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      “Get down!” I yell into my headset as a rocket propelled grenade screams toward our position, trailing a line of smoke and fire behind it.

      Amanda rolls to the right and throws herself behind a burned-out wreck of a car. I barely have time to find cover before the RPG strikes the ground directly between us. Dirt, smoke, and debris fill the air for a few moments, obscuring my vision.

      “Manda! You okay?” I shout.

      “Affirmative. That was too close,” comes the reply. “Did you see where it came from?”

      “Yeah. Second floor, third window, building to your right,” I say as I study the bombed-out warehouse through my binoculars.

      I scan the area for additional threats, but all seems quiet.

      “All clear.”

      “Roger that,” Amanda replies.

      I switch to my rifle and sweep the scope across the crumbling, brick facade searching for any movement. I watch Amanda slowly stand and laze the third window with her hand-held missile launcher. At the last second, I spot a flash of movement past the second window opening, one floor up.

      “Third floor! Third floor!” I yell.

      A split second later, Amanda's rocket screams from our position, trailing the same stream of smoke and fire as our assailant's. The missile hits the building and explodes in a massive fireball, sending shattered bricks and splintered wood back toward us. I have no idea if she had time to adjust her aim or not. We may have just wasted an opportunity to take out the target.

      “Tell me you adjusted.” I watch for any movement in the smoldering space between the second and third floors.

      “I adjusted,” she replies with a slightly cocky tone.

      “Good girl.”

      Suddenly, I'm startled by a low-pitched beep invading my ears. I look down at my iPhone. It's blinking 6:15am in large, red numbers. I touch the screen to silence it.

      “Time's up. I'll see you at school,” I say into the headset.

      “Roger that,” Amanda responds with a giggle.

      I shake my head. “You're such a dork.”

      “Affirmative. See you later.”

      I switch off my Xbox and hang the headset on the little plastic hook stuck to the right side of the television. I start gathering my stuff as mom’s voice drifts up the stairs.

      “Eve. School.”

      “Coming.” I check my makeup and hair in the mirror. I don't wear a lot of cosmetics; my green eyes are my best feature and the last thing I want to do is hide them behind a bunch of crap. I tie my hair into a quick ponytail and head downstairs.

      I'm one of those people who don't really stand out in a crowd, I sort of blend in. Sometimes though, I think people don't even notice me, like I'm not even there, but maybe that's just in my head.

      I have my backpack slung over my right shoulder as I stroll into the kitchen where Mom is standing by the table doling out portions of scrambled eggs onto two plates. Two other small dishes are filled with bacon, and toast smeared with butter and grape jelly.

      My mom is a real ‘looker’ as they used to say; tall, lean, and perfectly proportioned. Her white tennis shoes squeak softly on the faded brown linoleum floor as she moves about the kitchen.

      She sets the pan back on the burner and looks at me with a smile that's full of love. “C'mon honey, sit down and eat.”

      “I don't know if I have time,” I reply, but the aroma of the bacon is almost hypnotizing, and I find myself pulling out my chair and sitting before I know what I'm doing.

      She sits down on the opposite side of the small, square, glass and wood table. I sprinkle a bit of salt on my food followed by a liberal dose of pepper.

      “Would you like some eggs with your pepper?” she asks, smiling and we both laugh. “So, what's on your schedule for today?”

      “I've got a test in Calculus and finals review in English,” I reply between bites of egg and bacon.

      “Are you prepared?”

      “I think, at least for the English stuff, not so sure about the math.”

      She nods her head and smiles, tucking a stray lock of brown hair behind her ear. “I'm sure you'll do fine, you always do.”

      Normally, I'd agree. Most classes have always been easy for me. I have more A's than B's and I've never gotten any worse than a B-, but lately things at school, and everywhere else have been ... difficult. The closer I get to my seventeenth birthday, the more I can't seem to concentrate for long and I'm constantly seeing things, like flashes of movement out of the corner of my eye, but when I turn to look, there's nothing there. It's very distracting, and a little bit worrying. Sometimes, I even hear voices, or more like whispers, although I can't quite make out what they're saying. I'm not even sure if they're talking to me or not.

      Because I can't tell my mom any of this, I lie and say, “Yeah, you're probably right.”

      A few minutes later, I step onto the sidewalk in front of our place. It's not a big house like some of the others on our block, but it's still nice. We live in Collinsburg, east of Pittsburgh. It's not New York, or even Chicago, but it's still a vibrant place, full of people, and a bustling downtown. I don't know how Mom affords the place on her salary as a freelance graphic designer, but we always seem to have enough. We're not rich, we're comfortable. I'm sure she could make a lot more in a bigger city, but she always says she prefers small town life.

      I guess I always assumed my dad left her some money when he passed away. I never knew him, he died when I was an infant, saving me from a fire in our old house. Mom doesn't talk about him, and she doesn't even have a picture of him since they were all destroyed that night.

      I fling my backpack over my shoulder and start down the sidewalk to school. We only live about ten blocks away and even though the bus comes right down our street, I prefer walking. It's warm out for April, maybe about fifty-five degrees this morning.

      About halfway there, it begins.

      It's hard to describe what I ‘see’. It's almost like I'm catching glimpses of something in my peripheral vision, but I can never get a clear image of whatever it is. I don't even know what they are, or even if they're people or just things. All I know is, it's annoying and then it gets worse, like it always does.

      The whispering.

      It's fairly easy to ignore the things I think I'm seeing, I can simply close my eyes, but it's harder to close your ears. The whispers, if that's what they are, blend in with the background noise, but every now and then I think I can make out a word or two. I'm not sure if they're meant for me, or for someone else.

      I just wish they would stop.

      As usual, I put my earbuds in, turn my music up and keep my eyes on the sidewalk in front of my feet. Sometimes I even close my eyes while I'm walking. Even in this small town, most people get out of your way, and the ones that don't keep moving even if you bump into them.

      By the time I make it to school, the bell for first period is already ringing and I'm one of the last kids through the doors. They swing shut behind me, banging loudly in the nearly empty hallway. I wish they could block out the voices in my head, but they can't.
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      As soon as the doors close behind me, the voices begin in earnest again. Sometimes they’re louder and sometimes softer, like they’re passing me by, but there are so many, it’s making my head hurt. I lean against the wall, my forehead pressed against the hard, cold tile. Hundreds of students are rushing past me on their way to class, all of them ignoring me. Flashes of movement snag the corner of my eye, forcing me to reflexively turn my head to look. There’s never anything there, but the movement is starting to make me dizzy.

      I make my way along the wall, passing the first set of lockers until I finally reach the bathroom. I slip inside and head to the closest stall, slamming the door and plopping down on the seat. I start rubbing my thighs up and down while breathing slowly; in through my nose and out through my mouth. I start to calm the voices and the light headedness begins to pass within a few minutes.

      Standing slowly, I test my balance, and everything seems okay, at least for the moment. After exiting the stall, I walk over to the sink and splash some water in my face. The second I look up, the bell rings for home room.

      “Shit!”

      I rush out, water still dripping off my face as I dash down the hall. As I turn the corner at the end of the corridor, Mr. Hilderhoff is standing there talking with two other students. He spots me immediately.

      “Miss Torino,” he calls and waves to me.

      I walk over, sighing as he pulls a blue slip of paper out of his pocket.

      “Why are you late, Miss Torino?”

      “I had to stop in the bathroom.”

      “You should plan for that,” he responds with not a drop of sympathy.

      He hands me the little piece of paper.

      “Get to home-room and give Mrs. Wallace the slip.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      When I get to the door, I pause for a second before walking inside. Everyone, including Mrs. Wallace looks over at me.

      “Late again,” she says.

      There are a few snickers scattered throughout the room, but most of the students remain silent. They’ve all been through this themselves.

      “Sorry.”

      “Sorry can’t save you from everything.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      I walk over and hand her the slip and turn to take my seat.

      “Are you going to be late tomorrow, Miss Torino?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      I glance over at Amanda, and she rolls her eyes as I’m walking down the aisle to my desk. I sit down across from her and shake my head.

      “Well, now that Miss Torino has deemed to honor us with her presence, we can take role.”

      After a few announcements, and a couple more jabs from Mrs. Wallace, the first period bell finally rings and we all head out.

      “See you at lunch?” Amanda asks as we exit the room.

      “Sure,” I reply, already deflated for the day.

      Amanda pats my shoulder. “Forget about her.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Just be good the rest of the day,” she says with a grin.

      “Oh, that’s funny.”

      Amanda laughs and then disappears into the mass of students crowding the hallway. I turn and head down toward my first class, concentrating on keeping the voices as calm as I can.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Am I boring you, Miss Torino?” I hear Mr. Copton ask.

      My head snaps up and I jump when I realize he’s standing right next to me. I slowly lower my phone under the desk.

      “No. Sorry, I was just—”

      “Just what? Texting?”

      I sigh as he holds his hand out. My shoulders slump and I hand him my phone. He takes it and walks back up to the front of the class.

      “What do I always say?” he asks.

      “School is for learning, not for texting,” I reply.

      I look over at Brittany Hanson, and she scoffs at me with a nasty little smile before turning back to her friends and sharing a quiet giggle.

      “Now, if we can get back to it. Who can answer number five?” Copton asks.

      Finally, class ends, and I head to gym, but things don’t get much better. We play ‘wood floor hockey’ as I call it. I’m pretty good at it, but I’m almost always the last one picked. I try and not let it get me down, but it’s not easy. At the end of class, I walk into the locker room to change and shower, but as soon as I do, a bunch of the other girls look up and stare from their little grouping. After a few moments, they gather up their stuff and head around to the other side of the lockers. Some of them shoot me nasty looks, but many of the others simply follow after them, their heads hanging, refusing to make eye contact.

      The sound of their laughter and mumbled comments echo through the room. Two or three other girls stay on my side, but no one says a word to me. I sit down on the edge of the bench, and try to ignore it, but I can’t.

      When lunch comes, I head outside and around the back of the school. Amanda is waiting for me, all smiles as she looks up from the bench. Before I even reach her, she shakes her head.

