotted him just returning to the farm, and I wondered if he’d been out there all night.

      Paul’s head turned as if he’d sensed the movement behind him, but he didn’t shift direction, just kept heading right to me.

      Great—did everyone think I was Dax’s errand girl now that I was sleeping in his room? I had to get out of that room. It looked bad, real bad.

      I looked over at the house. I really should go upstairs and move my stuff out. But where was I supposed to go? Bookie was back in his room and Tiffy had taken her room back last night. It felt wrong to kick her back out again and inconvenience everyone. Maybe I should pretend I was out of Dax’s room. I’d just tell everyone I was bunking with Tiffy. Yeah, that made more sense than uprooting everyone.

      Paul stopped in front of the garden and leaned forward toward me, letter extended.

      I leaned away from him and crossed my arms. “I don’t know why you’re giving me his correspondence. We aren’t together.” Seriously, how lazy was this guy? Dax was fifty feet away now, having stopped to talk to the butcher.

      “What?” Paul said, acting as if he hadn’t made that assumption. He thrust the letter closer to me. “It came for you.”

      I was glad I was already planted on the ground. “For me? No. You mean you want me to give it to Dax?” I asked, knowing he had to be mistaken. Who would want to write me a letter, especially one marked with a seal? A seal meant it was private, which at least quadrupled the chances of it being bad.

      “Unless there’s some other Dahlia in this place, it’s yours. Guy asked me to deliver it to you.” He looked down at the letter. “Franks is your last name, right?”

      Every part of me froze. I didn’t even blink. Only Dax knew my last name.

      I hadn’t been hiding it, not with any real effort. No one had asked and I hadn’t bothered to tell anyone. I had enough enemies out there without bandying my last name about for no good reason. It wasn’t unusual. A lot of people didn’t use a last name in the Wilds.

      I reached out and took the letter from Paul, pretending that nothing at all was wrong, that my thoughts weren’t racing faster than Dax’s bike with an army of Newco on our tail, or that my insides didn’t feel as churned up as the dirt in my garden.

      Paul walked away, relieved of his chore as I shoved the note in my back pocket and stood. Whatever this was, I had to get away from prying eyes.

      I smiled all the way into the house, and it didn’t falter until I was shutting the door to Dax’s room. Letter gripped in my hand, I sat on the bed and broke the wax seal that was used for Newco. That guaranteed it wasn’t going to be good news.

      

      Dahlia,

      

      My name is Zarrod. I have reason to believe you are familiar with who I am. I’d like to invite you to meet with me in two days. We have some matters that need to be discussed. I’m hoping we can come to an agreement that will work for us both.

      Due to our unfortunate beginnings, I am willing to offer you Croq to wait with your people while you are with me. Knowing of your past together, I’m assuming this would be acceptable.

      If I don’t see you, I’ll know we aren’t going to be able to reach an understanding, which would be highly unfortunate.

      

      There was nothing else but a signature and a location.

      I felt like a hand had reached out from the letter and stabbed me in the chest, then pulled the knife out and stabbed me a few more times for good measure.

      I put the letter down beside me as I curled my legs up underneath me on the bed. What did I do now? It hadn’t been a lucky chance on their part, finding me at the library. I’d hoped it had been, but knew how unlikely that was.

      How had they known I was back so quickly? They must have had people watching this place. Were people watching the farm right now? Did they take notes on who spoke to me? Who smiled at me? Who might make me vulnerable?

      Had they watched me hug Fudge and Tiffy as they’d arrived back? How much had my desire to get back here and stay here put everyone at risk?

      Even if Zarrod had taken a shot in the dark, once the guy at the gate had taken that letter and agreed to give it to me, it was as good as admitting I was here.

      If I didn’t agree, there wasn’t a doubt that they’d show up here. All of the Newco forces and Dark Walkers, since this Zarrod person obviously had a lot of pull in the government. But I’d known the Dark Walkers had. So where did that leave me?

      I could run. I could be gone by this afternoon while everyone was busy doing their own things. I was getting good at running. Really good…maybe even embarrassingly good. I’d already done it a couple of times.

      The bag I’d been dragging around with me for weeks was sitting in the corner, still packed with everything I had in it the night I’d left with everyone to go to the Rock, and then when I’d run to the pirates. I hadn’t unpacked it yet, not sure how long I’d be staying. It would be so easy to grab it and go.

      And so damn hard it felt like reaching for that bag was like lifting two tons of bricks.

      I didn’t want to run, but what if I didn’t have a choice? Was it too late? Or would I doom the people here if I ran and Zarrod was left with nothing? Would he take out his rage on the ones left behind this time? Would the Newco army run right through this place, destroying everything they saw?

      There was only one option for me, and it had nothing to do with running.

      I was still staring at that bag when the door creaked open. I didn’t need to look up to know it was Dax. I could feel his energy wash over me in a way I was all too familiar with. He filled the room with so much energy that it was making it near impossible for me to shut my own down.

      A month ago, I would’ve popped my head up quickly and tried to hide the turmoil that was coursing through every confused inch of me. When I leaned back and looked at him now, something raw leaked out before I could plug the wound.

      I didn’t know what had happened to me, but something soft and gushy sort of bloomed in my chest when I saw him. Those weren’t the most romantic terms in the world, but about as accurate as I could get. I’d spent so many years trying to become as tough as I could, trying to build armor so that I could protect myself and everyone else around me. Then I’d look at him and something would come undone, and all sorts of things I tried to keep buried would spring to the surface.

      His eyes narrowed on the letter sitting beside me. He walked over and held out his hand.

      I handed it to him, realizing he could’ve reached down and taken it himself, but he was trying to give me the opportunity to invite him in.

      “The great and infamous Zarrod, the head honcho of the Dark Walkers and the one we thought we’d have to track down? Seems he’d like to meet up in a couple of days.”

      Yeah, maybe I still joked and wasn’t sobbing, but my insides weren’t that soft and mushy. It wasn’t like I was a different person or something.

      I saw his jaw clench as he read over the letter, and I wondered if he was mad he wasn’t the one that had received the invite. We’d both lost lives to the Dark Walkers, and I didn’t know which one of us wanted their blood more…if only I didn’t care about the people Zarrod might hurt in our war.

      Dax dropped the letter on the bed beside me again. I waited until he looked back to me, as I thought of Fudge and Tiffy, Bookie, and even Lucy, this place that held almost a magical appeal to me. I knew I’d sacrifice anything I had to. I also knew Dax was going to hate my decision. I’d like to think it was because he cared for me. It might’ve been because he wanted to be the one to go? He wasn’t the bystander type. Either way, he wasn’t going to like this, but he wasn’t going to have a choice, and that was going to grate on him even worse. I knew that like I knew myself.

      “I’ve got to go. And I’ve got to go without you.” It was my best chance at succeeding. If I walked in with Dax, if they’d even let him come, they’d be waiting for it.

      His frame tensed, almost as if I’d said I was going right then and there.

      “Not acceptable. There’s no way you’re going alone.”

      Yep, I’d hoped this was going to be a mere skirmish, but it looked like it might be a full-on battle. Time to hit him with the cannons before he got some momentum. “You are my lifeline. You are the person who will keep me alive if things go to shit.”

      “Alive and possibly trapped.”

      “He said he’ll give us Croq. After that thing Croq did, sharing some of his magic with me, he can’t hurt me.”

      “You don’t know if that wears off. You’re gambling your life on it.”

      “I can test it before we swap.”

      “We don’t know if Croq is there,” Dax said. “The whole think could be a setup.”

      My fingers worked at a frayed piece of coverlet as I spoke. “He’s there. He’s back in the fold.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      I got up from the bed and walked over to the bureau, wanting space from the letter that had damned me. My fingers tapping on the wood, I thought back to the other day. It was strange, but I’d been thinking about Croq, wondering what he might’ve done after he left us. Then I realized I knew exactly what he’d do. “He’s healthy. He got a fresh start and he’s going to want to live it to the most. He’s going to go back to his people.” It was what I would’ve done when I got out of the Cement Giant if I’d had people to go back to.

      You didn’t get a new lease on life and then curl up in some corner and hide. Went against everything I knew about Croq. He’d fought for life the way I once had, and still would. “I’ll test him before we swap. When he shared his magic with me, it rendered us both incapable of putting each other in harm’s way. If I can’t hurt him, he won’t hurt me. That’s why Zarrod offered him. As long as he agrees to swap, I know I’ll be okay. He’ll be there and he’ll be the canary in my coal mine.”

      “Not good enough,” Dax said, standing still as he shot out his verdict as if I had no choice in the matter.

      “It has to be, because I’ve got to get in there,” I said, letting his bossy ways get under my skin. Then I had to back-pedal. “I need to know what they want from me finally. And we need time to figure out what to do.” They were perfectly good reasons why I had to do this, even if they weren’t my reasons.

      “You think you’ll get in there and be able to kill him.”

      I tapped a couple more times as I stalled for time. He never believed me when I lied. It was so very frustrating at times like this. “Yes.”

      That finally got him moving, even if it was only so he could walk a couple of steps while muttering about me being naïve. “You aren’t going to be able to walk in, kill him, and stroll out,” he said after he was done talking to himself.

      “I know the possibilities.” I’d only been pondering the worst of them before he walked in. “If things go poorly, you’ll have to break me out again, is all.”

      “What if I can’t?”

      I stood and patted him on the shoulder. “You’ve done it twice already. I trust you’ll be able to do it again.”

      “What if you’re dead?” he continued in a tone that I didn’t think was conducive to discussion. “Bitters’ spell might’ve saved you from a bullet, but that doesn’t mean it’s foolproof. Nothing is.”

      He looked at me as if he knew I wasn’t stupid enough to be that confident in my plan. I held the act together in spite of him. Not because I wanted to, but the way things were looking, I had to. If I gave up believing this had a shot of working, we were really screwed.

      “Dax, this might be the only chance we’re going to have to rid the world of a creature that might be killing what’s left of humanity. You know I have to take the chance.” No matter how slim it might be, but I wasn’t going to acknowledge that.

      He turned and headed to the door.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Going to try and salvage some of this half-assed plan you’ve got.”

      “I’m glad you’re on board,” I said.

      He didn’t acknowledge me as he walked to the door and would’ve left if I hadn’t called his name before he walked out.

      He turned back to me, and I said, “Don’t tell Bookie. I don’t want him involved in this.”

      “Bookie isn’t the one you should be worried about.”

      He shut the door behind him.
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      Dax was waiting for me in front of the house as the sun began to rise two days later, and Bookie was still sound asleep. Tank, Lucy, and a handful of the best guards on the farm, all ones that tended to keep to themselves and mind their own business, were also waiting there on bikes.

      It was a good crew backing me up, but the steps toward Dax’s bike were the hardest I’d taken in a long time. I placed a hand on his shoulder to steady myself as I climbed onto the back and then looped my arms around his waist tighter than necessary.

      The engines roared to life, one by one, until the sound was near deafening. Dax and I pulled forward and everyone fell into a line behind us as we left the farm.

      The rest of the ride passed in a blur, as I was stuck in my own head. I didn’t focus on where we were until I felt the bike slow to a stop sooner than I’d expected. I looked ahead through a break in the trees and saw a twenty-foot-high metal fence looming ahead.

      “That’s the spot,” he said.

      “What the hell?” I asked. “Why is the fence this far south?” I’d expected more time.

      “They’ve been taking advantage of the outbreaks to expand their borders. I’d heard they’ve been creeping south, but I hadn’t realized they’d claimed this far south.”

      Dax gave a signal and the others broke off from us and moved into staggered positions. He drove us forward until we were out in the open and pulling up twenty feet short of the fence.

      I climbed off the bike, and then he did as well. Dax’s hand gripped mine. “Don’t do it unless you’re sure you can do it clean.”

      “I know.”

      “I’ve got ears in there. I’ll get you out.”

      I only managed a step before I turned back to him. I wanted to grab him in a hug and beg him to promise me he wouldn’t leave me there, but I kept the smile in place.

      “You don’t have to do this,” he said. I hated when he read me so well.

      “Of course I do,” I said, letting him read the commitment in my tone instead. It didn’t matter what I wanted. I had to do this. We needed answers and we needed time, and if I could finish this now, I would.

      I heard the tires and glanced over my shoulder as a black car pulled up on the opposite side of the fence. I didn’t move forward, but waited as a driver got out of the car, walked around to the back, and opened the door. Croq got out.

      It was still shocking to see how different he looked now compared to when I’d first met him in the cave. His raw flesh appeared tanned, as if he’d been spending plenty of time outdoors and enjoying it.

      “Showtime,” I said to Dax.

      “I won’t leave you there.”

      “How do I…” I shook off the question, gave him a smile that I knew must be awkward, since it so wasn’t my style, and turned to walk toward the fence.

      “Because I’m alive,” he said, as I stepped away, answering my unasked question.

      And those three words were all I needed to reassure me that if my plan backfired, he’d get me out like he always did.

      As I approached the gates that would take me back into Newco, a place I’d never wanted to set foot in again, the guards rolled the chain link gates open for me.

      As we walked forward, the gap between a Dark Walker and a Plaguer narrowing, a strange camaraderie seemed to be born between us. Neither of us knew if the path we were taking might lead us to our death, but we were both determined to stay the course.

      We stopped in front of each other, my feet still planted on free land, him on the ground that was as far from free as my mind could wrap itself around, a place I’d never thought I’d come back to willingly.

      “And here we are,” Croq said, not sounding any happier than I felt.

      I nodded. I wasn’t sure why we had both stopped, as if prearranged. Or why the dream the other day came to mind as we did. But there seemed to be something he wanted to say to me. I had questions myself, but I knew they wouldn’t be answered.

      I asked the only one I knew he had to answer, and the most important at the moment. I looked past him to the car that would drive me to my next location. “Is this a trap?”

      “He won’t kill you. He wants to use you, and that entails you being in one piece.” His eyes shot over my shoulder, and I knew he was looking straight at Dax. “How’s it looking for me?”

      “Good, as I long as I return alive.”

      Words were fine, but I’d learned enough in my life to know they might be worthless. I eyed up a soft spot on his neck, picking my target. I tried to stir the heat in my chest, but nothing warmed. My fingers grazed the knife at my hip but wouldn’t find purchase.

      Croq saw my hand hovering near the blade. “You going to test it?”

      “Already did.”

      “Then I guess I’ll be seeing you.”

      He took a step around me and headed toward where Dax waited. Head up, I proceeded past the soldiers who manned the gate, holding their rifles shoulder high, pointed straight at my chest. Some aimed behind me. I kept walking until I reached the car.

      The door to the sedan that had delivered Croq remained open, and I climbed into the back without any prompting. The door was shut and the driver got back behind the wheel. I stared out the window as we drove farther away from the border, and tried to commit each part of the way to memory until it got too dark for me to see. If I succeeded tonight, I wouldn’t have a ride home.

      It was just under two hours before we pulled up to one of the largest houses I’d ever seen. Light spilled out from every window, as if no one cared how much gas they used. The driver came around and opened my door, and I stepped out onto a cobbled driveway, staring at two immense wooden double doors, a light hanging from a long chain right above it.

      The doors opened with two servants in suits on either side. A beautiful blonde woman stepped in the entrance, the only one of the three who was a Dark Walker. A slight dark mist hung around her, but not much, and I wondered if she’d gotten a new set of skin recently. If she was taking my measure in return, she hid it well.

      I didn’t realize I’d hesitated so much until the driver whispered, “Don’t worry, I’ll be keeping an eye out,” as he shut the door to the car and was returning to the driver’s seat.

      I’d known Dax had some connections in Newco, but I never imagined he’d get someone this close in such a short time.

      I didn’t turn to look at him, keeping my eyes forward and my expression frozen as I took a step toward the house.

      The blonde was waiting for me as I neared the door. “I’m Loretta, Zarrod’s personal assistant. Follow me. He’s waiting for you.” She turned and walked away, her heels echoing as she did.

      I paused inside the door, but no one checked me for weapons or requested that I hand over the knife that was visible at my hip. The two servants only stepped forward to shut the doors behind me.

      The entranceway had dual curving stairwells that led to the same point, and I wondered if the person who’d built the house had been bored that week.

      Loretta continued walking as if I were still following her. By time she paused at the edge of the hall, I’d started to move again.

      The marble floors reflected the crystal lights as we walked down the hallway, and I found myself trying to straighten my hair and brush the dust from the road off my pants. I forced my hands back to my sides. I wasn’t the dirty one here.

      I also wasn’t a helpless little girl abandoned to the monsters anymore. I could survive a gunshot to the heart. I could take on four or five Dark Walkers single-handedly and come out the victor. I was a woman who could kick ass and was feared by many. But still, as we took a right turn down another hallway, I was plagued with other memories of long walks down endless corridors when I had been helpless. By time we stopped in front of the door that she knocked on, I’d had to wipe my palms on my pants several times.

      “Come in,” I heard from the other side. Loretta reached down, opened the door, then stood back to allow me to enter first.

      I stepped inside, and a man rose from his seat in front of a blazing wood fire.

      He wasn’t what I’d expected. For some reason, I’d imagined someone older, someone around fifty or sixty, with greying hair and a couple of extra pounds.

      He was young, or that was how he appeared, taller than me but not overwhelmingly so. He didn’t have the dark mist around him, but there was that something extra I’d sensed in Croq, a shimmer that only a Plaguer could see.

      He had thick ash-brown hair, a smugness to his smile, and a certain glow to his dark eyes. As he walked across the room to greet me, I could smell Dark Walker on him, and his index finger on his left hand was an inch shorter than it should’ve been. This thing, this creature, was responsible for at least one of the largest outbreaks of the Bloody Death the world had seen. How many people had he killed? How many Plaguers had he managed to ferret out to steal the skin off their back?

      “Dahlia,” he said, and walked toward me.

      “Zarrod.”

      His eyes made a very obvious scan of me. “You look different than your pictures. Older, maybe.”

      He waved his hand toward the chairs near the fireplace, the crackling of wood the only noise in the room. “Please, be seated. Do you like my new house?”

      Luckily, I’d missed having manners drilled into me as a child, and I found it easy to ignore his question as I made myself comfortable.

      “We took it over last month,” he continued, as if I’d said I loved the place.

      I didn’t care about the house. I was thinking of all the things I’d imagined saying to him. Cursing him for the years I spent in that prison. For all the people I’d lost. Things I might say tonight if I had the chance. But I didn’t say anything, not yet. I’d wait until we were alone, and then those would be the last things he’d hear.

      But I needed to get him alone. I’d never fought a Dark Walker who didn’t have the mist around him. All of the ones I’d fought had been ill. I didn’t know how I’d fare against one in prime shape, which seemed to be the case here. If I could get him alone, it would be best. But if I couldn’t, I’d take my chances anyway.

      Loretta, who’d been silent this whole time, walked over and laid a small black box with buttons on the table beside him.

      “Is the channel set up?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Good. That’ll be all for now.”

      I watched as Loretta walked from the room. This was too easy. Things didn’t go this easy. Maybe he thought I wasn’t a threat, but we were going to see soon.

      “I have something you might want to see before you try something foolish.”

      He picked up the box and the wood panel over the fireplace slid back, revealing a screen with a moving picture in it. I remembered seeing these things at the Cement Giant. They’d used them to spy on the girls without having to be in the same room. There was no sound, but there was a woman eating at a dining table in a room that looked like it had been designed for this house.

      I split my time between looking at him and the screen.

      “Do you recognize her? It’s been a while, but they do say a child never forgets their mother,” he said.

      I turned back to look at the woman again as she continued to eat. It was her. My mother, who had handed me over to monsters when I was four, was in the same house as me. I guessed “they” were finally right about something. Figured it had to be now.

      “What’s she doing here?” My tone was cold enough to form icicles.

      “I’m not keeping her against her will. She enjoys the benefits of friendship I offer.” He held up his hand as if he needed help counting. “We go way back—about fifteen years, to be precise.”

      Fifteen years ago I was being dropped of at the Cement Giant. “Does she know I’m here?”

      “Yes. I told her you were coming.”

      I looked back at the screen. She certainly didn’t look bedraggled. The opposite. I’d never spoken of it, but all those years after I’d known my father had passed, a small part of me had worried she’d been destitute, a beggar barely surviving, and that was why she’d never come for me. This woman didn’t look like she’d struggled a day in her pampered life.

      I dragged my eyes from the screen, afraid of what feelings I might reveal if I kept looking. I couldn’t think of her right now. It was a chess move to make me act foolishly, and I was already down a queen.

      “Why did you bring her here?”

      “I don’t believe in leaving anything off the table.” He leaned forward in his chair. “This is how it’s going to work. I know you’ve been digging around and I know you’ve figured some things out on your own. You were always a smart girl, according to the reports. You know I’m really the one in charge of Newco. I need something from you, and in return, I won’t kill everyone you know.”

      “What do you want from me?”

      He stood, walked over to a side table, and poured a glass of wine. He didn’t bother to offer me one. “Even as a young girl, you’ve had a unique ability. I want you to use that ability to help us.”

      “Us?”

      “My people. I know you’ve always denied knowledge of us, but I think we’re past that point, don’t you?”

      “Then what are you?”

      He took his glass, returned to his seat, and sat back. “The Earth’s rightful owners. We were here way before you and we’ll be here after. That’s all that matters.”

      “So much for being upfront. Do you want to share what exactly it is that you want me to do?”

      “You are going to find something for me. You help us and your friends, family, and everyone else will be left alone.”

      “What is it you want me to find, and what if I don’t?”

      “You’ll know what it is when I’m ready. If you don’t do it? I know how many people you have on your farm. I know everything about them. I know about the little girl, the young man you are always with, and I know about him.” He watched me over the rim of his glass as he took a sip of his wine.

      My hand moved to the knife at my hip while he watched me.

      “You might be able to kill me. Might. But I’d think on that decision.”

      It wasn’t a bluff. I wanted to kill him. My adrenaline spiked at the mere mention of slaying him right now. In front of me was the creature who could wipe out humanity, literally with his little finger. No one knew the number of humans alive, but we all knew that humanity was teetering on a cliff and one small breeze might be enough to send it crashing to its end.

      “If you did, you’d seal your fate and that of every person you’ve ever cared about. Killing me won’t end this. My kind know what’s at stake. They know all about this meeting. They won’t stop hunting you…ever.” He placed his glass down and, for the first time, his polite act slid away. “They’ll scorch the earth you stand on, and everyone around you will burn right alongside of you just for knowing you.”

      The facade was down, and I wasn’t sure it would be put back on or if it mattered. As I sat there, face to face with him, I knew evil. It leaked out of him until I felt soiled from merely being in his vicinity.

      But worse than simple evil, there was an insanity I could see glimmering in the eyes of the creature who sat in front of me. He’d do as he said. He’d do worse just to get something from me that I didn’t even know if I could deliver.

      “What if I can’t find this thing you’re after?”

      “You can and you will.” He leaned back again and started laughing. “You’ve already done it before. I’ll need you to come here until I’m finished with you.”

      I kept my lips pressed together, refusing to ask him what it was I’d done, and my hand remained at the hilt of my knife.

      Not only could I not kill him, I’d have to help him. I needed time. The more time I could buy, the better the chance I could figure something out. I was as stuck as badly as if I stood in set cement. I didn’t know why I’d believed when I was finally free of the Cement Giant that life would get simpler. Having something to lose sure complicated things.

      “I need a couple of weeks.”

      “I’ll give you until tomorrow.”

      He wasn’t going to give me what I needed, so I came up with an amount I figured he’d swallow.

      “I’ll come in a couple of days.” I stood and walked to the door.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I’m leaving, and if I see any of your people near my land, I’ll take that as you breaking the deal.”

      I didn’t wait for his response as I gave him my back and walked to the door. It was either that or kill him now and take my chances. If it were just me, I’d have taken the gamble and run my blade across his throat.

      But it wasn’t.

      “I’ll be in touch. Don’t forget to say goodbye to your mother on the way out,” I heard him call. That was when I knew for certain he’d been telling the truth about their friendship. She wouldn’t leave with me even if I offered.

      Still, I found myself looking into rooms as I left until I found the one she was in. I paused in the doorway, and she looked up from where she was sipping from a teacup. If she recognized me, it wasn’t showing, and I didn’t know what to say to the woman who’d left me.

      Then she spoke. “Dahlia.”

      I still stood there, speechless.

      “You’re causing all sorts of trouble. You should do what Zarrod wants.”

      “Goodbye, Mother.”

      She shook her head and went back to eating.
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      No one tried to stop me as I walked out of the place. A servant in the hall opened the door, and I kept my eyes focused on the entrance. The car that had brought me here was still waiting in the drive, and the driver got out and opened the door as soon as he saw me.

      I climbed into the back and rested against the leather seat as the car started and the driver looked at me in the rearview. I gave a nod and he pulled away from the house.

      I was good and stuck. Whatever Zarrod wanted, it couldn’t be good. I knew that. But if I didn’t find it, he’d kill everyone, including my mother.

      I looked at the window of the room she’d been in as we pulled away, watching to see if she would look out. It was empty. There was no last-minute run to the door, or cry of outrage. She didn’t care and neither should I.

      I held it together until the driver brought me to the gates of Newco. I got out of the car, still wondering if they would let me walk back through them. Wondering if at some point they’d shoot me and finish this off.

      The car stopped and I opened the door before the driver did, but he still came around and met me, shutting the door before he stopped and said, “You aren’t alone here. You have friends in Newco.”

      I looked at the driver. He was fairly stout and looked like he could throw a punch. Did he have a headcount for all these friends? I saw Dax on the other side of the fence, Croq standing beside him, and decided it would have to wait. Dax looked too still. Still could be a very bad thing.

      “Thank you,” I said, and took a step forward, and watched Croq do the same, but not before he looked hesitantly over at Dax.

      The chain link fence was twenty feet in front of me, guards with machine guns in front of it. Beyond it, Dax stood beside his bike. I knew Tank and Lucy were in the woods with some others, guns pointed at the Newco soldiers.

      Fifteen feet away and the gates still hadn’t opened. I kept walking. I was crossing this border even if I had to scale the fence. I stared at Dax, hoping he’d take off into the woods. If I got shot, as long as he was okay, I’d make it.

      As I got closer and closer, I looked to the woods and then back to him. I saw his slight nod. That was good. We were on the same page.

      Croq was looking at the guards, who should’ve slid the fence open, and I wasn’t sure how long he was going to hold it together if they didn’t start moving. As much as I wanted on the other side of this fence, he wanted to be where I stood. Then I was standing in front of the closed fence, Croq staring at me from the other side.

      “What’s going on?” he asked, and I wasn’t sure if he expected me or the soldiers nearby to answer.

      One of the guards’ radios made a screeching noise before I heard Zarrod’s voice come through. “You leave with my permission only. Don’t forget that.”

      I saw Dax; I saw his body tense as if he were about to burst forward, and not toward the forest’s cover, the way he was supposed to. I knew I was down to seconds before the shit hit the fan.

      The soldier holstered his radio and then was nodding for the fence to open.

      “What was that about?” Croq asked as it slowly rolled open.

      “I think somebody might’ve felt disrespected,” I said, leaving it at that as I walked through the small opening.

      I didn’t run, but I headed toward Dax with determination. I climbed on the bike behind him and we kicked up rocks as we took off. Like a distant time in my past, I couldn’t stop myself from looking back over my shoulder as we sped away, but this time I knew I’d be coming back.

      Dax cut into the forest, and it wasn’t too long before I heard the other bikes roaring nearby. It was like déjà vu when we drove through the row of hills. The first time I’d come here I hadn’t known the hills were really houses that were left over from the Glory Years and the forest had reclaimed. I remembered this place well. The first night I slept outside of the Cement Giant in fourteen years had been here.

      Our bikes slowed and Dax waved the others on. I watched as Lucy and Tank went in one of the hills and the others went to a hill nearby.

      Dax grabbed my hand before I could follow Tank and Lucy inside the house mound.

      His gaze ran over me. “I’m okay,” I said.

      He wrapped his arm around my back and threaded his hand into my hair, his mouth covered mine, and all I felt was heat and I didn’t care why.

      Maybe it was the recent near-death experience that drove the frenzied feeling I had, or maybe it was just him. There was something crazy about how he soaked into me, made me want him more and more each time I was near him. It had been too long since I’d felt him. And then he was letting go.

      And I let him. Hands that were about to grip his shoulders dropped to my side as I tried to find my footing.

      Okay, so did he still want to have sex with me or not? What the hell was this? Why was everything so damn complicated?

      He looked at me and I saw words forming—something important, from the looks of it—and wasn’t sure I wanted to hear what they were. Did he want to talk about us? What he wanted?

      “Lucy and Tank know about Bookie.”

      What? I was just trying to wrap my head around whether he wanted sex and he had to drag me right back into reality?

      “You told them? Lucy has the biggest mouth ever.” This was nearly as bad as soggy bacon every day.

      “They had to know. She won’t say anything,” he said.

      The way he was looking at my lips, I could’ve sworn he was going to kiss me again. Then he ruined the moment by making a motion for me to go into the house mound.

      Lucy and Tank were waiting inside, sitting by a small fire, a stream of smoke drifting up and out of the hole in the roof.

      “You better not be mean to Bookie,” I said to Lucy, who was piling some more sticks onto the fire.

      “Why would I be mean to Bookie?”

      “You treated me like a pariah for being a Plaguer, but dying and coming back is no big thing?” Who was this person? Couldn’t be the Lucy I’d met.

      “I’m nice to you now. How much do you want from my life?” She broke a couple more branches for the fire while she made a face that clearly said she thought I was being dramatic.

      “What happened?” Tank asked as Dax came to stand beside where I’d kneeled down, trying to warm my hands with the heat of the flames.

      “He thinks I can find something for him. He wants me to keep coming back, and I don’t know how many times.”

      “Find what?” Lucy asked, and I was very aware of Dax’s full attention on me.

      “Didn’t tell me, but I gather it’s pretty important to him.”

      “And he thinks you can find it?” she asked.

      “Yeah, that I was uniquely suited to. He said if I do this, he’d leave everyone at the farm alone. I don’t do it and he’s going to sic the whole army on us.” I took a piece of jerky Tank handed me while I waited for Dax to finally say something.

      Lucy poked at the fire with her stick. “Sounds easy enough. So you’re going back?”

      “If it’s something so simple and easy, why doesn’t he want us to know what it is he’s looking for?”

      I leaned my elbows on my knees and put my fist in front of my mouth, so as not to repeat exactly what Dax just said. I couldn’t very well agree with him when I was going back.

      Dax stepped a little closer to the fire, and I could make out his features clearer. “My sources say he had an older woman staying there with him.”

      I wrung my hands. This was one of those questions he already knew the answer to. “He’s got my mother.”

      Lucy stopped shoving the logs around with her stick to turn and say, “So what? Didn’t that bitch leave you to rot?”

      Had to love Lucy sometimes. Always willing to say the unspoken thought. There was no denying the truth of it, even if the words left a bruise.

      No one said anything to the contrary, and all eyes were on me.

      It wasn’t as if I could defend her. But still, would I be willing to do nothing knowing it meant my mother’s death? I had no doubt that was the message Zarrod was sending.

      Lucy was rolling her eyes, as if she didn’t see the problem. Tank’s stare was fixed upon the fire in front of us. Dax was the only one looking at me, but I couldn’t decipher an opinion, one way or another.

      It wasn’t like I was going to admit that some small part of me had hoped she’d one day beg my forgiveness for what she did, she’d move to the Wilds to be with me, and…

      I wasn’t sure what came next but watching her bleed out on the ground, killed by my enemy after I didn’t do what Zarrod requested. Yeah, I couldn’t remember that ever being part of the daydream.

      “I’ll figure it out,” I said, dodging the subject to not admit to foolish feelings. “Did you get anything from Croq?” I looked at Dax, knowing he was the only one that would’ve been capable of getting information from someone like him.

      “He’s the one that dug up Bookie.”

      “Why?” I asked, more surprised than Dax seemed.

      “Wouldn’t say, and I couldn’t break his neck to get the information. He didn’t say anything else of worth, but he was nervous, and I don’t think it was for your welfare. He was eyeing the sun and fidgeting like he thought he might be sacrificed.”

      “Mr. Sensitive is going to have to get past his case of nerves,” I said. I grabbed a nearby stick and poked at the fire now that Lucy had stopped.

      “What do you mean by that?” Dax asked. His voice was too quiet.

      I probably should’ve put a little more thought into my joke. He obviously didn’t think it was funny, and it wasn’t the best time for kidding around.

      I looked up. Tank and Lucy were looking anywhere but at me. Dax was doing the opposite.

      “You agreed to go back?” Dax asked, and I could feel his stare boring into me.

      “Of course I did. There was no choice, unless you want every Dark Walker descending on the farm, along with the Newco army.”

      “You agreed.” His voice had dropped low, almost like a growl. How did he growl words?

      And why was he repeating this? Didn’t I just say that? “Are you willing to have everybody pack up and leave the farm?” I asked, knowing the answer well enough that I didn’t need a reply.

      “I can’t believe you agreed.” Not so much a growl, but I wasn’t sure if it was an improvement.

      “Yes. That’s what I just said.” Sometimes I really felt like I was missing some of the finer points in supposed civilized conversation.

      Tank and Lucy shuffled out of the house cave, distracting me from deciphering how mad Dax really was. Lucky me: Dax was still glowering my way when I turned my attention back to him.

      “I had to do it,” I said as he continued to stare at me.

      He took a step forward as if he wanted to pick me up and shake me, but then took a step away as if restraining himself. “No. You didn’t.”

      “You could pack up everyone on the farm, but you won’t do that, so I have to do this. This is what’s wrong with—”

      “With what?” he snapped.

      “With whatever we are. I have to be my own person. I didn’t fight for my freedom to take orders for the rest of my life.” I poked at the fire again, waiting for him to ask me to restate what I did for a fourth time or tell me what I was going to do.

      When I didn’t hear anything for a while, I broke down out of curiosity and looked back at him. I was sitting there alone.
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      By time we got back the next day, the breakfast buffet had been all but cleared out. I didn’t even need to go in the kitchen to cut the line.

      Fudge came and stood beside me as I transferred the last of the food from the platters to my plate. Tank and Lucy could fend for themselves. Wasn’t my fault they were slow. And Dax hadn’t said a word to me since last night, so I wasn’t going to worry about him. He could go all furry, kill something in the forest, and eat it raw for all I cared. I’d agreed to do this to save his farm, and that was how he acted?

      “You want me to make you something fresh?” Fudge asked as she looked at my plate.

      “Nah, your food is good even a little old.”

      “How’d it go?”

      I wasn’t surprised that Dax had told her that we’d be gone or given her the details. If secrets were stones, I had a feeling Fudge had a quarry’s worth.

      “It could’ve gone better, but not the worst. Looks like I’ll be going back a few more times.” Nothing like a couple of white lies to go with breakfast.

      She nodded and then started clearing off the buffet. This was Fudge’s nervous pattern, where nothing was clean enough. Next, she’d start baking enough food for the entire farm to feast for a month.

      “It’s going to be fine. This Zarrod needs me for something. He’s not going to kill me, or at least not soon.”

      She started stacking platters high, as if I’d said something wrong.

      “You might want to go have a talk with your friend outside,” she said, nodding toward the back door as I could see her about to break into a cleaning frenzy.

      The corner of Bookie’s shoulder was visible through the back window as he sat on my bench. I’d deemed it such before I left, and now that I was back, there’d be hell to pay if anyone tried to steal it.