      “What happened?”

      “Nothing. I’m fine.”

      I sit down and open my lunch, pulling out the sandwich my mom made for me last night.

      “That’s crap and you know it. You can tell me.”

      “I really don’t want to talk about it.”

      I take a bite of sandwich, but I don’t feel like eating.

      “Those bitches in gym class again?”

      I don’t answer right away.

      “They should just go fuck themselves.”

      “I think that’s what they think I want to do to them.”

      “They should be so lucky.”

      I laugh and at least part of the pall from the day begins to lift.

      “Thanks, Amanda.”

      “No problem.”

      We take our time finishing our lunches before heading back inside just before the bell rings. Amanda reaches over and brushes her hand against mine.

      “See you in Science,” she says.

      “Okay. See you later.”

      The rest of the day goes better than the first half, but I still can’t wait for school to end. As soon as the final bell rings, I push my way through the throng of students, out the doors and down the steps.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When I get home, I turn the key in the lock, and push the door open. A rush of warm air hits me, intermingled with the smell of potpourri and live flowers. My mother loves plants in the house, especially anything that blooms. They're everywhere; in every window and locale where the sun hits for even the shortest amount of time.

      “Mom?” I call out, but there's no answer, which is fine because I don't really feel like talking about my day anyway.

      I drop my backpack just inside the door before heading into the kitchen. I know Mom hates when I leave my stuff in the hall, but right now, I don't really care. I open the fridge and look for something to drink. Pushing aside the orange juice, milk, and bottled water, I spot three cans of beer in the back. I've drunk a few of them, without my mother's knowledge of course, but I didn't really enjoy it. I don't understand how getting drunk can make you feel better. All it did was give me a headache the next day.

      I grab a small bottle of orange juice and head to my bedroom. As soon as I turn the corner in the hallway, I immediately notice that my door is open. I never leave my bedroom door open, ever. I frown slightly as I walk inside and for a moment I don't see anything odd or out of place, except my laptop screen is up and powered on, but then, out of the corner of my eye I spot a dark shape by my desk. I turn my head, expecting it to vanish like they always do, but instead my breath catches in my throat as the figure of a girl becomes more distinct, less hazy like my normal sightings. She's sitting at my desk, using my computer.

      “Who the hell are you?” I ask, angrily.

      She whips her head around, staring straight at me, a slightly stunned look on her face. She's about my age, long dark hair framing a face with delicate Asian features. She's pretty, with high cheekbones, bright blue eyes that almost look like they're glowing, mainly because her pupils aren't black, they're white. She's dressed in blue jeans, a red button-down shirt with a black leather vest over the top, and black boots that have seen better days. You might not even notice her on the street, but the knife tucked into her belt and the sword hanging at her side certainly makes her stand out.

      She doesn't get up from the chair as she studies me.

      “So, Father was right,” she says, apparently to herself.

      “Who are you and what the hell are you doing in my room?” I ask, my heart racing a little faster.

      “I'm using your computer,” she answers, matter-of-factly.

      For a second, I don't know what to say. I have a crazy person in my room armed with a knife and sword like she's on the way to the renaissance fair, but something tells me those weapons aren't props. Then again, maybe all this is in my head.

      “Don't worry, I'm not going to hurt you,” she says, as if we're having a normal conversation.

      “That's what every bad guy says before they hurt you.”

      “You watch too many movies.”

      I honestly have no idea why I'm still talking with this strange girl, instead of running outside, or calling the police, or something.

      “How do I know you're not some crazy girl who climbed in through my window?” I ask before planting my feet firmly, just in case she flies off the handle.

      She looks at me and smiles.

      “Maybe you sneak in here and go through my stuff while I'm at school,” I add before making a mental note to wash all my clothes.

      “I've never gone through your stuff,” she says, sounding a little offended at my inference.

      “So, you've been in here before,” I say with a smirk.

      She pauses for a few moments before answering. “Yes.”

      “Maybe I should just call the cops, have you arrested.”

      She smiles at me again and shakes her head, a small chuckle escapes her lips.

      “You can give it a try. Don't be surprised if they lock you up instead.”

      “Why would they do that?” I ask, a trickle of doubt seeping into my voice.

      “Been hearing voices lately?” She locks eyes with me.

      That stuns me into silence for a few seconds.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Nothing.” She tilts her head to the side as she looks at me, before spinning around in the chair again.

      “How do you know about the voices? Is this some kind of joke, or something?”

      “If it is, it's not that funny.”

      “I'm calling.” I pull out my phone.

      Meanwhile, she does nothing to stop me, which makes me pause.

      “What's the matter? It's only three digits, did you forget them?”

      “No,” I shoot back.

      Even a crazy person would be concerned the police might haul them off to jail, but not her.

      I slip my phone back into my pocket. She sighs and shakes her head.

      “Well, at least we're done with that. He told me you'd probably react like this. I suppose I should have listened.”

      “Who told you? What are you talking about?”

      “I want to show you something,” she says as she stands and walks to the window, completely ignoring my questions.

      I watch as she opens it and steps out onto the rusty, old fire escape, and then something odd strikes me. Even though the window made noise as she opened it, groaning quietly as the old paint rubbed inside the tracks, when she stepped onto the metal grate, her boots didn't make a sound. My mind is reeling when she bends down and looks back at me through the open window.

      “Well, are you coming, or what?”

      I don't know why, but I don't even hesitate to follow her. By the time I get myself through the window, she's already down on the ground. Two floors, really? It takes me more than a minute to walk down the stairs, and then climb down the ladder, dropping the last five feet into the alley. She's waiting for me, leaning against the wall with a wicked little smile on her face.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Nowhere in particular. I just want to show you something.”

      She turns on her heel and heads toward the end of the alley where it joins the sidewalk that runs in front of our house. For a minute I stand there watching her walk away and then I dash after her, catching up just as she moves out onto the busy pavement. It's probably around four o'clock and there are people everywhere, but this odd girl with a sword dangling at her side slips into the flow of people going about their daily lives. The first thing I notice is that no one, and I mean, no one, is looking at her. Besides the fact that she's armed to the teeth, she's also much prettier than I first realized, with tight jeans, a snug fitting shirt that shows off her assets, and a dazzling smile. I speed up a little, so I can catch her.

      “So, what did you want to show me?” I ask.

      She looks at me. “Do you notice anything?”

      “What?”

      “No one is looking at me, the girl with the sword.”

      She's absolutely right. The few people paying any attention at all, are looking at me, instead of her.

      “You aren’t saying you’re invisible, are you?”

      “You tell me.”

      We continue weaving through the crowd of people. Some of them move out of my way, but I quickly notice she's the one who gets out of their way; dodging, turning, and slipping by them. Her movements are graceful, quick, and completely silent. I watch as a young kid with a baseball cap turned to the side, approaches her. She reaches out and grabs his hat, holding it in the air for a second before tossing it straight up. He doesn't look at her. He watches the hat, as if she's not even there. I see her laugh, I can hear her laugh, but no one else seems to.

      In the blink of an eye, she pulls out her sword, and in a move that would rival even the best world class dancers, she sweeps the sword down and to the left while deftly avoiding a passing cyclist, cleanly cutting a branch off one of the small trees planted along the sidewalk. A woman screams, and for a moment I think she may have seen her, but then I realize it's because the falling limb nearly hit her. A few other pedestrians stop, some of them with annoyed expressions on their faces. Strangely though, none of them look at the girl with the sword, instead they focus on the tree and severed branch.

      “Must be carpenter ants,” I hear one of them say, even though the ‘break’ is perfectly clean and smooth.

      She slides the sword back into its scabbard and makes her way through the crowd, carefully avoiding any contact with the dozens of pedestrians. I dash after her, even though I have no idea where she's leading me. While she's graceful and quick through the mass of people, I'm like a bull in a china shop, bumping and battling my way along the sidewalk. It's hard to keep track of her, as she bobs and weaves, and for a second, I lose sight of her. I don't know why, but I start to panic that I've lost her. I should be grateful she's gone and turn around and head straight back home, locking the doors and windows, but something deep inside me needs to know who she is and why she's so interested in me.

      I move past a particularly large man eating a slice of pizza, and I catch a glimpse of her slipping into an alleyway just up ahead. Muscling my way past a few more indignant pedestrians, I dart off the sidewalk into the narrow alley. For a moment, I don't see her anywhere, but then she seems to appear as if she materialized out of the shadows.

      “Hey,” she says, grinning at me, her strange blue eyes sparkling.

      “Hey.”

      “So, you saw everything right?”

      “I saw something.” Part of me is still not willing to believe my eyes.

      “You saw me grab that kid's hat and cut that branch, and no one looked at me. You saw me walking down the sidewalk with a knife on my hip, and a sword in my hand and not a single damn person gave me a second look, let alone a first.”

      I don't even know what to say in response. I saw all of that, I guess.

      “So, what do you think now?” She leans up against the grimy brick wall, waiting for my response.

      I shake my head. “I don't know what to think. I don't know if this is really happening, or I'm just going crazy.”

      She smiles at me and laughs. “Listen sister,” she says as she takes two small steps back into a shadow cast by the building to our right and she vanishes. I spin around, my eyes searching for her, darting left and the right when I hear her voice again coming from above. I look skyward and she's leaning over the edge of the building, four stories up. There's no fire escape, no ladder, no way she could have gotten up there.

      “If you think you're crazy now, you've got no idea what's coming,” she yells down, laughing harder than before. “See you soon!”

      “Wait!” I shout, just as she moves away from the edge. A second later, she reappears, peering down at me. “What's your name?”

      “Kateri.”

      And then, she's gone.
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      I walk home in a daze. To be honest, I hardly remember how I got from the alley to our front steps. I can't stop thinking about this girl. There's something about her that has me out of sorts. My mind feels like it's literally spinning like a top, and my heart is racing as I try to come to grips with what just happened. I sit down on the second step and sigh, looking up at the slightly grimy white marble facade. After running my hands through my hair a few times, I take a deep breath, close my eyes and do the relaxation exercises my mom taught me. It doesn't feel like one of my panic attacks, but I can't take any chances.

      Ever since I was little, I've had to deal with them. I've seen dozens of doctors, but none of them could ever give me a definite reason why they keep occurring, or what I can do to stop them. There were suggestions that I take this or that medication, but my mother always refused, probably because she knows there was no way in hell I would take any of them.

      What's worse, a few panic attacks, or being a drugged-out zombie? As I approach seventeen though, they've gotten more frequent and intense, much like my sightings and the voices I hear. I keep that part to myself. Going to the doctor is one thing, seeing a psychiatrist is another. Slowly, I begin to relax, and I check my phone. There’s still another hour till my mom gets home. Getting to my feet, I turn and walk up the steps to the door, and even before I put my hand on the knob I know I'm locked out. I went down the frickin' fire escape!

      “Shit.”

      I sigh and lean against the railing.

      “This is just great.”

      There's no point in checking the alley. The ladder for the fire escape rises back up automatically after it's used, and it's too high to reach from the ground. I rub my face with my hands and then I hear a ‘click’ from the door, and it slowly swings open. I step inside cautiously.

      “Mom?” I ask, even though I know she's not home.

      I know who unlocked the door.

      “Kateri?” I call out, almost tentatively.

      I sprint upstairs to my room, half expecting, and if I'm honest, hoping she’ll be there. She's not. A little part of me is disappointed, until I spot a small piece of folded paper on my pillow. I snatch it up quickly and open it.

      
        
        Couldn't leave you out in the cold

        Kateri

        

      

      I dart to the fire escape and stick my head outside, but no one's there. After closing the window, I look at the paper again, running my fingers over the letters. I don't even know why I do it, but I discover the writing is raised, not pressed into the paper. At least this is proof she’s real, and not a figment of my imagination. I slip the paper into my pocket and step over to the bed before flopping down on my back. Staring up at the ceiling, I start thinking about what to do next.

      Should I tell anyone?

      Can I tell anyone?

      If so, who the hell would I tell?

      I suppose most seventeen-year-old girls would have a boyfriend they could talk to, but not me. Unfortunately, I don't have a girlfriend either, at least not right now. Actually, I've never had one. I mean, there's Amanda, but I don't like her like that, and I'm pretty sure she's straight. So, yeah ... I'm gay, if you hadn't figured that out yet, hence my treatment by some of the other girls in the locker room.

      Anyway, my mom took the news pretty well when I told her last year. She looked at me and then smiled.

      “I just want you to be happy,” she said.

      I'm sure she meant it, she's a very open-minded person, but like I said, I've never had a girlfriend, and the first time I bring someone home will be the real test. I've kissed a few girls, mostly at parties and such, but nothing serious ever developed, mostly because they were just ‘curious’ and not looking for anything real.

      I pull the paper out of my pocket and look at the writing again, holding it up with both hands. It doesn't look like the lettering was done with a pen, more like it just…appeared on the surface somehow.

      I start thinking about telling someone again, but then the real question hits me. What the hell would I tell them?

      “Hey, everyone, I just met a girl who is apparently invisible, able to scale a three-story building in the snap of a finger and can vanish into the shadows like she's made of them,” I rehearse in my head.

      “That's nice and look what we have for you. A lovely white room with padded walls.”

      No thanks.

      I roll onto my side and grab my copy of The Hunger Games off the nightstand and slip the paper inside, about halfway through the book. The vibration of my phone scares the crap out of me and I pull it out of my pocket. After swiping the screen, I can see that it's my mom. I tap the accept button.

      “Hey Mom.”

      “Hey sweetie. I'm going to be a little late, the meeting's running over.”

      “Okay.”

      “Can you make something for yourself for dinner?”

      “Sure,” I say, although I'm barely paying attention to the conversation.

      There's a long pause before my mom replies, “Is everything okay?”

      “What? Oh yeah, it's all good. I'm just tired.”

      “All right. I'll be home as soon as I can.”

      “Okay, I'll see you later.”

      “Love you, Eve.”

      “Love you too, Mom.”

      I look at the screen again and notice that I had four missed calls from Amanda. I skipped lunch and then got the hell out of there without even seeing her at the end of the day. I should call her back, but I’m not up to talking.

      I casually toss the phone onto the bed next to me and head to the bathroom to grab a shower before making something for dinner. After turning the water on, I stand for a few minutes looking at myself in the mirror. I swear for a second that I see other colors in my iris, besides green, and there's a ring of bright white between my pupil and the colored portion of my eyes, but when I blink, it's gone. Steam slowly obscures my image in the glass and I turn and slip into the shower. As the water cascades over me, I close my eyes and breathe in the thick, steamy air. My mind is spinning like a carousel as I try and make sense of everything and then, without thinking about it, images of Kateri break through the clutter. I can feel a flutter in my stomach as I recall her piercing blue eyes with the strange white pupils, her lips that part seductively even when she's not speaking, and the way her clothes hug every curve and enticing angle of her body. I sigh deeply and lean against the wall of the shower, pressing my forehead against the hard tile.

      What is going on with me? Why does she have such a hold on me?

      I turn off the water and step out of the shower, my wet feet settling into the soft bathroom rug. Reaching up with my hand, I wipe the mirror and spin around, my heart threatening to leap out of my chest when I see Kateri's face looking back at me, a wicked grin on her face.

      “Wow,” she says with a little whistle from her position by the towel rack on the wall to my right.

      I spin around, wrapping the towel around me, and trying to cover myself as best I can.

      “What are you doing?” I yell.

      “What? I wanted to be sure you got in. It looks like you did.”

      “What's wrong with you? You can't go around breaking into people's houses. I'm taking a shower for fuck sake.”

      I'm annoyed, but not as much as I probably should be. I've no idea how long she's been watching me, but there's a tiny part, deep down inside that sort of likes the idea.

      “You sure are,” she says, grinning at me. “Looking good by the way.”

      She moves toward me and then passes behind, opening the door and slipping into the darkened hallway. By the time I can even turn to see where's she heading, she's gone.

      “Wha ...?”

      I look back at the mirror, and I can see the astonishment written all over my face. Then I hear her voice coming from my bedroom.

      “Are you going to be all day in there?” she calls out.

      I drop the towel and dress as quickly as I can, skipping my bra, just pulling a shirt on over my head. My hair is still wet and hanging limply down to my shoulders. I stride barefoot into my bedroom. Kateri’s sitting cross-legged on my mattress surfing the web again, just like she was when I first encountered her.

      “You're dripping,” she says, looking up briefly.

      I pull my hair back, tying a quick ponytail and letting the excess water soak into my shirt.

      “Why are you back?” I ask while standing in the doorway.

      “Didn't you miss me?”  She winks at me, a sparkle in her eye.

      I sigh and roll my eyes.

      “How could I miss you? I'm not even sure you're real.”

      “Oh yeah?” she asks before leaning back and picking up my copy of The Hunger Games and plucking the piece of paper out from between the pages. She holds it in the air, pinched between her middle and index fingers. “This wasn't enough?”

      In a sleight of hand move, too quick to follow, and a flick of her fingers, the paper vanishes.

      “There, now you don't have to worry about it.”

      I stare at her for a moment, my heart sinking at the loss of the note, although I'm not quite sure why.

      “Why are you back here?” I ask again, trying to cover my disappointment.

      She looks over at me, closes the lid on my laptop before setting it down on the blanket. I watch, a little nervously, as she swings her legs off the bed and stands. She moves closer, and I take the tiniest step back. As I look at her, I can see more than blue in her eyes, it's like a storm of colors where aqua is the dominate hue. Green, gold, brown, and even more exotic colors like violet and crimson are swirling around in a sea of blue. I swallow hard as I feel my heart beat speeding up.

      “I already told you, I wanted to be sure that you got in okay,” she says, the corners of her mouth curling up almost imperceptibly.

      She's standing so close I can smell the scent of her hair; lilies and sunshine. The heat of her breath on my face when she speaks sends waves of beautiful goosebumps cascading down my arms. I watch her lips moving and I find myself daydreaming about how wonderfully soft they must be. Somehow, I find the strength to talk.

      “You knew I got in all right. You unlocked the door. You had to have seen me.”

      “Maybe.” She turns and steps away.

      Again, I feel that same sense of loss when she made the paper vanish.

      “What do you want from me?”

      “Ah, that's the question, isn't it?” she replies as she moves slowly, almost fluidly toward the window.

      The sound of the front door opening followed by my mother's voice, drifts up the stairs.

      “Eve? Are you home?”

      “Yeah. I'm up here. Be right down.”

      I turn back to Kateri just in time to watch as she steps into the darkened area of my room by the window and then she's gone again, literally melting into the shadows. I shake my head and start to move to the door when I catch sight of the corner of something sticking out of the center of my book. I snatch the novel off the bed and pull another small sheet of paper out from between the faded and worn pages. Unfolding it carefully, my eyes skim across the words, my fingers brushing over the raised letters.

      
        
        This is just the beginning ...

        Kateri

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      After drying and brushing out my hair in the bathroom, I head downstairs. I have the second note from Kateri tucked into my bra, for safekeeping. It's the only real evidence that I'm not going crazy, and I'm not about to let this one disappear. When I reach the landing at the bottom of the stairs, I can already smell the scent of hot pizza drifting out of the kitchen. As I walk in, my mother turns and smiles, an open box filled with a large pepperoni and mushroom pie sitting on the counter.

      “Hi honey, brought dinner,” she says as she takes a sip from the beer can in her hand.

      “Hi, Mom. I can see that. Your meeting end early?”  I walk over and pick up a slice, cheese stretching in long strings before finally breaking.

      “Yeah, didn't go as long as I thought.”

      “That's good,” I say between bites.

      “How was your day?”

      She picks up a piece and holds it over the counter as we stand there on opposite sides of the center island enjoying a quiet moment together. For a second, I'm not sure how to answer, but this doesn't seem like the time to tell her about my new ‘friend’.