      Plate in hand, I stepped out onto the back porch, hoping I did a better job making the trip seem like it was no big deal with Bookie than I had with Fudge. He looked over at me, and I stopped to take a slice of bacon and shove the whole thing in my mouth. This was going to be another conversation I didn’t want to have. Seemed like my dance card was filling up with those quickly.

      “You don’t even tell me? You just disappear?” His words were soaked in accusation, as if they’d been marinating in it for a solid day.

      “I thought it would be less worry for you,” I said with bacon bits still clinging to my tongue.

      “Dal. I’m not fragile. I’m the same person I was before. The one you always leaned on and dragged into your messes with you.”

      Was he, though? I didn’t doubt he was Bookie, but I didn’t know what kind of beating this new one could take. And my messes were what killed him the first time. “I’m sorry,” I said, even though I wasn’t. I would’ve done it again.

      “Where’d you go?”

      “I—”

      “Don’t lie to protect me.”

      Even after he said that, I considered lying anyway. They said that the truth was the best policy. I was going to give “them” one last chance, and they’d best hope they didn’t let me down again.

      I choked on a couple of the details and might have left out the fence delay, but I got it all out. Then I leaned back to eat my now very cold food so I didn’t have to look at him as he digested my plans.

      “So you’re going to be helping one of your sworn enemies? Not only a Dark Walker but the leader of them?” he asked quietly.

      The shock in his voice made it a little harder to squeak out my answer, but it didn’t change it. “Yes,” I said, and kept my eyes forward.

      After a few moments of not biting my nails, even though I wanted to, he said, “I get it. You have to.”

      I finally looked over at him. “You don’t want to scream and tell me I’m stupid?”

      “How can I? I’d do the same stupid shit.”

      I felt his hand close around mine, and I looked out back at the farm and a guy named Walt, who was trying to shoe a horse that wasn’t in the mood. I looked anywhere but at Bookie, because if I did, I might cry, and I’d sworn off all things soft. It was nice having my best friend back.

      Bookie looked at my plate of oldish food. “At least you missed the line today. Now that Fudge is back, it’s worse than ever. It’s like these animals haven’t eaten in a month.”

      “Can you explain to me why you wait in that line?” If anyone could get a pass from Fudge, it was Bookie. Fudge might not openly admit she had favorites, but that didn’t get rid of the fact that she most certainly did.

      “I’ll tell you, but you can’t mock me. It’s because I believe in order, not anarchy.”

      He’d said not to mock him. He also hadn’t waited for a verbal agreement. Still, this was definitely one of those things that Bookie said that I should leave alone. Of course, I wasn’t good at listening to advice, even my own. “Skipping the line is going to cause anarchy?”

      “Yes. It could be the beginning of the end.”

      “Cutting the line?” I asked around a good chunk of bacon, having a hard time swallowing this anarchy suggestion.

      “That’s how it starts. I stop waiting in line and then so does the person after me. Next thing you know, we’re fist-fighting over who gets in the kitchen first.” Bookie raised his fists and was enacting the whole debacle with an invisible opponent as he spoke. “Then there’s bloodshed and all-around upheaval as no one wants to wait. Everyone wants what they want with utter disregard to the rest of the world.” He slapped his hands together as he said, “Then, boom! World over.”

      I looked at the food on my plate, old bacon taking on a brand-new light. “You’re saying I’m single-handedly bringing down the world when I cut the line? I thought I was getting fresh bacon and eggs.”

      “You’re different. You need to skip the line.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “Nothing,” he said quickly, as if he hadn’t meant to say it, and took a huge bite of eggs, which had to be even colder than my food, just to avoid me.

      No one was using the too-busy-chewing ploy on me. I invented it. “No, tell me what you mean.”

      “It’s a bad subject for you.”

      “Tell me anyway. You just explained how cutting the line could end the world. What’s worse than that?”

      “It’s not a subject you like to discuss—”

      “I insist.”

      He placed his fork down on his plate and then leaned forward to balance both on the railing. I suddenly was rethinking what I’d asked for.

      “You grew up being told what to do with every moment of your day. You need to break rules right now because you are trying to get yourself back. I think it drives you in more ways than you realize, and it’s understandable.”

      I didn’t like all my mental pieces sized up as if I were damaged goods and actions were viewed as if through a cracked lens. “Maybe I’m just a rebel?”

      “Yeah, could be,” he said.

      He made a couple of grunts, as if he agreed. Bookie really did suck at lying.

      “Even being the rebel I am, I don’t want to ruin the world.”

      “You don’t have to worry about that. Because of your current relationship, it isn’t damaging to the basic society we live in.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “There’s certain privileges that are expected when…well, you know.”

      “No, I don’t know.”

      “When you share a room with someone.”

      I should’ve taken the hint and let the subject drop. I certainly wasn’t getting into the nitty-gritty, like how Dax kissed me yesterday but I barely saw him and yet he was the one who insisted I stay in his room. I made a mumbling noise that Bookie could interpret as he chose, and hopefully close out this topic.

      Bookie was much better at taking a hint than I was, and we fell into the easy silence of someone you’re that comfortable with. Or it would’ve been easy if I didn’t want to stare at his face, and I couldn’t help myself from checking out the skin on his arm and hand closest to me for a healthy tone. I’d held that very hand as it cooled. I’d seen its color fade. How was he sitting here alive, with blood obviously running though his body? Dax was right: this was definitely connected to what Zarrod wanted, but how was the Wood Mist involved?

      Bookie cleared his throat. My eyes immediately shot from his hand to his face to make sure he wasn’t choking. He wasn’t choking, but he was glaring.

      “You were staring at me in that weird way again. Not even Lucy stares at me like that.”

      “I was not staring at you weird.”

      “Yes you were, so stop it. You make me want to check my pulse.” He tried to eat another bite of eggs before he cursed under his breath and put his fingers to his wrist.

      I wasn’t going to ask, but I must’ve looked curious, because after a few seconds had passed he turned to me and said, “It’s still there.”

      “And you feel exactly the same as you did? Nothing different?”

      “Nothing is different other than feeling like I’m a weirdo now.”

      This was one of those strange conversations where I never knew if I was supposed to make the person feel better or deny knowledge of what he was saying. “Are we being honest?” I asked when I just couldn’t decide which avenue to take.

      “Always.”

      “Kinda weird.”

      He looked about our location, making sure no one had snuck up on us, before he said, “I almost want to cut myself open just to check things out, ya know?”

      I gripped his arm, not knowing how serious he might be or what Bookie would do in the name of science. “Don’t do that. Who knows what’s going on in there? Better off not knowing. You could end up dead again.”

      “I won’t do it. But I really want to.”

      The dreamy look he got when he said that tickled my funny bone. He must’ve realized how crazy he sounded, because he started laughing, too.

      “By the way, your garden looks like hell. It’s full of weeds.”

      “Yeah, I’ve seen it. Going to take a while to get it cleaned up.”

      He didn’t say anything, but I knew what he was thinking. Did I have a while? Did any of us?

      Everyone was back. I was at the farm. I should’ve been happy, and I was. But I wasn’t foolish enough to think there wouldn’t be a bill for today, or however long I had left. Not knowing when it would come due was the worst part. How many days like this would I have, and what would happen when it all came to an end? Who’d be walking away this time?

      I knew I’d survive. Somehow I always did. But I didn’t want to be the only one left standing.

      “It’s going to be…” I didn’t finish, as I remembered the last time I’d told him it was going to be okay. That hadn’t worked out too hot. I’d buried him a day later. Then thought to hell with that. “This time it’s really going to be all right.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      The sound of Bitters’ voice was loud enough to reach us out on the porch.

      Bookie looked over at the screen door. “Do we want to know what that’s about?”

      “Unless we leave our plates out here, it’s going to be tough to avoid it. Who’s on dish duty?” I asked, wondering if it was worth the risk. With so many people on the farm, unless you were looking at the chore calendar, it was hard to know whose day it was.

      I couldn’t hear what was being screamed, but it was getting louder and Tank was definitely involved, which gave me a bad feeling this was a turf war.

      “I think it might be Martha,” Bookie said.

      Oh shit. If we left a plate out here instead of the designated bucket near the kitchen, that woman would haunt us for a year. I knew this because apparently Tank had committed that very transgression a year ago and Martha could still be heard harping about it.

      I elbowed Bookie before I stood. “Let’s get the plates in while they’re going full force. Maybe they won’t notice us.”

      Bitters was taking his turn screaming when I walked in. The fight was erupting by the door to the basement, and I dumped my plate and took a couple of steps back, just far enough to not be in immediate view. Seeing the location, I didn’t need to hear another word. It was a fight over the basement.

      Bookie walked in after me, and I grabbed his arm and dragged him to stand beside me before he stepped into the danger zone, also known as the place too close to the fight where you could be inadvertently drafted into taking sides. When you had a pissed-off wizard and someone like Tank, it was best to stay completely out of the fray.

      “If you weren’t as old as dirt, I’d kick your ass all the way out the front door,” Tank screamed loud enough that there was no way anyone on the farm could mistake what he was saying.

      “What are they fighting about, you think?” Bookie whispered as we both watched. A small crowd of others had stopped to listen as well, not knowing the true dangers because Bitters looked harmless.

      “Bitters has been moving his stuff into the basement,” I whispered back as I watched Tank’s face get redder.

      “It’s my room!” Bitters screamed.

      “No, it’s not, and I told you to stop moving your shit in there!” Tank stomped, and I had to hold back a laugh.

      “What was wrong with Becca’s cabin?” Bookie asked.

      “He’s got peculiar tastes for his living situation.”

      “No! I like it down there!” Bitters yelled back, and then took his old, pointy finger and poked Tank in the chest, not once but three times in a row.

      “I don’t care. It’s my space.” Tank hovered over Bitters, but I knew he’d never strike someone who appeared so old, which was probably going to save Tank’s ass and he didn’t even know it.

      “It was empty and I claimed it. You leave!” Bitters said, followed by another poke, poke, poke.

      “It was not!” Tank said, and stepped back to avoid some more poking.

      Tank looked toward the front of the house as if something had caught his eye. Then he took a step toward the door.

      Before I knew what Tank had seen, they both started running to get there first, slamming into the door in their urgency and shutting it on the person who was about to walk in, which was Dax.

      Then they both fumbled in their fight to reopen the door and get to him first.

      “What’s going on?” Dax asked as he finally made it inside. He didn’t roll his eyes, because that wasn’t something he would do in this circumstance. But I could tell he wanted to.

      “Dax owes me a debt. He’s gonna side with me!” Bitters said.

      “I’m second in command here and you aren’t taking my space.” Tank turned to Dax. “He’s moving all his shit into my basement.”

      Dax turned to Bitters. “What’s wrong with the cottage I gave you?”

      “It has the wrong feel. I can’t do my work there.”

      As I watched Dax, I was surprised that he didn’t tell Bitters to get out anyway. Instead he paused. Dax didn’t care that Bitters was a wizard. Then his next words shocked me.

      “The basement is large. We’ll put up a wall and split the space until we get something built for Bitters that he can live with.”

      Tank nearly stuttered before he finally spat out, “Dax, I don’t want him down there.”

      “We’ve got bigger problems.”

      Dax walked away from them, effectively calling the argument done while I wondered what he had Bitters working on for him. It was the only explanation.

      Dax headed over to the stairs and stopped halfway up, and looked over where I’d been effectively hiding from the fight. He didn’t scream across the room that he was angry, but I could feel the heat of that anger all the way over to where I stood. I swallowed but didn’t flinch from his stare. He shook his head and continued up.
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      By the time dinner had rolled around, things had calmed down enough that it was a quasi-peaceful night. No one outright yelled at anyone else, but there were some dirty glares traveling across the table between Tank and our new basement dweller, Bitters, who had claimed a spot at the table. Everyone else seemed preoccupied.

      Even now, I could see how off Fudge was, kicking into sweets overtime as she moved about the kitchen. Normally by now she’d be relaxing after dinner.

      I stuck a finger in the chocolate sitting beside me on the counter when Fudge turned to get a container out of the cabinet. She turned back around before my booty even made it to my lips. I was caught red-handed, as if she’d known. It had been setup city.

      “It was right beside me. How much control can one person be expected to have?” I asked when she shot me that look, the one that condemned me as a committer of the worst behavior without having to speak. Fudge didn’t have a variety of looks because she didn’t need to. She’d perfected that one, and it worked every time.

      “At least use a spoon,” she said, grabbing one from the drawer and loading it up. “But that’s it until tomorrow, or you’re going to be sick.”

      I eyed the compromise before taking it from her hand. It was nicely loaded, but it wasn’t as if she didn’t have chocolate to spare at this point. Yeah, I could make do with that. I got a lick of fudge in before I fessed up why I was so interested in her baking habits this evening.

      “We fight. A lot.” Dax and I still weren’t speaking. I wasn’t sure if it was his idea or mine. When I saw him, I didn’t stay quiet on purpose, but I didn’t know exactly what to say. I didn’t know what his deal was.

      She stirred the chocolate as I waited for the questions to come gushing forth, like the dam of… I didn’t know any big dams. They were all gone, and I couldn’t think of the ones Bookie had told me about. But if there was a big dam, it was about to gush forth questions.

      She stirred, her dam not even dribbling.

      Sometimes people needed a little push in the right direction. “Dax. I’m talking about Dax and I. We have some weird silent thing going on.”

      She looked up. “Can you grab the sugar from the cabinet behind you?”

      I reached around, awkwardly retrieved it, and gave it to her. Sugar in hand, she’d start focusing on the problem. I was sure of it.

      Right after she added more sugar and stirred it in.

      She dipped a spoon in and shook her head. “No, not quite.” She added more sugar and then retested and nodded, looking pleased.

      “Fudge, are you listening to me? All we do is fight.” If she didn’t answer me soon, I was going to have to take drastic measures. The fudge might have to be sacrificed.

      She looked up, averting a confectionary disaster. She’d never know how close she had come.

      “You are two of the most stubborn people I’ve ever known. What else would you do?” she asked, and then did another couple laps around the kitchen gathering up more candy supplies. From the looks of it, we were going to be stocked solid for a year. From what I’d heard, the last dentist in the area had died right before I’d come here, and they hadn’t found a replacement. If we all lived past the next month, things might get real ugly.

      By time she stopped moving around the kitchen, she had enough supplies for another batch. She must have read my expression, because she said, “That batch doesn’t have nuts. Some people like nuts.” I watched as an idea seemed to form in her eyes, and then she pulled out another bowl. “A variety of nuts is always a good idea.”

      Fudge looked like she was having the candy equivalent of Chernobyl, but I had my own issues. We needed a little focus here before we were all buried knee-deep in fudge. “Maybe two people as stubborn as me and Dax should limit their exposure to each other?”

      She measured out more cocoa into one of the newer bowls. “Is that what you want?”

      Huh? What the hell was wrong with her for asking me such a crazy thing? Didn’t she realize my question had been rhetorical? I asked her questions and then she told me why it was okay. That’s how this was supposed to work. “Well, it’s impossible anyway, so I don’t know why you’d even ask what I want. We’re basically partners right now. I can’t avoid him even if I wanted to.”

      She didn’t say anything, but smiled over her cracked eggs.

      Damn that shifty Fudge. “It’s not very nice to trick people into their own realizations. Isn’t trickery against your religion or something? I thought you had all sorts of rules you had to follow?”

      “What do you know of my religion?” she asked, looking like she wanted me to prove I had a clue.

      I folded my arms as I found a way to lean back with only partial support from the cabinet. “I might have done some research when I heard about this heaven place.”

      “And?”

      “I couldn’t get past the rule book.”

      “You mean the commandments?”

      “Looked like a list of rules to me. If I’m nice to someone I want it to do it because I chose to be nice and not because someone is telling me I won’t be invited to some party of plenty.

      “And back to the subject, you were supposed to tell me to stick it out with Dax. Then if it blows up, I can blame it all on you for suggesting it.” She was shaking her head, so I had to put her mind at ease. “I wasn’t going to hurt your feelings by telling you I blamed you. I was just going to think it.”

      Fudge stopped stirring. “As if you would do anything because I said so.” She started stirring again after she set that straight. “You two will fall into a groove eventually.”

      “How long is eventually?” It was going to be hard to work like this when he wasn’t speaking to me. Or I wasn’t speaking to him, whichever it was.

      “I don’t know. You’re both pretty darn stubborn. It could be a while, but eventually you’ll wear down each other’s edges and fall into a comfortable spot.”

      I huffed. “He’s got some mighty sharp edges.”

      “You both have sharp edges.”

      “His are sharper.”

      Fudge’s eyes widened a little while she continued to stir, so I took that as her just not wanting to admit I was right.

      The front door shut with a familiar rattle, and I leaned on my arm until I could catch sight of who had come in. Then I realized I didn’t need to. I could already feel him.

      I leaned back again, as nonchalant as ever, as Dax walked into the kitchen. I stared at the chocolate Fudge stirred as if it were the most amazing sight. If he wasn’t speaking to me, I wasn’t speaking to him.

      “You ready for tomorrow?” he asked. The question wasn’t bad, but the tone made it sound as if he’d asked me if I planned on committing murder in the morning.

      I un-slumped my back and looked at him. He had made the first effort to speak, so I probably should respond. “Yes,” I said loudly, as if I were proud of the soon-to-be-committed crime. In truth, I’d been avoiding the thought of it since I’d left the Zarrod meeting.

      Dax stared. I stared back, neither of us budging so much as a hair. I was glad I’d just warned Fudge about all the fighting. The way Dax was staring at me made me wonder if we were about to get into a new fight right now.

      It was ridiculous. He’d agreed with me. Well, actually, he hadn’t. But he hadn’t argued either. That was a type of agreeing in my book. If you stopped fighting then you couldn’t complain.

      I hopped off the counter so that I was standing, trying to gain an advantage in our silent standoff. I immediately regretted it, as I gave him a significant height advantage. I wondered if I’d lose ground if I hopped back up on the counter again.

      I looked back at the spot I’d just left and realized that was no longer an option. Fudge had gathered more supplies and already taken my counter space back, as if our unspoken fight was fueling her anxiety.

      “I’ve got to go take care of something,” I said, and headed for the back door, for Fudge’s sake.

      “Don’t go far.”

      I knew he wasn’t going to be able to stop himself from ordering me about. I was either free or I wasn’t. “So you’re telling me what I should do?”

      “No,” he said, drawing out the O in the most condescending nature I’d ever heard a vowel pronounced. “I’m giving you the facts of the situation so that you can make an informed decision on how to spend your time.”

      “Really? Because it sounds like you’re telling me what to do,” I said, stepping forward.

      “I wouldn’t think of doing that.”

      How did he do that? Say he wouldn’t think of it in a tone that made it sound like that was exactly what he would do?

      That was okay—he could use his trickery all he wanted. I’d nail him down to an answer in spite of him. “So if I were to go wandering around, we’d have no issue?”

      “I’m not saying I wouldn’t get upset if you did something stupid.”

      “Who decides what’s stupid?”

      “I think stupid is an obvious distinction.”

      Hands went to my hips as I narrowed my eyes at him. “I don’t agree. What if it’s a borderline stupid but not quite there?”

      “If you have to debate it, it’s stupid.”

      “So you are telling me what to do.”

      “I’m telling you not to be stupid.”

      “I’m not stupid.”

      “Then why would there be a problem?”

      This might have continued on indefinitely if Fudge hadn’t dropped her baking pan and caused a clatter. “Great. Now look what you did to Fudge.”

      “You did it to Fudge.”

      “I’ve got to go do stuff because I don’t like upsetting others, and not because I’m told not to, but because I am an innately good person.” I hooked a thumb at my own chest. Yes, that’s right. I’m a good person and don’t you forget it, and that’s why I have to do what I do.

      “Dal, don’t be a stupid person.”

      “I’m not stupid, but don’t tell me not to be stupid,” I said, and then beelined for the back door as I realized just how idiotic I sounded.

      I walked around the house, thinking how the silence might’ve been better, until I found the window to Bookie’s room. The light was on, so he was in there probably reading or something. I looked around the farm and everyone else seemed to be settled in for the night, no one where they’d cause me a problem.

      Bookie was going to be mighty mad at me, but it had to be done.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 12

        

      

    
    
      I woke to the rough feel of Dax’s hands gliding up my legs. It was dark in the room and I’d gone to bed hours ago, expecting to spend another night alone. They moved slowly upward, dragging the shirt I’d worn to bed with them. I didn’t move, but he knew I was wide awake. With his hearing, there was no way to hide my heart beating faster or my breath catching. As I lay on my stomach, his hands continued running up my thighs until they were cupping my ass.

      “I thought you were mad at me?” I asked, my voice husky from sleep and now other things that were starting to burn deeply.

      “I am,” he said even as one hand moved to the juncture of my legs.

      He might’ve been angry, but his hand was being very nice, as his fingers dipped inside me before shifting and rubbing at the sensitive nub until I bowed my back, unable to remain still, my body asking for more.

      He used my legs to flip me on my back as he settled lower.

      I should’ve told him to go away. If he was mad, he shouldn’t be kissing the inside of my thigh and slowly working his way higher. But I was already burning.

      Instead I asked, “So you still want me?” and immediately hated how weak I sounded.

      I’d never been weak like this before, but there was something about his man that undid me. I felt the stubble of his cheek graze my skin as he worked farther up, and I didn’t care if he answered. I just wanted him to continue.

      Then his tongue and teeth were grazing my clit, while his fingers slid into me, driving me crazy. His hand held me steady when I would’ve arched off the bed. But he pulled back too soon. He moved higher on my body before I had to wonder what he was about.

      “I can’t touch you and not be inside of you,” he said, and I wrapped my legs around his hips, urging him to give me something to replace his fingers and letting him know I was done with his teasing.

      Resting his weight on his arms, his hands on either side of my face, he looked down into my eyes and said, “If I’m breathing, I want you.”

      His lips moved to the sensitive skin beneath my ear as he said, “Show me you’re mine,” before his lips came back to mine and I felt the slow, teasing pace of before shed away, as it did so often once we touched.

      I didn’t care if he was angry or not, if this was right or wrong—it just was. I used my legs to urge him forward as I arched upward, not caring about words or anything but him. He met my thrust and sank into me until I was pressed down against the mattress. It was these moments I craved, because when I joined with him, I didn’t think of the Cement Giant or Zarrod or anything. Nothing else mattered but him and me. Everything else ceased to exist.

      My fingers curled into his hair and I pulled on it, asking for more even as I was exploding beneath him, because with this man, it was never enough. I’d always want more.

      

      

      I looked at the paint chipping off the cement wall, near where I sat at my desk. I reached over and flicked off a loose piece of grey paint to reveal more grey cement, wondering what the point of painting it was.

      We’d been waiting for the teacher to stop fussing with whatever it was that had her so interested and start class.

      Some of the other kids were fidgeting. They hated these lessons. I heard them complain to each other sometimes. Didn’t make sense to me. They were all stupid. They’d rather be sitting in their cells or the courtyard instead of learning something?

      I pulled off another loose chip as her smell made it over to me. I didn’t look over as sweat broke out on my palms and forehead. Was she here for me? I froze, afraid any motion would draw her attention to me. It had been a full week since I’d been called to one of her rooms. It would be coming soon.

      Then I heard her voice as she spoke to the teacher in muffled tones. Too scared to look at her directly, I turned my head just enough to catch sight of her skirt in my peripheral vision. Ms. Edith was handing a book to the teacher. She wasn’t here for me—not this time, anyway. Confident that I wasn’t the reason for the visit, I moved my head another couple of inches in their direction. I could see the word “astronomy” written on the spine of the new book the teacher now held.

      Ms. Edith turned toward the class, and even though I didn’t have the nerve to lift my gaze up enough to see above the collar of one of those white blouses she always wore under her black suits, I didn’t need to. I had a weird sense when it came to this woman, and I always knew when her attention was trained on me.

      Please don’t call me, please don’t call me, repeated over and over again in my mind. I was sweating now, with no way to hide the fear. I hated the fear more than what they did to me. I could handle the pain. It came, it hurt, and then it was gone…usually. Waiting for it was so much worse.

      The more I tried to keep my breathing even, the harder it became, and I could feel the sweat on my legs making the skin not covered by my dress stick to the seat. I put my palms on my lap as I stared at them, clenched together to hide the trembling as I waited for her to look away.

      Finally, Ms. Edith walked from the room. Her steps echoed against the cement walls. I didn’t look up until I heard them fading down the hall.

      I heard one of the kids behind me, a little ass named Jemmy, say, “Look at the sweat hog over here.”

      She was ten, two years older than me, and had a gang called the Outlaws. Or at least that was what her and her three friends called themselves. Bunch of dopes.

      I turned in my chair. “Let’s see how much water comes out of your eyes when I punch you in the nose later.”

      “Dahlia!” the teacher yelled, having heard me clearly. “Turn around and be quiet.”

      I did as she instructed immediately, not wanting to risk being expelled from the class and surprised that hadn’t already gotten me a ticket back to my cell.

      

      

      “Dal.”

      I woke up covered in sweat to Dax standing beside the bed. The sun was filtering into the room. It had to be at least nine. My shirt was soaked through and my hair was damp on my head.

      I shoved the hair out of my eyes. “Whew, it’s hot in here,” I said, trying to hide the real reason I looked like I’d been hovering over five gallons of boiling water.

      He didn’t move from the side of the bed. “No. It’s not.”

      Of course he was right. I actually felt a chill, but didn’t bother arguing the point.

      “Go get some food. We have to leave soon,” he said as he moved back to the door.

      I got out of bed, and even as I knew I was treading into murky waters, I had to ask. “Why are you willing to help if you disagree?”

      “Because I don’t disagree. I just don’t like it.”

      With a final look back at me, he shut the door behind him.

      After he left, I sat back down, willing to risk being a little late to try and remember the whole dream before the day chased the memory away. Most of the dreams about the Cement Giant were much darker, and then I realized one of the things that was niggling at me. It hadn’t been just a dream. That day had happened. I remembered it.

      Thinking back on it now through an adult’s eyes, Ms. Edith had specifically told the teacher to teach me astronomy. How many times had I gotten thrown out of class because of something my temper had stirred me to say, but not that day? That astronomy class had been for me.

      I’d forgotten about that until now. Just like the pencils and paper that had always been left in my cell, what did they know about me that I didn’t? What was I going to lead them to?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 13

        

      

    
    
      Dax was waiting in front of the house, the rest of our entourage a little farther toward the gate and talking amongst themselves while they waited.

      “You messed with his bike, didn’t you?” Dax asked as I walked over to him.

      I climbed on the back and settled in. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”

      He turned his head to me. “Should we wait for him, or is there no chance of him fixing it?”

      “We should probably get going.”

      “And you call me upper-handed.”

      He started up the bike before I had to defend myself, which was good, because I couldn’t.

      

      

      The large metal fence that marked the beginning of Newco loomed ahead like it was its own breed of monster.

      Dax grabbed my hands where they were still wrapped around his waist, holding me to him for another moment. Had he changed his mind? Was he going to take matters out of my hands? Before I could decide whether I wanted him to, he let go. I climbed off the bike with an energy that didn’t match my insides.

      I took a step toward the fence, not looking back at him, because if I did, I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to move forward.

      The black car was parked on the other side of the fence, and I watched as Croq climbed out, just as he had the first time we’d done this.

      As long as he kept moving forward, going ahead with the trade, I’d be okay.

      He walked forward, as did I, until we were standing in front of each other.

      “I’d like to say I’m surprised to see you again, but I’m really not,” he said as we paused on the border.

      “Are we going to start having these awkward conversations every time we meet?”

      “I wouldn’t want to be rude and say nothing.”

      “Do they know that you betrayed some of their secrets?”

      “They obviously know I told you some, but I left out the real goodies so they aren’t too upset with me. Plus, I tipped them off about your friend in the grave, so that helped smooth things over.”

      “Don’t ever mention him.” If I could’ve pulled my knife on him I would’ve, but I couldn’t get my hand to wrap around the hilt.

      “Don’t worry. They don’t care about him.”

      “That makes no sense.”

      “It does to me.” Croq looked over toward where our people waited and then back to me. “So can I assume I’ll still be alive later on today?”

      I nodded, and he stepped past me, saying, “See you in a little while,” before he did.

      I walked through the gates.

      I nodded at the driver, feeling slightly relieved it was one of Dax’s spies. If things went bad, he’d get word back to him…I hoped.

      I was still trying to figure out why they’d care about Bookie being dug up and not Bookie himself. Was Bookie alive because of something I had done or because of where I’d buried him? But if it had been where I’d buried him, and Croq had talked, why would Zarrod even need me? If he thought that place would heal his people, he’d already know where to go. Nothing made sense about this.

      I felt like I was chasing my thoughts in circles by the time the car stopped only a half-hour later. The driver came and opened my door. I got out and looked around, surprised we had stopped in the middle of a field.

      Zarrod stood beside another man, who was a slight thing and looked like he’d go down easily enough for a Dark Walker who had the mist clinging to him. Not as easy as a human would, but I’d taken down enough Dark Walkers to feel confident.

      But why were we in a field? What was I supposed to do for him here? The only thing I was capable of doing, to my current knowledge, was getting things. Unless he wanted a tree, didn’t look like today would be too productive.

      Or maybe I wouldn’t be helping him at all. I searched the ground for a freshly dug grave. No holes in sight. Unless it was behind some tall grass off in the distance, I was safe.

      Or was I? I’d read a book a while back where the bad guy had made Moobie dig his own grave. Hoped I wouldn’t be digging mine. Now that would be some messed-up stuff, and I didn’t have faith that I’d be able to turn the tables like Moobie had.

      I walked over to Zarrod, refusing to let the shakes I felt on the inside show through. Time to play pretend. It was a game I’d played most of my life, before Dax had broken me out of the Cement Giant and I’d had the taste of the Wilds and freedom. It was crazy how easily I slipped back into the act.

      “Looks interesting,” I said as I strolled over toward Zarrod and his companion, keeping my pace somewhere in between let’s get this over with and I want to run the other way.

      The weight of my knife hung reassuringly at my hip, and the hilt of the second one felt comforting against the skin underneath my pants. He hadn’t taken them from me the first time, and I doubted he would this time either. That was another curious thing. Did they think I was harmless to them? Was I? Who was making the error in judgment? I hoped it was them.

      Zarrod took a small step forward. “This is Brod. He’ll be helping us today.”

      Brod nodded toward me. I didn’t nod back. My manners had never been that good to begin with, and this situation was pushing my limits.

      “May I?” Zarrod asked, pointing to the knife hanging at my hip.

      “Sure.” I didn’t hesitate. I just let a cold, numb feeling overtake me, another trick I hadn’t used in a while. I’d dealt with Ms. Edith for years. Whatever he was planning on doing, I could handle it. I bent down and handed him the one at my ankle instead, leaving the one I could access quicker alone.

      He pointed to my right arm. “I’ll need you to roll up that sleeve.”

      Gone were the days I’d take an order from anyone without question. Cold and numb was one thing, but I wasn’t a doormat. “Why?”

      “I need what you can do. But I can’t have you risk my enterprise by knowing what that is. You didn’t think I’d make it that easy for you?”

      “Fine.” There was nothing fine about it. I imagined myself dragging Zarrod to the ground as I repeatedly punched him in the face until I got some answers, but I couldn’t do that. Well, I might be able to pull off the punching, but that wasn’t going to save the farm or the people. “What’s the plan? Or is that a secret too?”

      “Roll your sleeve up and I’ll tell you.”

      I pulled my jacket off, and Brod stepped forward and took it. I bunched my sleeve up and held my arm out, wondering the whole time, resisting the urge to grab my knife and take Zarrod out. Unfortunately, I had no leverage, and he knew it. I was playing his game.

      He took my wrist in one hand and took the knife and pressed the point halfway up my forearm. “I’m going to take this knife, and I’m going to cut you from here to here and let your blood drip into that cup—with your blessing, of course. After it’s full, you are going to wait in the car until I’m finished with my business. Then you’ll be returned.”

      “This is how I’m helping you?”

      “Of course, you can go back and forget about this whole thing.” He watched, waiting for me to say no, which he knew I wouldn’t.

      “Are you ready?” Zarrod asked as Brod moved in closer to me.

      I saw the driver watching me from the car, his hands gripping the steering wheel tightly. It was as if I could smell his panic from where I stood. He was afraid I’d need help. I didn’t. I could save myself. Only problem was, then I wouldn’t be able to save anyone else.

      As the driver watched, I tilted my head up and then slowly turned it toward his car and back. I saw his fingers go slack on the wheel as he slumped back in his seat, knowing he was a spectator for the day.

      My arm extended, Zarrod held the knife while Brod started chanting. The magic buzzed around me like it was a horde of insects. Brod’s words continued as the buzzing increased, and then Zarrod pressed the tip of my knife into the skin at the top of my forearm.

      As soon as my skin broke and the blood welled to the surface, it was as if all the insects in the horde concentrated on the opening of my skin. This wasn’t like any other magic I’d felt. It was as if it was layering my skin with grime as it crawled on top of me.

      I didn’t cry out as he sliced my skin, and I prayed that Dax wasn’t feeling this as the knife moved slowly across the plane of my arm. By time he reached my wrist, Brod had stepped behind me with a hand underneath each arm.

      Common sense told me I wasn’t weak from blood loss. I’d been pierced in the heart with a bullet and hadn’t passed out. No, whatever they were doing was draining me in a different way.

      I didn’t hear the final chant Brod made.

      

      

      I woke up with my cheek against the seat of the car as we drove. There was a canteen of water propped up beside me and a roll that had become partially unwrapped from its cloth. “How long was I out?”

      “’Bout forty minutes or so. We’ll be at the border soon. I left some stuff there for you.”

      “Thank you,” I said, unplugging the canteen before taking a bite of the roll that had probably been his lunch.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I shoulda helped you.”

      His hands were still shaking and I could see the flush to his skin. I knew what it was like to be scared, and I knew he was only that terrified because, in spite of the fear, if I’d given him a sign, he would’ve tried to help me. If I’d wanted to fight, I hoped I wouldn’t have needed him, because he would’ve been dead weight.

      “You did the right thing.”

      “You feelin’ ’kay?” I heard the accent that came out with the nerves, telling me he was from the southern end of Newco, where most of the hard laborers lived, and I felt bad about eating his roll.

      “I’m fine. How did you get this job?”

      “Our group heard one of our suppliers wanted someone keepin’ an eye out on that Zarrod guy, so I applied.”

      “Suppliers?”

      “One of the folks who supplies us with guns and stuff from across the border,” he said, making eye contact with me through the mirror.

      So Dax was running guns across the border. Couldn’t say I thought that would be out of his wheelhouse.

      “I need you to do me another favor,” I said to the driver. I didn’t know his name, and I wouldn’t put him in the position to have to lie to me. I knew personally what a name could cost you.

      “What?” he asked, and I could hear the nerves.

      “Don’t tell anyone what you saw here. I don’t want your supplier to get upset you didn’t do anything and withhold guns from your group because of it.”

      “But you said it—”

      “I think it was the right thing, but your supplier may not.”

      He nodded nervously and then focused on the road, probably afraid to talk any more for fear of what I’d say next.

      As he drove me back I ate the rest of the roll, wondering what the hell I was going to do now.

      The car pulled up in front of the border of Newco, and I ran a hand over the tender flesh of my arm. The cut had healed over by now. The only trace was a pink scar that would probably fade. Dax would know something had happened, like he’d known with the shot, but I’d be able to play this down.

      I was steadier on my feet than I’d expected. I was able to walk through the gates with a strong pace, and although Dax was supposed to wait farther back in case something went wrong, he was standing there beside Croq as the guards rolled the fence open.