      “It was okay,” I reply as I cross the kitchen, open the fridge, and remove a bottle of water before walking back around to the other side.

      “Just okay?”

      I look at her for a second, and I start to think she knows I'm not telling her everything, but that can't possibly be.

      “Yeah. Kinda boring day.”

      She nods and finishes off her slice before taking another.

      “I got the job, by the way.”

      “You did? That's awesome!”

      I lean across the counter and we hug, both of us being careful not to drip pizza sauce or cheese on the other.

      “The money will be great, but it's going to be a lot of work.”

      I nod.

      “Sure.”

      “I'm going to need your help around here even more than normal,” she says.

      “Oh yeah, no problem. I'm so proud of you, Mom.”

      “Thanks, baby. There's something else. I may have to go out of town some, you know, to visit the client.”

      I nod again.

      “That's cool. I can take care of myself, you know.”

      “I know you can,” she says, but I can tell there's something else she's not saying.

      “What is it?” I set my second slice down in the box lid.

      She frowns and looks at me.

      “I'm worried about your ... spells,” she says quietly.

      Spells. Her pleasant word for ‘panic attacks’.

      “I'm fine, Mom. I can deal with them if they happen.”

      She looks at me, and I can tell she's not completely convinced.

      “I know you can, dear, I just worry, that's all.”

      “I know, but I'll be fine. When will you have to go?”

      “It may be soon. I have to check on flights tonight,” she says, pausing for a moment.

      “What?” I take another bite.

      “I may have to fly out tomorrow afternoon.”

      “Oh, well that's okay. You have to do what you have to do. You can't let this opportunity get away.”

      She smiles at me, before reaching across the counter and gently squeezing my hand. We finish off the rest of the pizza, and I eat too much, as usual. After helping her clean up the kitchen, and then watching a couple of episodes of The Walking Dead we had DVR'd, mom heads to her studio to work, and I wander upstairs to my room. It's Friday, so luckily, I have very little homework for the weekend. I don't think I'd be able to concentrate long enough to get it done anyway. When I get to my room, I close the door quietly and sit down on the edge of the bed. I reach into my shirt and retrieve the folded over piece of paper. When I open it, I sit for a few seconds, completely dumbfounded.

      
        
        Meet me at Indian Lake tomorrow night at 9

        Kateri

        

      

      “What the hell?” I say to myself.

      I mean, seriously, how is she doing that? I read the note again, and there's a little part of me that wishes it was tonight. I lay back on the bed, holding the paper against my chest, when my phone rings. I pick it up and check the ID. It's Amanda. I slip the note under my pillow before answering.

      “Hey, Amanda,” I say with a cheerful tone.

      “Hey, Eve. How did the rest of the day go?”

      “It was all right.  Sorry I left without saying bye.”

      “I understand.  It’s cool.  You doin’ okay?”

      I sigh quietly.

      “Come on, talk.”

      “I just … I just wish I could tell them I don’t look at every girl I see thinking about how I want to see them naked or have sex with them.”

      “Well, they’re pretty slutty, they probably look at every guy like that.”

      I giggle and smile.

      “I mean, we all know what we like and what we want, and even if I was looking at them, they should be flattered, right? After all, I don’t mind it when a guy looks at me, and I can appreciate a good-looking man, I just don’t want what he’s got.”

      Amanda laughs.

      “You like tacos not hotdogs.”

      “Oh my God, you are so gross,” I say, laughing along with her.

      “So, you wanna play something?” she asks.

      “Sure, for a little bit anyway.”

      I don't really want to game tonight, but I know Amanda's trying to make me feel better.

      “Some Forza?”

      “Hells, yeah,” I reply, although my enthusiasm is much more muted than my reaction might indicate.

      “Okay, give me a minute and I'll see you online.”

      We hang up and I set the phone down and sigh. Moving to the end of the bed, I flip on my TV and X-box, and sign on. It takes a few minutes and I'm in the game waiting for her.

      “Hey loser,” I hear over my headset and I smile.

      “Stop talking to yourself, weirdo,” I reply and we both laugh.
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* * *

      About an hour and six lost races later, I say goodnight to Amanda and sign off. After hanging my headset on the TV, I head to the bathroom to get ready for bed. I brush my teeth, take off the little bit of makeup I'm wearing and run a brush through my hair a few times. As I walk back into my bedroom, I half expect to find Kateri there. I hate to admit it, but I'm disappointed when she's not. I strip down, switch off the lamp by my bed and slip under the covers. The only illumination comes from the streetlight out front of our building. Instead of closing my eyes, I lie there staring at the ceiling while images of Kateri run through my mind.

      A few seconds later, the text alert on my phone goes off. I pick it up off the nightstand. A message from Amanda:

      Yo dork, u want to go to the movies tomorrow night?

      Sorry, can’t. have plans.

      Cool, ttyl

      “What the hell is wrong with me?” I think.

      I just told my best friend I couldn't go to the movies with her tomorrow, so I can go and meet a possible figment of my imagination at the park.

      I set the phone down again and reach under my pillow and pull out the little slip of paper. As I open it, I half expect to see a different message this time, but it's still the same, and again, I'm disappointed. I hold it for a while, turning it over and over again in my hand. For the first time, I notice it's not any kind of paper I recognize. It's thicker, and rougher than anything I've felt before. It feels sort of like the parchment I've seen my mother using when she sketches, but it seems older and more primitive. Without thinking, I bring an edge of it to my nose and inhale. The same scent of lilies and sunshine I smelled on Kateri's hair brings a smile automatically to my face.

      “Stop it!” I scold myself.

      I slide the paper back under my pillow and roll over on my side, closing my eyes. The minute I do, the voices start. When they first started not long after my sixteenth birthday, I tried to convince myself that they were people outside on the sidewalk having a conversation, but I knew it wasn't true. Some nights I'll put my ear-buds in and listen to music, but it's not very comfortable and it doesn't always work anyway. The voices used to trigger my panic attacks, but over time, I've become more used to them.

      Like this morning, I don't think they're talking to me, it's more like I'm eavesdropping on a hundred different conversations at the same time. It's impossible to focus in on one voice over the others, so it's a mish-mash of half-heard words. I sit up, leaning back against the headboard and begin breathing slowly in through my nose and out through my mouth. It takes a few minutes, but eventually I'm able to quiet them until they're deep in the background.

      I wish I could talk to someone about them, but I know where that conversation is likely to lead. Medication. Therapy. Maybe worse. Being a teenager, I've read a lot on the internet, and with my symptoms, even I would diagnose myself with schizophrenia. The thing is, I know I'm not crazy. The voices are real. Just because no one else can hear them, doesn't mean they aren't. I know Kateri is real. I haven't physically touched her yet, but I've smelled her scent and the note is proof enough that she exists.

      With the voices finally under control, I lay back down and pull the covers up.
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* * *

      I step outside, standing on our small concrete porch for a few minutes before heading down the stairs. I seem to be the only person out this early. The air is cold, and I watch as my breath turns to mist and floats up and away on the light breeze. As I walk along the empty street, I catch a flicker of movement out of the corner of my eye. Unlike before, when I turn to look, they don't vanish. Instead, they begin swirling around me like ghosts, and then the voices begin. Dozens of voices, all speaking at the same time, so many that I can feel myself becoming overwhelmed.

      They're all trying to tell me something, trying to warn me, but I can't understand what they're saying. I start running and then suddenly, the sky bursts into a massive firestorm that begins rolling toward me, devouring everything in its path. Turning, I start to flee when I feel someone take my hand. When I look, it's Kateri. Her fingers are softer than I ever imagined, but also full of strength and power. She looks at me with those mesmerizing eyes.

      “Come with me,” she says in a calming tone.

      “But what about that?” I point to the approaching wall of fire.

      She looks at me, the color of her eyes swirling like a whirlpool. She shakes her head, a gentle smile on her face.

      “This is what you're meant for,” she says as we stand in the street watching as the tidal wave of flames rushes toward us.

      I look over at her and a sense of tranquility washes over me as I draw strength from her.

      “Are you ready?” she asks.

      I nod slowly.

      “Yes.”

      The wall of flames breaks upon us like a tsunami and I sit bolt upright in bed, my heart racing. My palms are sweating, and it takes me a few seconds to realize where I am. I glance over at my alarm clock.

      3:40 a.m.

      I bring my legs up and rest my head on my knees.

      Maybe I am going crazy. Nightmares are not normal for me. I can't remember the last time I had one. I slip my hand under my pillow and pull out the little square piece of paper. It's still here, proof that what's happening to me is real, and then a thought occurs to me. Which is worse? I'm going crazy, or all this is real?

      I open the folded parchment and my mouth drops open.

      
        
        You should get some sleep ... it's going to be a wild night

        Kateri

        

      

      A part of me is a little creeped out that she's keeping such close tabs on me. I mean, I don't know if she's watching me in the night or what, but there's another small part, deep, deep down that's thrilled she seems so interested. I lay down again, wrapping the sheets tightly around me, the paper clasped in my hand.

      No more nightmares haunt me.
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* * *

      As my eyes slowly open, I look at the clock again.

      7:47 a.m.

      I groan and roll over, pulling the sheets up even higher, but my brain is already on the move and no matter how hard I try I'm not going to be able to go back to sleep. I sigh and force myself out of bed, and as my feet touch the floor I suddenly remember the paper. I held onto it all night, tightly clasped in my fist. I open my hand and it falls out on the bed. Even though my palm and fingers are marked with creases from gripping it all night, the parchment itself is completely wrinkle free. Picking it up, I turn it over in my hand a few times before slowly opening it.

      
        
        Morning. Don't forget about tonight

        Kateri

        

      

      Seriously? Don't they have cell phones in ... wherever she's from?

      I rub some of the sleep out of my eyes before stumbling across the hall and into the bathroom. I stand in front of the mirror for a few minutes, staring at my reflection. Again, I see that odd ring of bright white between my iris and pupil, and the swirling collection of colors mixed in with my normal green, only this time the ring seems much thicker, like the white is slowly enveloping the black. I blink, and just like that, everything's back to normal. I study my eyes for a couple more seconds, but they look like they always do. Leaning on the counter for another minute, I sigh before turning and starting the shower.

      Stepping into the stall, I let the water run over me for a few minutes before I wash as quickly as I can, constantly checking on the other side of the curtain for Kateri. A little bit later, I pad quietly across the hall and into my room, closing the door behind me. I dress in my normal Saturday duds; blue jeans, and a t-shirt. The one I picked is red with a black skull and crossbones, and I choose my red and white running shoes to match. Before exiting my room, I pick up the paper and slip it into my pocket.

      As I step into the hallway, I notice my mother's bedroom door is still closed. She works late some nights in her studio, and with this new project and what it means for us, I'm sure she's pushing herself hard. I head downstairs, walking as quietly as I can, and purposely avoiding the creaky steps.

      When I reach the landing, I turn and walk into the kitchen. I figure I'll make breakfast this morning as a surprise. I gather everything I'll need to make pancakes, including boxed mix, milk, stick butter, cinnamon, sugar, a little jar of honey, and the flat skillet. I'd make them from scratch, but this is faster and not as messy. I mix up the batter according to the directions on the box, but then I add a pinch of sugar, a dash of cinnamon, and a drizzle of honey. By the time I'm done, the skillet is hot, the butter bubbling slowly. Taking the small measuring cup with the little spout, I scoop up a portion of the batter and pour it carefully onto the pan. It sizzles for a few seconds as the cool batter hits the hot skillet. I repeat the process three more times until I have four pancakes cooking away on the stovetop.

      I look up at the ceiling when I hear the bathroom door close. I flip the first four pancakes before quickly setting the table with plates and utensils. After stacking the first four and pouring the next quartet, I set out the syrup and tub butter along with four glasses; two filled with milk and the other two with orange juice. As I'm flipping the last cake, mom comes walking into the kitchen, still dressed in a long t-shirt and shorts; her normal sleeping attire.

      “Oh honey. You didn't need to do this,” she says with a smile.

      “I know, but since you're going to be gone for a few days, I figured I could give you a nice send-off.”

      “What can I do?”

      “Nothing. It's all done. Just sit.” I set four pancakes on each of our plates.

      “Love you, baby.”

      “Love you too, Mom.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I clean up the kitchen while Mom showers and then packs for her trip. As I'm finishing, she comes downstairs with two suitcases, her portfolio, purse, and laptop bag.

      “Jeez mom, how long you gonna be gone?” I ask, laughing.

      “I know, really. It's only till Monday, but I had to bring work clothes and then something to wear in case they ask me out to dinner or drinks later.”

      “Hmmm. Is this business or pleasure?”

      Mom shakes her head and smiles at me. “It's business.”

      “Mom,” I say, walking over and taking her hand. “You could have a little pleasure, too.”

      “Eve!” she says, acting a little more shocked than I think she is.

      I can't remember the last time she went out with a guy. I mean, my dad died nearly seventeen years ago, and I don't think she's been on more than two dates in all that time.

      “Come on. You're still young, and a little hot too,” I say smiling. “You need to find someone, or at least have a little fun every now and then.”

      “I have plenty of fun.”

      “Really? You mean watching TV with your teenage daughter, or maybe going to the grocery store on a Friday night?”

      She rolls her eyes at me.

      “You know, if you're going to go shopping on Friday night, you could pick up more than bread and milk,” I say, laughing again.

      “Oh my gosh. What am I going to do with you?”

      “Nothing, because you know I'm right.”

      “Fine. I'll try and have a little pleasure with my business while I'm gone.”

      “Good.”

      “Now, what about you? What are you gonna do this weekend?”

      “Not sure yet. Probably call Amanda and see if she wants to do something.”

      Mom nods before opening her purse. She pulls out a couple of twenty-dollar bills and hands them to me.

      “Well, there's plenty of food in the house, but take this in case you go out.”

      “Thanks.” I slip the money into my pocket.

      My fingers brush against Kateri’s paper and I suddenly feel guilty about lying to her, but I can't tell her now. The last thing she needs is to be distracted by my problems when she has her own worries about this new project. Maybe when she gets home we can have a long talk. A car horn honks twice and she looks at me.

      “That's my taxi,” she says, pulling me into a hug. “Thanks for breakfast, honey, it was delicious. I love you, Eve.”

      “You're welcome and I love you too, Mom. Kick some ass,” I reply, hugging her back.

      “I will.”

      I help her carry her bags outside and down to the car.  She climbs into the back seat, and just before the car pulls away I yell to her.

      “Oh yeah and have some fun!”

      She sticks her head out the window and shakes it while rolling her eyes at me.  I wave as the taxi turns the corner and disappears. I pull my phone out of my back pocket.

      11:35 a.m.

      How the hell am I going to wait till nine to meet Kateri?

      I spend the rest of the morning and what I thought was most of the afternoon trying to make the time pass as quickly as possible. I watch some TV, surf the net on my laptop, clean my room (kinda), have lunch, and read for a while. When I check my phone, it's 2:25.

      Are you serious?

      I wish I had some way of contacting her. A phone number, or a strange piece of parchment that I can send a message on. I can't ever remember being so anxious and eager to be somewhere, not even when we went to see Coldplay last summer. This feels like torture. Wandering into the living room, I flop down on the couch, hugging one of the soft corner pillows and closing my eyes for a few minutes. I wake with a start, my breath catching in my throat for a second. I look down at my phone on the floor.

      7:25.

      “Shit!” I jump to my feet and vault up the stairs to the bathroom.
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* * *

      Forty-five minutes, six outfits, and three hairstyles later I descend the steps to the landing outside the kitchen. I'm wearing my favorite pair of black, skinny jeans, the ones that make my butt look awesome. A bright red tank top, and red Nike's.  The brown leather jacket my mom got me for Christmas last year completes the ensemble. I'm normally someone who doesn't care too much about their appearance. I mean, I don't go out looking like a slob or anything, but I don't dress up either. I figure you either like me for who I am, or not. Fancy clothes and makeup are the shell, it's what's beneath the surface that matters. And speaking of makeup, I put some on, which I almost never do. I'm getting dressed up for someone who may be nothing more than a figment of my imagination.

      8:15.

      I can't sit around here waiting any longer, so I decide to head to the park. Maybe she'll show up early. I'm hoping for some answers tonight, and not a bunch of new questions.

      Indian Lake is about a ten-minute walk from our house, but I cover the distance in less than five. It's one of three parks in our little town, but it's the biggest and the nicest. There's a small man-made lake ringed by a mile-long walking track. Two covered bridges are set on opposite sides of the water and help bring a country feel to the whole place. There are two other trails that wind up into the low hills that surround the park. The place is rarely deserted. There are always joggers, fast-walkers, hikers, families with strollers, and/or people fishing for trout no matter what time it is. The place is so popular in fact, the city installed lights along the track last year.

      When I get there, the place is packed, especially for a late April evening. It's kinda warm, but there's a definite chill in the air. It's one of those nights when you can see your breath, if you make a concerted effort, even though it's not quite cold enough. The lake sits down in a small depression, so when you first come through the gates, you can see the whole place laid out below.

      I stand at the entrance, trying to see if I can spot Kateri, but no such luck. I'm at least half an hour early and for all I know, she could be anywhere, in any of a thousand shadows cast by the moon or the lights. I start down through the parking lot, making my way past the collection of minivans, motorcycles, and sports coupes. As I approach the walking path, the voices suddenly start. It feels like thousands of them all talking at the same time. The power of so many at once makes me dizzy, and I stumble, barely catching the side of a sign post to avoid falling.

      A few people walk past and glance at me, but no one stops to ask if I'm okay. It takes a few minutes before I'm able to concentrate enough to essentially turn down the volume and start to control the overwhelming input. Leaning heavily on the sign for a few more minutes, I slowly start to make my way onto the track. I spot a dark figure standing near the water out of the corner of my eye. Normally, when I turn to look directly at one of these shadowy figures, they vanish, like they aren't even there, but this time, it's different. For a second or two, I can see him clearly. He's tall, thin, with pale skin, brown hair, and dark eyes. His clothes look like something you could buy in a thrift shop or discount store; old jeans, a dark colored button-down shirt, and a long black trench-coat. Nothing too odd or old, but nothing new or hip either. He looks back at me, and the expression of shock on his face must be similar to my own. For a couple of seconds, we just look at each other and then he steps into a shadow cast by a tree next to the water's edge and vanishes, exactly like Kateri when she melted into the darkness in my room.

      I sigh and shake my head.

      Maybe I am going crazy.

      A couple of joggers pass me by as I merge into the flow of park visitors walking along the path. I wish Kateri had told me where to meet her. The park isn't huge, but it's big enough that finding a single person in the dark is pretty hard. I spot the small gazebo situated a little way from the track, and about twenty yards from the water. No one's there, but I figure it might be a good place to wait for her. Since I'm early, I'm hoping she'll spot me when she arrives. Two solar powered lamps cast a surprisingly bright light across the wooden structure. I pull out my phone to check the time.

      8:31

      Then I pull out the little slip of paper and open it slowly, and even before it's fully unfolded, I can tell the wording is already different. My heart beat increases at the mere thought of another message from her.

      
        
        Be there soon, ran into a ... problem ... wait for me.

        Kateri

        

      

      A problem? Even though it's just a written message and not her voice, there's something in the wording that tells me it's more than a missed alarm. I slip the paper back into my pocket and sit down on the bench. A second later, my phone rings.

      “Hey, Mom,” I say after swiping the screen.

      “Hi, honey. Whatcha' up to?”

      “Nothing really. Down at Indian Lake.”

      “Are ya? You and Amanda?”

      “Nah, just me. Felt like a walk.”

      “That's cool. Things are busy here. Trying to get ready for the meeting tomorrow.”

      “I'm sure you'll do great, Mom.”

      “Thanks, baby. Did you have something for dinner?”