      Croq walked forward, nodding to me as he neared.

      I walked with a brisk pace as I made my way to Dax, hoping he wouldn’t sense whatever magic they’d done to me.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” I didn’t offer any details.

      He didn’t say anything else, but I knew he wouldn’t. Not here and now.

      I climbed onto the back of Dax’s bike, wrapping my arms tightly around his waist as we left.

      We didn’t stop until we were halfway back to the farm and he waved on the rest of the riders to keep going, so I knew we weren’t stopping for long.

      I got off the bike to stretch my legs for a moment, and by time I walked back to Dax, he was eyeing me up as if he couldn’t figure something out. “What happened? I felt something weird.”

      He knew something was off but didn’t know what, and he didn’t know about the cut. It had to have been that chanting Brod did. Dax always seemed to know when I lied, so I was going to have to tread carefully here, because there was no way I was going to tell him the full scope of what went down, not unless I wanted the Newco army at our doorstep next week.

      I’d had some time to prepare, though. “They took a small sample of blood from me, like they used to in the Cement Giant all the time. Then had me wait in the car. They might’ve been chanting something, but it was hard to understand. I think they’re trying to figure out how my magic works so they can use it.” At its core, it was close to the truth, just a whitewashed version I thought he could swallow. I’d practiced it in my head the whole way here until I’d nearly convinced myself it was all that had happened.

      “They didn’t have you do anything else?” he asked.

      “No.”

      He nodded, but I didn’t relax until he told me we had to ride through the night because he’d picked up a scent he hadn’t liked.
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      It was already dark out the next night and Fudge was baking with Tiffy. All seemed quiet with the basement dwellers and Lucy was sleeping on the couch, drooling onto the arm she was using as a pillow. Dax had left after dinner like he’d been doing every night, probably patrolling to see if he could catch a scent of anyone near the farm. He was going nonstop lately, and I knew he sensed strangers in the area.

      I left the house in search of Bookie. I’d caught him staring at me during dinner, but he hadn’t said one word to me since I’d gotten back. Dinner had been particularly awkward when I’d asked him a question about the Glory Years and he’d acted as if he hadn’t heard me.

      Dax had shot me a look that said, What did you expect, but he wouldn’t get involved. He was good like that. Unless it was mortal danger, he preferred to stay out of squabbles. Considering how many threats we had around us lately, who had the time?

      Even though I thought what I’d done yesterday was for the right reasons, there was still enough wrong about it that I didn’t feel completely good—or even so-so. But I was protecting Bookie, and didn’t that keep at least a couple toes in the Lake of the Righteous?

      We just needed a good talk, was all, so he could see how I was right. I’d explain how this was for his own good.

      I could see the light coming from the small barn he kept his bike in as I walked across the yard.

      The box played where it sat beside him. He’d found it digging a long time ago and rigged it with little solar panels he’d stashed away, just waiting for the right purpose. The song “Blinded by the Light” was belting out as best it could from the rusted old box, but it sounded as if the thing was rounding the end of its charge and struggling to finish.

      Most of the verses didn’t make a lot of sense to me. What was a manager mister or a deuce in the night? Still, it was a catchy melody, and one of Bookie’s favorites out of the little plastic circles he kept.

      Bookie didn’t look up from his bike even though I knew he’d heard the door open. It creaked louder than the box could sing.

      I plopped down on the other side of the bike, trying to give him his space even as I peeked at him through the gaps between the metal. It was becoming second nature to check his skin tone whenever I saw him. It was hard not to. I’d lived my life believing death was a one-way ticket. Who knew there were round-trip options?

      Bookie looked straight at the bike, as if he couldn’t see me just beyond it. I had two options: proceed like I had no idea what was wrong, or admit guilt. Option one was screaming, Pick me, pick me, while option two sat quietly, as if trying to evade attention. Easy choice.

      “Bookie, the place I buried you, do you remember anything about it that might have been weird? Anything at all that you might’ve left out?” See? I did nothing wrong, and speaking to you like this proves my case.

      He looked up, squinted at me, and went back to his bike.

      “Bookie, this is important stuff. I know you’re upset with me, but I really need to talk this out with you.”

      “And I really needed my bike yesterday and you stole my spark plugs. Don’t deny it.”

      I sat back on my heels silently. Was that what those things were called? Had to be, unless I wasn’t the only one yanking parts off his bike. Bookie was pretty well liked around here, so I was fairly certain I’d stolen his spark plugs.

      He wasn’t looking at me again, and it was hard not to feel like I was one of those steaming piles the horses made that everyone avoided. I told myself again that I had no choice. Once he knew I was going to help Zarrod, he’d want to come, and I couldn’t risk Bookie getting that close to Newco after he’d already died once. What if there was a limit on the round-trip tickets?

      And he wasn’t needed there. I’d had Dax, and he was as tough as you got. Bookie was different. He wasn’t cut out for this. Plus I couldn’t stop Dax even if I tried. If I’d stolen his spark plugs, he’d either find them or a replacement, and then it would be war with us. And not silent feuding like this was, but dragged-out, dirty warfare. Dax was too much like me. You trod on him and who knew what he’d do. Bookie was different. He was nice and sweet and soft, and I was keeping him away from that place of hell no matter what.

      I would sit here and wait until his anger ran out, because he didn’t have an endless supply, and then we’d be good again. This shouldn’t take too long. I repositioned my legs to stretch them out in the meantime in case this ran a while. Nothing worse than someone giving you dirty looks and having pins and needles at the very same time.

      He put down the silver thingy that he clanked around on his bike and leaned around the side so he could really get a good look at me. “You aren’t going to say anything?”

      I squinted back and threw up my hands, sending a couple of stray pieces of hay flying. “You just told me not to deny it.”

      “You’re meeting with monsters and I haven’t said one word, but you screw with my bike?” His voice got louder with each word until he was a decibel under what I’d classify as a yell.

      I bit my cheek. He did make a good point. So much for keeping a toe in righteousness. They weren’t even damp anymore.

      “Aren’t you going to at least try and defend yourself?” he asked, my quiet not seeming to help his calm.

      I leaned my head into my hand as I tried to get a handle on things. “I know you’re upset, but you’re throwing out mixed messages. I’m not sure if I’m supposed to talk or not.”

      “Why did you do that?” he snapped as soon as I finished.

      Okay, he wanted me to talk. Got it. “I’m protecting you.”

      “Remember when we were at the Rock and I hated you going out? I never sabotaged you.” He was giving me a look that was like the one Fudge gave Tiffy on occasion, when Tiffy screwed up royally. It wasn’t as well done, but that look coming from Bookie didn’t need to be. He was the one who always agreed with me, even when I was wrong.

      “It’s different for me.”

      “How?” he asked, as if he truly had no idea.

      Great, now I’d have to point out the difference. “I haven’t already died once.”

      He was getting ready to really let loose now, as much as Bookie could, that was, but all I could think about was burying him again. Every time I saw him I wanted to run over and hug him, but I didn’t because I was trying to not create a spectacle.

      I turned and rested my forehead in my palm, my hair cascading around my shoulders and over my face while I waited for him to explode.

      It didn’t matter. He could rage at me all he wanted, but it wouldn’t scrape out the memory of burying him from my mind. If I were human, and I met a Plaguer, that was the traumatic memory they’d see in my mind—burying Bookie.

      I waited for the screaming, knowing I’d pushed him about as far as I could.

      “Dal, it’s not up to you to save me.” He wasn’t screaming, and it was so much worse. I realized I shouldn’t have expected that from Bookie. Wasn’t his style to scream.

      I ran my hand across my nose, refusing to sit there and sniffle like a big softy. I lifted my head and breathed past the horrible memory. “You don’t know what it’s like.”

      “I’ve lost people. You know that.”

      I nodded. I knew he had lost most of his family, but then he’d been here, and it was different here. “You don’t know. Everyone around me dies. I just wanted to keep you safe.”

      His eyes weren’t squinty anymore. “Hey, you fixed me once. I’m sure you could do it again.”

      “I didn’t fix you,” I said, and I was the one who was close to yelling now.

      “I came back. Just do whatever you did again.”

      I leaned forward. “What if I can’t? What if it was a one-time thing? Maybe there’s a limit on it.”

      “I’ve got faith in you.”

      “It’s not a joke.”

      “Neither is me not being able to leave the farm. Dal, you’re my friend and I know you mean well, but—”

      “I’m trying to keep you alive.”

      “You’re trying to keep me trapped. That’s not living, and you of all people know it.”

      If he’d just start screaming for real this time, I might be able to hold out. If he hadn’t reminded me of how badly it hurt your soul to be trapped… Damn, I hated when sound logic was used against me in a calm way. There was no fighting it.

      I shook my head and stood. I moved a crate over to the corner, got up on it on tiptoes, and dug them off a wooden ledge where I’d hidden the spark plugs. I returned to beside his bike and held out my hand.

      He plucked them out of my palm. “They’ve been here the whole time?”

      “I know you get crazy when you can’t roam, but it’s only been about a day.”

      “How did you know these were my spark plugs?” he asked, and he might’ve well just called me stupid.

      “I know a few things,” I said, coming around to sit and watch him put them back on the bike.

      He paused to tell me, “You used to call the bikes ‘metal monsters.’”

      “You only have five million books on mechanics.” Not that I’d looked at any of them.

      “You used the power of my library against me? Talk about sins. I’m going to check with Fudge. There’s got to be something sinful about that.”

      “Girl’s gotta do what she’s gotta do.”

      As he put the second one back on, I wondered how well he’d take it if they disappeared again. “Promise me you’ll be safe?”

      “I’d like to remind you, I didn’t die from a run or going out digging. I died sitting at the Rock, skipping stones, and doing it horribly, by the way. Sometimes you can’t avoid these things.”

      I put my hand on his arm. “But you’ll do me the favor of trying to avoid the things you can?”

      He stopped tinkering for a moment. “Promise.”

      “Good, because I have to go back there, and I have your word now.”

      “You tricked me!”

      “I was afraid you’d want to come, and you can’t.”

      “That promise shouldn’t count.”

      “Too late. You swore, and I’m not letting you out of it. I’ve got to go and I need you in one piece. And I need you for more important things, like helping me figure out what it is they are using me to find.”

      “Tell me everything that happened.”

      I nodded and then filled him in on most of the details I’d learned, leaving out the cut and the chanting, because I wasn’t going to test his promise that far.

      He dropped the wrench and leaned back against the wall. “I think we need to do a process of elimination, since we have no other leads. Do you think you, like, healed me?”

      “It would be sort of a neat trick, but I don’t think so.”

      “Why? Because Dax said no?”

      “Because all I did was bury you. You know I’ve got magic. When I use it, it’s like I get a burning feeling in my chest. I don’t remember burning.”

      “I think we find something dead for you to bury there and see if it comes back to life.”

      I leaned back on my arms, thinking it over for a minute, pretending as if I hadn’t considered doing that exact thing. “But where do we get something dead? I don’t like to kill stuff.”

      Bookie did a double take.

      “Lower your eyebrows, if you don’t mind. I only kill Dark Walkers or people trying to kill me.”

      “Let’s go see if any of those guards you already killed are still around,” he suggested, like he was ready to hop on the bike and get them right now.

      “No. Too risky. That area’s hot now, and they would’ve collected their people anyway.” I did the math in my head and thought of how sunny it had been last couple of days before I made a sour face. “Plus, they might be a bit stale.”

      He sat up straight. “I know where to get something dead.”

      “Are you going to kill it?”

      He made a tsking noise. “I’m a healer, not a killer.”

      “Then how’s it going to be dead?”

      “It’ll be okay. You’ll see.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 15

        

      

    
    
      The house was silent as I climbed out of bed. It wasn’t like I could sleep anyway. I felt exhausted but wide awake at the same time, and the feeling utterly sucked. When I’d been tired at the Cement Giant, it was because they wouldn’t let me sleep. No one was stopping me here.

      Or were they? Had that thing Zarrod had done to me left some sort of weird insomnia spell? Either way, I couldn’t sleep, so there was only one thing to do.

      I got out of bed and crept down the hallway to the door on the left. Slowly, I turned the knob, relieved to find it unlocked again. I lifted the weight of the door slightly with the knob in hand, hoping to avoid the hinges creaking like they always did, and then closed it as quietly as possible.

      Each step was placed carefully as I crossed the room, closer and closer to his bed. I stopped inches from him, only his head visible above the blankets. I leaned down, my cheek to his face.

      His breath hit my skin like a wave of tension releasing. Bookie was still alive. Not that there was any reason he should’ve died in between the time I’d seen him a couple hours ago in the barn and now, but he shouldn’t exactly have come back to life, either. It was hard to rely on logic when the world had decided it didn’t count anymore.

      I took the book that was facedown on his chest and put it beside the bed before I tiptoed back out of the room in the same zigzag path I’d taken.

      With as much care as I used to open the door, I was closing it when I saw Dax walking up the stairs.

      He didn’t say anything, but he didn’t have to. I knew how it looked. I didn’t care if it seemed weird. The fact that Bookie was breathing at all was weird. He walked past me toward his room and I followed, because as strange as it was, it was my room too now.

      “How many times a night do you check on him?” he asked as I shut the door.

      I watched him walk over to the dresser, wondering if he was done for the night or going back out. Even if it was our room, I occupied it mostly alone, and I had a weird urge to blockade the door while I had him in here.

      “I only do it once in a while,” I said as I walked across the room and nearly tripped over a boot I’d kicked off earlier because my eyes had refused to move off Dax’s back. I’d thought there might be something wrong with my need to look at him, but then I realized I wasn’t the only one that liked to stare at him. Most of the women on the farm did. I’d even caught Lucy staring at him the other day before she’d turned to me and said, “Chill your horses. I know he’s yours, but I’ve got blood in my veins.”

      I’d deciphered that to mean, I think he’s sexy, too.

      Sometimes I wondered if the only one who didn’t realize Dax was sexy was Dax.

      “Every night is once in a while?”

      I dropped onto the bed with a bit of a huff. Why did he keep insisting on asking me questions when he knew the answers? “You do know how I hate that, right? It might be the most annoying trait you have.” He was sexy but aggravating, so I needed to not get all entranced.

      He had the nerve to laugh. When he didn’t ask what I hated, in my mind he’d pleaded guilty.

      He stopped what he was doing and came over to the foot of the bed, resting a forearm against the post. “While we’re on the subject of Bookie, did you tell him I didn’t want anyone leaving the farm?”

      His brow furrowed and he acted like he was having a hard time figuring out this particular mystery. It should have been irritating, and it was. But why’d he have to look so sexy while he did it?

      “You going to answer?”

      “I already told you I hate these questions. You only ask the ones you know the answers to. You might as well have the conversations with yourself.”

      “I might know the answers, but that doesn’t mean I know what you’ll say.”

      I watched as he looked me over, and I hoped he didn’t ask about the long-sleeve shirts I’d taken to wearing recently. Another day and the mark should be gone.

      “You look worn down since you came back.”

      Oh no. I’d already won this fight. There would be no do-overs. I straightened my shoulders and tried to put some steel in my spine.

      “Well, I feel fine.” I wasn’t sure if it was the dark circles under my eyes or that my hair was sticking out worse than normal, but he didn’t believe me.

      The laughter from early was gone, but I wasn’t having this fight if I could help it—not when things weren’t going to change. I needed to derail this topic, and now.

      I stretched out my arms. “Yikes, I’m never awake this late. I’m going to hit the hay.” I lay down and turned on my side, annoyed I was going to have to feign sleep instead of doing what I really wanted, like running my hands all over his naked flesh.

      He didn’t ask any more questions, and I heard the door as he left for the night.
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      Dax had barely spoken to me when I’d passed by him this morning. When I tried to pretend everything was fine and ask what he had planned for the day, I’d been relegated to one-word answers. He knew I was hiding something, but it wasn’t as if he was laying out what he did every night either.

      My relationship with Dax might be murky and confusing, but the situation with my current companion was perfectly clear, and one of the reasons I’d come here today. I was sick of wandering around in a relationship, if that was even what we had. I wanted to know where I stood, even if only for a small moment in the middle of the afternoon. But at least I was feeling better today; whatever residual drain I’d experienced had washed away by this morning, and I was ready to fight.

      I stopped about twenty feet shy of where he or she was planted, literally with roots in the ground. I’d never quite decided on which sex it was.

      “So, my old foe, we meet again.”

      Assassin tree, the dead maple I used for target practice, didn’t reply, but I could see the evil look in its carved eyes. He/she wanted me dead, I was sure of it.

      With a blur of motion, I had both my knives in my hands. A quick throw and they were planted in the place that would’ve been its forehead if it were actually an assassin. I was quicker than I used to be. I wasn’t sure how exactly I was achieving this speed, and I didn’t think it was just from practice. Maybe that was the thing about magic. It was magical. No logic needed?

      I plucked my knives from the wood. “This end was inevitable. We both knew only one of us could live.” I returned to my previous spot and stood with my back to assassin tree. “So you lived? You think you can sneak up on me?” I asked, and without looking first, I stirred up that spot in the center of my chest and then spun on my heel, releasing both knives before I stopped.

      They flew through a man robed in gold, and I heard them hit the wood with a thump. But I didn’t really care about my knives anymore, other than I didn’t have them in my hands.

      I’d been waiting for this day. Seemed like I’d been waiting for a lot of days lately. This one was near the top of days I didn’t feel like having. I’d agreed to do something in exchange for their help fixing Croq, and I hadn’t been able to.

      The day of reckoning had arrived. Somebody was going to be cranky. Even with no face to speak of, I could practically feel the irritability rolling off him…her? Another it?

      “You didn’t uphold your part of the bargain,” it said with no mouth, which was way creepier than one would imagine until you actually experienced it.

      “Yeah, about that. I tried.”

      “Do you realize what you’ve done?” it asked.

      “Actually, no. I have no idea, but I’d love if someone would tell me.” Gone were the days I’d shake in my boots over the Wood Mist, especially not one on its own.

      But of course it didn’t stay alone. Nope. Needed its buddies with it.

      As I waited for a response, I felt the poking and prodding start. Their invisible magic was trying to push at my own. “This again? It didn’t work last time so I’d cut it out,” I said, hoping they might listen, because it wasn’t the nicest feeling in the world. It felt a little like being manhandled from the inside out. Didn’t necessarily leave any bruises, but you walked away feeling violated and disgusted. Magic was strangely personal like that, and the more I became comfortable with my own, the less I was okay with someone else getting friendly with it.

      “What have you done to yourself?” they said in unison as more appeared.

      That was another annoying thing. Couldn’t they speak singly once in a while? It was bad enough no one had a damn mouth, but couldn’t it be one voice? What was with the gang mentality?

      “Not sure what you mean by that? Maybe if you people answered some questions then so would I.” Calling them people was a nice concession on my part.

      Nothing but the leaves of the trees rustled as I waited for answers.

      “Do not help them again,” I heard as the robed figure disappeared and the magical prodding ebbed.

      I’d walked over to the stump and yanked my knives out, expecting to see another one appear, when I heard leaves crackling under foot.

      “My friends are mad,” Tiffy said as she walked across the grass toward me.

      “Were you just with them?”

      “Yeah, they were asking questions about you, but I told them I didn’t know anything. Had a feeling they were coming to talk to you.” She pointed a finger as she mimicked how she’d scolded them. “I told them they had to be nice to you or I wouldn’t be friends with them anymore.”

      “Tiffy, what do your friends really look like?”

      “I’m not supposed to talk about them.”

      “I dislike the no-mouth thing, is all.” She started giggling as if it was the funniest thing I’d ever said. “What’s funny about that?”

      “I told them that it wasn’t a good look, but they think it makes them scary. They told me I always think I know best.”

      “They did?”

      “Yeah, which is weird, since, you know, I’m only four. I do have some shortcomings as far as past history goes.” She held up her hand, a piece of jerky in it. “I brought you a snack.”

      “Is this Tank’s?” I asked as I accepted her offering. I had my answer as soon as I bit into it. Tank had the best jerky.

      She nodded as I took another bite and my taste buds did a little dance. I looked up and the sun was sparkling in between the tree leaves. It was a beautiful day. I’d go back to the house, stuff myself silly, and then go work in my garden a couple of hours before dinner. It was going to take a long time to get that mess cleaned up, but I was excited to do it.

      We walked back to the farm and people were busy about their day. I didn’t get the cheerful hellos I’d gotten at the Rock, but they weren’t trying to burn me at the stake either. Did most of these people care for me that much? Probably not. But they knew what I was and accepted it now. And I had a long life ahead of me to work on them if the spell Bitters had put on me really meant I’d live as long as Dax.

      I just needed to get through this mess with Zarrod and things would work out. This life was worth the sacrifice.

      “Dal?”

      I turned to look at Tiffy as we made our way across the lawn. The smile I’d gotten so used to seeing wasn’t there. “What’s wrong?”

      “I need to talk to you.” She paused a moment as she climbed up on the bench on the front porch, her four-year-old legs needing a little leverage. She got settled in and continued, “This is sort of an awkward discussion.”

      “Okay,” I said, wondering why she’d chosen me before she launched into an explanation.

      “I’d talk to Fudge about this, but I don’t want to worry her. Bookie, well, we all know he’s got his own problems. You seemed like a good choice, because you’re so overloaded with your own crap that I don’t think this will seem like a big deal to you.”

      I didn’t say anything, not about my stuff or how much she knew about Bookie’s. Just took it all in because she was probably right.

      “What did you need to discuss?” I asked, never knowing Tiffy to be the kind to skirt a subject. She looked up from where she was toying with the last of her jerky to the proximity of the closest set of ears, which was Tony, one of the night guards, who must’ve pulled a double and was probably heading for bed. He passed slowly and I waited.

      If this were a normal child, I wouldn’t have been spooked by the need for privacy. But Tiffy wasn’t normal, and held some doozies under her cap.

      “Do you ever feel like maybe you aren’t you?”

      “Like, you’re out of sorts and sad?” I asked.

      “Yeah, more often than I’d like to admit lately.” Then there were the times I was in bed with Dax and I didn’t even know my name, but I didn’t need to know about that.

      “No. Like, you really aren’t you.”

      I kept my butt glued to the bench, even as I started getting a feeling of unease. She’s just a little girl, I reminded myself, but damn did she know how to give a good case of the heebie-jeebies. “Then who are you?” I asked, trying to think this out like the calm, rational adult I pretended to be—even if I typically failed at it.

      “That’s the thing. I’m not sure. But sometimes I think it’s someone much different,” she said, her voice getting a little creepy.

      She’s a kid, just a confused, little kid growing up in the Wilds. That’s all. No reason to run screaming from her, even when she was staring at me the way she was, a weird glint in her eye. “Tiffy, you’re very young. It takes a long time to really know who you are. Some people live their whole lives without knowing who they are.”

      Her red curls bobbed as she shook her head. “I don’t know, Dal. Sometimes I think this might run a bit deeper than your average psychosis.”

      Psychosis was a Bookie word if I’d ever heard one. “I thought you hadn’t talked to Bookie about this?”

      “I didn’t say I didn’t try to talk to him. I didn’t agree with him, though.” She leaned in close and whispered, “For someone who died, he’s got some blinders on him.”

      “Bookie didn’t die.” I tried to infuse my whisper with as much authority as possible, but whispers didn’t tend to lend themselves to no nonsense.

      “Sure he didn’t.”

      When had her deadpan delivery started to eclipse mine? What the hell? She’s four!

      She patted my leg. “But let’s forget about Bookie for now—he at least knows who he is, which is more than I can say for myself. I’m not sure what’s wrong, but I feel it deep inside. Something’s not right, Dal.”

      How many times had I thought that exact thing? Yet here I was trying to downplay her own suspicions. I kept a smile on my face as I eyed her up in my periphery while I ate the jerky I’d put in my pocket for later, as if my appetite hadn’t just been swallowed by a black hole.

      People thought there was something wrong with me too, though. Maybe wrong wasn’t the right term, but I was different. Tiffy knew I was different and accepted me anyway.

      I hitched a heel on the bench. I used my bent knee as an armrest as I came to a determination. “Tiffy, if there is something wrong with you then we’ll fix it.”

      “We?” she asked. Sometimes I forgot that Fudge wasn’t Tiffy’s mother and she was an orphan at heart, just like most of us were now. Until she said “we” in that way only someone who’d really felt alone could.

      “All of us, together. Me and you, Fudge, Dax, Bookie, and Tank—we’ll all stick by you.”

      “You promise?” She grabbed my arm with her small hand, and the child was back.

      I placed a palm over my heart. “I swear on my life, I will not abandon you.”

      “You swear, like really super swear, no matter what?” She was gripping me hard, and I felt her desperation in her strength. “Because you’ve left before.”

      This was why I was only pretending to be an adult. A real adult would’ve thought about what she was saying. She wouldn’t have made a promise to a child before she thought about whether she could keep it. But I had, so now what?

      “I’ll do the best I can.”

      “No, you said you wouldn’t. You’re already changing your mind!”

      “How about this? I will do whatever is in my power to be there for you. I will not voluntarily leave you.”

      Her grip relaxed and she nodded, even calmed down enough to lean back on the bench. I hoped if there was something wrong, I’d be able to keep my promise to her.

      I never realized why adults pretended everything was okay to kids until I saw her face today. I smiled as if there were nothing to be worried about, and hoped I was right. I forced myself to ruffle her hair, as if to say, See? It’s all good.

      I didn’t move for a bit as I sat there wondering how I was going to make anything okay. I didn’t know what was wrong with Tiffy, and I didn’t know what Zarrod wanted, only that it was angering the Wood Mist for some unknown reason. And for some reason I felt like I should know.

      “Why are you staring at the sky like that?” Tiffy asked.

      “I was thinking about a dream I had. Made me think about the stars.”

      She stared up at the sky with me. “But you can’t even see them right now.”

      “Yeah, I know. But I think they’re trying to tell me something.”

      “That’s weird, but not as weird as what some of the people around here think you do.”

      “What do they think I do?” I asked, forgetting about the dream.

      “I’m not sure I should tell you.”

      I didn’t say anything else as she sat there, taking her time to decide. But if she thought I was going to let her not tell me now, the kid really was crazy. I was twice her size and I’d sit on her if needed.
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      I stepped into the dining area. It was 7:30 in the morning and a line had already formed that reached halfway into the living room. I took a couple of rapid breaths and shook out my arms, psyching myself up. I could do this. Yes, I could.

      With fierce determination, I took the five steps necessary, and in less than ten seconds, I’d done it. I was in line. I looked around as I got comfortable in my spot. This wasn’t that bad.

      As if there were some magical, silent cue that I couldn’t hear, everyone in line turned and stared at me. “What are you looking at?” They turned around. I was in line, but I didn’t have to be happy about it.

      Every couple moments or so, I’d see someone turn their head to the side, and I knew it was because they just couldn’t help but make sure it hadn’t been a figment of their imagination that I was in line.

      Two people finished loading up their plates but there were eight people still ahead of me, and each seemed slower than the last. That was when the real truth of the situation hit. It wasn’t getting in line that was so horrific; it was waiting in line. It reminded me of the Cement Giant and being instructed as to your every movement. It felt like the farthest thing from freedom. But I was going to stick it out. I would not be responsible for the downfall of society, even this tiny corner of it.

      “I bet Dax booted her out of his bedroom,” I heard from somewhere up farther toward the buffet, and my toe started tapping on the wood floor.

      “Do you blame him? She’s so scrawny I doubt she’s very good bed sport.”

      They either didn’t care that I could hear or they were half deaf and didn’t know how obnoxiously loud they were. “Excuse me, this has nothing to do with who I’m sleeping with. And I’m not sleeping with anyone, so mind your own business.” I paused for a half a second and added, “If you shut your trap, maybe you could scoop a little quicker up there before I starve to death?”

      There was some general grumbling, but nothing I could hear well enough to call them out on. That was good enough for me, at least until I got my food.

      It didn’t take much to scare these people, even after knowing me for months. Still, I almost didn’t believe what Tiffy had told me yesterday. It was bizarre to think that there was a rumor that if they messed with me, I’d sneak into their rooms and hide my cooties there somehow. As if I could choose when I was contagious or not and could target my victims. Tiffy had thought I was going to be upset by it, but I laughed.

      I heard his steps before I saw Dax approach me. “What’s this?”

      “Oh, we’re speaking now?”

      “When were we not?”

      I bit my tongue. I certainly wasn’t going to tell him I thought he’d been a little short with me if he didn’t know it. Oh no. Was I becoming one of those sensitive people?

      “Why are you in line?” he asked.

      “I don’t want to be the reason civilization ends,” I said, liking the change in conversation. Had he just been busy? He had answered me while he’d been doing other things.

      It was true. I was sensitive, at least with him.

      “And you’re waiting in line why?”

      “Because it’s all connected.” I stared at the back of the man in front of me. Dax could mock all he wanted. I would not care because I wasn’t going to be that person.

      “The end of the world and the line for bacon?”

      He was smiling so widely I didn’t even have to see it. I could hear it in his voice. He could laugh if he wanted. I was doing the right thing. “Yes.”

      “Because you’ll end civilization?” he asked, as if he wasn’t quite sure he’d heard me correctly the last trillion times.

      I crossed my arms in front of my chest and tipped my chin up. “Yes.”

      “Okay then,” he said, and walked off and straight into the kitchen, probably to get some fresh bacon that had just come off the skillet. He walked out of the kitchen shortly after, and I could see the steam coming off the food on his plate.

      What did he do next? Did he go sit somewhere? No. He propped a shoulder against the kitchen doorframe as he ate while watching me in line.

      A minute later and the line still hadn’t moved, and my eyes kept going to the kitchen door. And then to Dax, who stood not far from it with an eyebrow raised, as if to say, I think you’re going to crack.

      I stood, forcing all body parts to cease any movement that might be interpreted as twitching. I could do this. It was just a line, after all. I’d stood in plenty of lines back at the Cement Giant. I’d had to. You didn’t cut the line in that place unless you wanted a bloody eye or a sore gut.

      I heard tapping and realized it was coming from my foot hitting the wooden floor. I mentally glued my sole to the wood and dared a glance over at Dax, his plate nearly empty.

      If he made that face one more time, I was either going to kill him or drag him upstairs. I needed to take emergency action, like five minutes ago.

      I coughed loudly, as if clearing my throat. I gave it a second and then made something closer to a hacking noise.

      It was like the Red Sea parting as they all scrambled back and away from me, leaving a clear line to the buffet. Of course, I walked right up to it. It wasn’t like I was cutting the line now.

      I filled my plate, trying to avoid looking at Dax’s amusement as I walked toward the back door.

      “Was that part of saving humanity, too?” he asked, as I was about to pass him and the people fell back into their place in line.

      I paused. “What am I supposed to do if I get a tickle in my throat? Am I not allowed to cough?”

      I turned to leave, but he stopped me with a hand on my arm, and I looked back to see what witty comment he needed to add. I didn’t see any amusement there.

      “You don’t have to wait in line. Fuck civilization.”

      I stared at him, glad I hadn’t shoved food in my mouth, because I might’ve choked on it.

      He stared back, but this was different than before. It was like he was sharing a secret with me, one he thought I already knew. But I didn’t. Because the only thing I’d heard from him was that he didn’t care if civilization burned to the ground as long as I was comfortable, and that couldn’t possibly be what he meant.

      He dropped his hand and walked away, and I stood there staring at his back as he strode out the front door. Sometimes, not all the time, but on rare occasions like this, I would swear on my freedom that Dax was the most perfect man ever created.

      If that had actually been what he’d just said. Which I couldn’t get confirmed without asking, and I’d rather hack up an entire lung than do that.

      I was in such a good mood that even seeing Lucy back in her spot, which was a little too close to my spot, didn’t even bug me today. Lucy wasn’t as bad I used to think. Or had I just gotten used to her? That was something to ponder over bacon…or not.

      Relaxing back on my bench with hot food, I could relax and eat breakfast in peace as I watched everyone start their day all nice and normal. They got up every day and did the same thing, not worrying about a madman sending them notice that they’d have to go back to hell.

      Alice was carrying a bucket of milk to the dairy house. Sue was talking to the butcher as they looked over the birds pecking at their feed, not worrying about anyone cutting them up in a few days. It was all so very peaceful. Bookie was standing beside a horse and talking to—

      “Who is that talking to Bookie?” I asked Lucy as I watched him with a girl I’d never seen before. Damn, I was getting to be like a true Wilds native. Never met a stranger I didn’t distrust on sight. Especially this one, with her bouncy blonde hair and happy-go-lucky smile that practically made me squint from a quarter mile away. “Lucy!” I said, getting her to pay attention.

      She looked up from her plate to locate Bookie across the lawn. “That piece of fluff? Her name’s Amelia. She came over from Seaside.”

      “I thought Seaside got wiped out by the last outbreak?” Bookie and this Amelia started to laugh as I wondered what kind of sick and twisted person could be laughing after her whole village was wiped out. “She looks a little too happy.”

      “If I were one of the few survivors, I’d be happy too.”

      “She a Plaguer?”

      “Nah. She wasn’t there when it happened. She was on a trading mission when it hit. If she’d been there, she’d be dead for sure.” Lucy pointed in their direction with her fork. “She’s one of those idiots that just seems to luck out a lot, I think. She’s not like us.”

      I had to have heard that wrong. Had Lucy just lumped me and her together, and in a way she thought was flattering? Lucy was back to eating and oblivious to the fact that I was catching flies with my mouth.

      Should I let it go? Nope. Couldn’t do it.

      “Like ‘us’ how?” I asked, trying to sound as if I were being conversational and my ears weren’t pricked up in her direction.

      She looked back over at me, tilted her head to the side, and let out a little mmmm sound, all while I feigned a patience I’d never possessed.

      “You know, we’re not pretty birds putting our colors on display and trying to find someone to care for us.” She straightened before she added, “We take care of ourselves. We do things. We hold our own.”

      “Yeah…we do,” I said, and found I was sitting up straighter as well.

      “That’s why it never would’ve worked with Becca and Dax. He needed someone like you.”

      Don’t ask. You got the answer to the other question. Don’t feed into her, or who knows what crazy rabbit hole she’ll drag you down. Don’t forget how the last time you put stock in what she said, you laid yourself out all come hither on Dax’s bed.

      I thought back to that, and in the end, she’d been right. He had wanted me. “Why do you say that?”

      “Dax is like us, as tough as they come. He needs a woman that’ll stand up to him or he gets bored. He never looked at Becca the way he looks at you. Ever. Sometimes I’d see them together. She’d be leaning over and touching his arm, whispering into his ear, and I wondered if he even knew what she was talking about.

      “Now, with you, he knows the second you’re in the room, and you’ve got his full attention even when he tries to hide it. Even when you’ve got him as furious as could be, which you do well and often, he likes that you don’t hesitate to get in his face and give it back. Not many people, let alone women, do that.”

      She waved her fork at the new girl. “Now that little piece of girly girl would fall apart after one raised voice. She’s soft. Useless except for fluffing an ego, if you ask me. But she’s probably a good match for Bookie. He needs someone that isn’t running into the thick of things. Then he’d have to follow after her and he’d get himself killed.”

      “Is she nice?”

      “Who knows? Who cares?”

      I cared. I watched Amelia as she laid a hand on Bookie’s arm and I saw him actually tense, like he was trying to flex for her without being obvious. No one was going to hurt Bookie while I was around. I’d kick her little fluffy ass if she did.

      Amelia walked off after too many giggles to count, and that was when I realized how the place was emptying out.

      “Where is everybody?”

      “On the fence.”

      “The fence?”