      “Yes, Mom. Don't worry, I'm eating,” I say, lying a little bit and realizing for the first time I haven't eaten anything since lunch.

      “Okay. Well, I gotta run honey. They're taking me out for drinks.”

      “Good. See, I told you, have some fun.”

      “Yes dear,” she says laughing. “Love you, Eve.”

      “Love you too, Mom. Bye.”

      I end the call and slip the phone back into my pocket. I have to stifle a scream when Kateri's voice comes from behind me.

      “Aw, that's sweet. Mom out of town?”

      “Jesus, Kateri. Do you have to sneak up on me every time?” I turn just as she appears out of the shadows on the other side of the railing that surrounds the gazebo.

      “Sorry, it's what I do.”

      I have to admit, I'm happier to see her than I ever expected. I can feel my pulse rocketing up as I gaze at her beautifully proportioned face, and then I notice the angry red cut on her left cheek. Without even thinking, I stand up, reach out and touch her face. When my fingers brush her skin, I feel something like an electric pulse course through my entire body, ending deep down inside me. For her part, she flinches for a second, but does nothing to push me away.

      “What are you doing?” she asks.

      “Nothing ... I uh ... I saw the cut. Are you okay?” I ask, now quickly becoming self-conscious about touching her, but I don't pull my hand back quite yet.

      She looks at me, those mesmerizing multicolored eyes transfixing me and then she reaches up and touches my hand, gently pulling it away from her face. It's not a gesture of rejection, but more one of friendly gratitude and perhaps a little shyness.

      “I'm fine. Got into a little scrape, that's all.”

      As she releases my hand, I let my fingers brush along hers and then I grow embarrassed about how bold I must seem.

      “Sorry, I didn't mean to ... to just touch you like that.”

      “It's cool,” she replies with a smile as she comes around the side of the gazebo and up the two small stairs. Her sword clinks on the side of the bench as she sits down a few inches from where I'm standing.

      Tonight, she's dressed in tight fitting black jeans, a black tank top, and thigh high black leather boots. Everything looks well worn, but in good condition, sort of like they've seen a lot of action. Her dark hair hangs in loose curls around her face.

      “You got dressed up,” she says, with a wicked little grin.

      “Not really.” I sit down as I feel a blush move across my skin.

      “Pfft ... I've never even seen you with makeup on.”

      I frown a little. “How long have you been watching me?” I ask, more than a little annoyance in my voice.

      She shrugs. “Few months, maybe a bit longer.”

      “You some kind of stalker?” I suddenly become a little uncomfortable.

      What have I gotten myself into?

      Now it's her turn to frown. “I'm not a stalker.” She stares at me. “I'm a guardian.”

      “A guardian?”

      “Yeah”

      “What are you guarding?” I ask, sort of not wanting to hear the answer.

      “You.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      “What are you talking about? Why would you be guarding me?”

      She looks at me and smiles, her multi-colored eyes sparkling. “Because you're important, and besides, it's my job.”

      I shake my head. “Wha ... what? Why am I important? I'm nobody.”

      She seems genuinely stunned by my statement. She shakes her head slowly. “You're not nobody,” she says, reaching over and taking my hand in hers. “Do you really not know any of this?”

      “Do I seem like I know what the hell is going on?” I look down at our coupled hands.

      Her fingers are as soft and gentle as I imagined in my dream, and her touch sets off a myriad of sensations throughout my entire body. Fireworks explode in my head, my heart speeds up ten-fold and it feels like a spark ignites deep down in my soul. She pulls her hand back quickly, looking slightly embarrassed.

      “Sorry, I didn't mean to grab you,” she says.

      “It's cool,” I say, echoing her reaction to my touch.

      She smiles again, and we both laugh quietly.

      “So, your mother never told you any of this?”

      “My mother? What does she have to do with this?”

      “Craaaap. Listen, I need to take you to see someone,” Kateri says with a worried look on her face.

      Now, it's me who grabs her hand. “I'm not going anywhere with you until you tell me what the hell is going on.”

      She sighs before placing her other hand over mine, patting it gently. “Eve, you have to trust me. I'm going to take you to someone who can explain everything.”

      “Who?”

      “We call him Father.”

      “Is he a priest or something?”

      “Not exactly.”

      I can tell she wants to take me to see this ‘Father’, but she also wants me to stop asking questions even more, unfortunately I can't do that, not yet anyway.

      “What does ‘not exactly’ mean?”

      “He's someone who guides us and helps us with our work.”

      “So, he's your leader?”

      “I guess you could say that,” she says.

      I stare at her for a few seconds before abruptly standing. “Fine. Take me to your leader,” I say, realizing how stupid I sound after it's too late.

      “Seriously?” Kateri asks, shaking her head.

      “Let's just go. How far is it?”

      “It's a few miles from here.”

      “That far? Do you have a car?”

      “No. I have something better,” she says as she takes my hand, and pulls me into the shadows cast by the solar lamps on the gazebo.

      As she begins to melt in the darkness around us, she smiles at me. “You ready for this?”

      Before I even have a chance to reply, everything around me goes black, and then it's like a flash bulb goes off and we're at the entrance to the park. I feel lightheaded, and Kateri grabs my arm and holds me up.

      “You okay?” she asks.

      “I think so, just a little dizzy. What the hell was that?”

      “Shadow streaming. It's how we travel.”

      I turn and look back at the gazebo. It's not that far away, but it certainly would take more than a split second to get from there to here.

      “That's how you were able to get to the top of that building the other day,” I say, looking at her.

      She nods. “Yep. You can travel almost anywhere, in any direction as long as you have an unbroken line of shadows. That was a short one,” she says, nodding toward the gazebo. “It can be a little ... disconcerting for newbies.”

      “I'll say. So, you can take anyone with you, by simply touching them?”

      For a second, she doesn't answer, and I frown.

      “Not really. I just figured I'd give it a try. You have to be ... um ... unique to do it.”

      “Unique,” I say, my hand on my hip.

      “Let's just ... you ready to go again?”

      “Sure. By the way, how do you change direction, or stop?”

      “You have to keep your eye on your destination. It takes some practice. First time I did it, I nearly fell off a bridge into traffic,” she says laughing, although it doesn't seem that funny to me.

      “If I'm ‘unique’, does that mean I can do it on my own?”

      “Maybe, but it's not safe. I figured I might be able to give you a kick-start so to speak. This time,” she says, offering her hand to me, “we're going a bit further, with a couple of jump points.”

      I nod as I take her hand, gently squeezing her fingers.

      “Here we go,” she says as we step into the shadow cast by the parking lot streetlamp.

      This time I try and concentrate on what's going on, and things are a lot different. I can see a blurry and dark version of the city rushing by us, as we move silently, and seamlessly from shadow to shadow. It's hard to describe exactly. I don't feel weightless as we're moving, but as we're approaching a small convenience store about half a mile from the park we move effortlessly from the ground to the roof and then from there to a fire escape on building a few hundred feet away. It's like parkour on steroids, combined with base-jumping in the dark, but that doesn't even really come close to describing it. Suddenly, we stop on the top of a three-story apartment building and I lose my grip on her hand. I stumble forward on the rough surface.

      “Eve!” Kateri yells as she grabs my arm and pulls me back from the edge.

      I wrap my arms around her, almost as a reflex and she looks at me and smiles.

      “Gotta watch your step,” she says, peering over the side of the building into the trash strewn alley.

      “Thanks.”

      That lovely scent of lilies and sunshine drifts over me and I gaze into her color speckled eyes. It's a few seconds before I suddenly realize how long I've been holding her. I step back, and feel a blush run through me.

      “No problem,” she says with a quick smile.

      “This is how you travel all the time?”

      “Most of the time, but it's actually a little harder at night.”

      “Really? I figured it'd be easier. It's dark everywhere.”

      Kateri nods. “You'd think, but darkness is not the same as shadows. We can 'travel via the shadows thrown by the light, but not the darkness cast by the night',” she says and then laughs. “That's a little rhyme we learn when we first start streaming.”

      “But how do you tell the difference?”

      “Practice, practice, practice. Sometimes they're both there at once, especially at night, which is why it's so much harder after the sun goes down. It's easy to spot a shadow when the sun is shining.”

      “How much further is it?”

      “Not far. See that building over there, the one with the faded red roof?”

      I look off into the distance and spot the old creamery factory.

      “Yeah. That's your headquarters?”

      She laughs and shakes her head.

      “We don't call it that, but I guess that as good a word as any.”

      “But there's nothing there. The place has been closed for more than thirty years.”

      “You sure about that?” she asks with a wicked little grin.

      Honestly, I’m not sure about much anymore.

      “Hold on tight.” She takes my hand again and we're off.

      This time the distance between jump points seems to be much further, and after only two split-second stops, we're standing in front of the huge, black wooden doors that bar the entrance to the old factory. It looks like any other abandoned industrial building.  A dilapidated chain link fence surrounds the property, although its ability to keep intruders out seems questionable at best. The factory itself is red brick with a red metal roof, faded to dull pink by the sun. Empty wooden pallets, a few abandoned vehicles, and bits of trash are scattered across the cracked and pitted parking lot.

      At first, I figure we're going into the old factory through the massive wooden doors, but instead Kateri leads me around the side. There's a small door about twenty yards from the main gate, obscured from the road by a stack of old wooden barrels. A single, bare bulb hangs from a loose fixture above the rusting metal door.

      Kateri reaches up and touches it, and it comes to life, casting a dull yellow light over us. I look at her and she smiles and tips her head to the right.

      “Come on,” she says as we move away from the door.

      “Isn't that the way in?” I ask as I follow her.

      “It's one way, but not the way we need.”

      We move down a few feet, to a spot where the light from the lonely bulb casts a shadow across the wall. Kateri places her hand on the rough brick surface. Slowly, the area around her hand gradually looks as if the masonry is melting away and being replaced by a smooth wooden surface. The transformation spreads almost like how grease moves away when you drop dish detergent in dirty water, and within a few seconds the red brick has become an oak door set inside a granite frame, but that’s not all. The building itself has changed. It no longer looks like the rundown factory on the verge of collapse, but a modern brick and mortar structure with at least three more stories than the old creamery. I just stand there for a few minutes, unable to form any words and then I turn my head slowly and look at Kateri.