      “Yeah. Dax wants to get it as strong as possible before… Well, I don’t have to tell you,” Lucy said as she stood to bring her plate in. “If I don’t get a move on my section will never get done,” she said, and then left.

      She had a section and I didn’t even know what was happening?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 18

        

      

    
    
      It took me two hours to find Dax along the western edge of the property. He was handing barbed wire up to one of the guys straddling the wooden fence.

      He stepped back and then turned to another guy standing nearby who normally worked guard duty. “Good work, but this part here needs to be shored up.” He pointed to a wooden plank along the bottom that looked rotted.

      The guy nodded and Dax walked over to where I was waiting, not far away.

      “Why don’t I have a section?” I said, pointing at the fence. “We need every able body on this and I didn’t even know about it.”

      He tugged my arm and pulled me farther away from where the people were working, nailing wood into places where there were gaps and attaching barbed wire along the tops.

      “Because until today, you weren’t looking that good.” He was looking at me like he was checking my vitals. Was this how I looked at Bookie?

      “As you can see, I’m fine.” I looked at the wall and did another mental count of the people we had while trying to figure out how much wall there was. I didn’t have accurate enough knowledge of either, but I went on a hunch I was right. “We don’t have enough time for anyone to not be pulling their weight. I don’t know how much time I’m going to be able to buy us.”

      He crossed his arms. “So you’re going to keep going?”

      “You know I am. I’ll go back there a hundred times if I have to.”

      I didn’t finish as he started moving down the line of the wall.

      “Dax, you know we don’t have a choice,” I said as I followed him. He didn’t acknowledge me or say a word, but he stopped when I grabbed his arm.

      Sometimes when he looked at me the way he did now, the air between us seemed to charge. I couldn’t say if it was a good thing or a bad thing, but it was an intense thing. It was like the electric feel of air on a stormy night and you could hear the distant rumble of thunder, and a bolt of lightning would shoot down at any second. Part of me felt so alive, and another part of me wanted to hide from the storm.

      “Dax, you know I’m right in doing what I’m doing. How many times are we going to fight about this? What is your problem with this? Is it that you don’t trust me? Or you don’t think I’m capable?”

      One of the workers from the wall looked like they were about to walk over, and Dax shot him a glance that had him U-turning it. How did he do that so easily?

      “Neither,” he said, seeing the remnants of the face the worker had just seen. Now it made sense.

      “Then what is it?” I asked, refusing to U-turn it too.

      “My gut tells me there’s something wrong.” He was staring at me as if to dare me to tell him his gut was wrong.

      “And my gut is telling me I need to do this, and it’s my gut on the line. You know I can handle this, and you’ll help me do it because we don’t have a choice.” I looked at the wall where we’d stopped and saw that no one had gotten to it yet, a pile of supplies in front of it. “Well? You got some gloves for me or what?”

      

      

      I wiped an arm across my brow, knowing I’d probably left a mud streak and not caring as I eyed up the wire I’d just added to the top of the fence, feeling pretty darn proud of how much I’d gotten done so far.

      I jumped down and grabbed the canteen of water I’d brought back with me after lunch.

      One of the guys who’d been working on the same area with me this morning walked a couple steps over and looked over my work.

      “Nice job,” he said, nodding as he looked.

      “Thanks.”

      I took a swig from my canteen as I caught sight of Dax approaching. He’d been heading over to the southern portion last time I’d seen him.

      He stopped beside me and took in our progress. “Looks good.”

      “Thanks.” I walked over to a large rock where most of us were resting our canteens so I could get back to it.

      “Hang on to that. I need you for another job,” he said.

      “Sure.” Canteen in hand, I fell in step beside him. “What is it?”

      “I need you to meet someone.”

      I looked around the lawn as we got closer to the center of the farm. There wasn’t anyone but regulars floating around, and I’d met all of them. “Who is it? Are they in the house? I need a couple of minutes to clean up.”

      “He’s in the forest and he isn’t going to care about a little dirt,” he said.

      My pants were more brown than the black they’d been this morning, but I ignored that as a crazy idea took precedence. Who wouldn’t he have just brought here? “Why is he waiting in the forest?”

      He stopped about ten feet from the gate of the farm and turned to me. “Because that’s where he’s lived for the last twenty years.”

      He continued to walk, and I kept pace as my brain chased its tail like a dog, refusing to grasp such a crazy idea.

      We walked off the farm and didn’t stop until we were deep into the woods, where the trees grew so close their roots intertwined and the sky was a puzzle of leaves. I kept wondering who I was going to see as I followed him, but I wasn’t sure why I wasn’t asking. The words wanted to form but the idea seemed so crazy that I had a hard time letting them loose. How could it be? You didn’t introduce a beast.

      I’d never met another beast, not officially, like a hey, how are you? But maybe the ones that had sniffed me had considered that an official greeting? I’d read somewhere that animals sniffed their hellos. Maybe I’d been introducing myself to all the beasts I’d met and not even known.

      We turned a corner around something that was either a small tree or a very large bush, and my steps stuttered out. It wasn’t a beast. It was a man standing there. Was the beast somewhere else? I scoured the area before my eyes landed back on the man. The stranger was taking me in as intently as I was eyeing him up. Shaggy brown hair, decent enough features, there was nothing that really caught your eye, but something familiar struck me.

      “Is that your shirt?” I asked, as one and one were adding up.

      “He needed clothes. He doesn’t own any. Hasn’t for a while now.”

      “Why does he have no clothes?” It couldn’t be, could it? The last time I’d heard anything about beasts, Dax was the only one who could shift back and forth. How could this be?

      Dax looked at me, his eyes knowing. “Now who’s asking questions they know the answers to?”

      Dax took a step closer to the man and urged me to follow him. “Come say hello. He needs the practice.”

      I took a small step. “Hello?”

      “Bart, say hello.”

      Bart? The big, bad beast’s name was Bart? Of course, I kept that thought to myself. Wouldn’t want to insult his beastliness or anything and get off on the wrong paw.

      Bart’s jaw flexed a couple of times before a scratchy and awkward-sounding “hello” came out. It sounded like two words.

      “You going to fill me in?” I asked Dax, keeping my voice calm and even, as if Bart were a toddler who might break into a fit at any moment.

      “Bart is a beast.”

      I glanced back to Dax. “But he’s human? I thought that couldn’t happen…mostly, anyway.” I kept glancing back over to Bart, expecting fur to sprout and red eyes to glow at any moment.

      “First time he’s been human in decades,” Dax said, patting Bart on the back.

      “How?” I asked.

      Dax didn’t answer right away, and I got the gist that there was a silent communication that was passing between them, but I didn’t read half-beast talk well enough to know what it was. Dax nodded to something deeper into the forest and Bart took off seconds later.

      I watched Bart, sure he was about to turn beast, but he was out of sight before it happened.

      Dax walked back to me. “It’s hard for him to stay human for too long. He needs to shift back often.”

      “How did it happen at all?”

      “Remember when I gathered up the herd? The day we went to the Skinners’ fortress? When I’m in beast form, I can communicate with them. It’s not full-fledged talking, but more of a sharing of images and thoughts to a limited degree. I felt a certain inquisitiveness in some of them, as if they were getting a glimpse of a story they used to know and wanted to hear again.

      “When you’re in beast form it’s very easy to forget your humanity. It’s not so much that they chose to be a beast. They just forgot there was a choice. So I figured if I sought one out, gave him some reminders, it might work.” He shrugged. “It did. He’s the first.”

      “The first what? Beast you changed back?”

      “That and the first of our army.” His smile was subtle but strong. “This is how we’re going to win.”

      An army of beasts, and not just one for show or a ravaging horde no one could control. A true army. “Will he help us? Can you get more?”

      “He will. The Dark Walkers have been hunting them too.”

      “How many do you think we can get?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not sure if they’ll all be able to change back and forth at will, and if they can, how long they’ll be able to hold it.”

      He’d come up with a brilliant plan. I was ready to jump up and down, and yet he stood there reserved. “But if you have them fighting with us, who cares if they can hold human form?”

      “Newco’s force is the largest army left in North America. If they come, they’ll send what they think is needed to wipe us out. One of the crucial aspects here is to make sure they underestimate our fighting power. If we can take out Newco’s first attack, break up their numbers, they might not have enough people left for a second wave. That hinges on them not sending their full force the first time.”

      “But if this works, it could save us.” And I needed to buy him time to get more beasts, so many that it wouldn’t matter if Newco sent thousands of men.

      “Now all we’ve got to do is be able to pass him off as a normal human,” Dax said, looking at where Bart had run off into the forest.

      I was going to need to buy him a lot of time.
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      Dax stopped just as we entered the gate to the farm. “I won’t be back tonight.”

      He didn’t need to tell me where he’d been going. I could guess that now. I just hoped there were enough beasts out there to pull this off.

      He also didn’t need to warn me it was going to take all night, because it had been. But it would be nice if he could tell me he wanted to be there.

      “What?” he asked.

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      “No, but you look like you want to.” He was staring at me in a way that made me think he knew what words I’d wanted to say as well.

      “Nope.”

      “You sure?” he asked.

      What was going on here? Did he know I was waiting for him to try and have sex with me? That I was thinking about it right now?

      “Maybe if you talk out whatever is on your mind, you’ll feel better,” he added.

      Holy shit, as Fudge would say. Was he was holding sex hostage for talk? Had he been toying with me this whole time? Why did we need to talk about it so bad? Why couldn’t we just have it? Well, I wasn’t having any of this. “No. I definitely do not want to talk.”

      The gall of him, trying to lure words out for sex. What did he even want to talk about? Why was talking necessary? He obviously thought so, though, because this was his second attempt at it.

      I crossed my arms and dug in. Absolutely no talking. That was when I noticed Bookie behind Dax, about a hundred yards away. I watched as Bookie was looking around. The moment no one was watching him, he started waving to me. The motion wasn’t quite frantic, but there was nothing calm about it either.

      “Dal?”

      Shit. Dax had said something, but damn if I knew what. I looked at his face, wishing I could read minds and not just isolated memories.

      “Did you hear me?”

      “Of course I did. That sounds good,” I said to Dax, trying to keep my eyes fixed on him, but it was hard, as they were pulled away by more frantic motioning by Bookie. I wanted to hold up a hand and tell him to give me a moment, but this was obviously top-secret stuff.

      Eyes narrowed, Dax shook his head. “Go see what Bookie wants. And don’t get into trouble.” He was still shaking his head as he walked away.

      He was clearly annoyed with me, but I didn’t have time to worry about it as I beelined it to Bookie.

      “Where’ve you been?” Bookie asked as soon as I got to his side.

      “Just taking a walk through the—”

      “Forget it. Doesn’t matter,” he said, and grabbed my arm so he could pull me with him. “It’s Bird Tuesday.”

      “What?”

      “Bird. Tuesday. Every first Tuesday in autumn, everyone gets a hen or a rooster.”

      We didn’t stop until we were behind the bushes next to the butcher’s cottage.

      “What are we—”

      He held up a finger in front of his lips as the butcher walked out, grabbed one of the too-trusting hens from the yard, and walked back in. If you were a chicken, nothing good came from going into that house. Didn’t they ever notice their friends never came back? If I were a hen, I’d at least make a run for it, squawk, or put up some kind of fight.

      “I still don’t understand this Bird Tuesday thing.”

      “It’s a way to thin the herd before winter. Hens stop laying, and we don’t need a lot of roosters. Less feed needed. Come spring, we fatten up the numbers again.”

      “But if they give you a free bird, why are we hiding like we’re about to steal one?”

      “Because we are. We live in Dax’s house and Fudge gets the birds for us. If we disappear with a bird, it’s going to raise questions. Do you want to tell them what we’re doing?”

      He made a good point. I tugged at him a little so his toes weren’t peeping out so much from the bush.

      “You think a hen is going to work the same as a person?” I asked.

      “I think a hen is all we’ve got, unless you want to find some more people to kill. You’re the one who said you didn’t like doing that, in spite of how it might’ve appeared.”

      “I can’t help it if I’m good at it. It’s not like you’ll go kill someone.”

      “Then a hen it is.”

      “I think we at least go for the rooster.”

      When he turned back to me, there was an obvious question in his expression.

      “What if it was a boy thing?” I asked.

      “Oh, yeah, gotcha.” He pointed his finger at me. “Good call.”

      “Where’s the bag? You did bring one, right?” I asked, imagining running through the farm with a stolen dead rooster flopping around in my grasp.

      He pulled a brown sack from his back pocket and held it up.

      I reached for it but he pulled it back.

      “Give me the bag.”

      “I can do it.”

      “I can get in there quicker and you know it.” If I couldn’t catch a dead rooster at least better than Bookie, who supposedly had no magic, I should just hang it up altogether.

      “Fine.” He held the bag out to me, but he wasn’t happy about it.

      We watched though the open door as the butcher killed another bird.

      “Get that one, since it’ll be the freshest,” he said.

      “But they’ve all got broken necks. Do you think that’s a problem?”

      “Dead is dead.”

      I set my aim for the top rooster and waited for the butcher to leave the house to go collect his next victim. He wiped his hands on his apron. The second he walked out the door, I zoomed into action and was beside the pile of birds.

      I tried to finagle the thing into the bag without touching it, but it was taking longer than the minute I had. Finally, I grabbed the thing by its feet and stuffed it in, trying to not do any more damage than had already been done to it. After all, there might be a point of no return, even with magic.

      What if we needed to do it a few times? I reached out and grabbed a few more, just in case, not as picky this time about the sex.

      Birds in hand, neither of us wasted any time heading to the shed that held the bikes.

      “How many did you get?” he said, pulling open the bag I was holding.

      “We might need practice birds.”

      “Good point.

      “I think we should go to the same place I buried you,” I said. “If we’re going to do this then I think we do it as close to the way it happened the first time. Then scatter some other ones around.”

      “We won’t make it back by dinner if we do that. Where’s Dax?” he asked.

      After what happened last time Bookie and I went out on our own, I wasn’t sure how well our latest plan would be received. Then there was the bag of birds we’d have to explain. But we’d hit the jackpot as far as timing. “Dax just left, and he’s going to be gone for a bit.”

      

      

      We didn’t get to the site until the middle of the night. It was better that way. Harder to see the grave that Bookie had been buried in.

      “What did you do when you got here?” he asked.

      Oh shit. Wasn’t sure how he was going to take this, as he seemed to be somewhat sensitive over the whole death conversation. I mean, I’d been emotionally distressed. Hope he hadn’t expected some sort of service? I coughed some dust out of my throat and then answered, “Um, well, I kinda just dug a hole.”

      “That’s it?”

      I knew he was going to be mad about that. “I cried the whole time, though.”

      He took a moment before he came to his verdict. “Okay. That’s enough, I guess.” Bookie grabbed the small shovel we’d brought off the bike and handed it to me. “I’d help you, but I think it should be you.”

      I took the shovel, thinking the same thing.

      I walked over to where Bookie’s grave had been filled in. Rocky must’ve sent someone out here at some point to do it. As weird as it was, I stuck the shovel dead center.

      “In my exact spot?”

      I looked over my shoulder at Bookie’s shocked face. “You just said yourself it should be the same as I did it for you.”

      “I know, but I just figured… I don’t know.”

      “Bookie, spit it out.”

      “That’s my grave,” he said, pointing. “Couldn’t you bury it a few feet over or something? It just feels wrong.”

      I looked down at the dirt and then the rest of the area. “I get what you’re saying, but we need to make sure this has every chance of working. I need to know if it was a fluke, you, something I did, or what.”

      He shoved both hands in his pockets.

      “Bookie?”

      “Okay. Fine. Take my grave for the rooster.”

      I dug out a chunk of earth and then another one, afraid to look over at Bookie just in case he started carrying on about it being his spot.

      I placed down the shovel, grabbed the first bird I touched, which I thought was a rooster, and tossed it in the hole. I covered it up as quickly as I could because the whole thing was freaking me out a bit. I stood, looking down at the small grave.

      “What else did you do?”

      “That’s it.”

      He sighed kind of loudly but didn’t say anything else.

      “Come on, let’s go bury some more birds.”
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      The bike was still warm in the shed the next day when Dax strode through the gate. I nudged Bookie in the arm with my elbow. My hand was full with a chicken leg, a pre-dinner snack that was much needed after a breakfast and lunch of jerky.

      He looked up from his own half-eaten leg.

      “Did Fudge ask you anything this afternoon about where we’d been?”

      “No. She knows something’s up, but she’s not asking,” Bookie said.

      “If Dax asks, we tell him you were working on your bike and we were just lapping the area testing it out.”

      “Maybe we should just tell him the truth.”

      “Uh…no. He doesn’t believe I can heal anything. There’s no way I’m telling him I buried birds.”

      Bookie grabbed his turkey leg and turned to go inside the house.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I gotta get out of here. I suck at lying. You lay the groundwork, and if he asks me I’ll back you up with yeses. Best I can pull off.”

      I rolled my eyes but told him to get out of there, and turned my attention back to Dax as he got closer.

      He stopped in front of the porch and looked directly at the door Bookie had just escaped into. “Why’s he running off?”

      “Him? He wasn’t running.” I waved my chicken leg at him. Some people needed visual cues when they were wrong. Or right and you wanted them to think they were wrong.

      “What are you and Bookie up to?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      I took a large hank of meat in my mouth just as I saw him gearing up so I could buy myself some time to answer any further questions.

      “Meet me by the tree you use for target practice in a half an hour,” he said before he walked off.

      What? I was suddenly annoyed I had a mouth full of chicken. By the time I’d chewed the especially large bite, it was too late to ask.

      “He’s gone?” Bookie asked, popping out a minute later.

      “Were you watching from your window upstairs?”

      “Yeah. Did you get the lie out? Is the groundwork done?”

      “You ran for nothing. He didn’t even ask.”

      “Oh no.” He plopped down in the chair nearby.

      “That’s a good thing.”

      “No it isn’t. Maybe he’s waiting to ask me, knowing I’m the weak link in the chain of our lies.”

      “Nah. I mean, you are the weak link and all, but that’s not it. He’s distracted with too many other things happening.” I stood and went to go get a piece of jerky from the kitchen before I met him, pausing at the door when I saw Bookie nearly twitching in his seat. “Trust me. You’re off the hook. I’m positive of it.”

      

      

      Dax was standing beside the newly reformed beast, Bart, next to assassin tree.

      Un-beastly Bart held out his hand to me and said, “Hello.” It sounded like one word now, which was an improvement, but with an accent that made you think he wasn’t from these parts. Or any parts I’d ever heard of.

      “Hi,” I said, and reached out to take his hand, which then gripped mine just short of crushing bones. “Lighten up on the grip a little.”

      He released my hand instantly. Then reached out to take it again, as if he were practicing. I took his hand again, even though I didn’t want to. He grunted, and I thought that might have been his happy sound, so I kept smiling and nodding until he released my hand again.

      “We’re bringing him for dinner tonight. We’re going to tell everyone we met him while we were away and he just got to the area and he’ll be staying for a while. If we can get him past Tank and Lucy, everyone else will buy the story.”

      I sure hoped so, because after spending their lives trying to keep the beasts out, I wasn’t sure how well the people at the farm would cohabitate with one. “You think it’s a good time for a dinner guest?” I asked, smiling to hopefully throw Bart off the scent of my real meaning.

      “We don’t have time to waste, so yes.”

      Bart smiled. It was lopsided and showed too much teeth, but at least they were human teeth.

      “He can hold form?”

      “I can,” Bart said, that awkward I don’t normally speak tone as prominent as ever.

      I wasn’t sure if this was the best idea, but neither was going back and helping Zarrod. I guessed when all your choices sucked, you couldn’t really be expected to make any good ones.

      “Let’s get going. Dinner will be out soon,” Dax said.

      Looked like another potentially bad decision was about to get checked off.

      The whole way to the house, the reasons why this had to be done were crystal clear. If we didn’t have an army, we died. Even with an army, we might die…it just wasn’t a slam-dunk death. Still, if this beast man couldn’t keep it together, this could get ugly.

      When we stepped inside the house, everyone was already there getting ready for dinner. They all stopped and looked at the newcomer. Fudge paused for less than a second before waving a hello and continuing about her business. Tank stood frozen, wondering who the new man on his turf was, because that was pretty much his style. Bitters was crinkling his face up even more than normal, and I knew he sensed something off with Bart. Tiffy looked but didn’t seem overly interested. But none of their reactions seemed to matter to Bart, as he had eyes for only one person.

      He barely paused before he beelined it to Lucy. “Lucy, Bart. We met him while we were away, and he mentioned he might be traveling to this area. We told him to stop by,” I said, following the party line as Dax walked farther into the room and started flipping through some of his papers. I knew he needed to keep up with the progress reports for the farm’s defenses, but hello? We were trying to pass off a beast? I wanted to scream at him to put his damn papers down.

      “I thought you didn’t know you were coming back here when you left for out west?” Tank started clucking his tongue. It seemed to be a new habit he’d developed, and it was like hearing a gun’s safety being unlocked. Luckily, he didn’t normally have good aim. But, of course, everyone got a lucky shot in now and then.

      “Dax did,” I said, punting the issue to him if he’d pay attention.

      Bart was literally circling Lucy now, and, unless my eyes had gone crazy, it looked like she didn’t mind.

      “Yes, I did,” Dax said, laying his paperwork down.

      I shoved my hands in my pockets to keep from reaching out and grabbing Bart, and then dared a quick glance toward Dax. He seemed relaxed enough, but that didn’t mean much. He had said Bart wouldn’t eat anyone, but I should’ve asked about humping and vigorous sniffing.

      I stepped forward, but Dax beat me to it, grabbing Bart’s arm and tugging him away before things went south. “He’s got really bad sinus problems,” I said as Lucy, and everyone else, gave him a closer perusal.

      “Lu-cy,” Bart said, making her name into two words and sounding somehow sleazy while doing it. What the hell? He was like the beast version of Don Juan. I was going to have to talk with Dax about this.

      I clapped my hands together. “I’m famished,” I said, loudly, drawing some of the attention off Bart and to myself. “Let’s eat!”

      “You can sit next to me, Bart,” Lucy said, looping one arm through his and dragging a chair with her other.

      It was almost like old times. Fudge was back, and we were all sitting down to dinner. Things were just as they should be, like Bookie had never died but with a couple new additions.

      A large turkey was sitting in the middle of the table…right in front of Bart.

      Without warning, Bart reached and grabbed the turkey and started ripping it apart with his mouth as he made growling noises.

      For a moment, no one moved at all.

      Fudge was the first to finally react. “That’s okay. I’ve got plenty more food in the kitchen.”

      I looked across the table as Bookie mouthed, Who is this weirdo?

      Bart seemed to catch on quickly to the fact he’d made a wrong turn. He looked around while still chewing on the large hank of turkey he’d ripped out of the bird, and then placed the thing back on the platter.

      He didn’t leave it be for long before he reached forward, ripped off one of the legs, and placed it on Lucy’s plate. It was beast courtship at its best.

      As if it the stars had aligned to make this the most bizarre night in history, instead of being revolted, Lucy beamed at him. She picked up the leg and started eating it while smiling at him.

      I might’ve kept staring if I wasn’t distracted by Tank pointing to the last dinner roll and then saying to Bitters, “You take it.”

      “No, you have it,” Bitters said.

      “I’ll eat it,” Lucy said, but Bitters’ crow flew down and pecked at her hand before she could touch the roll. Tank and Bitters shot her a dirty look.

      “We’ll split it,” Bitters said, then ripped it in half and placed one part on Tank’s plate.

      What was my world coming to tonight? Was I the only normal person here?
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      I sat outside the next morning eating my breakfast alone while I watched the tent Bart was supposedly staying in. Bookie was “sleeping in,” which was probably an avoidance technique because he didn’t want to get questioned by Dax. Lucy was suspiciously missing.

      Heavy steps walked out onto the porch and stopped beside me.

      “You need to tell Lucy what he is before she sleeps with him.” Although at least then maybe somebody would be having sex.

      “I think it might be a little late for that,” Dax said.

      Bart had been here less than a day. I hadn’t sat downstairs last night and chaperoned them or anything, but no way Lucy was in that tent.

      “No way. Lucy is slow to warm to people. She’s probably sleeping in this morning.”

      Dax pointed toward the tent I couldn’t tear my eyes from.

      He could point all he wanted. She was not in there. “No way.”

      He cleared his throat. “You did see them together last night.”

      “I don’t believe it.”

      Just as I finished saying I didn’t believe it, the flap to the tent opened and Lucy stepped out with the worst case of bed head I’d ever seen. Her shirt was a wrinkled mess and one pants hem was rolled higher than the other. If her clothes and location didn’t paint the picture well enough, she had that look. I knew that look now, so well my cheeks felt a little flushed from seeing it.

      Maybe it was a beast thing? Because I’d seen enough couples at this point to know that not every woman got that look. Some of them just looked like they’d had a bad sleep.

      Lucy took a step away from the tent as Bart stepped out behind her. He grabbed her arm and pulled her to him. If I wasn’t positive before, I certainly was now.

      There, in the middle of the camp, she started scaling him like he was Mount Everest. He turned, arms full of Lucy, bent forward, and climbed back into the tent.

      “She needs to know. He could be dangerous.”

      “Not to her.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I just do.”

      “She needs to know anyway.”

      “Why?” he asked, his voice dropping really low. “You think she’ll pretend she didn’t sleep in the tent if she knew?”

      I was glad I wasn’t looking at him when he said that, even as I felt his eyes boring into me. So, he’d found out I occasionally told people I still slept in Tiffy’s room. It wasn’t a big deal, even if his voice had gone flat and cold.

      “As if you’re so straightforward with everything. I know why you’ve helped me so much,” I said, the sting of being caught denying being in his room still smarting.

      “You think that everything that’s happened is about our agreement from when I first got you out?”

      He’d gone from cold to mad. But it wasn’t like I was making it all up. “You can’t deny I’m useful to you.”

      “Yes, you were very useful as I chased you across North America.”

      “I’m not saying you didn’t help me, but you need me.”

      “How are we ever going to move forward if you see everything so skewed? Or is it some choice on your part to make things fall into place in your mind easier?”

      “So you’re saying you didn’t use me for things?” It wasn’t a question designed for an answer.

      “Fine. You’re right. I’m using you to get Dark Walkers. I’m using you for sex. I’m using you because I like chasing stubborn twits across the continent. I like risking my guys’ lives as you continually get yourself in shit situations. Yes. This is all about me.”

      “I’m not saying it’s all one-sided. And I resent being called a twit.”

      “Stay out of their situation. It’s between them. He’ll tell her what he wants when he’s ready.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do. I’m going to tell her.”

      “Why? So you can meddle in her life to avoid what’s happening in yours?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “The fact that you’re going to be called back to Newco at any point but act like it’s not happening. The way you pretend we’re a business arrangement.”

      “That’s not why I want to tell her.” The distraction didn’t hurt, though.

      He walked away, and I wanted to leap at him and take him down by the legs. “And you stop walking away from me!”

      I was stunned when he listened and stopped. “Why? Because that’s your move?” He turned and left, but this time I didn’t have the nerve to say anything, even if I did reconsider taking him down.

      

      

      It was another thirty minutes before she came out again. I knew because I’d been watching, lingering nearby in case I heard screaming.

      If it were possible, she looked even happier when she came back out.

      I was still debating whether to talk to her when she sat down beside me and leaned her head back on the house.

      I waited. Lucy talked. That was what she did. And when she came and sat beside me, it was a guarantee she wanted to say something, so I waited some more. It would be much easier if she introduced the topic.

      She finally lowered her head, a soft smile on her face, an expression I’d never seen Lucy wear. She turned to me and said, “I think I’m in love.”

      Hold up there now, girly! Wasn’t I the one who was supposed to be inexperienced and naive and think everything was love? This was rough-and-tumble Lucy. “Are you sure? Maybe it’s a smush.”

      “A smush?”

      What was that word? “Crush! It’s a crush.”

      She shook her head, still glowing. “I’ve slept with enough men to know this is the real deal.” She stood, saying something about needing a shower.

      I said nothing. It had been one night, but she clearly couldn’t be talked to right now. It definitely wasn’t the right timing.
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      The sun streaming through the small square window of my cell had already risen halfway up the wall when I awoke. I was immediately out of my cot. Why hadn’t they banged on the door? Why had they let me sleep? Would they come and punish me for this?

      I yanked off my nightdress and put on the uniform quickly and then froze. What if they’d forgotten about me and, by making a ruckus to get out, I’d alert them to it? I ignored the growling of my belly as I went and sat on my cot.

      The door opened fifteen minutes later. Ms. Edith walked in and I jumped to my feet. One of the cafeteria ladies followed in behind her, carrying a tray, and Ms. Edith pointed toward the table.

      “Put it down.” The woman did as instructed and then, without looking at me, left the room.

      “Hello, Dal. Are you hungry?”

      I looked at the food and then quickly away. It was a trick. A trap of some sort. She knew that I was hungry. They made it so I was always that way. “No.”

      “But I brought you a birthday breakfast. You’re eight today.”

      I could smell the eggs and my mouth watered, but I didn’t dare make a move. She’d played this game before and I hadn’t liked it.

      “Go ahead, Dahlia. It’s all yours.” She ran her fingers over the papers and pencils that sat on the table beside the tray of food then pointedly looked at me. “Maybe you’d like to color after you’re done?”

      I stood silently and she smiled as if it didn’t annoy her. It did. Everything annoyed her. The way I walked, talked, ate…

      “Did you hear me?”

      “Yes, Ms. Edith.”

      “Good.”

      She walked closer to me and then sat on the bed, patting her hand beside her. I sat as far away as I could but within a distance that hopefully wouldn’t get me in trouble, all while trying not to breathe deeply of the sickly sweet smell of her.

      “If you draw me pretty pictures, I will reward you, Dahlia. I just want us to be friends.”

      “Okay,” I said, willing to say whatever she wanted.

      “Good.” She smiled as she rose and left.

      

      

      “Where did you drift off to?” Dax asked from below the fence I was sitting on. I’d been waiting for them to come back with more barbed wire to string along the top.

      It was as if the dreams I’d been having lately had opened the floodgates on my memories.

      I looked down at Dax as I shook the memory off. It appeared as if he was going to act like our fight earlier today hadn’t happened.

      “Just drifting,” I said, agreeing to go along with the plan. I didn’t feel like fighting with him either, today or any day, really. I just didn’t know why we couldn’t seem to stop.

      “I’ve got some more recruits I’m bringing in soon.”

      It took a second for me to link recruits with its real meaning. “More already?”

      “We don’t have time to mess around.”

      I used a clean edge of my shirt to wipe my face as I asked, “Can they be trusted?”

      “They won’t kill anyone, if that’s what you mean. I can’t promise that they won’t maim anyone, though,” he said, his stare shooting to the exposed flesh on my stomach.

      I saw a flash of heat in his gaze and realized that was all it took for me to want to scale him like I’d seen Lucy do to Bart.

      He pulled a letter out of his back pocket. “Zarrod sent instructions. He wants you there tomorrow.” He didn’t need to tell me how he felt about it, as he wasn’t holding back his facial talk.

      I’d been waiting for the notice but started to pretend that maybe it wouldn’t come.

      I hopped down and took the letter. “Do you know this place?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “So we leave tomorrow at sunrise?” I asked, instead of asking if he was still on board.

      Then I waited while he didn’t answer until he finally said, “I don’t know if I can keep being this person.”

      He left the letter with me as he walked away.

      Keep being what person? Did he mean he didn’t want to be with me anymore? Did he want to be done with me and all my entanglements and headaches?

      I slumped against the fence.

      

      

      Everyone had quit for the day, but I continued. I was glad for the alone time so I didn’t have to hide how miserable I felt.

      Even after I hammered in my last nail, I didn’t want to go back to the house, even though my stomach was growling and I’d eaten my last bit of jerky. I sat with my back against the fence rethinking Dax’s words.

      Today was turning out to be one of those days, so when a Wood Mist shimmered a few feet in front of me, I was half expecting it. They’d never come on the farm property before, and I guessed I’d felt a little safer than I should’ve.

      “I like it better when you chime. It’s rude not to knock,” I told it.

      “You need to stop helping them,” it said.

      “So I guess you’re wired for sound in here, huh? Eavesdropping is rude too.” I pulled the knife from my ankle. “Go away. I’m not in the mood for this today.”

      Damn thing took a step closer, but it was sort of fuzzy.

      “What’s wrong with you today?” I asked. “You got the mist flu or something?”

      “Don’t help him. You are giving him something that is ours.”

      These jerks never answered anything. I threw my knife, knowing the thing would go flying through him but hoping he might take the hint.

      He didn’t.

      “I have an idea. Why don’t you tell me what the beef is between you guys and the Dark Walkers and I’ll consider it.”

      “Don’t go there again.”

      “Or what? What are you going to do to me?” It probably wasn’t the wisest question, but I was pretty certain they were going to do diddly squat. I’d gotten my magic back on my own. I’d busted through the hex they’d put on me once, and it would probably be even easier to do it the second time. And I had a feeling if they could’ve done something they would’ve already done it to me.

      I got to my feet to go get my knife, thinking it might be interesting if I could walk right through it. I swerved around at the last moment because, interesting or not, it was also sort of icky.

      I grabbed my knife where it had fallen to the ground and turned back to the Wood Mist. It faded and then disappeared again, as if it couldn’t maintain its form here or something was stopping it. Maybe something like an old wizard who didn’t want to get kicked out of the basement?
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      I’d been having a dream of Dax when I awoke and realized that reality had bled over into my subconscious. Hands were sliding up over my hips as I slowly came awake. There wasn’t any fear. I’d known the feel of this man’s hands even in my sleep.

      He straddled my thighs and his eyes held a hint of beast in them. The raw magic flowed from him and sank into me, even where our skin didn’t touch, setting my senses off as surely as the feel of his hands running under my shirt and following the curve of my waist to continue a slow path to my breasts and drag my shirt up with them. They closed over my softness with a firm grasp that had me catching my breath and letting it out on a soft moan.

      He leaned over me, his chest grazing mine. His lips barely touched my own, his tongue dipping inside my mouth with a teasing dance before he paused, looking into my eyes. He hovered above me, holding himself still, his lips not even an inch from mine, as if waiting for something.

      I gave in to the temptation of him, reaching up and pulling his lips back to mine, eager to taste him again.

      I wasn’t sure why he’d paused or what he’d been looking for, but any hesitation was obliterated. His tongue plunged into my mouth at the same moment he entered me in one smooth motion. I’d been ready from the first touch, and then it was as if all the longing and worry I’d been holding slipped away and was replaced by a frantic need. I arched into him, wanting more, and he gave until I was writhing in his arms.

      I collapsed onto the bed, him following and pressing me farther into the mattress.

      We didn’t speak as we lay there. I didn’t ask him what he’d meant earlier, and he didn’t bring it up.

      

      

      We didn’t meet them at the gates of Newco this time, but it wasn’t far from the border. A clearing lined with thick forest on all sides, the center a mile wide.

      Everything else was the same. There were guards waiting for us, and shortly after we got to the arranged meeting point, Croq arrived in a black car that stopped about a hundred yards from us.

      He walked forward, as did I, both of us watching for some sort of distress on the other’s part that would send us both running back for cover.

      I got in the car, my normal driver absent. I watched this one for a sign but received nothing but a suspicious look in return.

      We didn’t drive for that long, and, as far as I could tell, hadn’t passed back into Newco territory as the car slowed its pace. My pulse ratcheted up and it felt like I’d been transported back fifteen years, about to be handed over to a life of hell.

      But it was only one day. That was all. And I wasn’t the helpless girl I’d been then. This was my choice.

      Still, he was going to cut me again. It wasn’t the pain that bothered me, as I’d rather take ten kicks to the gut. It was the feeling that came with it. How it felt like I was coated in filth afterward, and then the drain that followed. It hadn’t lasted long, though, and I needed time. Had to have more time.

      We parked and I saw Zarrod waiting there with Brod. The driver got out of the car and then the door swung open, but my back stayed glued to the cushion. Get out of the car. Move, damn you, before he knows how much you dread this.

      Locked knees unbent and I stepped into the sunshine on a beautiful field. How could the sky be so perfect or the wildflowers smell so good on such an ugly day? It should’ve been storming, the way I felt inside.

      I walked toward Zarrod, my eyes meeting his, no fear. I wouldn’t give him that. He wanted it too much. He was that type. I moved toward him as his equal.

      “You know the drill,” Zarrod said. I reached to my hip, withdrew my knife, and handed it to him without any hesitation. I yanked up my sleeve before he could ask and then held out my arm for his convenience. See? This is nothing. You are nothing. You can’t beat me and you never will.

      He raised the knife, a smile on his face, as if he didn’t know what I was thinking or didn’t care.

      I held firm, not shrinking away, and I wouldn’t, no matter how deep he cut or how the feeling of that dark grime felt as it settled over me.

      He paused for a moment, the knife dropping to his side. “You don’t realize it, but I’m not your enemy. Before the Wood Mist, as you call them, started screwing things up, I was the one that protected humans from them.”

      I didn’t call him a liar, but I did grab my knife back from him before either he or Brod moved. I held it out again, hilt toward him while it rested on the flat of my palm. I could see the unease settle into his features and it felt good. That’s right, I’m not as helpless as you think. I’m allowing you to do this.

      “Get on with it.”

      He took the knife back, his lips pressed firmly together.

      Brod’s chanting started before the cut and the dirtiness, the bleakness—the drain—settled over me like a dark curtain on my beautiful day.

      

      

      “What is this?” Ms. Edith asked before she balled up the pictures I’d drawn and threw them at me.

      “The pictures you wanted.”

      “You know what I want and you give me these?”

      “I’ll draw more. I’ll draw whatever you want.” I huddled farther into the corner, knowing something bad was coming. It always did when she got like this.

      She reached forward, her hand circling around my upper arm, her fingers digging in when they didn’t need to as she dragged me from my cell.

      “Please, I’ll draw whatever you want,” I cried as I tried to cling to the doorframe. She didn’t respond, just used her other hand to rip my fingers free of their grip. Her guards, who were waiting in the hall, fell in step behind us.

      I knew I shouldn’t fight, it always made it worse, but I couldn’t stop myself. Sometimes instinct overruled logic. I bit her forearm and she yelped, letting me go. It didn’t matter. One of the guards wrapped an arm around my waist and was oblivious to how hard I kicked or how loud I screamed.

      “Bring her to the room and start. I’ll be there soon.”

      As much as I hated her, I didn’t want her to leave. With every step she took away from me, the more my fate was sealed. There would be no stopping them. Her guards didn’t want anything from me, and I sometimes feared they secretly wanted to kill me. I was a reminder of the disease that had robbed them of their loved ones, except I’d survived. They wouldn’t stop until she returned.

      Ms. Edith looked back just before she turned the corner. “Next time you’ll try harder.”

      She was gone. My fate was sealed.

      

      

      My cheek was pressed against the leather of the seat I was lying on. The car was moving. I was on my way back. I was going home. I pressed my palms to the seat and pushed myself up. A wave of nausea like I hadn’t felt the first time passed through me.

      “Stop the car,” I said, to the driver, not caring about the few minutes I wasted.

      “Why?” he asked.

      “I’m going to be sick. Stop it!”

      I jerked forward as he slammed on his brakes, and got out and fell to my knees, emptying my stomach by the back tires. I heaved until there was nothing left, and then I heaved again.

      When the spasms finally stopped, I stood and climbed back into the car. It moved forward, and I looked for the canteen but found nothing. I swiped an arm across my face instead.

      I didn’t know where I dug up the energy or the reserve to walk across to Dax as if I were fine, but I did. I climbed on the back of his bike and told him to ride straight back, without stopping.

      When he asked why, I told him I just wanted to get home.

      It was true. I also needed him distracted by driving before he realized how bad a shape I was in.

      

      

      “What happened?” It was Dax’s voice the next afternoon when I was finally waking. I looked at the clock and saw eleven in the morning. I barely remembered anything after getting back except hitting the bed.

      I sat up, acting like I didn’t feel like I’d been dragged behind a truck for hours. “Same as last time.”

      “I smelled the sickness.”

      “I threw up on the way back. I must’ve eaten something that didn’t agree with me. Even now my stomach feels off.”

      “What happened?”

      “Nothing. They take blood, do a little chant, and have me wait in the car.” It was a cleaned-up version of the truth.

      “And that’s it?”

      “I don’t see anything,” I said, trying to avoid lying. It was ridiculous at how well he could read me. He stood there silently, staring as if he was trying to sniff out a lie.

      He didn’t say anything else, and I had no idea if he believed me as he walked from the room, but I was fairly certain he wasn’t happy either way.
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      I was leaning over a plant when I had to put my hand down before I planted my face in the soil instead. I’d made an excuse this morning to avoid working on the fence, saying that we were going to lose food soon if I didn’t do a day in the garden. Truth was, I couldn’t deal with the eyes on me today, and I wasn’t sure I could do the work. Not that gardening was much easier, but no one would be watching my progress here.

      I should’ve been better by now. Yeah, Zarrod had cut the hell out of me from the looks of it, but I’d taken a shot to the heart and had been fine after an afternoon nap. I pushed to my feet, more positive than ever that there was something very wrong.

      I wiped the sweat from my forehead and headed in the house. There was only one person I could think of that might have an answer for what was going on, who wouldn’t care enough to try and stop me from going back. I rapped on the basement door and Tank answered.

      “Where’s Bitters?”

      “Who wants to know?”

      I didn’t feel good enough to deal with their budding bro-mance and Tank’s sudden overprotectiveness today. “The person standing here asking.” Or the obvious obtuseness of what he was asking.

      “He’s downstairs.”

      I moved to the left, trying to get past him, and he moved with me. “I need a minute with him—alone.”

      “Let her down!” I heard Bitters yelling from below.

      Tank stepped out of the way, but not before he thought about it for a couple of seconds.

      I’d smelled the weird fumes before I entered, but they hit me hard as I walked in and Tank shut the door on his way out. I put my arm over my mouth, hoping to block some of the smoke heading up the stairwell and still breathe. My eyes watered and I used my free hand to grip the banister as my vision blurred. It got a little better as I made it all the way down and realized a pocket of fog was hovering at the top of the stairs.

      I never went down to the basement, ever. Hated the place. All the cement reminded me of another time that wasn’t so pleasant. Even standing down here now, with the small windows, made me wonder if the fumes were even what was causing me breathing problems, or was it my need to get the hell out of here for my mental wellbeing?

      “What are you—” A violent coughing spasm racked me, and it took a second to get under control before I could speak again. “What are you doing down here?”

      “Nothing much,” Bitters replied while he stood in front of a pot that was giving off neon-green steam.

      If he didn’t want to share, I’d rather not know. No knowledge was sometimes best. I didn’t want to be the reason someone who could put a nasty spell on me got evicted. I had my plate full of problems without stirring up trouble elsewhere.

      “What can I do for you?” he asked.

      I leaned back to get a better view of the door and to make sure it was still shut.

      “Spit it out,” he said.

      “Can I trust you?”

      “Maybe? Maybe not. Doesn’t matter, though, does it? If you need a wizard’s advice, you’re sort of stuck anyway, now aren’t you?”

      “I need to know how good that grounding spell you did is. Like, how foolproof?” I asked. Didn’t matter what I said to Dax about surviving. I wasn’t underestimating what might happen with this next trip.

      “My spells always work,” Bitters said, throwing some more green herbs in the pot, which set off another plume.

      “It couldn’t work in reverse, could it?” I didn’t want to die, but there were worse things that could happen. Like accidentally killing the ones you were trying to protect.

      He squinted.

      “As in, if somehow I did die, I wouldn’t kill Dax too.”

      “You can’t die if he doesn’t, but you couldn’t kill him anyway. I got a taste of his magic. That man isn’t going anywhere, and for a long time.”

      I chewed at my lip, not so sure he was right about that. I’d seen his brother die. His twin brother.

      “Bitters, if I had a sister—”

      “Do you?” he asked, a little too interested, which creeped me out a bit.

      “No, but if I did, would she have the same magic I do? Is it a family thing?”

      “No. No one has the same, not family member, not siblings, no one.”

      “But what if she were my twin?”

      “But you don’t even have a sister. I have things to work on. Why are you bothering me with these silly questions?” He huffed, so much more like the Bitters I’d met in the beginning than the one who’d strolled across the lawn and greeted me like long-lost family.

      “If I did?”

      “No. It wouldn’t matter. And it’s nearly impossible for you to die if he’s alive. Don’t know how many times I have to tell you.” He tapped his mixing spoon on the side of the pot and laid it down on what looked like a pile of Tank’s jerky. Ugh.

      “Wait, nearly impossible or impossible?” I asked.

      “It’s so unlikely as to render it impossible.”

      “So you’re saying there might be a way I could die?”

      “Nothing is absolute.”

      Bitters poured some of his brew into a cup and then found a stool to sit on that had been covered with papers. He took a sip and made a face like he’d just swallowed poison. Then he held out his mug to me. I shook my hand and muttered a no thanks.

      “Think of it like this. The grounding spell is like an imaginary rope, running from Dax to you. If your life force falters, that tether keeps you anchored here. If that tether was severed somehow, then there’s nothing to stop you from dying.”

      “What would sever it?”

      He took another sip and made another face. “It would have to be such a convergence of events that it would be nearly impossible.”

      “Just tell me how it could happen.”

      “I guess if there was a constant drain upon you and then a different type of spell that cut you off from your magic in some way, it could possibly happen. It would have to be some dirty stuff, though.” He took another sip and then made a horrible snorting noise. “But so unlikely.”

      “Why?”

      “You’d have to be willingly handing over your stem of power. It’s not like you’d let someone attacking you just access your magic in a way that cut you off. That’s just insane. And your magic is too strong. It made a solid tether. I felt it.”

      “How would that happen? Handing over magical power?”

      He snorted. “You’d have to give some sort of physical consent.”

      I sat on the edge of a bed covered with piles of clothing and papers. When I gave them my knife, I’d been giving them consent to use my magic somehow.

      “What do you have there?” he asked, looking at where I hadn’t realized I’d touched my arm.

      “Nothing.”

      “Holy Woods of the Mist! What have you been doing?” Bitters put his concoction down and started rummaging through his things.

      “Is it permanent?” I asked, not bothering to deny it any longer. “Am I going to die?”

      He shoved some more stuff out of his way as I waited. Then he was climbing up on his stool and digging through things on a higher shelf. He picked up a vial, uncorked it, and nodded approvingly after he smelled it.

      “Bitters, am I going to die?” I asked as he walked over to me.

      Without warning, his ear was against my chest, and I was so desperate that I didn’t move or ask what he was doing. He straightened up. “No, not yet. It takes a while. You’ll lose your magic first.”

      He handed the vial to me. “Here. This will help you get through it…for a while, anyway, so that no one knows.”

      “You won’t tell anyone?”

      “Why would I? I like it here, and I know why you’re doing it. I’m not stupid, and I can live with your death on my hands.”

      I took the bottle and uncorked it. “Do I want to know what’s in it?”

      He shook his head, and I tilted it back to my lips without asking anything else. Seconds after I took it, the energy started coming back into my body.

      “Don’t take too much at once. That’s all I’ve got left. Make it last until I can make more.”

      I pocketed what was left of the potion. “Thanks. How many times do you think I’ve got left in me?”

      “Could be two. Could be twenty.” He shrugged as only someone who wasn’t royally fucked could.
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      Oh shit. Those were the most eloquent words I could come up with as I watched Dax stride through the gates with four beast men in broad daylight. Thank God for Bitters’ potion that had me feeling somewhat normal again, because I was going to need whatever artificial strength I could get.

      As the five walked across the lawn, I knew they were exactly what I thought. If they had been human men or women, I’d say it was a certain rugged je ne sais quoi—Moobie had used that saying in book four, and I’d been dying to find a fitting situation ever since—but a really, really rugged version. It was in the line of their stride, as if they’d forgotten what it was like to use human legs. The way they constantly scoured their perimeter, like I’d seen Dax do hundreds of times before, not realizing that it was his inner beast looking for prey and not the man being cautious. The magic energy they pumped out as a group, I could feel from here. It was so strong that even a numb human would probably pick up a tingle of something, even if they didn’t know what had just tickled their skin.

      I got to my feet and met them halfway between the house and the gate, knowing that every set of eyes in the yard were trained on the newcomers because we were an untrusting lot.

      One of the beast men stepped closer to me, but Dax cut him off and let out a low growl.

      A handshake was out of the question. Unless someone else pulled my arm forward, not going to happen. These guys made Bart looked refined. Not sure what else to do, I fell into unfamiliar territory and smiled—then stopped. Some animals took the baring of teeth as a threat, and from the looks of them, I’d say they were still more animal than man, despite the loss of fur at the moment.

      “Hello.” That was going to have to be enough.

      One just stared at me and one grunted something that might have been a “hi,” if I gave it a whole lot of leeway.

      I tried to keep my limbs limber and relaxed as I shot Dax a look that completely contrasted with the pose.

      “They’re a little further behind than Bart,” he answered, always good at reading the unspoken question.

      They were once human, so even if they didn’t speak, they’d still understand, so I tugged on Dax’s shirt and called him off to the side.

      “Are they going to try and eat people?”

      Dax rubbed a stubbled jaw. “Nah, I don’t think so.”

      “What do you mean, ‘think’? You aren’t sure?” The four beast men were staring at us, and I started to smile again but stopped myself. Of all the times I decided to be a smiler, today was the day?

      “They aren’t going to eat anyone. I can’t guarantee they won’t bite a few.”

      I heard a rough noise from one of them and realized he’d just laughed. I’d forgotten how well Dax could hear, and therefore, how well they could probably hear.

      I looked over our new recruits. The one on the right was currently lifting his upper lip as he tried to smell me from where he stood, and another one let out a loud belch. I hoped it wasn’t caused by a recent meal of babies, and racked my brain thinking there had to be another way.

      But if there was, I couldn’t think of it.

      I pushed back my hair and tried to knot it away from my face as I stared at them and weighed the options. A couple of bites or dead? When you thought of it that way, the choice seemed obvious.

      I scratched my head, the whole thing making my brain itch. “As long as you don’t think they’ll, like…kill anybody, I think it can work.”

      “What’s a scar or two in the long run?” Dax shrugged.

      I shifted my weight to my other foot. “You’ve got a point. I’ve got scars. No big deal.”

      “Okay, good luck,” I said.

      “Where were you heading?”

      “I’ve got to go to the wall. I left some of the guys in a real pickle over there,” I said, taking a step away, knowing what was coming next.

      He took a step after me. “Hang on. I thought you’d want to show our new guests around.”

      And introduce them to people as we did? Oh no, I wasn’t doing that. People already looked at me strangely enough. “I gotta get over there, like, five minutes ago. I left them in a really bad spot.”

      “Sure you did,” he said, finally dropping the act.

      “What? You saying you can’t handle this?”

      “I can handle this just fine. Watch me go and handle this,” he said, walking back over to the four of them and waving them to follow him, along with every set of nearby eyes on the farm.

      I wanted to laugh but kept my expression blank. He could handle it. I knew that. But Dax wasn’t the type to play hostess, even to a bunch of beasts, and I certainly wasn’t stepping into that job.

      “Dal?” I turned and found Bookie running over to me.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Someone broke their finger on the wall,” he said as he grabbed my hand and tugged me with him. “I told them I had to get a splint from the shed. Isn’t this great?”

      I looked at his other hand and saw he already had some supplies.

      “Why is this good?” We were almost to a group of men working on a different part of the fence.

      “It’s not as good as a dead person, but we can rule out whether you can heal.” He paused for one second to say, “Follow my lead,” and then was tugging me along again.

      We got to the group and a real rough-and-tumble guy they called Martin was already waving his hand, crooked finger and all, at Bookie. “I don’t need no splint. It’s just a finger. Splint’s gonna get in the way.”

      “Martin, do you want your middle finger pointing up like that for the rest of your life? It’s going to cause you a lot of problems,” Bookie said.

      Martin looked at his hand, and at a certain angle, Bookie did have a valid point. The other workers must’ve thought so too, since a couple of them were chuckling.

      “Fine, but be quick,” Martin said as he thrust out his hand toward Bookie.

      “Dal, please hold Martin’s finger straight as I apply this splint.”

      Bookie was giving me a look that said, Work your magic.

      I grabbed the tip of his finger and Martin yelped in pain. “Sorry.”

      “Focus, Dal,” Bookie said as he took the longest time possible to place the splint along the finger as he stared at me. “Please hold this in place for me too?” Bookie asked.

      I nodded, using the given excuse to get a better grip on Martin’s finger. Bookie unwrapped a small string in the slowest manner possible while continuing to look at me as he did. His eyes would shoot from me to Martin and back, as if he were silently asking, Well?

      “Ow!” Martin yelped when I was looking at Bookie and not realizing I’d bent his finger.

      “Let go!” Martin said. “I don’t need a splint! I was better off before you two touched me.”

      I did. I hadn’t felt a glimmer of heat stirring.

      “So, you don’t feel any better?” Bookie asked Martin, and I wanted to groan a bit.

      “No! I feel worse,” Martin said, and walked away, leaving us with the splint he’d ripped off.

      “Did you feel anything?”

      “No. I didn’t even feel a tingle, and I think I messed up his finger worse.”

      Bookie wrapped his string around the unused splint, looking pretty disappointed. “Maybe you had to bury him?”

      “Or maybe I’m not a healer. He walked off feeling worse than before me. We’ve got to get back and dig up those birds. If it’s not me, it’s got to be the place.”
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      I was lying in bed, Dax’s bed. It was big, soft, and smelled just like him, which proved he must use it sometimes, even though I rarely saw him sleeping these days. I grabbed the pillow and took a deep breath but knew it was a good thing he wasn’t here.

      I needed to get a catnap while I waited for everyone on the farm to go to sleep and I snuck out with Bookie. If Dax was around, I’d be forced to make up all sorts of lies.

      Yes, I was better off napping. Bitters’ potion was helping, but I was afraid to drink too much. It had helped the scar heal quicker, so I didn’t have to wear a long-sleeve shirt anymore while proclaiming a chill in the air.

      Head back on feather pillows, I closed my eyes, thinking I should really get up and blow the candle out before I fell asleep.

      Then I heard his footsteps and I popped up. I turned on my side, trying to give the old, ratty shirt I wore to bed a better look.

      He walked in, pulling his shirt off as he did. This man, this perfect being, why would he want someone like me? I was awkward, scarred, and typically shunned by every decent person around. Even though I never stopped eating and had put on a couple of pounds, I was often called a toothpick. My hair stuck out every which way and never did what it was told. I said the wrong things, and usually on purpose. I had the general reputation of being rude, uncivil, and sometimes combative. Why would anyone want me?

      Still, he’d moved me into his bedroom. I hadn’t asked to be here. What was that about? Even if he just wanted to use me, shouldn’t he be trying to use me more often? What did a girl have to do?

      He turned as my shirt slipped a little higher on my thigh—accidentally, of course. His body froze for a moment and I saw his gaze follow the length of me. Oh yes, that’s right, use me, goddamn it.

      Then he dug out a letter from his back pocket and threw it on the bed. “From Zarrod. It’s the details for the next meeting.”

      I looked at it but didn’t touch it.

      When I looked back to him, it was as if the heat in the room had suddenly gotten jacked all the way up. He took a step toward the bed and then rested a knee on it as I rolled onto my side, closing the gap a little more. Then his hands were planted on the bed and his face was near the crook of my neck, as he breathed deeply.

      I was about to grab him by the hair and tell him to touch me already when he muttered, “Finally,” and nearly tore the shirt off me.

      I didn’t know what had come over him, but I could definitely second the finally. There was nothing slow or romantic about us coming together. It was chaotic and hot, and by time it was over, I didn’t know how I was going to get out of bed and go on the run with Bookie later.

      If it meant getting out of bed where his flesh was warm against mine, maybe tonight wasn’t the best night to go anyway.

      Then he was getting dressed again and heading for the door.

      “What?” he asked as he glanced back at me.

      I looked down at the bed, feeling my forehead crinkling and wanting to hide it. “Nothing.” It was ridiculous. I needed him to go so that I could go do my own mission, and yet I couldn’t shake this feeling of sadness as he was leaving.

      He shook his head.

      “What?”

      “‘Nothing’ always means something.”

      I sat straight up. “What do you mean, ‘always’? How many nothings have you heard?”

      “Think about how long I’ve lived and then let me know if you really want the answer to that.”

      Even the vague notion bothered me. “Well, when you put it that way.”

      He paused by the door, waiting. “Are you going to tell me?”

      That I thought I’d wanted him to use me for sex, but now that he was done, it didn’t feel so hot? “Nothing to tell.”

      He stared at me a moment longer, a frown creasing his brow. In my love books, this was where the guy would tell the woman he loved her and everything would be okay. But those were fantasies, and no one knew if things were going to be okay. And I didn’t want him to do that anyway. Not that it mattered, because in the end he turned and left me all the same.

      

      

      The lights in the house had just shut down for the night when I went and found Bookie in the barn waiting by his bike as planned. “You ready?”

      “Yeah. Are you?”

      “Hope so, because we’ve got to get going. We leave now and don’t stop and we’ll make it back before dinner, hopefully. I don’t know how much time we have.”

      “You sure the beasts aren’t going to be a problem?” Bookie asked. “I can’t help but think we’re pushing our luck.”

      “We’re going to ride straight through, so it’ll be okay. Plus, Dax said no one has spotted one in the forests for a while.” I didn’t tell him it was because they were all on the farm now. “Let’s get going,” I said, motioning him over to the bike so that I could cut this conversation off.

      He nodded, and we rolled the bike to the gate. The guard on nights lately was old pals with Bookie, so we knew he’d keep our secret.

      We didn’t stop once on the way there. I didn’t want to because I knew we’d be cutting it close to when Dax usually came back for dinner. Bookie, whether he admitted it or not, was afraid of the beasts, so he didn’t argue with the plan.

      The timing ended up being perfect. We pulled up just as the sun was rising. He put down the kickstand and I climbed off the bike, my mood about as funky as week-old cheese sitting in the sun. This had gone from my favorite place to one I dreaded, because somehow I always feared it would do something to Bookie.

      “You sure you’re ready?” Bookie asked, staring at the small grave as the sun’s rays began to touch it. “Because you don’t look like you are.”

      “Are you? I mean, you’re the one that experienced this. I’d think it would be harder on you.” As it was, neither of us was moving forward. A squirrel rustled in the leaves nearby and I jumped.

      “It’s only a chicken,” Bookie said.

      “What if it comes out, like, possessed or something?” I asked.

      “I’m not possessed.”

      This was one of those moments I wished I could suck my words back in. “I was totally kidding.”

      Bookie scowled. “No, you weren’t.”

      Nothing like insinuating your buddy was actually a demon to spur you into action. I grabbed the shovel off the back of the bike and knelt next to the small grave, deciding I’d rather dig than continue talking about possession.

      We’d buried it three feet down, just as I’d buried Bookie. We’d tried to do everything the same, even the timing of digging it up.

      “Be careful,” Bookie said as the bird showed through the dirt and I dug around it with the shovel.

      “I am, but I’m not touching it. If you want to use your hands, feel free.” I hadn’t had anything to do with this portion of Bookie’s revival, so it shouldn’t matter if I did this or not. I used the shovel in a sweeping motion to clear it some more.

      “Nah, I think you’re doing a good job,” he said, changing his tune at the idea of having to pitch in on something that hit so close to home.

      I looked back over my shoulder to where he was keeping a few feet of distance. “Thanks.”

      He nodded, as if I’d been sincere.

      I grabbed a nearby stick and, between that and the shovel, managed to get the thing out of the hole without touching it directly. It dropped to the ground and lay there without even a twitch. The bird looked as dead as it had been when we’d buried it.

      “Poke at it a little,” Bookie suggested.

      “It’s dead. It’s maybe even deader than when we buried it.”

      “There’s no such thing as ‘deader.’”

      “I bet the bird there would argue that if he could.”

      I heard his feet shuffling, and then he looked down over my shoulder where I squatted beside it. “Let’s think this through logically. Did you do all the same things?”

      “As far as I could, considering the obvious differences.”

      “I came back alive. It’s either something in me, which I’m pretty sure isn’t the case, something about what you did, or something about this place.”

      “So to sum it up, it’s something about anything?”

      Bookie ignored my frustrated comment and continued, “If I could heal, I’m not showing any aptitude. If it was this place, then this should’ve worked. It didn’t.” Back to square one. I hadn’t realized how much I’d hoped to narrow down what Zarrod was using my magic for until I felt the crushing disappointment.

      I poked the poor dead bird. “And we stole a rooster for no good reason. You think we could bring it back and cook it?”

      I heard a gagging noise behind me. “Have you fed yourself, like, ever?”

      “That’s a no, right?”

      “Unless you feel like spending a week puking, we leave it.”

      I took the stick and pushed it back into the grave. Bookie had walked back over to the bike, and I used the free moment to poke around in his grave a couple more times while he wasn’t looking. I’d given him a brand-new Moobie when I’d buried him. There was a chance it had made it. It hadn’t rained that much.

      “I appreciate that you buried the books for me, but they’re all ruined.”

      Bookie was looking right at me. I stood and threw down my stick, reminding myself it wasn’t his fault he’d destroyed my book. “I hadn’t read that one.”

      “I’m not the one who lent books to a dead person,” he said.

      I headed over to the bike, packing the shovel away and waiting for him to get on. “Come on, we’ve got more dead birds to go dig up.”

      He got on. “I’ll get you a new Moobie.”

      “It’s fine. It’s not your fault your dead self doesn't respect books,” I said, and I really tried to sound sincere.
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      Bookie and I put the bike away in the barn, and his steps seemed as weary as mine, and I didn’t think it was just from lack of sleep. With each dead bird we’d dug up, it became clearer we were no closer to what Zarrod was after than when we’d started.

      I stepped to the door and tried to soak up all that was at stake as I watched life continue on the farm.

      Bookie came over and paused beside me. “We’ll figure it out,” he said.

      It was his equivalent of my “it’ll be okay.” I nodded, just as he did when I was the one saying it.

      Bookie straightened up a little as a figure crossing the lawn caught my eye. Amelia was heading toward the house with a cheese basket.

      She looked over at us and smiled at Bookie before turning away quickly.

      “What’s going on with you two?” I asked.

      “Nothing. She’s just a nice girl.”

      I looked at his cheeks. “Then why are you blushing?”

      “I’m not.”

      His face was as red as a ripe tomato, but I took the hint. I was getting a lot better at those.

      “I’m going to get a nap in before dinner,” he said, and took off toward the house as well.

      “Sure. See you in a bit,” I said, pretty much to myself, as he was near jogging in order to not miss accidentally seeing her.

      I leaned a shoulder against the barn and waited until she left the house a good ten minutes later. If I didn’t make it back one of these times, I needed to know Bookie was going to be in good hands.

      Amelia made her way across the lawn, her basket a little lower than it had been. They gave jobs like delivering cheese to fluff. Lucy had been right about this one.

      “Amelia?” I asked as I caught up with her before she got to her next delivery.

      She stopped walking and turned toward me. Her eyes shot to my hand, since I never bothered with gloves anymore. Secret was pretty much out anyway.

      “Dal?”

      “Yes. Figured I’d introduce myself.” Nice of her to pretend she wasn’t sure who the girl with the scar and flaming red hair was. I’d give her back one point for politeness out of the ten I’d taken away for being fluff.

      “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      I wasn’t sure how I must’ve appeared after she said that, but it couldn’t have been good, because she immediately added, “From Bookie. He says really nice things.”

      “Oh yeah. Bookie and I are tight.”

      “He told me you were his best friend here.”

      Damn right, and I was going to make sure he was protected even if I wasn’t going to be around. “He is. I hate when he gets upset…about anything. And I mean about anything.” I narrowed my eyes.

      “I totally understand,” she said emphatically.

      Lucy might’ve called this one right. Fluff was the right word. Amelia had no idea I was speaking about her. The idea that she could even pose a threat wasn’t something she could obviously wrap her mind about.

      She hoisted her basket a little higher on her arm. “He said he’d teach me about medicine.”

      “You want to learn about that stuff?” This had to be an act. I’d seen him do his medicine. It was disgusting. All those people coughing all over you while you stared into their mouths, and that was before it got real ugly.

      “Oh, definitely! And especially from him. He’s so smart and perfect and…” Her face started to redden. “You won’t tell him I just said that, will you?”

      “No, of course not.” Too damn embarrassing to be uttered again. Who said things like this?

      “He’s just…he’s everything I’d want a man to be. I swear, I think my knees get weak when he’s near me.”

      Bookie? I mean, he was my best friend and he had some stuff going on for him, mostly how easy he was to be around. But knees weak material?

      “Have you met Dax?” I asked. Now he was a man to make your knees shake. She’d probably lose her footing altogether around him.

      “Yeah, he’s…nice,” she said, in that way people used the word when they weren’t thinking of that word at all.

      “You think so? Really?” I dug, seeing how quick she’d crack. “You look a little tense there.”

      “He’s… He’s…”

      “What? Spit it out!”

      “Scary.”

      That had been pretty easy. She would’ve crumbled in the Cement Giant.

      But scary? I thought back to the first time I’d met him. I mean, yeah, he was intimidating, disconcerting, sometimes I didn’t know if it were heads or tails around him, but I wouldn’t really say scary.

      “I gotta go in and make my drop,” she said at the door to the butcher, pretty much looking to run away from me as well.

      I stepped a bit closer before she walked in, just within range to see if I could pick up anything. She was standing in a field by herself sobbing. Her worst memory was everyone dying and being left by herself. That sucked.

      I smiled at her and watched her go inside, knowing I’d just made her scary list too. I could see why this was working out with Bookie and her.

      “I’ve got your trunk. Bringing it up to Dax’s room,” Hank, the carpenter, said as he walked past me while I was still pondering Amelia.

      “Wait!” I yelled, and ran after him. “What are you doing? What is that?”

      “The trunk Dax said you guys needed because there wasn’t enough storage in his room since you moved in.”

      That jerk! I knew Dax wasn’t fond of my bag and stuff piled up along the wall. He hadn’t said anything, but he’d pause and look down at my items every time he walked past them. Still, just because I’d turned down a drawer didn’t mean you got me a trunk without asking that everyone would see.

      “I don’t sleep there.”

      Hank’s face bunched up, and there was a pause before he asked, “You don’t?”

      “Oh no. Definitely not.”

      “Then…” He looked down at the trunk in his hands. “Where am I supposed to move this? Because Dax said you did. Where’s your room?”

      I bit the inside of my cheek as I thought of an answer that wasn’t Dax’s. Tiffy was back in my room, which had been her room. Bookie was in his, Lucy was in hers, and I certainly wasn’t going to have him bring it to the basement, yet he knew I slept in the house… What was I going to do with this thing? “Don’t worry about it. I can bring it,” I said, holding out my arms.

      “You can’t carry this. It’s as big as you are.”

      “Yes, I can. Give it to me.” I grabbed the edge of the trunk and tried to pull it from Hank’s grasp. “Let it go. I’ve got it,” I insisted, tugging on the wooden box.

      “No way you can get this inside on your own, let alone up those stairs.”

      “Yes I can!” All I needed to do was figure out my target. If I could take down a Dark Walker, I could manage a damn trunk. Except I was always trying to take Dark Walkers down, not lift them up. I wished this magic shit came with a manual. “Now give it to me!”

      Hank finally released the weight and I nearly toppled over, but managed to stay on my feet with a couple of backward steps.

      Once I stopped the backward momentum, I found I had another issue. I couldn’t see where I was going in order to start my journey forward. The idea of placing the trunk on the ground briefly crossed my mind, but I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to lift the thing back up if I did.

      The weight lifted from my hands as I tried to hold on to the trunk. I lost the fight as it was plucked from my arms, and couldn’t compete with the pull. “I said I had it!”

      “I’ve got it, Hank,” Dax said.

      “She wouldn’t let me take it up—”

      Dax was already walking with the trunk. “It’s fine.”

      Hank was squinting at me.

      “What?”

      Hank walked away mumbling, and I caught up to Dax. It was a nice-looking trunk.

      “I’m starting to doubt your sanity,” Dax said as I opened the back door for him. “Why wouldn’t you let Hank carry it up for you?”

      “Because I don’t want everyone to know…” I looked around the living room as we made our way to the stairs, and saw Lucy paying rapt attention. “You know what I’m talking about.”

      He paused on the landing. “They. Already. Know.” He began climbing the rest of the stairs.

      “Then I’m casting doubt,” I said as I climbed up after him.

      “We didn’t invent sex.”

      “Say whatever you want, if they saw what happened in that room—”

      “If it’s so distasteful, you could choose to stop.”

      “I wasn’t saying I wanted to stop. This has nothing to do with that. I just don’t want everyone knowing. I don’t know why you even care.” I didn’t think it should be an issue. Why did he care if I didn’t want people to think we were sleeping together? “This is all your broken edges poking out and irritating things. You’ve got a lot of them.”

      “My broken edges?”

      “Yes, you’re about as craggy as a cliff over the ocean.”

      “And what are you? The smooth sand on the beach?”

      Sand. I liked that. I had some bumps, but nothing as bad as him. That analogy worked quite well. “Yes. I am.”

      “And what about the delusions? You don’t have any of those either now, do you?”

      He moved into the bedroom and put the trunk at the foot of the bed. It was beautiful, all warm and homey, like the house was. I ran my fingers over the wood grain. It was the first piece of furniture I’d ever owned.

      Dax must have liked the trunk a lot too, since he wasn’t looking annoyed anymore.

      Since his mood seemed to be improving, I might as well hit him up now. “Oh, and before I forget, I need you to not talk to Amelia.”

      I lifted the lid to the trunk and check out the inside. I was going to need to get more stuff to fill up all this room.

      “Why would I do that? She’s living on my farm.”

      Moving over to where my stuff lined the wall, I grabbed my bag and some books and carried them back to the trunk. “Because I don’t want you screwing this up and scaring her away.”

      “Screwing what up?” he asked, watching as I put my stuff away.

      “Doesn’t matter. Just do it, okay?” I asked as I piled my books in one corner, and started arranging my clothes on the other side.

      “Sure.”

      I almost wished I had some more demands, since he was suddenly in such an agreeable mood.
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      I made it downstairs but hadn’t taken two full steps in the direction of the kitchen when I spotted Bookie. He was making jerking motions with his head toward the back porch, and his actions weren’t the least bit subtle. He might as well have screamed, “I want to talk to you right now, it’s important,” instead of looking like he’d developed the world’s worst tic overnight.

      I shook my head. I didn’t talk until after breakfast, and only then when the bacon was tasty, especially after last night with Dax. I didn’t care what needed to be said—I needed to get my energy back. If no one was dying, it wasn’t that important. I walked toward the kitchen, bypassing the line. The world was on the brink of going to hell anyway. What was one more express meal?