      “What the hell?” I mutter.

      She turns to me, a wicked twinkle in her eyes.

      “Welcome to the Umbra.”
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      Kateri pushes lightly on the newly formed wooden door and it swings inward without making a sound. She takes a small step back and gestures toward the opening.

      “After you.”

      I move past her and step across the threshold. For a second, I can't speak, my mouth just drops open. I expected to find an empty, abandoned factory, filled with broken down and rusting machines, shattered windows, and cobwebs hanging from the water damaged ceiling, but instead it's like I walked into a huge library, right out of the movies. You know, three floors, an endless number of books lining countless shelves, with ladders and stairs connecting all the levels. Study tables are set against the walls, each one with a chair, and a computer with a large flat screen monitor. Heavily cushioned armchairs are set thoughtfully around the space, each one with its own reading lamp. Huge chandeliers hang from the ornate, cathedral-like ceiling, casting a dull yellow light throughout the entire room. There's more wood in here than in all the trees surrounding Indian Lake. I turn and look at Kateri. She smiles as I move past her and outside again, looking at the shabby, rundown factory exterior.

      “How?”

      “There are more things in the shadows than you know,” she says. “Come on, it's time you met Father.”

      We walk across huge oriental rugs covering the dark wood floor. Several tables surrounded by sets of ornately carved chairs occupy much of this first level. There are no guards, no one checking to see if we belong here, in fact, we seem to be the only people here, at least at first. Kateri turns right and I follow her, trying to take in as much as I can, without losing track of her. Every now and then I catch a glimpse of movement out of the corner of my eye, and like at the park, people slowly come into view. In the same way that Kateri melts into the shadows, these people seem to form themselves out of them. Many are dressed like Kateri, in slightly out of date clothes, with various weapons hanging from belts or slung over shoulders. I notice immediately, there are no guns, everything is sword, knives, and bows. Speeding up, I catch Kateri.

      “Who are all these people?”

      “Friends,” comes the terse reply.

      I notice there aren't any doors separating the various rooms, just huge arches, so that you're able to see from one end of the building to the other.

      The longer we're here, the easier it becomes for me to see the dozens of people passing us by, occupied with their own tasks, jobs, lives, or whatever else is on their agendas. I can see them directly now, with no more shadowy outlines first, and no more flashes of movement in my peripheral vision. The place is bustling with dozens of people of all ages and races. Two girls, probably about nine or ten years old, are carrying coils of rope slung over their shoulders. One of them, with dark skin and jet-black hair, smiles at me, and I can see the same multi-colored eyes that Kateri possesses. I smile back, and she giggles, before rushing to catch up with her companion.

      “How many are there?” I ask, as I try and keep up with Kateri’s quick pace and long stride.

      “You mean just here?” she asks, as we pass through what looks like some sort of dining hall, occupied by several long tables lined with chairs.

      “There's more than here?”

      “We're everywhere, Eve.”

      “So, how many are you?”

      She stops outside the only set of doors we've encountered since entering this strange building and turns and looks at me.

      “Millions,” she replies quietly, before knocking on the wood and iron doors that look impossibly thick and heavy.

      They open slowly, not making a sound, exactly like the door at the entrance.

      “Come on.” Kateri takes my hand and leads me through the doorway.

      We walk into a room beyond anything I could have created in my wildest imagination. A massive transparent model of the earth floats in the center of the space, with no obvious means of support, as a few dozen people sit at computer stations at intervals around the globe, inputting data and speaking into blue-tooth headsets. Flashes of red and blue appear at different locations, in various countries, as the world spins slowly above the heads of the technicians. Beyond the computer stations is a set of stairs that leads up to another room, fronted with glass windows, allowing someone to monitor everything going on down below. It looks like something right out of a Hollywood disaster movie.

      “Cool, huh?” Kateri asks as we make our way past the operators, toward the base of the stairs.

      I don't even know what to say, instead I simply nod. No one seems to be concerned about my presence, most likely because I'm with Kateri, but it still strikes me as odd. We climb the short flight of steps and enter the smaller room. A myriad of television screens are mounted on the wall to the left, each one showing news broadcasts from countries all around the world.

      Straight ahead, a bank of windows looks out across our little city, although I could have sworn that there were no windows on that side of the factory. The center of the room is occupied by a large wooden desk. It's nothing fancy, no ornate carvings or fancy decorations, but it's impressive nonetheless. A chair is pushed in behind the desk, while two others are situated on our side. For a second, I think we're alone, before I notice the tall, thin man sitting in the darkened corner. As he stands, he sets the book he was reading on a small side table.

      Kateri takes a small step back and lowers her head. “Father.”

      As he steps out of the shadows and approaches us, it's almost as if he shrinks in the light, but I'm sure it's my imagination. He looks like any other middle-aged man you might pass on the street. There's nothing remarkable or memorable about him, which might be by design. His hair is grey, with bits of black peppered in on the sides. It's cut short, not a crew cut, but close. His face is clean shaven, but his eyes are what draw you in. Unlike Kateri's, his are green, but it's the absence of a pupil that is a little unnerving. His clothes are much like the others, a little dated, but in good condition and well cared for. A pair of dark slacks, white button-down shirt, brown vest, tan sports coat, and black dress shoes make him look like a community college professor.

      “It’s good to see you, Kateri,” he says, his voice deep but gentle and calming.

      She nods and looks up at him. “Thank you, Father. I've brought her, as you asked.”

      “I can see that. Thank you,” he says to her before turning his attention to me. “Miss Torino, I'm sure you have a thousand questions.”

      “You could say that,” I reply.

      “Well, let's see what we can do about answering some of them. I realize it's probably been a long day for you, would you like something to eat, or drink?”

      “I'm not sure I eat the same things you do,” I say, imagining all sorts of strange dishes, full of unidentifiable ingredients.

      He looks at Kateri for a second and then smiles at me. “So, pan roasted rat with puréed cockroaches not to your liking?” he asks.

      For a second, I can't tell if he's being serious or not, but suddenly, both he and Kateri start laughing and I shake my head.

      “So, you're funny then,” I say with more than a touch of sarcasm.

      “Kateri's the funny one,” Father says. “I'm more of a straight man.”

      “What about a pizza from Papa Spino's?” Kateri asks.

      Spino's, is without a doubt, the best pizza in the Pittsburgh area. It's only about two blocks from here, but a thought pops into my head.

      “No one can see you, right?”

      “As you are aware,” Father says.

      “So, how exactly do you get a pizza?”

      “We have ways of acquiring what we need.”

      “So, you steal it?”

      Kateri looks at me, her eyes widening as she tries to get me to shut up, without saying the words.

      “You could say that,” Father says. “Is that a problem?”

      I think for a few seconds before reaching into my pocket and pulling out twenty dollars. “Let's have this one on me, okay?”

      Father smiles and nods. “That's more than okay,” he replies. “Kateri, can you have Alex make a run?”

      She nods, and I hand her the money. It's then I realize she's going to leave me alone with Father, at least for a few minutes and I'm instantly nervous, despite my cocky attitude. She exits the room and Father looks at me again.

      “Let's sit,” he says, gesturing to the two chairs.

      I take the chair on the left, and he waits for me to sit, before settling into the other seat. He looks at me for a few moments, or maybe studies might be a better word.

      “So, you want to know who we are.”

      The statement stuns me for a second, since that's exactly what I was thinking, but I brush it off. I mean, it's only logical I would want to know that, right? Maybe it was just a lucky guess.

      “Yeah, that would be nice,” I say after a long pause.

      “I assume that you've been able to see us longer than even you know,” he says quietly.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The shadowy movement out of the corner of your eye. The double-takes that you would do, even when there was nothing there. That was us.”

      “It still doesn't tell me who you are or where we are,” I say, tilting my head to the side.

      He nods. “True. Let me start from the beginning. You, and the rest of humanity live in the Solas, where people go about their lives, never knowing about the things that dwell in the dark spaces.”

      “The dark spaces?”

      “Yes. Places where evil lives, what we call the Abyss.”

      “I take it this is not the Abyss,” I say, gesturing to the room around us.

      “No, this is the Umbra, the place between the world of light and the kingdom of darkness.”

      “The Umbra. Latin for shadow,” I say.

      Father nods. “Very good. Kateri was right about you.”

      “Okay, so, if I believe what you're saying, what are you then, Umbrellas?” I ask, grinning.

      Father looks at me and sighs, shaking his head. “No, but that's clever.”

      “We’re called Shayds,” Kateri says, as she walks back into the room. “Alex is on his way.”

      “Good. I was telling Eve here about who we are, and what we are.”

      “What about what she is?” Kateri asks, looking at me.

      I tense up immediately, as I look at Father's face. I can tell he didn't expect Kateri to ask that. His shoulders slump almost imperceptibly.

      “Kateri,” he says, with a sigh.

      “What does she mean? What I am?” I ask, sitting up straighter in the chair.

      Father looks at Kateri and frowns.

      “What? She needs to know why she’s here,” Kateri says.

      “What the hell is going on?” I stand and start moving away from both of them. I look at the TV screens, the desk full of papers, and then I glance quickly at the huge map room behind me, filled with people.

      “Please, Eve. Calm down. We have a lot to talk about, and I promise you that I will explain everything.”

      I can feel my heart speeding up and my pulse begins racing as I edge my way toward the door. I can feel a panic attack beginning to bloom and I don't need it happening in front of them. Neither Father or Kateri makes any move to stop me.

      “Who are you, some kind of crazy cult, terrorists or something?” I ask, my eyes wide.

      He shakes his head and sighs.

      “No. Please Eve,” Father pleads with me.