      Bookie intercepted my path and his eyes popped open like a snowy owl’s. He made his silent argument that yes, breakfast had to wait.

      “You might as well say it. You’re being about as slick as fingers covered in honey.”

      He looked around and realized nearly everyone in the buffet line was paying attention to him, whether they were looking at him or not.

      “Fine. We need to talk. Now.”

      “Is someone dying?”

      “No.”

      “Then it can wait.”

      I took a step and he shadowed me.

      I could smell the food. Why was he doing this?

      I walked; he walked. I might’ve muttered something about friends being a pain in the ass but then walked toward the back door, grabbing a biscuit from the table as I went. I kept walking until I got away from prying ears.

      “The bacon is getting cold. This better be really important and really fast,” I said as soon as Bookie joined me, which was quickly, as he was right on my heels.

      “There’s something wrong with the people Dax is bringing here.”

      Not the conversation I wanted to have, but not like it was out of the blue. Every day one of the beast men did something new, whether it was rubbing against trees like they were marking their scent or actually peeing on them to do it. Dax had said it might be a tough transition, but that if we wanted this to work, this was the best way.

      “What exactly is wrong?” I looked over to where Bart’s tent was, and there were now ten more alongside it. That was why Dax hadn’t noticed our outings. He’d been too busy himself.

      “They’re odd. I don’t know how else to put it.”

      “So what? You’re dead. It’s not nice to cast judgments about people for things they can’t help.”

      “Dal, look at them and tell me you don’t see something weird.”

      I looked over at Bart, now joined by one of the beast men I’d seen the other day and one of the newcomers I hadn’t met yet. It looked like they were taking turns picking things out of each other’s hair. “Maybe they find it soothing, like a lullaby at night or something?” I hummed a couple of bars from a song I’d heard Fudge humming to Tiffy.

      And stopped as soon as Bookie got that glint in his eye, like he’d figured out a mystery.

      His mouth dropped open for a second before he said, “Did you sneak in my room last night and listen to me breathe?”

      Damn me for humming. I thought it would make him sleep better and now look? “No. Of course I didn’t do that. What kind of crazy person do you take me for?”

      “So you did!”

      “It’s not like I don’t have cause for concern that you might stop breathing again.”

      “Is this going to happen regularly?”

      I folded one arm around me and bit a nail on my other hand. This was way too much heavy lifting before bacon. How was I supposed to come up with lies without fat coursing through my blood? “I can’t say for sure.”

      “Wait, how many times have you snuck in and listened to me? You do this all the time, don’t you?”

      I felt like he was hitting me with trick questions. Damn him, I needed cholesterol before I could speak. “I wouldn’t say no.”

      He blinked a couple of times, and I waited to see if he’d resign himself to these late night visits or if he was going to put up a fight. It was important to determine this now, as I’d need tools to pick his lock later. It would be really inconvenient to dig around in the barn at night for something to pick a lock. I liked to be prepared whenever possible.

      He shook his head a couple times and then it turned into a few nods. If I were to guess, he’d resigned himself, but best to have the tools nearby anyway.

      “Fine. But you’re going to tell me what you know about the weird guys, because I know you know something.”

      More questions I couldn’t handle before bacon. This was going to be a rough day if it kept going like this. Then I spotted Dax walking out the back door.

      “One minute,” I said, holding a finger up to Bookie before I stopped Dax.

      Dax looked over to where Bookie was waiting. “What’s wrong?”

      “Bookie wants to know what’s up with the weird guys. I think it’s time to tell him.”

      Dax looked back over to where Bookie was a few feet away. “You think he’s ready, or did he finally catch you listening to him breathe at night and this seems like a good distraction?”

      “He already knew something was wrong. Plus, he died. Who’s he to judge if you and the new guys break out in fur?”

      “He got you before you had time to eat your bacon.”

      Sometimes, I really hated how well he figured me out. “Yes. As a matter of fact, he did,” I said, and grabbed a few slices off his plate.

      “Fine. Tell him to keep it quiet.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You don’t want to do the honors?” I said, smelling a whiff of food with every person walking out the door.

      “Too much talking before food?”

      “Way too much.”

      Dax strode off toward Bookie, and I was fixing my plate in the kitchen when I heard Bookie say, “No way!” in his shocked but excited tone, as if he’d just discovered a new miracle of the universe.

      

      

      “Wake up, Dal.” Little, pesky hands were pulling covers off my body and ripping me out of one of the nicer dreams I’d had lately. It had been full of fudge and bacon. Dax had been there, and…

      Why was this kid waking me up? I squinted and realized there was no sunshine to shield them from.

      “Go back to bed, Tiffy. It’s the middle of the night.” I made a blind grab for my cover.

      “I can’t. I need you.” She got back control of the blanket.

      “Now?”

      “Yes. It has to be when everyone else is sleeping.”

      “Why?” I asked, my brain taking longer than the rest of me to come to awareness. I reached out to the other side of the bed, already knowing I’d find it empty.

      “He’s not here,” she said, knowing who I was looking for.

      “Tiff, I’m really tired. Can’t this wait?”

      “No. You told me that you would do whatever it took to help me. I need help now.”

      I’d known at the time that those words might come back to bite me in the ass, but I hadn’t expected it to be so soon. But did she have to do this after a long day working on the fence?

      “Dal, please, you have to get up.”

      She was trying to drag me from the bed with both of her hands.

      “Okay, I’m getting up.” I sat up in bed and felt under the mattress for the potion I had from Bitters. I took the smallest sip, hoping that whatever Zarrod had done would be completely worn off by time I finished what was left in the bottle. Tiffy was too busy digging through my chest to notice. I tucked the last bit away before she turned back and thrust clothes at me.

      I pulled on pants, figuring this might take a while either way, and if I had to call in reinforcements, being dressed was a good call. Then I grabbed my knives, because what was the point in being dressed if you were naked of arms? Never knew when you’d have to kick some ass and cut some throats.

      “Come on.” Tiffy tugged at my hand, and I made the mistake of following her. I wasn’t sure why it was a mistake yet, but it had to be. No good that I knew of had ever come from wandering around in the middle of the night aimlessly.

      Still, wandering around the farm didn’t seem too bad, so I let her pull me down the hall and then all the way out the front door.

      It wasn’t until we were in the middle of the front lawn that she stopped.

      “Now what?” I asked, becoming a bit curious myself, even as I knew I should be heading back to bed. One thing I’d give Tiffy: she was never boring.

      “I’m not sure. I heard my friends saying that Zarrod was using you to find something special.”

      “Did they say what?”

      “No. They didn’t want to talk about it, and they don’t want you to find it.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know, but I have this feeling I need to find it too.”

      “Why? Tiffy, you have to tell me whatever you know. This is really important.”

      “I don’t know anything else. I just feel it.”

      “Feel what?”

      “Remember how I told you I didn’t feel like me?”

      “Yes.”

      “I think you can help me with that.”

      “Tiffy, I don’t know what I can do for you.”

      “I don’t know either, but I need you to try.”

      “How?”

      She took both my hands. “Close your eyes.”

      I did as she asked, but it was hard to think beyond anything other than what the hell were we doing out here.

      “Concentrate on helping me.”

      Tiffy, something to help Tiffy. Anything linked to Tiffy I could think of, I ran through my head. After a few minutes, I opened my eyes to find her staring intently.

      “Well?” she asked.

      I hated to disappoint her, but I had nothing. “Tiffy, I’m trying, but I’m not sure what you are looking for.”

      “It’s okay. Just walk,” she said.

      I wanted to walk back to the house and go to bed, but I picked a random direction instead. We walked until we got to a spot along the northern part of the property.

      “We can’t go any farther,” I said, pointing at the newly reinforced fence, hoping she wasn’t going to want us to scale it.

      “It’s okay,” she said. “You tried.”

      Something was up. “That’s it? You just wanted me to take you here?”

      She took my hand and tugged me back in the direction of the house. “It didn’t work, but it’s okay.”

      “I can go back to sleep now?”

      “Sure.”

      Maybe I should’ve asked more questions, but my bed was waiting and I didn’t have the strength tonight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 29

        

      

    
    
      I was standing on the back of the property watching more tents getting erected.

      “More?” Bookie asked as he came and stood beside me.

      “Yep. We need as many as we can get.”

      “Do you think they’ll get less weird with time?”

      “Bart has gotten a little better.”

      Bookie scratched his head and made some general sighs before he said, “I mean, I guess he has.” His agreement was on the fringe of turning into a question. He sounded as if he had about as much confidence in what I’d said as a new foal trying out its legs for the first time.

      There had to be something to prove Bart’s behavior had improved. If not for Bookie’s sake, then my own. The more beast men that moved in, the more I needed to believe I wouldn’t come back to a bloodbath one day after picking berries in the forest. Or maybe cutting throats in the forest, but picking berries was a much nicer visual. “He’s not ripping the whole turkey off the plate and attacking it anymore.”

      “We haven’t had turkey since he did that.”

      Of course Bookie wasn’t going to make it that easy for me. “Well, I for one am choosing to give him the benefit of the doubt that he wouldn’t do that now.”

      A short burst of laughter came out of Bookie. “Why don’t you cook a turkey and test it?”

      “Maybe I will.”

      “I’ll bet you the first read on the next five Moobies he rips it apart.”

      We had a standing arrangement that we’d alternate who got the first crack on all good reads. No way was I going to risk first read on Bart having developed manners. “Deal. But it’s going to be a while, because I don’t cook.”

      As we both watched the tents being set up, one of the newer beast men appeared. I was fairly certain this one was called Bert. I might have to talk to them before they got stumped and ran out of names that went with Bart.

      Bart, who was setting up the tents, waved Bert over. The two of them then stood back, looking at the tent he’d just set up, appearing in general good spirits about his accomplishment.

      The whole scene was amusing, but Bookie was still beside me, and that was how I knew what the next subject was going to be.

      “When do you go back?” he asked.

      “Tomorrow. I don’t really want to discuss it.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I have to, and I don’t want to hear how I shouldn’t from someone who would do the exact same thing.” That bought me a couple of minutes of silence, just enough to think he might drop the subject and then screw me up when he didn’t.

      “Is it bad?”

      “I don’t even remember it. I’m asleep the whole time.” I cleared my throat and thought of a different topic, anything that would change the subject. It was hard enough to not worry, and I didn’t need everyone worrying for me. “I’ve got to go hit up a section of the fence. What are you doing today?”

      “I’ve got a mare about to drop a foal that I think is going to have complications.” He rocked back and forth on his heels for a minute. “You want me to try and score some more birds?”

      I shook my head. “No. I think that might be a lost cause.” I couldn’t waste more birds on something that had already failed so epically.

      “You know what they say, if you don’t succeed—”

      “You shouldn’t listen to them. They have no idea what they’re talking about and shouldn’t be relied upon for any good advice.” I patted Bookie on the shoulder, hoping he took it for what it was, a silent thanks for trying, but let’s call it quits.

      He nodded, and I left to go work on the fence.

      

      

      It was late afternoon by the time I was able to squeeze some gardening time in, and I patted the dirt around the newly transplanted eggplant and then leaned back and looked at the thing.

      “Why are you staring at the eggplant?” Tiffy asked as she stopped beside where I was sitting on the ground.

      “Because I think I had a dream about it last night.” I’d been sitting in the same place staring at this plant, trying to remember what it was.

      “You think you dreamt of that plant? Is that why you moved it all the way over here?” she asked, looking back at where the rest of the garden was, yards and yards away.

      “Yes.”

      “As far as eggplants go, it’s a nice one. I’m not sure it’s worthy of a dream, but…”

      Her words trailed off as a fleeting chunk of the dream from last night returned.

      My teacher was standing over me here on the farm. “Lovely eggplant you grew. Just the right place to put it.”

      “Why are you here? You don’t belong here,” I asked.

      “But I’m your teacher. I’m here to help you learn, Dahlia. Pay attention to what you’re doing.”

      I grabbed my canteen and stood, annoyed that the Cement Giant was now invading my gardening time. Would I never rid myself of those damn people?

      “Where you going?” Tiffy asked.

      “I’ve got to get back to the wall.”

      I’d slowed to see the progress on a portion nearby when I caught sight of Dax talking to some workers farther down the border.

      Dax’s head turned, as if he knew I’d stopped to watch him. Even from this distance, without a flicker of emotion running across his chiseled features, I could feel the heat.

      I stood, brushing off my pants, and started toward him, trying to keep my libido in check, at least until later, when we were alone. In those moments, I wasn’t sure who I was sometimes. I didn’t think in those moments, not about anything as stupid as how I looked or what people might think of me. I simply grabbed on to him like he was all that mattered in the world. I usually didn’t think about what happened after we were done either, or my skin would start to burn.

      It was hard to push it from my mind, though. Not when I felt like I did with him, like I was finally complete. I was home.

      My steps faltered until I was barely moving. Wait a minute. I’d read stuff like this. I’d been so busy not wanting to ruin those perfect moments with him that I’d missed what they really were. What they meant. I hadn’t just been having sex with him and exploring my newfound freedom and the joy of living. I’d been making love!

      How had this happened? When? My thoughts scrambled back to the first time I’d slept with him. Damn, it had been the same thing. I’d never had sex with anyone else, so how could I have known?

      I looked up and saw him heading my way and closing in. His forehead was wrinkled as he approached. He always knew when I was out of sorts.

      No, no, no. Not yet. I needed to do research before I could deal with this.

      “Dal!” he yelled.

      “I forgot something! Gotta run!” I yelled as I hightailed it back to the house.

      One of the other workers walked over to talk to him, buying me time. I had to get back to the house, like now.

      I ran past Fudge and straight to the trunk, scrambling to the good books I hid underneath my clothes. I grabbed the first one I found. I’d read the sex scenes so many times that the book naturally parted to those sections, but that wasn’t what I was looking for this time. I needed research. I needed information.

      I frantically flipped through pages, giving myself a paper cut in the process until I found it. The passage where the girl talks about her feelings for the hunky guy.

      

      I looked at him and my heart fluttered.

      

      Did my heart flutter? Sometimes it raced. Yeah, there might be some fluttering.

      

      He touched me and my skin burned.

      

      That was an easy yes.

      

      I couldn’t get him out of my mind. He was always in my thoughts, no matter what was happening at the time.

      

      Oh no. This was not looking good for me.

      

      He was leaving, and as he did, I felt like a part of my soul was being brutally torn from me with each step he took.

      

      The book fell to the floor with a nice thump. I was so screwed. I didn’t have time for this. My life was already too much of a mess.

      No. I needed a second opinion from a living, breathing person. But from who? Lucy was crazy, although more accurate than I gave her credit for. But on love? Most of the time she was a better source for anger, vengeance, and the run-of-the-mill negative emotion. Her declaring love for Bart after one day was also a red flag on her judgment. Bookie was too optimistic and happy. He might think it was love just because he liked the idea. Tank didn’t seem to love anyone longer than a couple of weeks by the way things were looking. Bitters? No way was I going there with him.

      That left Fudge. She’d probably loved someone in her life, but they were also probably dead now.

      Which brought me all the way back to Lucy. I couldn’t believe I was going to do this.

      

      

      Where the hell was Lucy the one time I wanted to talk to her? I must be off my rocker to even want to discuss this with her. Had to be. I stalled halfway down the steps of the back porch, telling myself that I should turn around and forget the whole thing.

      Then I saw Lucy leaving Bart’s tent, her hair sticking out every which way. Damn, didn’t those two do anything else? She was walking toward the house as happy and stupid as I’d ever seen her. She might as well be shitting rainbows from the look on her face. She smiled as she saw me, and that wasn’t getting any more normal for the frequency.

      “What?” she said, stopping halfway up the stairs.

      Do I or don’t I? “I need to talk to you for a minute.” I grabbed her arm and tugged her with me. This was not a conversation I could risk having overheard by beast ears. I wanted to have a clear view of all approaching. I didn’t stop walking until we were in the middle of the field, halfway to the gate with a good view from every angle.

      “I wanted to have a talk with you about…” I definitely should’ve thought this out a little better. “About you and Bart,” I finally spat out with as much conviction as I could. Now, Lucy would either spill all, because she seemed to like talking about Bart, or she’d punch me in the face. Either way, she wasn’t leaving until I got some answers.

      “What about us?”

      Her hands shot to her hips, but that was better than my face. And she didn’t look mad. More confused.

      “Why are you so sure you’re in love with Bart?” I asked, knowing that even if she did decide to punch me in the face for my invasive question, I’d tackle her to the ground and sit on her if I had to. I was in a bad place, and this idiotic woman in front of me was the source of my answers. The whole situation made me want to sigh and hang my head in shame. How had I let this happen?

      She looked up at the sky and the goofy smile made its return.

      “I just know.”

      I’d never heard Lucy’s voice so soft. It matched the smile, and none of it matched what I knew of her.

      And then it disappeared and I was afraid the punch had been delayed but was still coming. “I hope you’re not going to try and warn me off like everyone else, because it’s not happening. I love him and I don’t care if he’s weird.”

      Jumping on the weird bandwagon would be such an easy out, but I couldn’t do it to her. “No. I’m happy for you. I just wanted to make sure you knew what you were doing. It’s just that you did only meet him. Why do you think you love him?”

      “When a woman is in love, she knows. I mean, come on. You know that.”

      I cleared my throat and nodded. “I’m sure they do. But it’s a tricky subject. How can you confirm that it’s love?”

      “Holy berries in the Wilds! This isn’t about me. You’re fishing for information because you’re all messed up,” she said, pointing at my chest. “You don’t know what the hell you’re doing, do you?”

      “Shut up! Must you be so damn loud all the time?” I asked, looking around the place and hoping no one had heard her big mouth. She was reminding me of why she’d been last on my list.

      Her head cocked to the right and the goofy smile turned into a smug puss. “Fess up—you’re all sorts of confused.”

      “I wouldn’t call it confused so much as looking for some finer points.”

      She jutted a foot one way and a hip the other while her brows went skyward as she settled in to wait for me to acknowledge she knew all.

      “Fine. You’re right. Now spill.”

      The smug puss got even smugger. Why had I thought she had redeeming qualities?

      “Just spill,” I repeated, before she thought she could gloat for an hour or something equally Lucy ridiculous. “How do you know?”

      “Love is easy. You’d die for them, and not because you feel like you should, but you want to, because if they died, you couldn’t imagine going on.”

      “How do you know when it’s like love, love, though, and not just a super-special friend?”

      She quirked her mouth to the left and then the goofy smile came back, and I knew she was thinking of Bart.

      “It’s a hard thing to explain, but I’ve got a feeling you might understand this. When you’re with them, everything is better. You feel like the sun shines brighter, food tastes better, and jokes are funnier when they’re laughing with you. Stupid shit you do every day, like walk from one point to the next, is more enjoyable because they’re walking next to you. Even when you fight with them, the fight is feistier.”

      I needed a chair, and soon. There was no doubting it now. I was in love. Damn it all to hell. How had this happened? I was so screwed.

      “Can you undo it?”

      “Why would you want to? You’re so weird.”

      “I just wanted to know if it was a permanent condition.”

      “Yes, if it’s real it’s there for good. It doesn't just go away. Or not for a very long time and after a lot of bad shit happening, anyway.” The question seemed to aggravate her, but I’d gotten my answer and my world was spinning. All I could think about was getting space.

      “Where you going? Don’t you want to hear more?” Lucy yelled as I walked away from her.

      “No. I don’t.” I didn’t yell, I don’t have time for this love bullshit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 30

        

      

    
    
      I stepped out onto the front lawn early the next morning light and saw everyone waiting except for Dax. He’d left last night after dinner with a brief word that he’d be back this morning.

      He wasn’t.

      I made my way over to Tank as I scoured the lawn, expecting Dax to appear at any moment. “Where is he?”

      “He hasn’t come back yet.”

      He didn’t have to say anything else. Being late, when you’d been out there, often meant you weren’t ever coming back. But this was Dax, not some normal human roaming the Wilds.

      I forced myself to stop looking around, knowing all eyes were on me, waiting for a reaction.

      “I’ll ride with you.” I rested a hand on his shoulder and climbed on the back of his bike before he could tell me not to.

      “But shouldn’t we wait?” Tank said as Lucy walked over to us, wanting to be a part of the conversation. “She wants to leave without him,” Tank told her.

      “You know where we’re supposed to go?” I asked Tank, not waiting to hear Lucy chime in.

      “Yeah.” Tank was looking at Lucy, though, and then so did I, realizing I wasn’t going to get him moving unless they I got them both moving and he felt outnumbered.

      “You know what’s at stake,” I said to her.

      Lucy looked at me, and the conversation we’d had the other day made a lot more sense. Lucy and I were more alike than I’d known. Just like me, even if she didn’t feel great about it, she’d make the tough call. She wouldn’t go soft on me.

      “Let’s go,” she said, and turned and, as she passed me, held out her fist. I bumped it with my own knuckles and she went and got on her bike, revved it up, and moved to the front of the pack because she knew the other guys would listen to her.

      “We’re heading out,” she said, and pulled forward before anyone had time to utter a question.

      I settled in for the ride and all I thought about was, one, I needed my own bike, even if I did ride it into a tree, and two, please, let him just be late. Don’t let him be dead.

      

      

      Zarrod had us meet him the farthest out of Newco that we’d ever met. No gates this time. Just a bridge, with them on one side and us on the other.

      It was almost easier getting off the bike this time, knowing Dax wasn’t the one I was walking away from—except for the lump in my throat that matched the stone in my stomach from wondering where he was right now.

      I nodded toward Croq as we passed each other, trying to keep interaction to a minimum. I couldn’t handle his strange brand of small talk. I wanted to get today over with and get back and find Dax. I approached the car and realized it was a different driver. Today was not starting off well.

      We didn’t drive long at all, barely fifteen minutes, before I was stepping out into another field, Zarrod and Brod waiting as usual.

      “So glad to see you today,” Zarrod said, and it actually rang with some sincerity.

      Maybe it was my lack of interest on whether he was glad or not, but he must’ve been in a chatty mood today, because he continued. “It’s hard not to like someone who’s going to save your race.”

      Maybe some chitchat wasn’t a bad idea. “Is that what I’m doing?”

      “Yes. You are, and I am appreciative of it.” Zarrod was smiling. Brod didn’t seem so happy, but then again, Brod didn’t look so healthy either with the dark mist clinging to him.

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “I guess I’m feeling generous after all the good work you’ve done. We won’t need you much longer.”

      “And then we’re done?”

      “I’ll leave you alone, of course,” he said.

      But when I looked at him, I knew he wouldn’t. Zarrod wasn’t much of a liar, I was finding. Did he mean he’d kill me after this was over, or never leave me be? Maybe he knew this process would be the death of me?

      Dax was missing, and I could die, maybe today.

      And I hadn’t said goodbye to him.

      I rolled up my sleeve and pulled my knife from my hip, but then paused as the reality of my situation decided to hit.

      As if the shock of everything was starting to wear off, I thought of Dax missing, and how he might never come back. I was dying, slowly but steadily, as I let Zarrod continue to use me. If I was dead, Zarrod wouldn’t waste the resources going after the farm. No, he’d only destroy everything if I wasn’t there to try and stop him. Everything was coming together today in just a way to make it obvious I was running out of things to lose. It was time to renegotiate. It was the perfect time to gamble.

      Zarrod’s gaze flickered from the knife to my eyes as the nervousness set in when I didn’t hand it over.

      I tightened my hand around the hilt. “You need me to give this to you, but I want some answers first.”

      “That’s not the deal.”

      “I’m renegotiating.”

      “I’ll crush you.”

      “You know, that’s the thing. I don’t think you will.” I dropped my hand to my side, knife at the ready. If he didn’t answer, it might be time to take my chances.

      He was quiet, and so was Brod, but Brod never spoke anyway. Zarrod stared at me for a long while, and I wondered if I’d misjudged until he answered and I knew I had him. “If I do answer, and you don’t let me use your magic, I’ll have no reason to not destroy everything you love.”

      For the first time since I’d met Zarrod, I smiled at him. “I’m aware. Now, what are you looking for?”

      “There is a place that will heal my people. I’m using your magic to find it because that is what you do. Get things.”

      So it was the place that I buried Bookie that healed him. But then why hadn’t it worked on the damn bird?

      “Why don’t you use the place that Croq told you about? Why do you need me?” I asked, positive Croq had used that knowledge to get back in Zarrod’s good graces.

      “Because it was already depleted. Just as you channel magic through you, there are places on this Earth that store it, and the magic had been depleted from that spot. That spot won’t have enough magic to heal someone for another thousand years.”

      He reached for the knife I was holding, but I tugged it back. As much as he didn’t want to tell me, he was too close to his objective. My gut told me there was more information here to mine, and he’d hand it over.

      “And you’re searching for a place that has more?”

      “Yes. I won’t say any more. Make your choice.”

      He’d told me a lot, maybe more than was wise for me to know if I wanted to walk away from here alive today. But now I knew. I had to make it out. If Dax was dead, maybe I could save him by finding this place first.

      I held the knife out.

      

      

      I didn’t hear the car door open or know we’d gotten back to the bridge until the driver was roughly shaking me, telling me to get out. I got up, knowing I’d have to pull it together and find the strength to get to Tank.

      I walked past Croq. I didn’t know what he noticed, as all my concentration was focused on taking a step forward, and then another.

      “Holy wild berries, she doesn’t look so good,” I heard Lucy say as she grabbed an arm and strung it over her shoulders. My eyes were blurring, so I wasn’t sure if her face looked like it sounded or not.

      “I’m okay,” I said, stumbling and dragging Lucy with me until I felt a larger body on my other side, grab my other arm.

      “Can she ride?” Tank asked, but it seemed like he was speaking to Lucy.

      “I can ride.” I couldn’t stand so well, but I’d hold on for dear life.

      “I don’t know, but we gotta get outta here, like now,” Lucy said.

      I nodded, or at least thought I did. Yeah, I was actually starting to like Lucy a little.

      There weren’t any more questions as Tank got on his bike and Lucy helped me climb on behind him, wrapped my hands around his waist, and pushed them together.

      “Don’t let go,” she said.

      “I won’t.”

      

      

      We got to the house a little over four hours later, and only because they’d ridden like the devil was on our tail.

      Instead of pulling the bikes into the shed, Tank pulled right up alongside Lucy in front of the house.

      Tank waved the rest of the group away while I was trying to get off the bike.

      Tank followed me and grabbed an arm, steadying me before I face-planted.

      “She dies, he’s going to kill us,” Tank said across me to Lucy, who was taking up the other arm.

      Fudge was opening the door when she should’ve been asleep. “What happened?” she asked as soon as she saw me. “Go get Bookie from the barn.”

      It was the middle of the night. Bookie would only be in the barn for an emergency. “I don’t need him. I’m fine. Where’s Dax? Did he get back?” I asked

      “No,” she said as she waved everyone inside.

      Lucy and Tank deposited me on the couch.

      “Where’s Bitters?” He was the one I needed, him and his potion. I tried to get off the couch but fell right back down. “Where is he?” How was I supposed to help Dax if I couldn’t stand?

      “He went in the woods after dinner and hasn’t come back,” Fudge said, laying a hand on my forehead. “She’s not feverish. What happened?”

      “I’m fine, Fudge, I swear…”

      My voice died and we all turned as Dax walked in the door. His clothes were ripped and dirty, but other than that, he looked perfect.

      “What happened?” he asked, walking straight to me.

      I tried to sit up a little straighter. How bad did I look?

      “We went without you,” Tank said.

      “Who made that call?” Dax asked in a tone that let us know someone was about to catch hell.

      “Where were you?” I asked him while he was still waiting for Tank to answer. “Dax, what happened to you?” I tried to stand but fell back onto the couch again.

      He took a step toward me, and the entire day, week, month, maybe even life, seemed to emotionally erupt within me, and I started crying. There was nothing pretty about it, either. It was like I was vomiting out emotion.

      He was alive.

      “Are you in pain?” Dax asked as he came to my side.

      “No, I’m just… I don’t know,” I said, and it came out as another wail.

      “What the hell is wrong with her?” I heard Tank say to Lucy.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Dal, what is it?” Dax asked

      “I don’t know,” I said, because I wasn’t going to tell him that I’d exploded because he’d walked into the house like he had a million times before. “Bitters. I need him.”

      “They must’ve cursed her or something,” Lucy said. “That’s what’s going on.”

      Dax lifted me in his arms, and I buried my face in the nook of his shoulder as he carried me up toward our room.

      He held me close to his chest as he walked up the stairs, and I didn’t even care that his voice nearly blew out my ear when he yelled, “Find Bitters! Now!”

      He kicked the door shut behind us and propped me up on the bed while I was still leaking water like a messed-up well.

      “Dal, what is—”

      His words stopped and his attention shifted to my arm. He grabbed the edge of the sleeve and, with a single tug, had wrenched the thing open all the way up to my shoulder.

      “What happened to your arm?”

      There was banging at the door and then Bitters yelling, “I’ve been fetched?”

      “Come in,” I said, before Dax could.

      Bitters walked in and took in the picture of us, me with my arm sliced from elbow to wrist and still raw, and Dax now standing, looking like he wanted something to kill.

      “Mother of mercy and gods of the Wilds! Looks like you made a real mess this time.”

      “What is this?” Dax asked me, disregarding Bitters.

      “Do you have more?” I asked Bitters at the same time.

      Dax turned to Bitters. “More what?”

      Bitters pulled a vial from inside his jacket and handed it to me. I grabbed it with my good arm, fumbling with the cork in my effort to open it.

      “Remember, don’t take too much at once.”

      I nodded, taking a small sip.

      “I want answers. Now.” Dax sounded like he was ready to have an explosion of his own.

      I leaned back as I let the potion do its magic, and gave Bitters a small nod. Between the crazy feelings that kept bubbling up and what Zarrod had done, I had nothing left.

      “It’s a form of black magic they’ve been doing to use her,” Bitters explained, and then gave Dax a pretty detailed explanation of what had happened. A little too detailed. If I’d known he was going to spill all that, I would’ve mustered up the energy myself.

      “That doesn’t make sense.” Dax crossed his arms and looked at me accusingly. “Because that’s something she would’ve had to willingly agree to.”

      “And?” Bitters asked. “She agreed. She’ll be fine, though. It’ll wear off soon, and that potion she’s been taking has been keeping it at bay…to a certain degree, anyway.” When he looked back at me, I knew what his eyes were saying. I wouldn’t be fine, not if I kept going back there, but at least he’d softened the story a little bit.

      Dax looked at Bitters. “Get out.”

      “Really? You summon me and now kick me out?” he asked, as if he were affronted, when I knew he damn well wanted to escape. He was already taking a step toward the door.

      “You know what?” Bitters looked like he was gearing up for one hell of a fight, but I knew better. His chest deflated and he said, “I can live with that.” He walked from the room calmly and shut the door.

      Dax crossed his arms and stared until I crossed my arms in front of my chest.

      “You lied.”

      “I didn’t lie. I didn’t tell you everything. There’s a difference.”

      “Not to me.”

      Bitters’ potion gave me enough energy back that I didn’t feel like I was going to fall over while sitting, but as I watched Dax standing there, it didn’t seem to stop the urge to cry again.

      If this was love, and I had a very bad feeling about that, I was done for. But he was alive. How close had it been to him not returning? His clothes were tattered, hanging almost in shreds in places.

      “What happened to you?”

      “Don’t worry about me.”

      “No, I want to know what happened. You look like you almost died!” Without warning, it started again. The tears sprang out of my eyes, and I couldn’t shut them down. They just picked up more steam until I was nearly wailing.

      Then the door opened and I heard Fudge saying, “What did you say to her?”

      “You don’t know what she’s been doing.” He was furious.

      And then Fudge, the only person that was capable of kicking Dax out of his own room, did just that.

      She walked over to the bed and sat down next to me before wrapping her arms around me. “Go ahead, let it out. It’s been a long time coming.”

      I did.
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      I wasn’t just tired. I felt like the life had been sapped out of me and might never return, my arms were cut up by the wire I’d been wrapping around the fence, and I had a blister forming where I’d hammered my thumb instead of a nail. I’d taken a larger swig of Bitters’ potion this morning than I should’ve, but sitting around the house had not been an option. And now I looked up and saw Dax heading over to where I was.

      I looked back down so I wouldn’t lose another finger as I hammered away. I didn’t know what he did, but the place cleared out until it was just us. I tossed the hammer beside the wood I was reinforcing and turned to see what I was dealing with.

      If he was still mad, he didn’t look it, but I knew he might get angry by time we were done talking.

      “You ready to tell me?” he asked.

      “Yeah, let’s walk,” I said. I grabbed my canteen and hammer, then together we he walked back toward the farmhouse as I talked. I relayed the entirety of it, everything I’d held back and all the new information I’d gotten, and watched as he took it all in.

      By time I was done, we’d stopped close enough that I could see the farmhouse, but far enough away to still have some privacy. He wasn’t saying anything, and I wondered if he was afraid I’d start crying again. If I hadn’t been so embarrassed by it, I might’ve laughed. Either way, I thought he might be scared, so I pressed my advantage.

      “He’s close to finding what he’s looking for. I’ve got to go back one last time and do what I should’ve done from the very first meeting. I have to kill him. If I don’t, he’s going to use me to heal every Dark Walker there is.” I’d gotten it out, and now I had to wait to see if he’d back me up or if I was going to be on my own.

      “You aren’t going back alone,” he said, and then I saw him look at me as if he were waiting for me to burst out in tears again.

      I stared down at the dirt for a minute before I said, “I was hoping I wouldn’t be.”

      “No more secrets,” he said.

      That was it? All I had to do was agree to fair sharing of information and he’d be on board again? We’d be good to go?

      I tilted my head back, trying to determine if that was really all I had to do. “Agreed.”

      “You burn me again and I’m not going to care how…emotional you get,” he said. He was looking around at the people and the house, everyone but me. It was as if he were the one who’d blubbered all over the place last night.

      It had been the crying! Dax, who could do it all, cracked under crying. He should consider himself lucky. If it weren’t such an embarrassing tactic, I would’ve run with it.

      “There’s something else.”

      Here it came. He was going to give me a laundry list of all the stuff I wasn’t supposed to do and blah, blah, blah.

      Why was he staring at my stomach like that? I crossed my arms in front of myself, feeling awkward.

      “Are you getting enough food to eat?” he asked. This wasn’t the conversation I’d been expecting.

      “Dax, you see me eat. Does it look like I’m not getting enough?” Just this morning, I’d had to try and position my body strategically so that the people passing by couldn’t see how much I actually put down. It was partially Fudge’s fault today, as she seemed to believe the best thing to do to fix me was to feed me silly. Of course, I would never say no.

      “The butcher says he’s missing birds.”

      I scratched my head and let my jaw go slack. “Really? Do you think foxes are getting in here?”

      “Why are you stealing dead birds?” he asked, ignoring my feigned surprise.

      Maybe I should say I was eating them. I weighed whether eating a raw stolen rooster—I didn’t cook, so obviously they’d be raw—was more or less embarrassing than the truth. It was a close call, but the truth won out. “I might have buried them. You know, to see if I could bring them back to life.”

      Maybe it wasn’t so embarrassing after all, considering the fact that he looked like he was considering it and what Zarrod had told me.

      “Did it work?” he asked.

      I shook my head and tried to not let my utter dejection over not being able to raise roosters from the dead leak into my features. It would’ve been mighty cool to say it had.

      “Are you done with this or should I tell him you’ll be needing more?” he asked, without any mockery in his voice.

      My insides turned a little gooey as I thought of him giving me dead birds so I could keep trying. No wonder I’d fallen in love with him. How could I not? “I’m done. Zarrod’s been using my magic to find the other places that are like the one where I buried Bookie, but I haven’t been able to do it.”

      “I’ll smooth it over with the butcher.”

      I’d seen Dax smooth things over. I kind of wanted to watch him go tell the butcher to “Cut the shit and get over it,” but it might look petty if I stood there.

      He pointed toward the head gardener, who was huffing his way across the lawn.

      “Do I need to smooth it over with him while I’m at it?”

      I crossed my arms as I watched the gardener give me an evil eye before continuing on his way. “Nah. I’ve got him under control. I tried to explain he wasn’t doing the planting correctly, and he got a bit sensitive about the whole thing.”

      Dax laughed. “I’m glad you have a handle on it.”

      “I do. He said he was going to take some time off, since I knew what I was doing.”

      “Really?”

      To look at the gardener, it was understandable why Dax would be surprised. “I’m paraphrasing, but that was the gist of it. He knows I’m right, though. I moved the eggplants over there, and look how much better they’re doing.” I pointed about a hundred yards in the distance, where a small clump of plants grew by themselves. “They’ve got new flowers blooming, and it’s nearly the end of the season. I might not always know where to bury birds, but I’m great with plants.”

      As we stood there, people looked like they were getting ready to quit working for the day and retire to their cottages, the beasts gathering around their tents. This place was home to so many people, and we were on the verge of losing it.

      “I love this place,” I said after a while. “I love how the air smells of tomatoes when the breeze blows the right way, and how the red of the big barn looks against the impossibly green grass, and the sound of the stream running through the field on the south. I even like the damn cliff on the west side.”

      He nodded, and I knew that he might be the one person that loved this farm more than me. The other people here didn’t appreciate it. They hadn’t grown up surrounded by cement or had to protect it year after year.

      I watched as Tiffy ran across the lawn, playing with some of the other kids. “Even if we manage to kill Zarrod, what if they still come here like he said they would?”

      “What do you want to do? You want to run?” he asked as we stood there together. It might have all been in my head, but I got the sense he wasn’t just asking about the farm.

      “I think I’m done running.”

      His eyes scanned my face as if measuring my determination before he spoke. “Then we defend what’s ours.”

      Ours. I liked that.
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      I heard the yelling first. Arguments weren’t that uncommon around here, and usually settled pretty quickly. They had to be when you knew there was nowhere else safe to live in the vicinity. I wouldn’t have been alarmed if it had been anyone else’s voice raised. But it was Bart’s distinctive accent.

      The day of reckoning looked like it was arriving early. Or the first day of reckoning? Could you have two days of reckoning? Didn’t have time to decide now as I dropped my gardening shovel and broke into a run.

      I turned the corner of the house and saw it wasn’t too late…yet. Bart’s chest was puffed up, and, of all people, scrawny Dodger was getting in his face. Even when Bart wasn’t in beast form, he was twice the size of Dodger. Did the idiot want his nose rearranged?

      I had to start weaving in between the nosy bodies that were forming a large circle around the two.

      Bart took a step back. You go, beast boy! He was trying to do the right thing, and I could see the strain it was causing. It was going to be okay, though. He wasn’t going to turn.

      I nudged another big guy out of the way, and by time he moved, it was too late. Dodger was pushing Bart with both his hands. Or he tried to push him. Bart didn’t move from his spot, but it was game over. Bart’s clothing started ripping at the seams as he grew a few feet taller and another foot wider. Muscles bulged and were quickly covered with fur. Bart’s claws flexed, the fur on his hackles rose, and his eyes were glowing an unearthly red. There was nothing I could do to stop it.

      The place went crazy. It sounded like every person in the area started screaming at the same time as Bart took a single step toward Dodger. In his panic to get away, he tripped and fell on his ass.

      I leapt the last distance between them and me, knowing that if Bart killed Dodger, there was no going back. There would be no explanations that the people on the farm would listen to if one of the beasts killed one of their own. They wouldn’t care about a plan, or that getting rid of these men would likely be the end of us as well. It would be a witch trial.

      I hit the ground and rolled to my feet in between the two of them, Bart’s claws, which were poised to rip Dodger apart, now hovering over me. One swipe and those things would leave my intestines hanging out of my body.

      “Get up and get out of here,” I told Dodger, my back to him as I stood slowly, facing off with the beast. Bart growled low, proving that the beasts knew what we were saying even in this form.

      I waited, listening for Dodger to move, and heard nothing. I didn’t dare risk a look back. I had about as much control over this situation as I had over a hurricane blowing through.

      “Dodger,” I said, trying to mimic the tone Dax used when he was at the end of his patience and wouldn’t be questioned. “Get up. Now. And get out of sight.”

      Bart growled again, a lower tone this time. I heard Dodger moving behind me, and Bart stepped to the right. I mirrored him. His red eyes focused back on me, his head moved down, his lips curled back, and his fangs were inches from me. Then he let out a growl so loud that the hair around my face flew back.

      I didn’t budge as I waited for what might come next, my hand now securely wrapped around my knife.

      Face to face, as I waited for him to take one of his claws and rip my throat.

      Could I take a beast down? I didn’t really want to kill Lucy’s boyfriend, but I would.

      The beast straightened as I kept my ground. I’d die fighting before I gave an inch. He growled a couple more times and then I did the same, probably sounding ridiculous.

      The moment he took the step back, I knew I’d won. I watched as he took off and saw as he flew over the gate that was nearly ten feet high now.

      My shoulders sagged in relief, and then I took a look around and realized the place was empty. I hoped they were staring out their windows at least, because that had been a pretty kick-ass showdown, and it would suck to think no one had witnessed it to sing my praises at later campfires.

      Then I saw Bookie doing a mad dash toward me across the lawn.

      “Holy shit!” he said, and then bent over at the waist to catch his breath before he could continue. “He might’ve killed you!”

      “Oh, Bookie, this could get ugly.”

      

      

      I heard the truck pulling up as I sat on the front porch. I hadn’t known Dax had a truck until this morning, when he left in it. The back was heaped with more wire, and I could see the barrels of guns sticking up.

      He stopped the truck not far from the house and got out, calling to the man in the passenger seat to put it in the barn.

      “How did it go?” I asked as he walked over.

      He stopped short of climbing the stairs. “Where is everyone?”

      “They’re hiding.” I couldn’t take it anymore. After resisting for months, I bit my pinky nail. It was small. It shouldn’t count anyway. Everyone knew pinkies were nearly useless.

      “Did you do something?”

      “No. I helped. It would’ve been way worse if I hadn’t been there and Bart had eaten Dodger. Or killed him. Not sure what the end goal was, but I broke it up.”

      Bookie pushed open the front door and handed me a jerky. I took it, since it was much better than chewing on nails.

      Bookie turned to Dax. “You heard?”

      Dax kept looking back at the emptiness of the farm. It had gone from bustling with activity to a deathly quiet ghost town, and a similar stillness, one I was familiar with, settled into his frame. He was about to dig in to a position. I was going to need more jerky if this was going to go down tonight.

      The stillness broke like a rogue wave. “Go grab a couple of people and get the word out there’s going to be a meeting at eight tonight.”

      Bookie nodded and took off as Dax finally headed up the stairs.

      “You sure?” I said as he stopped beside me.

      “It doesn’t matter, and they’d have to realize that quickly. If we lose the beasts, we’re dead. They don’t get a choice. No one does.”

      “But if they leave…”

      “I can live with them leaving.”

      He reached a finger out and tucked some hair behind my ear. He didn’t touch me in any other way, and he didn’t have to.

      I let out a long sigh and sagged. Had he just said he only cared if I left?

      

      

      It had taken an hour before most of the people on the farm would leave their homes, and two before it was complete mayhem. You’d think the Newco army was about to march on us with the way these people were running around frantically. Every other conversation was about whether they should be gathering the pitchforks or abandoning the place.

      I might not have been a hundred percent behind bringing the beasts here, but I’d be leading the defense if they tried to chase out all the newcomers with pitchforks. I knew how it felt to get run off.

      I sipped some after-dinner tea and scanned the crowd, and spotted a handful of beast men on the fringes. Bart was surrounded by other ones who hadn’t outed themselves. But the majority of them weren’t here, and the ones who’d stayed were being isolated.

      A movement heading in a determined pace toward the group of beast men caught my eye. Oh no, it was Lucy.

      She grabbed Bart by the arm and dragged him away from his group. Looked like Bart’s furry self had indeed been news to her. Had to give her credit. She didn’t seem even a little worried that she was getting up in the face of a beast.

      From where I leaned against the side of the house, it looked like she was saying about fifty words to his one. Now Bart was the one pulling her farther from the group. Lucy was clearly distraught, and Bart couldn’t speak quickly enough to make a dent.

      Suddenly, he dropped to his knees—no, knee. Oh no he was not. I watched as he took her hand and suddenly, instead of railing at him, she was dropping down, and… Was she trying to tackle him? No, she was hugging him. Unless I was mistaken, Lucy had just gotten engaged. It read just like out of one of my books—if the men were furry beasts and the women had been crazy, that is.

      Heavy steps hit the wooden porch, and I stayed in my shaded corner as Dax stepped forward. Had he ever asked anyone to marry him? Was he the type? Had he ever been? And why was I even thinking of this? This love stuff was really messing with my brain.

      Dax cleared his throat and the crowd fell silent.

      “You’ve all heard the rumblings and the rumors; you’ve all seen the Newco guards coming through and searching the area. You know we’ve been strengthening our defenses. There’s a very good chance that the Newco army might end up at our gates. If we want a chance to keep this place from being destroyed, we need the men that have been coming here. They’ve pledged to help us.”

      Just as I started to think Dax was being more diplomatic than I’d ever seen him, he continued, “They also happen to be beasts, as am I. We won’t eat you, and if you don’t like it, you can leave.”

      He stood there, feet braced apart, and waited for someone to challenge him, so typically Dax. He was unapologetically him, another reason I loved him.

      Meanwhile, I was tiptoeing around, pretending I wasn’t in the same room with him. Why? So that no one knew I was having sex? Really good sex, too. When did I start letting other people’s thoughts affect what I did and who I cared about?

      “No one has anything to say?” he shouted at the crowd, daring someone to say something about what he did on his farm.

      I stepped forward. “I have something I want to say.”

      Dax turned to where I was stepping out of the shadows and walking over to the porch.

      I saw the surprise in his eyes as I stepped up the stairs and he wondered what I was about. He took a step back, looking as curious as the crowd did to hear what I’d come to say.

      “I don’t think I’m done running. I know I’m done. From here and from you,” I said, and then turned to the crowd before I lost my nerve or he could respond.

      Shoulders back, I said as loud as I could without screaming, “I’ve been sleeping in Dax’s room.”

      I waited for the gasps. All I saw were a couple people nudging the person next to them with confused expressions. Obviously, I was going to have to spell it out.

      “And we have sex, a lot of it, and it’s good.”

      I looked at the crowd, now staring intently at me and not looking even mildly bored, but riveted on what I might say next. What did they want? I wasn’t giving them a play-by-play of it.

      I heard Dax step next to me. “Are you done, or was there something else you wanted to add?” he asked, sounding strange.

      When I saw his face, I could see he was fighting back a smile, and my eyes started to burn. I’d declared myself and he wanted to laugh? Why had I done that? I’d known he would never want to really be with me. How could he?

      “This isn’t funny,” I said, and turned to go in the house before I started crying again. What was wrong with me? I’d never had so many unwanted emotions in my life.

      I heard Dax say the meeting was over, and whoever wanted to leave could get out before the back door finished slamming.

      The front door squeaked open again as I was standing in the upstairs hallway, trying to figure out where to go. I couldn’t go to my room because it was his room. No other choice: I shot into the bathroom and locked the door.

      I sat on the floor as I breathed deeply. It didn’t matter if I’d just utterly humiliated myself. We’d probably all be dead soon anyway. A moan leaked out of me as I realized I was in a sorry state if that was the upside.

      And I was not going to cry again. I heard the locked door I was hiding behind rattle and then Dax’s voice. “Dal, let me in.”

      “I’m getting in the shower,” I said, and then leaned forward and started the water. I was going to waste my ration, but it was what it was.

      I sat back down, my head on my knees, and then heard the handle jiggle for a moment, and the door opened. Goddamn lock was useless.

      I sprang up from the floor like I was just about to get undressed and hadn’t been sitting there—even thought he’d caught me sitting there.

      He walked over, turned off the water, and then lifted me off my feet.

      “What are you doing?” I asked as he carried me out of the bathroom and I stared at his neck instead of his face.

      “Taking you to our room because you just told me you weren’t going anywhere.”

      I didn’t say anything. What could I say? I was reconsidering since he thought it was so funny? He set me on the bed and then sat on his haunches in front of me while I looked down at really interesting fingernails.

      “Do you remember the night I broke you out of the Cement Giant?”

      “Of course I do.” Damn, that was a fascinating thumb I had.

      “Dal, look at me.”

      He lifted my chin when I delayed. He wasn’t looking at me like I’d feared, with icy coldness, pity, or laughter. There was only heat.

      “That night, you passed out from pain, and yet the second I undid you from that chair, you ran for the window and leapt out.”

      “Can we reminisce tomorrow? I’m really tired,” I said, and would’ve climbed back on the bed if his hands hadn’t gone to my hips, holding me there.

      “No, hear me out. That night, the only thing that stopped you was the loyalty you felt for your friends. I didn’t know it then, but I think that I started to fall in love with you all the way back to that moment.”

      I’d been staring over his shoulder, but his words pulled my attention back to his face. Was he being serious?

      When he saw he had my full attention, he started speaking again. “When we went to the Rock and they wouldn’t give you dinner that night, the way you sat there, shoulders back and eyes twinkling as you stared at the stars as if you didn’t need anyone, I knew you were someone extraordinary.

      “The way you’d fight with me and fight beside me and never back down, no matter what I said. Even the way you can’t wait to get your bacon in the morning, and sometimes the afternoon.”

      “But if that’s all true, then how come—”

      “I turned you down that night in my room? Because you didn’t know what I was, and until you did, I felt like I couldn’t go any further than that. And I wanted you to be ready. I wanted it to be your choice. Not something you were jumping into because you had no idea what you were even doing or because you felt you owed me a debt.”

      “But why would you choose to be with me?”

      He cupped my head in his hands. “There’s never been a choice involved. You were the one. You’ve always been the one and you always will be.”

      I pulled him to me, covering his mouth with mine. I didn’t need to hear anything else.

      Dax loved me.
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      I was curled into Dax’s side, my head on his chest, his arm around me. If I could’ve stayed like that forever, I would’ve even given up bacon. But I thought I’d get more than a night, until I heard the knock at the door.

      “Dax, a message came,” Tank said immediately following the knock.

      Dax paused a second before he got up from the bed as I wished it had come tomorrow instead. He strode across the room, threw on a pair of pants, and went to the door.

      He shut the door and opened the letter.

      He held it out to me, and I waved my hand as I sat up. “Just tell me when.”

      He crumpled the message and threw it in the corner. “Tomorrow.” He walked over and leaned his forearm on the post of the bed. “You ready for this?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You don’t sound ready.” He stood still, as if he were waiting for me to spill what was bothering me.

      A couple of months ago, I wouldn’t have.

      “If we succeed, it’s hard not to think of what might happen to…” I didn’t want to finish, as if I said it aloud, I was committing her murder or something.

      “Your mother?”

      “Yeah,” I said as I pulled my knees up to my chest.

      He went over and opened the closet and retrieved a fancy bottle of what appeared to be whiskey.

      “What? You’ve been holding out on the good stuff?”

      He handed the bottle over, and I pulled the cork out and took a swig. I didn’t need to wonder why he suddenly thought I’d need good whiskey.

      He didn’t have to say he knew something—it was written all over his face.

      He hadn’t looked this bad since right before he’d told me that I’d have to leave the Rock because the people there would turn on me.

      I felt like I’d just taken a swig of acid, instead of whiskey, which was burning its way through my gut. I toyed with the idea of saying nothing for a moment, leaving whatever he was thinking unsaid. But I didn’t think he was going to let whatever it was go. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      He didn’t react immediately, and I could see him weighing his actions, or maybe measuring me? “Whatever it is, I’ll handle it.” I would. I felt like I could handle anything right now, and I’d survive because I wasn’t giving up what I had easily.

      He either heard the strength in my voice or trusted what I said, because he nodded and went back to the closet as he spoke. “We’ve never talked much about how I got into the Cement Giant that day.”

      “No, we haven’t.” I watched as he opened the door again and knelt down in front of it. There was a trunk on the bottom. I hadn’t paid much attention to until now as I watched him spin a dial around a lock.

      “I had some of the guards paid off. I’d gotten a copy of your file from the place before I set a foot inside. It had most of your information, including things about your parents.” He opened the trunk, and I saw stacks of papers besides piles of money, some of it Newco currency.

      As he shuffled through the papers, I moved toward the edge of the bed where I could see better. Then I got up and threw my clothes on when I was too anxious to wait.

      I’d told him I was fine, that I could handle it. It was true. The way I saw it, there wasn’t a ton I could do about it anyway. You handled what came your way because you didn’t have a choice. How I handled it was still up for debate. Not embarrassing myself in front of this man who I knew I loved, well, that would be a nice start.

      Dressed, I finally settled on sitting on the bed again. This way, if whatever I found out was too bad, it wouldn’t look like I was falling onto it later if my knees went out.

      He turned and handed me the file. “This is it.”

      I took it and held it with both hands but didn’t open it.

      “Do you want a few minutes?” he asked, but I had a feeling he wanted to stay with me. If he’d wanted to leave, he would’ve just done so.

      I looked up at his strong, handsome face. He never crumbled. He’d never break. The thought of this strong man watching as I broke down in front of him… No. I didn’t want him to see me that way. But the walls of my past had stolen too much from me already. I wouldn’t let it drive a wedge between what I was building with Dax now. I’d hold it together, one way or another.

      “No.”

      I flipped open the file, knowing that Dax had read this all before he met me. It shouldn’t have mattered, but it did.

      A moment of instant relief came as I realized this wasn’t the file that the Dark Walkers had kept on me. It couldn’t be. There were too many gaps. The long sessions with Ms. Edith were missing, and various other interrogations I’d gone through at the hands of Dark Walkers were all missing too.

      On page four I read:

      

      Patient’s parents declined visitation.

      

      Nothing new there. That wasn’t what he was worried about. I’d known that my whole life.

      I scanned through a bunch of legal mumbo jumbo about relinquishing parental rights and custody, and then two signatures below.

      All the way at the bottom of page nine, there were “comments.”

      There it was, the thing he hadn’t known how to tell me. In black bold script in my mother’s hand, it read:

      

      We believe it to be best that Dahlia remain with you until the time you see fit to release her, if ever. Her delusions are a destructive force, and we give you full authority to do whatever it is you deem fit to protect our society from her.

      

      She’d told them, almost encouraged them, to kill me. Maybe the Dark Walkers had applied pressure? No. The Dark Walkers had wanted me alive. This was all her.

      I folded the file closed and held it out to Dax. He took a step closer and took it from my hand, his eyes studying my face. I held it together better than I’d thought I would. Maybe because it wasn’t that much of a shock. But that didn’t mean I wasn’t drowning in sadness.

      He grabbed my hand. “Come on,” he said as he tugged me along.

      I followed him down the stairs and out onto the back lawn, where there were chairs set up around where they’d build the fire for barbecues sometimes.

      I sat as he built the fire up, and when it was blazing strong, he tossed the file in the center of it.

      “Don’t you need those?” I asked. He’d held on to them, so there must’ve been some purpose.

      “No. I was holding on to them for you. There’s nothing in there I need.” He sat down beside me. “It doesn’t matter what was in those files.”

      I tried to smile, but I didn’t have the heart or strength after what I’d read.

      He reached out and took my hand, and I loved the way his grip felt sure and steady. “I’m your family. You aren’t alone anymore.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 34

        

      

    
    
      I’d felt like I was preparing for a funeral all morning, and in a way, I was. If things went well, it would be Zarrod’s.

      Everything soft was stored away until I got past this day.

      Dax was in war mode when I saw him. I gave him a nod before I climbed onto the bike.

      “You ready?” he asked, turning his head slightly toward me.

      I settled in and wrapped an arm around his waist. “I’ve been ready to kill this man since before I knew his name.”

      “I’m glad you’re back.” His hand squeezed mine.

      “Back?”

      “Yeah. I didn’t know what to do with that peacekeeper person who was pretending to be you,” he joked.

      A little laugh bubbled up in my chest. “Trust me, it was a struggle for me, too.”

      “We killing this sucker today or what?” Lucy asked as she pulled her bike up next to us.

      Tank, who was on her other side, was shaking his head, as if to say, Here she goes running her mouth again.

      A final look around to make sure the other guys with us were ready, and we took off.

      

      

      We stopped at a crossroad, just under three hours later. It was the shortest trip yet, and the proximity to the farm made my hackles rise. Whatever I’d led him to was pretty far outside of Newco by now.

      Croq was in the distance, waiting beside the car, and the armed guards were lined up in front of him, waiting for something to go wrong.

      I got off the bike without saying anything to Dax. What was there to say? It was nice knowing you and I hope we make it out in one piece? Have a great life, and if I never see you again, I’m sure there’s a nice girl out there for you?

      No. The stuff that mattered, the feelings that burned in my chest for him, he already knew, and I wouldn’t mar them with some rushed words under these horrible conditions. To me, words of love meant more when they were given on a beautiful sunny day and no one might be dying.

      I began on my way forward, knowing that this time, Dax would be following. That was the plan. He’d hang back until they got comfortable, leave Croq with Tank, and then turn into the beast and pick up our trail. Then together, we’d kill Zarrod.

      Only problem now was getting past Croq. The magic he’d shared wouldn’t let me do anything that might cause him harm. Swapping places with me now was an iffy prospect when I knew I wanted to kill Zarrod.

      I sought out the car and locked on to my target. That would be my workaround for any potential problem with the magic. I wasn’t swapping with Zarrod right now. I was getting to the car.

      As I zeroed in, the steps came easier and easier, and I knew I was going to be able to get past this first hurdle.

      Croq nodded as I approached him. The closer we got, the more his feet started dragging. It looked like he was purposefully trying to force himself forward, but his body was disagreeing with his destination.

      Instead of walking past me, Croq stopped dead in front of me.

      “Fuck!” he said, at not quite a scream but louder than talking. “This isn’t going to happen today.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked as I glanced back at Dax. He was already moving forward, and I didn’t think there would be any stopping him.

      “What’s he planning?” It was the only explanation available, damn double crosser. Okay, I might’ve been planning something too, but that didn’t make Zarrod any better.

      “Because of what you looked like last time. I can’t do it.” He pointed at me. “It’s your fault.”

      Dax stepped slightly in front of me, between me and the Newco soldiers, who were already raising their guns, as things didn’t seem to be going in the natural progression.

      “I’m fine,” I said to Croq.

      “No, you weren’t fine, and now I can’t do this, so I won’t be fine either.” The glib and relaxed Croq was gone, and I realized his life might be at stake.

      “Give us a minute,” I said to Croq as me and Dax stepped to the side. “I could go alone.”

      Dax had his back to the guards but his head slightly turned to them, as if he were listening for someone to move in closer, or the click of a gun. “No, you can’t. You walk in there when we don’t have a hostage and Zarrod will know something’s up. The only thing you do is send the message that we’re desperate to see him, and then he’ll start wondering why. That’s if he’ll even meet you now.”

      “If I don’t go now, we might never get another chance at him.” I’d finally decided I had to kill the bastard, and now I couldn’t even get close. It was almost enough to make me stamp my feet.

      Dax stepped a little closer, and I wondered if he’d heard something before he said, “We don’t have a choice.”

      “What about the farm? You know he’s going to come.”

      “Then I build another one. The farm is replaceable.”

      He was willing to lose his farm for me. He really did love me. He had to. It was the only explanation for it.

      “As much as I like this newfound softness, I need the killer back until we get out of this,” he said, but then he moved and his arm accidentally brushed mine.

      I shook myself, trying to lose the doe eyes I apparently had right now. He did have a point. This really wasn’t the time to turn an emotional corner and become all soft.

      As it was, I could see the guards staring at us and could almost feel the itch in their trigger fingers. “We might get a fight sooner than planned.”

      “Won’t be my first.”

      “Now what?” I said, knowing we were about as free as flies in honey.

      “We get on the bike and ride like hell.”

      I tightened my ponytail and held up a hand to Croq, as if asking for another minute, when I really wanted to throw off the guards.

      Dax wasn’t looking around, but I knew he was still listening to everything. “When I give the signal, our people in the forest will open fire and give us as much cover as they can. Stay low and get to the bike. You’re going to ride the bike and I’m going to get on the back so I can take the brunt of the shots.”

      “I almost drove into a tree last time.” I might’ve fidgeted.

      “Your control has come a long way. Just aim for home.” He looked at me with such confidence that he had me believing I could do this.

      “It might be a rough ride.”

      He smiled. “Rough isn’t dead. You ready? Because the guards are losing their patience, and one of them is calling Zarrod right now.”

      “Let’s go.”

      He nodded, and then I watched as Dax lifted a hand and ran it through his hair. The sound of bullets whizzing through the air exploded around us. I made a dash for the bike as I wondered what would’ve happened if he’d ever just had an itch.

      I focused on getting to my target as the sound of shooting increased. I stumbled as a bullet grazed my leg, but was able to get to the bike. I felt Dax get on behind me, wrapping himself around me as I revved the engine as quick as I could, not liking the feeling of being a sitting target.

      The bike exploded out from underneath us and I gripped the handles as we shot off.

      When the jagged spikes shot up out of the dirt, I didn’t have time to stop the bike, but I tried. I jerked the wheel to the right and we went sliding.

      

      

      I woke up with my wrists and ankles bound. There was a rope across my chest and stomach, securing me to a tree, and I wasn’t the only one. I looked down at the arm that was brushing mine and saw Croq’s shirt. He’d thought his goose was cooked if we hadn’t swapped, and looked like he was right.

      There were about ten guards around us. Not a single one was a Dark Walker. I couldn’t believe I’d been laid low by a bunch of regular ole humans. Where was Dax? I couldn’t remember anything past the slide. I was a bit banged up with some scraps and my pants were torn, felt like there might be an egg on my head, but if I’d made it, he must’ve. But then where was he?

      I tried to get my bearings but didn’t recognize the place. How far had I been moved? Judging from the position of the sun, it couldn’t have been more than an hour or two.

      “ETA forty minutes,” I heard one guard say to the other before he glanced over at where we were. He didn’t keep his eyes on me, though.

      I slid my knees up slowly, watching to see how closely they were paying attention.

      “Took you long enough,” Croq whispered beside me.

      “What happened to Dax?”

      “I don’t know. I got dragged away before I saw.”

      I pressed my head back against the trunk of the tree and closed my eyes. He was alive. I’d know if he was dead. Somehow I’d feel it. I would. My mind started to wander to what-ifs, and I dragged it back to now. I had to get out of here and find him.

      “What do you know?” I whispered.

      “They’re waiting for a truck. Your people in the woods took out the tires on the other truck. The one truck left that brought us here must’ve taken a hit to the gas tank, because it stalled out and stranded us. And now I’m as screwed as you are, because today was blown and Zarrod isn’t going to care why I couldn’t do it, and I have nothing left to give them in return this time.”

      If I could’ve seen his face, I was pretty sure it would’ve been pouting.

      “Well, suck it up and help me figure out how we’re getting out of this,” I said as I tried to assess all the soldiers for weaknesses.

      “At least last time I got in trouble I had something to give them,” he continued.

      “What did you have to give them?”

      “That you’d found a place to heal your friend. They’d suspected but hadn’t been totally sure you could do it. They’d spent years trying to teach you had to draw maps that would lead them there and teach you the stars, thinking that would help you give them a location. They’d started to think you couldn’t do it until I told them. Now I’ve got nothing.” He said “nothing” loud enough that one of the soldiers glanced over.

      Wonderful. I was stuck working with Croq, the one that had kept the Dark Walkers on me but I didn’t have a choice.

      I waited until the soldier’s attention waned, and whispered, “We have to make a move before they get us in the new truck that’s coming.”

      “I know.” He shifted about as best he could beside me, but the ropes didn’t have much give.

      The years I’d spent as their prisoner left a scar that would never fade. “Whatever the cost.”

      “You mean that?” he asked.

      “Without hesitation.” Not without one hell of a fight, though. The guards had taken the knife at my hip, but I could feel the one at my ankle. “How many can you take?”

      “I can’t take ten all at once,” he said in a tone of voice that declared us screwed and me useless.

      I ignored the insult. “Can you take five?”

      “What good is that going to do? I take out five and there’s still five left and we’re dead.”

      “I can handle the other half.”

      I could see him trying to get a good look at me before he said, “No way.”

      “I don’t bullshit. If I say I can do something, I can do it.”

      We both stopped whispering as one of the guards looked over at us. He stared for a few seconds and then went back to his conversation.

      “Why are they staying so far away from us?” Croq said.

      “I think it’s me. They know Zarrod needs me for something, but they don’t know what. They’re scared of what I can do.”

      “They’re scared of you?” Croq said.

      “Yes.”

      I pulled my knees up even farther until they were tight against my chest and I could twist just enough to raise my pants and grab the knife. I moved my legs out slightly but kept my knees bent enough to provide coverage.

      I put the hilt of the knife in between my legs and started sawing away, stopping every time I thought someone was looking. I sawed through the inside of my ankle ropes until there were only a few strands holding the binds together.

      I slipped the knife over to him. “Cut yourself almost through. We’ll break the ropes at the same time when you’re ready.”

      He started cutting through, stopping like I had when someone looked our way.

      “Pick your five. I need to know ahead of time.”

      “You’re crazy. We should just run for it,” he said.

      “No. We take them out and then lie in wait for the truck. Otherwise they’ll just give chase anyway.” Running wasn’t my forte. I knew I should’ve worked on my cardio.

      “No. We get away from here and hide, then we travel at night. These humans have shit vision,” he said, as if he weren’t speaking to one.

      “No. I don’t want to wait.” The clock was already ticking. What if Dax was lying bleeding somewhere right now? “And give me my knife back,” I said as I saw him finish.

      He angled his knees closer to me to hide the blade as he passed it back. “If it’s about your boy, he’s probably already dead. You should save yourself.”

      “Shut your mouth. He’s not dead.”

      “You two, stop talking,” one of the guards said, and started walking over to us, but stopped before he got too close.

      I nudged Croq with my elbow. I caught the slight shake of his head out of the corner of my eye. And then the guard was standing in front of me. “What were you two talking about?”

      Neither of us spoke, but he’d lost interest in what we were saying, his gaze dropping to my ankles. I followed his line of sight and realized I’d cut the rope too well. One of the ends of the rope was visible with its frayed end on the ground.

      This was it. I either took him out in the next second or lost any edge we’d get from the surprise.

      “Now,” I said, throwing off the ropes and attacking the guard in front of me. I hated killing humans who might be following orders, but there wasn’t anything to be done. If it were me or them, they were dead. Still, I stabbed him in the shoulder and then the thigh, hoping to put him out of commission for a few days and not eternity.

      He fell to the ground, and the other nine soldiers were all staring at me and taking my measure while I stood and did the same to them, knife in hand.

      “Croq, you take the four on the right,” I told him as I located targets on the five. “Croq?”

      When I didn’t get an answer, I risked looking over for a split second.

      All I saw was a glimpse of his back as he leapt over a log in the distance.

      He ran. The fucking bastard ran. Fuck!

      I pushed my annoyance to the side as I watched the soldiers fan out so they could surround me. They thought they were cutting off my path to escape. They didn’t realize that wasn’t my goal. The odds weren’t good, but I couldn’t run. I needed the truck that was coming to get to Dax.

      I reorganized targets and locked in. Knock out the smaller guys first, because they’d be easier and get the numbers down. There were two smaller ones standing next to each other to my right, with a larger gap in between them and the next guy.

      I had to move quickly before they came at me all at once. Knife gripped in one hand, I reached down and picked up a branch in the other.

      “Put the knife and branch down,” the one who had a slightly different uniform said. “You’re going to get yourself killed.”

      “You won’t kill me. Your leader needs me.”

      “My leader isn’t here. You cause a problem, and I will kill you. I’m sick of waiting for some little twit to stroll across the border once a week. We’d all happily let you die if you give us a reason.”

      I lifted my arms up, calling their bluff. “Then shoot me now. You have guns.”

      “You think we’re stupid enough to not make it look like an accident? Now put down your weapons and we’ll deliver you over nice and easy. That or you die.”

      They weren’t going to deliver me. This guy wanted me dead. He just wanted to make sure it looked like an accident. That changed things.

      I looked back to my original targets. I’d planned on going for their legs, but I shifted my aim upward and swung into action. In a movement that was as smooth as a dolphin gliding through the ocean, I let my knife fly until it hit the middle of one man’s chest, while swinging my branch like a bat into the other’s skull. My chest was burning, and I’d moved quicker than I’d thought possible. I was yanking my knife out of the first victim’s chest before the others had taken more than two steps toward me.

      I had a knife held to one soldier’s throat as I lifted his gun from his holster. A twig snapped as one of the men approached, but I knew there were two at my back I couldn’t see.

      “You come at me, you’re going to die like the rest of your friends,” I said even, as I felt the burning in my chest start to flicker out. That was when I realized that even though Bitters’ potion had kept me going, it had merely disguised my weakness. I was sputtering out. I was running out of time.

      They must have sensed something faltering in me, because the two soldiers at my back rushed me. I sliced my knife across the neck of the one I was holding. I took his gun, swung on the other two, and turned, pushing with everything I had. A knife flew into one chest as I aimed the gun at the other and backed up so I could get everybody in my vision.

      “How badly do you want me dead? Because you’re going to have to shoot me.”

      I watched the leader think it over, weighing the consequences of getting rid of me.

      He didn’t have as much time to think it over as he thought. Ten beasts burst into the clearing, and I watched as Dax in his beast form ripped the leader apart.

      I slumped against the nearest tree as I watched the bloodbath unfold. There were fewer men alive than beasts, and one beast alone would’ve made quick work of the six men left standing.

      Dax’s beast started toward me, and I watched him shift back to human as he did. His skin was covered in dirt and grime, and I couldn’t stop from reaching out and touching him, checking him for wounds and seeing bruising all over his torso.

      “What happened?”

      “After the crash, they boxed me in with gunfire.” he said, combing his hand through my hair. “They got a couple of lucky shots in before they showed up, and then it was game over, but you were gone by then.”

      “How’d did they all get here?”

      “Bart knew where I was going today. Some of them took it upon themselves to be nearby in case they were needed.” His hand wrapped around mine. “We’ve got to get back to the farm. They’re going to be coming. Zarrod won’t let what happened today go unanswered.”

      He tugged me along as if he wanted to round everyone up and head out right then.

      “No. I know a better way. There’s a truck on its way here. We’ve got to hide the bodies. Get them all back in human form and get into the soldiers’ uniforms.”

      He nodded and gave the order. The beasts were shifting to human form, and I heard the word “truck” repeated a few times. Seemed most of them were embracing the idea of not having to run the whole way back. I knew I was. I’d make it, but it would be from sheer force of will, not because I had anything left in the gas tank.

      The soldiers that had salvageable uniforms were stripped before they were dragged off behind some bushes.

      It took a little positioning, but with the light fading, you couldn’t see all the bloodstains at first glance.

      I sat against the trunk I’d been at before and Dax wrapped the rope around me, giving me the ends to hold it all in place.

      “Keep your hands in your lap. They won’t see anything until it’s too late.”

      

      

      I was sitting against the tree, ropes around me as we waited, and I was so grateful for the trunk at my back. Dax and the rest of them were all sitting in a circle waiting for the truck that was supposed to arrive. Dax looked over at me and gave a slight nod. I heard the sound of the truck rumbling five minutes later.

      It weaved its way into the only clear path it could fit into. Two guys. That was all there were in the truck—probably all they thought they needed.

      Dax stood up casually as the truck pulled in. Another one of the beasts in man form stood slowly after Dax was already walking toward the driver’s side. The man in the driver’s seat stepped out of the truck as if nothing was out of order, and Dax had him knocked to the ground and unconscious before he took his second step. Bart reached into the passenger side and dragged the other soldier out of the window.

      I stood, trying to keep it together until I got into the truck. The beasts jumped in back as Dax took the wheel and we were driving home.

      He lifted an arm, and I collapsed along his side.

      “Rest. I’ve got you.”
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      “How much wire do we have left?” Dax asked as we stood on the front lawn the next morning. I hadn’t slept more than a couple hours before I’d gotten up and started on the wall. Dax hadn’t even gotten that before he’d left to go try and round up as many more guns as he could.

      “Not much, but I went over the fence and I think we’re as good as we’re going to get.” I watched as people moved around the farm. Some were setting up half-wall barricades while others seemed to be packing up horses, getting ready to leave. Dax had told them the second we got back, if they couldn’t fight, they’d better leave, because the Newco army was about to descend on us.

      I folded my arms in front of me as the nearly frantic energy bubbled all around, and I tried to hold on to my calm. “They’ve got to get out of here soon. Zarrod won’t wait long.”

      “They don’t have many options. A lot of places were wiped out with the last outbreak.”

      There was only one place I could think of that might be safe, at least for them. “Send them to Rocky.”

      Dax had one hand resting on the porch post as he turned his head toward me. “Dal, he knows what’s been going on, and we haven’t heard a word from him.” The set of his jaw told me all I needed to know about his opinion on that.

      “He’ll do this. We saved his life. Send someone with a note that he owes us. He’ll take them in.” He’d better, or when this was done, I was going to head down there myself and kick Rocky’s ass.

      “I’ll leave it up to them,” he said, and then he turned his head slightly toward the east.

      “What?” I knew he was catching the sound of something I wouldn’t hear for minutes.

      He listened for another few seconds before answering. “It sounds like a single rider coming in fast.”

      “You think it’s one of Zarrod’s?”

      “No. They wouldn’t be so obvious—or alone.” Dax raised his hand in a signal, and the guard opened the gate.

      I heard the hoof beats myself right before a horse and rider came galloping across the lawn. They kept racing forward until they circled to a stop feet from the front porch. It was one of the younger women who was stationed along the watch Dax had set up a while ago. Her name was Brit, and she was about as quick as you got on a horse.

      “They’re coming!” she shouted breathlessly, as if she’d raced the entire way here, which she probably had.

      “How far out?” Dax asked as he stepped forward while Brit leapt down from her horse.

      “They’ll be here by tomorrow. The pirates couldn’t cross them over the bay even if they wanted to. They’ve got trucks, so they’ll have to go the long way around.”

      “How many?” I asked, as I came to stand beside Dax.

      “At least a thousand.”

      I pushed the hair back from my face and then knotted it into a bun. “They’re sending everything they’ve got for us.”

      Dax nodded.

      I’d feared this day for a long time. I’d sat on the back porch my first morning I returned here and tried to prepare for it. Now that it was here, there was only one thing that coursed through me, and it was pure terror.

      Bookie came over, and with a nod from me, he knew the Newco forces were on their way. Then Tank, Bitters, and Lucy were there, along with Fudge.

      Bitters pulled a funny cigarette out of his shirt pocket and lit it up. He was still holding back the drag he’d taken when he handed it to Tank.

      “They’re going to wish they’d never set foot in the Wilds,” Tank said after taking his own drag.

      “Too bad I can’t just tell them you’ll spread cooties in their room while they’re sleeping,” Lucy said.

      All eyes swung to Lucy.

      Hand on my hip, I asked, “You told people I spread cooties?”

      “The rumor didn’t spread itself,” she said.

      It seemed to take her a while to realize I was still staring at her.

      “What? It’s not like I’m expecting you to thank me or anything.” Her head tilted back, as if she was trying to figure out why Bitters’ cigarette smelled so funny.

      “Thank you?” I asked.

      I saw her decide she didn’t want any part of Bitters’ weird cigarette and turn her full attention back to me. “Well, some people would thank me. I had to have something prepared in case you came back alive. Kept hearing about people dropping like flies everywhere, and I know how weird people get,” she said, seeming to forget she’d once been one of them. “Figured if I did that, they’d be afraid to mess with you.”

      Holy shit. In Lucy’s warped brain, she’d been protecting me. Maybe not warped, since it probably had worked.

      “Thanks.” I lightly bumped my shoulder into her. It was about as close to a hug me and Lucy would ever get.

      “Don’t go getting all mushy on me now. I’ve got enough of that to handle with Bart,” she said. “Speak of the devil, looks like he needs me again.”

      I watched her head over to where Bart had been helping work on a barricade, seemingly oblivious to Lucy until she was throwing her arms around him. A weaker man probably would’ve tumbled to the ground. Bart just held on and carried her off to his tent.

      Our group slowly dispersed to go back to work.

      I took a step toward the barricades, knowing there was only so much we could do, but I was going down fighting. A hand on my arm stopped me, and I turned to find out what Dax wanted.

      “Where you going?” he asked, the heat he was throwing off nearly boiling me where I stood.

      “Upstairs?” I asked, hoping I was right.

      His smile told me I was.

      

      

      Dax was organizing the group that would leave for the Rock while I hefted more sandbags onto the barricades we’d formed.

      I leaned back on the stack to look up as they boarded up the windows on the farm, leaving small slits to shoot out of. I walked around to the other side of the barricade to take my break, hating the image of what it was becoming.

      I was taking a swig of water from my canteen when I spotted Tiffy heading toward the gate. I wasn’t stupid enough this time to think the guard was going to stop her. I didn’t know how she pulled it off, but I knew, just as she got there, that the guard would be distracted by something else.

      Damn that kid. She was supposed to be getting ready to leave for the Rock. I screwed the cap back onto my canteen as I took off after her.

      “Let me through,” I said as I was stopped by the gate.

      “You aren’t supposed to leave the farm. Orders from Dax.”

      “I can take you out. You know I can. So, you either let me leave now or you let me leave after you’re lying in the mud.”

      I leaned a hip against the fence beside the gate and watched him like a hawk with a field mouse.

      “Fine, but I didn’t see you.”

      “Whatever, dude.”

      I walked through the gate and took off in the direction I thought I’d seen Tiffy walking before the gate had closed on her.

      When I saw her red hair in the distance, I yelled after her, but she kept walking.

      “Tiffy!” I repeated, nearly tripping in the dark.

      “Dal, don’t follow me,” she yelled back.

      I was going to strangle her once I got my hands on her.

      I chased after her, getting deeper into the forest until the moon couldn’t even be seen because of the tree canopy. Caught one last glimpse of her hair and then decided I couldn’t chance losing her, not now with the Newco army on its way. I used what strength I’d gotten back to lock on to her right before she disappeared.

      I took off after her, acting on autopilot as my chest nearly burned through my skin with the heat it gave off.

      Then I was falling into a hole and then sliding farther down along some sort of slippery moss. I landed with a thud that was so hard it forced the air from my lungs and rocked my vision. I lay gasping for a minute. When I opened my eyes and saw flickering lights, I thought it was from rattling my brain with the fall.

      Where was I?

      “Tiffy?” The sound didn’t echo like it should’ve in the cave, but seemed to be sucked into a vacuum. And what were those lights? They didn’t look like the Wood Mist, all golden, but every color I’d ever seen, and some I hadn’t known existed.

      I got to my feet, reached out, and grabbed a jutting rock on the cave wall to steady myself. I looked around, but all I saw were the lights, and as I stood beneath them, my chest started to burn even hotter.

      “Tiffy?” I called out again.

      “Dal.” I jerked my head toward the sound of her voice and saw her walking toward me. “You need to leave here.”

      “Give me your hand. We need to go.” I didn’t know what this place was, but if I didn’t get out of here soon it felt like I’d start spewing lava.

      She stopped walking toward me, and the lights around us started glowing brighter. “I can’t. I need to stay here. This was the place you found for me.”

      The lights glowed brighter and started to drop lower. I didn’t know what they were, but I knew it wasn’t good.

      “No, Tiffy, we have to go. I didn’t find this place.” I reached for her, but she took a step farther away.

      “Yes, you did—that night you walked and we stopped at the fence, it led me here. I’m supposed to be here.”

      I let go of the rock I’d been holding on to and took a step toward her. That was when I noticed the ground wasn’t steady, and swayed under my feet as if alive. “Tiffy, please, I won’t leave…”

      She stepped back from me.

      “Dal, you must leave here now. It’s not safe for you. Listen to me: you must go back, and when you get to the farm, tell Bitters to drop the spell on the farm. It’s the only way I can help you. It’s very important, Dal.”

      “Tiffy, I’m not leaving here without you.”

      “Dal, don’t forget, tell Bitters…”

      

      

      I woke lying on my back in the middle of the forest, not five minutes from the gate to the farm. I got to my feet and realized I had no idea where I’d just been. I remembered going but not how I got there or how I ended up here.

      Dax was kneeling beside me. “What happened?”

      “Tiffy’s out there.” I sat up still dazed. “I lost her.”

      “With the Wood Mist?” he asked.

      “Something like that…I think.” I knew it wasn’t normal, whatever it was.

      He looked out at the forest, and I could see his torn expression before he let out a long breath. “We leave her. She’s safer with the Wood Mist right now. The group already left for the Rock a couple hours ago.”

      I hated thinking of her out here with the army on its way, but I knew he was right. I started to the gate as I asked, “Where’s Fudge?”

      “She wouldn’t leave,” he said as we both walked back to the farm, which looked more like a fortress now.

      I had to go find Bitters.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 36

        

      

    
    
      We could hear the engines way before they got to the gates, and it sounded like hell was about to descend upon us. They came en masse and in larger numbers than I’d thought they could muster. There were armored trucks and rows of horses. They had machine guns and other metal things I couldn’t even put a name to. But if they wanted to get rid of us, they would have to come in and get us.

      I looked behind me, where Bitters was standing closer to the house, and he gave me a nod. He’d done as I asked. It was a risk, but my gut was telling me to trust Tiffy.

      The bullets started raining down on us before I turned around, and the sound of a truck ramming the gate followed.

      With a signal from Dax, our side opened fire. Through a gap in the barricade, I tried to pick off any soldiers spilling out of the trucks, and then the ones behind them that were flooding through the gates. I knew they didn’t have an unlimited supply of bullets, and neither did we.

      Roars filled the air as the beasts shifted. I watched as Dax took beast form, his battle roar nearly deafening as he leapt over the barricade.

      The strangest part of the attack was that not even a single bullet hit the barricade I was behind as I continued to try and pick off targets, now focusing on anyone near Dax.

      My gun empty of bullets, I grabbed my knives and stepped into the battle. I swung out, killing and stabbing as I went, but unless I engaged someone, no one would touch me. They were going to kill everyone around me until I relented.

      I took another soldier down, trying to not kill him, and then spun around looking for Dax. I’d lost sight of him.

      And then I saw Tiffy.

      I dashed toward her, screaming, “Get back!”

      She shook her head, and I saw her say, “I can’t.”

      A sword nearly took her head off as she kept walking toward me, and I sprang forward, grabbing her. I’d started to drag her across the lawn when I spotted Fudge running toward us through the field, dodging in between the beasts as they fought the Newco army, in her effort to save Tiffy.

      They were all going to die. I’d never be able to get them out of here alive.

      “Stop!” I yelled to Fudge, motioning I’d bring Tiffy there. Fudge froze, and then Tiffy wasn’t in my grip anymore.

      I turned frantically to find the little girl. In the split second she’d parted from me, she’d managed to get almost thirty feet away, and in the midst of the worst fighting. I ran toward her, my heart in my throat as I saw beasts swinging their claws and coming within a hair of her.

      She collapsed to the ground, even though I hadn’t seen a blow connect. I must have missed it, because she wasn’t getting up. I fell to my knees beside her and watched as her eyes rolled back in her head and her body began to convulse.

      I couldn’t find an injury as I checked her body, but she was growing warm, so warm it soon became impossible to touch her.

      “Tiffy?”

      Her body started to crumple beneath my hands as it fractured into tinier and tinier pieces, until it was like staring at a pile of sand, except this sand was beginning to glow. It grew brighter and brighter and was drawing the attention from those fighting nearby. The noise of war that had surrounded me was dimming as beasts and humans alike were stopping their fights to watch the possible new threat that was brewing.

      Slowly, the sand was a golden mist growing taller until it took on the vague form of a woman.

      I stood and then stumbled backward. “Tiffy?” I asked. It was the most ridiculous thing to call the hovering form in front of me. The creature took a step toward me as I felt a pair of clawed hands grip my shoulders and Dax pulled me near him.

      Tiffy was one of the Wood Mist. Had she always been or had they taken her from us once and for all?

      “Dal,” it answered in a voice that wasn’t Tiffy, but was. “I know what I am now. What I’ve always been. I’m going to help you. Don’t be scared.”

      The mist started swirling, and Dax tugged me back with him. The shape of the woman dissipated until the form of a woman was gone and a funnel of gold remained. It grew wider and wider, spreading outward. This thing was Tiffy?

      I wouldn’t run, even as the mist grew. Chimes filled the air, and for the first time, I could see that everyone heard them as they looked around the air. Fighting had come to a complete halt.

      I hadn’t looked back when I felt a cool mist of water flowing over my skin, soothing and beautiful, as images of waterfalls and gardens of flowers sprang to mind. The essence of life and renewal felt like it was surging through my veins.

      My head had dropped back and my eyes closed as I relished in the blissful feeling. “What is this?” I asked Dax, who was now fully human beside me.

      “I don’t know, but you might not want to open your eyes,” Dax said.

      I groaned. Nothing he could’ve said would have made me open my eyes faster.

      When I first got out of the Cement Giant, I thought I’d been pretty hardened. I had been, but doling out death for the last couple of months helped with the sight in front of me.

      The mist, the one that had felt like the touch of Fudge’s God on my skin, must have felt more like razors on the men of Newco. It was moving across the field like a tidal wave of death. One moment, a man would be standing there, and then the wave would pass over him and he’d be a shredded, bloody mess, writhing on the ground. The beasts were untouched, the people of the farm uninjured. It—Tiffy—targeted only the Newco force.

      It didn’t take long for them to start running, the screams filling the air until you couldn’t hear anything but the sheer terror. Tiffy was slowly corralling them toward the wall of the cliff at the far west end of the farm. Massive in size, it seemed she had spread out almost the entire width of the property.

      “Not all of these people are bad, Dax. They’re just on the wrong side of this war.”

      “You can’t stop it,” he said, gripping my hand in his as we watched the rest of the Newco army get pulverized.

      And then it was over. The mist disappeared and silence fell, except for the quiet groaning of our own injured. The Newco soldiers weren’t alive to groan.

      “I’ll be back,” Dax said, and I knew he was going to see if there were any Newco people left alive.

      I watched as he walked off, some of the beasts falling into step with him. I had no desire to follow.

      There were broken bodies and blood everywhere, and the healthy were trying to help the injured, man and beast alike.

      I stepped over a shredded body that was unrecognizable when she popped up in front of me. Tiffy, back in her four-year-old body, stood in front of me.

      “I thought this form might be easier for you to handle. You seemed a bit freaked out by my other form.” She smiled. “Don’t be scared, Dal. It’s still me.”

      This was Tiffy. I didn’t want to be afraid of her, but it was hard knowing she wasn’t a small child anymore, but part of some type of creature that just ripped through hundreds of mortals.

      “What happened?”

      She stepped closer and held out her hand to me. “Come and I’ll explain.”

      I took it.

      We walked past the unmanned gate and deeper into the forest. We stopped in a small clearing, and I took a few steps farther away from her, still not feeling as safe as I’d like. “Tiffy, what are you?”

      She opened her mouth and a lyrical chime sound came out. “That’s what I am. That’s the true name for the Wood Mist. Unless you are one of us, it sounds like chimes on the air.”

      “So, you are one of them?” I asked, knowing it to be true but having a hard time believing the little girl I’d worried over was the thing that had just wiped out an army.

      “I’ve always been one of them, even when I wasn’t.” She smiled at me, but with her own wariness before she continued. “We have a long history in this world, beginning long before humans walked it. I’m not proud of all of it.”

      I sat on a nearby log as I waited for her to continue.

      She moved about the clearing, her hand grazing over a tree trunk here and a leaf there. “Before humans, there were all sorts of creatures. Us, the Wood Mist, have always thrived in the forests. The Dark Walkers liked stone and rocks, the minerals, and they lived in the sand and worshiped the sun. That’s why they can tolerate the cities so well. After all, cement is simply reconfigured rock.

      “As the humans came, they encouraged your population to grow. They used them to build pyramids for them, and great temples and then cities.

      “They kept wanting more and more cities, and more and more humans to build them.”

      She stopped moving about, and I could hear the anger building until she seemed to calm herself down and looked at me calmly. “So we cursed them. If they loved the world without trees and grass, and the scorching sun without a maple’s dappled shade, then let them feel its burn. And they did.”

      It was all falling into place now. I’d gotten dragged into their war. I didn’t know who to be angrier at anymore.

      She let out a soft sigh that spoke of deep disappointment. “But they didn’t die. They began to use their magic to don human skin. It only lasted so long before it would rot and give off that sickly smoke you see. That’s why the few healthy ones that managed to evade the curse don’t have the smoke.

      “They lingered on, using skin after skin. When some of them did finally die, they still ruined our forest. The curse kept them from rejoining the earth again, and they made foul areas of nothing but toxic mud.” She shook her head as she reached a palm out and laid it flat on a tree.

      “Then they discovered that some humans had a magic of their own, but you already know about that,” she said, looking at me.

      I nodded. “What happened to you?”

      “I’m the strongest of my kind, but I gave up most of my magic in order to curse the Dark Walkers.”

      “You didn’t remember this?” I asked as she made her way over and then sat beside me on the log.

      “No. When the decision was made, it was thought to be best if I continued whatever existence I had thinking I was mortal. It would be too hard otherwise, like a bird that could roam the skies but then lost its feathers forever. I’d made the decision that it would be easier to never have known. I would live a human life, one after another, never really knowing what I was. But I didn’t know I’d have this feeling of a gaping wound inside of me.”

      “And that’s why you thought something was wrong?”

      “Yes. And then you came. What neither of us, Dark Walkers or Wood Mist, could find were the pockets of magic that form on the Earth. But you could. You led me to the place that would finally replenish me.”

      As she sat there and looked at me now, I understood why she’d destroyed the Newco army for me.

      “The Dark Walkers will come now. They have too much to lose. They know what’s at stake and are readying now,” Tiffy said. “I will fight with you again, but I can’t cut through Dark Walkers the way I did with the human army, or this never would’ve happened in the first place.”

      I thought of all the injuries already. If they came at us now…

      “I can broker peace for you. I will try and give you this,” she said, as she patted my hand like she’d done so many times before.

      “How?”

      “By using the place you gave me to help them heal. It’s the only way they’ll ever leave you be.”

      I stood and walked the length of the clearing, wondering if I was crazy to even think of agreeing to this. There was only one way I could live with it. “I have a condition.”

      “If it’s what I think, you’ll never be able to do it.”

      “We’ll see about that.”

      

      

      It was early morning as Dax stood beside me near assassin tree, with ten beasts behind us as we waited. Maybe picking the place should’ve made me feel better, but it didn’t. Tiffy being there wasn’t as reassuring as it might’ve been either, considering how Tiffy wasn’t Tiffy but sometimes a glowing sand monster.

      Dax’s hand squeezing mine was the only thing that did feel right.

      “You sure?” he asked.

      “It’s the only way,” I said, then fell silent as Zarrod and several other Dark Walkers stepped into the clearing. The faceless Wood Mist appeared on the other side, our three groups forming the points of a triangle.

      Tiffy stepped forward into the center. “It seems we have a problem, my old friend. We cursed you, and now you want to use her to find places to heal you. But I can’t allow that.”

      “You can’t stop us. Look what happened last time. You disappeared for over a century.” Zarrod laughed.

      “And what will happen if I do it again while most of your people are already sick?”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “I would and you know it.”

      “We won’t leave her be. You don’t get to use what she finds all for yourself.”

      “The place she found has enough magic in it to heal all your people. I’ll share it and you will walk away.”

      The Dark Walkers all started talking to each other. If I were them, I’d take that deal, because it was more than they had now.

      But then the collective voice of the Wood Mist started talking. “And what happens when the human race rebuilds and they use them? It will happen. It’s happened over and over again throughout time.”

      “We’ll mark out boundaries. It’s the only way to have peace. If we don’t heal them, they’ll only ruin our lands with their corpses.”

      Both sides quieted down as they heard something they could agree to.

      “What if this place isn’t enough and we need her again?” a tall female Dark Walker asked.

      All eyes were on me. Our group was the only one that had remained quiet.

      Peace. This was what I wanted. Freedom to live my life and peace in which to live it. Even with so much damage having been done, I wanted it. I had so much to live for that I realized I could finally let the past go.

      But as I stood across from Zarrod, I knew it was a false promise. He’d haunt me for the rest of my life.

      I lifted my hand and pointed at him. “But not with him. I don’t trust him, and there has to be a price paid for the lives lost.”

      I could hear the hum of the Wood Mist and the disgruntled faces of the Dark Walkers as I stood there, firmly outnumbered but unwilling to back down. There was compromise and then there was foolishness. I knew that if I let him walk away from here for a moment of peace, I’d pay for it a thousand times over.

      Zarrod stood staring at me and waved to quiet down his people, thinking he had control. After all, what could one Plaguer do to him? And he was right. Maybe nothing. But I had to try. And I needed to turn his people against him.

      I stepped forward and addressed the Dark Walkers. “You’re in pain. I’ve seen what you look like underneath those skins you borrow.” I nearly choked on the word borrow but I knew there would have to be some concessions. “Are you willing to give up a cure for one man?”

      “He’s our leader. You’re nothing,” the female said.

      “So you are willing to rot away for the next century or however long it takes because I will die before I help him?”

      The Dark Walkers were speaking to each other, saying they should just attack now. I could hear the beasts growling behind me, wanting to sink their fangs into them.

      I took a deep breath as I realized I was going to have to prove Tiffy wrong. A few steps toward Dax had Zarrod even more relaxed as I fed on Dax’s energy to build my own.

      One look at his face and I could see it in his eyes: he’d go down with me. He had my back. It had taken me a while to realize he always had.

      My magic built up higher than I’d ever managed to crank it in the past. The burn in the center of my chest had reached a point where I either needed to focus it on a target or it felt like it would blast from me on its own. This was it. My do-or-die moment.

      I locked on and let my magic loose. I leapt toward Zarrod and saw the flicker of shock as my blade sliced across his neck. His head tumbled off his shoulders before the rest of his body collapsed.

      I landed feet from him to stunned silence.

      He was dead. Their leader was gone.

      Tiffy stepped forward, putting herself in front of me. “I guess you could do it. Who knew?” She grinned at me before turning on the Dark Walkers.

      “You’ll accept his death as payment for how you’ve wronged the humans, or we will rescind our offer of healing. Choose a new leader.” By time she was done speaking, her voice was shooting through me, and from the looks of it, the Dark Walkers as well.

      They nodded, and the female stepped forward almost instantly.

      As I walked away, I wasn’t sure if I’d won or not. The vast majority of the Dark Walkers still lived. Maybe that was the sign of a good compromise, one that might last for a while.

      I was exhausted. I looked down at my exposed arms and saw bruises littering my skin from what had happened over the last several days.

      Dax stood there, waiting for me, my lifeline in more ways than one. I ran to him, leaping into his arms in the last second and knowing he’d catch me, because he always did. That was a part of love I’d never realized before. Knowing he’d always be there to catch me.
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      One Month Later

      

      The small band was playing off to the side as loud as they could. People were dancing around the bonfire, while others were drinking and eating. It reminded me of one of my first nights here on the farm, but so much better, because I was no longer hiding in the shadows.

      I strolled over to a chair, getting hesitant smiles here and there as I passed. It wasn’t the embrace I’d gotten at the Rock, but this time it would last. I was building a life with these people. I’d fought beside them. And things were changing. Even the beasts were being accepted.

      I caught sight of Lucy over in the corner, lifting a bottle of whiskey toward me. I was about to walk over, and then Bart must’ve said something she disliked, and I paused, knowing what was coming next. Lucy turned and started screaming at Bart. Then Bart started screaming back.

      I sat down on a nearby chair and waited.

      Three, two, one…

      They were all over each other, Bart grabbing her as she had clumps of his hair in her hands. They nearly tripped on the way to their new cabin, but I was grateful they didn’t stop and do it in the bushes like they had last week.

      “Dal,” someone said. I looked to see a younger woman walk over. I’d spotted her the other day talking to Fudge, who told me she was working the trading route up and down the east coast. Fudge must’ve liked her to have invited her tonight.

      “I’m Maggie,” she said as she sat down beside me.

      “Hi,” I replied.

      “How have you been?” she asked, as if she knew me.

      “Good, thanks.”

      “I’m so glad,” she said as she reached out and patted my hand.

      I was frozen by the gesture, so similar to what Tiffy would’ve done. I looked up at the girl’s face, and there was something in the lopsided smile that warmed my heart with memories.

      “Tiffy?” I said, imagining I must’ve lost my mind.

      She held a finger up in front of her lips and said, “Shhhh! Don’t use my name. They still remember what happened last time.”

      “Tiffy, I thought you would want to go live with your people now that you’re healed?”

      “I am with my people.”

      “But, you know…”

      “I know. I’m not really human. But I’d miss you guys. Plus, my other people are just over there.” She waved her hand toward the woods.

      “So, you really feeling good?” she asked with a curious little smile.

      “I’m fine. Why? What do you know?”

      “I didn’t want to be the one to tell you, but I have a feeling I’m going to have to be.”

      “What?”

      “You’re going to have a baby.”

      My hand immediately went to my stomach as joy filled me, followed by disbelief and then panic. “Wait, that can’t be. Dax told me he was avoiding having sex with me those times.”

      “I think he’s a little more virile than he realizes,” she said.

      I looked over to where he was standing beside Dodger with the bottle he’d promised, and his eyes caught mine. Would he be happy? Would the baby be like him or the other beasts that were learning to change back?

      Tiffy took my hand before she said, “No, don’t panic. It’s going to be okay. He’s going to be like Dax.”

      “He?”

      “Yes. You’re going to have a little boy.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I can feel his energy already growing inside of you. You’re going to have a family, Dal. Everything is going to be okay.”

      Dax was still staring over, as if he wasn’t sure if I needed him or not. I smiled, putting him at ease.

      Tiffy smiled and faded into the crowd Dax walked over anyway. He grabbed my hand, and pulled me into the middle of the crowd. “Do you remember our first dance?”

      “Of course I do.” I’d never forget it.

      “I wasn’t sure. You were pretty drunk,” he said as his eyebrows rose.

      “I’ll remember until I’m dead.”

      He spun me around, and I laughed as he said, “I didn’t know what to do with you back then.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, shifting my hands from his shoulders to around his neck.

      “You looked near starved and scrawny, like a good wind would take you out, but you fought like a bear. And when I’d look at you, you churned up something raw in me I’d never felt.”

      “Maybe you should’ve embraced the feeling?”

      “You can’t say it was only me doing the pushing.”

      “No, I can’t.”

      I looked over and watched Bookie walk Amelia onto the dance floor. “She’s a good match for him,” I said.

      “But you’re a better match for me.”

      “Why was it so easy for them?”

      “They’re easier people.”

      He leaned down, and his lips grazed mine in a tease of what would be coming soon then leaned back, a question in his eyes. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m…something.” My hands gripped his shoulders. I had to tell him but when? Would he be happy?

      “You want to talk about it?” he asked, when I rested my forehead on his chest.

      “I don’t know,” I said, shaking my head without lifting it from him.

      “We probably should before too much time passes,” he said.

      I lifted my head and leaned it back. Did he already know? When I saw his face, there was no doubt. All the love in the world was shining through his eyes. “It’s going to be okay,” he said, his hands running over my back. “You’ve given me more than I ever imagined and now you’re going to give me a child. How could it not be okay?”

      Everything was going to be okay. No, more than okay. It was going to be perfect.

      

      Watch for Shadow Magic, my new series, coming the end of 2016.

      

      If you would like to find out more about Donna Augustine, you can visit her on the web at Donnaaugustine.com.

      

      Sign up for my newsletter here to get notified of new releases and exclusive cut scenes.

      

      Not sure what to read next? Keep clicking for an excerpt of Broken Compass by USA Today bestselling author Jaymin Eve. It’s got it all, romance, action and humor.  Read the excerpt and you’ll be hooked!
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      Chapter 1

      Maximus Compass

      

      Each night the emptiness claims me and each morning I force myself to awake. Aimlessly, I wander the streets of the human world, feeding to survive. At times I briefly contemplate ending it all, but I refuse to leave my brothers or Jessa.

      Speaking of my number one girl, a buzzing illumination indicated I had another text. She was relentless, never letting me wallow in my misery.

      Jessa babe: Maximus Compass, where the fuck are you? Seriously, dude, I’m as fat as a house and my eyes are literally falling from my head I’m that tired. Mainly because two babies are kicking the shit out of me every night. I need you to come home. Braxton won’t stop feeding me. I’m starting to waddle. WADDLE.

      An actual smile forced its way across my face. She was the one light in my darkness, the reason I was heading in the direction of Stratford. Though I wasn’t sure I could step into the community again. That was the place my mate had … died. I was able to say the word now, but it still burned like the hottest fires of hell. I needed to start accepting what had happened. Truth was, the guilt was killing me. Guilt and pain. I hadn’t protected Cardia. I was too busy trying to save everyone else. My duty should have been to her first, and yet it never was.

      I didn’t deserve a true mate, and so the fates, those evil bitches, had taken her from me. I wanted to kill them. But, unfortunately, that was impossible.

      My phone buzzed again.

      Jessa babe: I’m serious, Max. You need to come home. There’s stuff happening, the shifter bears are planning some sort of coup against Braxton. We need you. The council needs you.

      She was pulling out the big guns now, reminding me of my responsibility, of my brothers. I missed those assholes. We had barely been apart since birth, and it was our birthday soon. Twenty-three. And yet I felt like I was a thousand years old. Old and completely done.

      I hit her back with a brief text.

      On my way.

      That was all she needed to know.

      
      

      

      Chapter 2

      Mischa Lebron

      

      Curses were ringing out as I stepped through the front door of the Compass home.

      “Are you goddamn kidding me? For shit’s sake! Purple … who needs ten different shades of purple? And what the hell is magenta?”

      Hearing a whole lot of swearing was not unusual when popping into the home my twin, Jessa, shared with her dragon shifter mate, Braxton. The first few times it happened I’d taken off at a run, convinced that for anyone to be shouting like that they were either being murdered or going into early labor. She was expecting twins and no one could be sure when they were going to arrive. But now I knew better. Lately, the usual culprit of her ire was when someone ate the last piece of cake.

      Never touch a pregnant shifter’s cake. This mantra was now drilled into me, and I was not likely to forget. Of course, this time it was clearly something else. The color purple had her all a tizzy.

      I hurried as fast as I could down the hall, but with my own impending pregnancy I wasn’t exactly in running shape. Yep, my twin and I had decided we should do everything together, including having our first babies.

      “Jess,” I yelled, to let her know I was on my way, before remembering that was pretty much redundant. Bad habit from my human days. She was a wolf shifter, and would have heard me before I even made it across the front porch.

      “I’m in the dining room, Misch,” she bellowed back. And then: “What the actual freaking hell? Screw this.”

      There was a crash, followed by multiple clatters of small objects as they were seemingly flung across the room. I laughed then, and it was weird to hear something so light and carefree fall from my lips. Lately I had been channeling sad sack in the worst kind of way. I wanted to blame pregnancy hormones, and they definitely had something to do with it, but mostly it was … other stuff.

      Trying my best to minimize the waddle, I strode along the small hall and through the living area, which was deserted, and into the next room. Jessa was at her usual spot behind the absolutely breathtaking dining table, a hand-carved masterpiece that should be in a museum or something.

      Seriously, I wasn’t sure anyone else in Stratford understood how unique a design and shape it was. In the human world it would go for tens of thousands of dollars, easily. No human could have made it by hand. Only a supernatural would have the strength and fine dexterity skills to do what Braxton Compass had done. My twin’s mate was not only a scary-as-heck dragon shifter, lethal and godlike gorgeous, but he was also an artist. Deep down. You couldn’t make something so beautiful and not have artistry in your soul.

      Long, inky black hair – the exact replica of my own – shot everywhere as Jessa’s head flung up. She locked eyes with me. The color was a deep blue that reminded me of a perfectly-cut sapphire. One of the few differences between us was our eyes. Mine were turquoise, closer to green than blue. I made my way around to her side of the table, noticing now that she had a poor book clutched tightly in both of her hands.

      She lifted it up and waved it in my face. “This is all your fault. Seriously…” She started mimicking me in a high pitched voice: “‘You need to do something to calm yourself, Jessa.’ So I decided to try something new.”

      I finally caught sight of the book cover and a torrent of laughter burst from me. Side-splitting, belly-aching laughter. I tried to catch my breath as I sank down next to her, easing my girth in behind the table. Even as the laughter died off, a huge, beaming smile never left my face. My cheeks were actually hurting.

      My twin was pure comedic gold, even when she wasn’t trying to be.

      “Where did you get this from?” I asked, prying it out of her iron grip. Smoothing the white cover down on the adult coloring book, I flicked through the pages. Jessa had made an attempt on half a dozen of the pictures but hadn’t gotten more than a few strokes of color into each one.

      The title caught my attention again. “Of course you would buy a coloring book titled The Eff Bomb Coloring Book – For adults who need to release some anger.”

      Each page contained one large curse word, with some sort of artsy or flowery design around it. I paused on an image in the middle, one which Jessa had started to outline with the now-hated color purple.

      “What’s a cockswabbler?” I asked, wrinkling my brow as I tried to work out if that was a real thing or made up.

      As the word left my lips, I found myself looking over my shoulder, expecting my mother to magically appear and smack me up the side of the head. Lienda Lebron did not like us ladies cursing, which made life very interesting when she was around Jessa.

      My sister laughed. “Dude! I think you need this book more than me. We have to update your vocab. I don’t want to hear ‘gosh golly gee’ out of your mouth one more time.”

      I swatted her with the book. “I’ve never said golly gee in my life.”

      “Whatever,” Jessa said. “I’m still saying this book is your fault. The coloring made you all Zen and stuff, even with a baby taking up what feels like permanent residence in your uterus and kicking the crap out of you, so I ordered one through the Guilds. I, of course, went for something more interesting than Nature’s Beauty.”

      Of course she did. The eff bomb was like her favorite word ever. It was true though, I loved coloring and drawing. I found moments of peace when I was absorbed in my art, and probably wouldn’t have made it through the last few months without that creative outlet.

      Jessa clearly hadn’t felt the same way.

      

      Get Broken Compass on Amazon or borrow it free with Kindle Unlimited!
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