      I continue backing away, until I bump into the windows overlooking the globe below us. I keep my eyes on the two of them as I feel my way toward the door. Kateri and Father still make no move toward me. As my hand finally locates the opening, I slip out of the room, and start down the stairs, facing them the entire time. I hold onto the rail and move quickly to the bottom of the steps. The moment my feet touch the floor, I turn and dash out of the room, past the technicians and through the dining room. No one pays even the smallest amount of attention to me, as I run through the building. When I reach the door, I half expect it to be gone, but it's still exactly where it had been. I yank it open, all the time watching for any pursuers, but no one is chasing me. The door swings open without a sound and I rush outside into the darkness.
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      By the time I get home, I'm crying, and struggling to understand what just happened. I'm mad at myself for appearing so weak in front of them, no matter who they are. I also wasted the opportunity to find out what my mother has to do with all this. But even worse than that, I'm mostly angry about acting like I did in front of Kateri.

      For a few minutes I stand outside in the cool air, running through my calming ritual; rubbing my hands on my thighs and breathing through my nose and out through my mouth, to try and gain control before the panic overwhelms me. It takes about five minutes before the spell passes.

      As I stand there in the dark, I realize that I couldn't stop thinking about Kateri the whole way home, and then I remember the paper. I stuff my hand into my pocket and pull it out, opening it slowly, but instead of a message in beautiful, handwritten script, it's blank. I feel my heart sink and I sense a great loss I can't quite understand.

      My shoulders slump and I trudge up the front steps and let myself inside. Thank God, my mom isn't home. I don't think I could face her right now. I flop down on the couch after locking, and dead-bolting the front door. Closing my eyes, I start thinking about what happened and now that I'm able to calm down a little and look at the situation from a distance, I realize they didn't do anything to me; no threats, they didn't try to stop me from leaving, and no one pursued me home.

      “Well, that could have gone better,” I hear Kateri say from out of nowhere.

      I jump off the couch and spin around as she steps out of the shadows in the corner of the kitchen. Part of me wants to hug her, and part of me wants to slug her.

      “Jesus, Kateri,” I say as I walk around the couch. “Every time?”

      She grins at me and takes a seat on one of the stools, before her expression changes.

      “You didn't have to run away,” she says, stone-faced.

      “I know.” I sit down on the opposite side of the counter.

      “Then what the hell happened?”

      “I got scared,” I say, looking her straight in the eyes.

      For a second, she doesn't respond and then she nods.

      “I guess I can understand that. We did throw a lot at you.”

      “I'm not even sure it was that. I think it was that I suddenly realized that this is all real. It's not my imagination, or just in my head.”

      “Would it be better if it was?” She leans forward on the counter.

      “It might. At least if it was, maybe eventually it might all just go away, but now I know it can't ... and—” I say, before falling silent.

      “And what?”

      “And after you said what you said, about ‘what I am’, I know I'm not the same person I was before I met you, and nothing's ever going to be the way it was.”

      Kateri reaches across and touches my hand, the contact sending little bolts of electricity up my arm.

      “No, it's not, but that's not necessarily a bad thing. Everything changes, Eve.”

      Without even thinking about it, I wrap my fingers around hers and squeeze gently. I feel her respond in kind and then we both pull our hands back at the same time as a blush runs across my skin.

      “Okay,” I say nodding. “Let's talk, but here okay?”

      She nods.

      “Fair enough. I'm not sure Father will be too happy,” she says.

      “I'll explain it to him.”

      “Okay. So, I don't know about you, but now I'm starved.”

      “Yeah, me too, and I was really looking forward to that Papa Spinos,” I say.

      “Well, now that we're here, why don't you call in an order?”

      “I don't have the money to pay for two pizzas.”

      “Ah, yeah, about that. I got this one,” she says, and with a flick of her wrist, a twenty-dollar bill appears between her fingers.

      I look at her and shake my head.

      “That's my twenty, isn't it?”

      “Could be,” she replies, shrugging her shoulders and laughing.

      “Just gimme it,” I say, snatching the money from her and picking up my phone.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A little while later, we're sitting in the living room, finishing off the last two slices of our pepperoni, Italian sausage, and mushroom pie. I decreed that there would be no discussion until we had eaten and Kateri agreed. Being at home, gives me more of a sense of control, and after disposing of the box and washing the plates and glasses, I turn and look at her.

      “Now, let's talk.”

      She gazes at me from the double sized easy chair in the living room. Her sword and knife are lying on the central coffee table, and she looks more like a normal girl than ever before. I sit down on the couch, leaning forward.

      “So, you're called Shayds, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “What's a Shayd? Where do you come from?”

      She leans back and looks down for a second before answering.

      “We come from everywhere. We are the ignored, the disappeared, the missing ... the ones the world has forgotten. The more people pass you by without a glance, the more you begin to fade into the background and slowly the shadows erase all evidence of your existence.”

      I swallow hard. “You mean, everyone who’s ever disappeared is now one of you?”

      She shakes her head slowly. “No. I don't mean the people who've been killed, but those that the world has passed by, and not everyone becomes a Shayd. Some people are too far gone.”

      “I don't know if I understand.”

      She takes a deep breath and frowns. “You remember that homeless man who used to live in the alley down by Trenton and Alabaster?”

      I nod, recalling his weathered face, long grey hair, and ragged clothes. It's then that I realize it's been a long time since I've seen him.

      “Yeah. I remember him.”

      “You know his name?”

      “No,” I say quietly, although I do remember giving him a few dollars once.

      She nods and sighs. “His name is Ken, and he's one of us, now.”

      “And he can do what you can do? I mean with the shadow streaming and stuff?”

      “He can, although it takes time to learn and some never really get the hang of it.”

      “It doesn't seem like you'd be able to find new people that easily, you know, to take the place of those who've died,” I say.

      “Humanity's capacity to ignore the suffering of others is more than enough to keep us in good stead,” Kateri says, sounding older and wiser than she appears.

      There is a truth in her words that chills me to the bone.

      “So, does everyone come from ... the discarded?” I ask, unable to come up with a better word.

      “No, of course not. We do have sex. Being a Shayd is not all bad,” she says, smiling and winking at me.

      I can't help but laugh, but it fades quickly, as my next question comes to mind.

      “You asked Father if he told me what I am. What did you mean?”

      Without a word, Kateri stands and walks over to the couch and sits down next to me. Instead of moving away, I inch myself closer, until our knees are nearly touching. She stares at me and I look deep into her indescribably beautiful eyes.

      “You sure you don't want to ask Father about this?”

      I shake my head.

      “No. I want you to tell me. I need you to tell me.”

      She sighs and frowns. “Okay, but no running away,” she says, as a smile banishes the frown.

      “Yeah, yeah. No running away.”

      I can tell she’s still reluctant to talk about this without Father.

      “Please,” I say quietly, pleading with her.

      She nods. “So, you already know who we are, and where we live.”

      “Yeah, you're these Shayds and you live in the Umbra.”

      “Right. So, you've got the world of light, the Solas and you've got the Abyss, or the world of darkness. The Umbra lies between the two, as a sort of barrier.”

      I nod, although I don't quite understand, but I think Kateri's making it as simple as she can.

      “So, what we do is protect your world from the Abyss. We keep the darkness at bay.”

      “How do you do you that?” I ask, glancing quickly at her sword and knife on the coffee table.

      “We fight,” she says, touching the cut on her cheek.

      “Who do you fight?”

      “Demons, monsters, creatures from your nightmares. There are things dwelling in the dark places that are always looking for a way to breach the wall between worlds.”

      I lean back and study her for a moment. “So, what does all this have to do with me?”

      Once again, she falls silent, then says, “I really think Father should talk to you about this.”

      I sigh loudly and grumble under my breath, turning toward the window for a moment. I don't know if I want to face him again, after running away earlier in the evening.

      “Can he come here?” I ask, looking over at her.

      “Sure. Give me a minute,” Kateri says, as she pulls a cell phone out of her pocket and steps into the kitchen.

      A few minutes later she walks back into the living room and sits on the couch next to me again.

      “He'll be here soon,” she says.

      “You guys have cell phones?”

      “Of course, you saw the control center, we have everything, even things that you don't.”

      “Then why did you give me this?” I ask, pulling the paper out of my pocket.

      “We’re  not  on  the  same  network,”  she  says,  showing  me  her phone and grinning.

      “Sometimes Kateri likes the old ways,” Father says as she steps out of the shadows in the corner of the living room, scaring the hell out of me.

      “Damnit! Do you all have to do that all the frickin’ time?”

      “My apologies, Eve.  As far as the paper goes, she only gives those to special people,” he says.

      Kateri frowns and shakes her head and I swear she blushes. I feel a little tickle in my stomach as I look at her.

      “So, you're ready to talk?” Father asks, as he sits in the big armchair opposite the couch.

      “Yeah. Sorry about before.”

      He shakes his head. “Don't worry about it. I think we sort of overwhelmed you. So, what do you want to know?”

      “Kateri told me about the Abyss and the Umbra and so on, but I don't understand how I fit into all this.”

      I'm also not sure about all the rest of it, but one thing at a time.

      “Well. I assume that she told you about where we come from.”

      “Yes.”

      “And she told you why we're here.”

      “She did, you ‘hold the darkness at bay’, whatever that means.”

      “Good, we can talk about that later. For now, you need to know that you are the key to—”

      “Wait, wait, wait,” I say, interrupting him. “I've read all the books, seen the movies, and played the games, so please don't tell me that this is my destiny, or something.” I look back and forth between Kateri and Father.

      They look at each other and then back at me.

      “You're the only one who can stop the coming storm,” Father says.

      For a second, I don't respond, and then ...

      “Crrraaap!”
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* * *

      “Not the response I was expecting,” Father says quietly.

      “You can't be serious,” I say, looking at both of them.

      “I'm afraid we are.”

      I get to my feet and begin pacing around the living room.

      “You're not planning on running, are you?” Kateri asks.

      I look at her and frown and she puts her hands up.

      “Sorry.”

      I wasn't kidding when I said I've read all the books; Divergent, Legend, The Mortal Instruments, The Hunger Games.

      Come on, this cannot be happening to me!

      “You should probably sit down, Eve. There's more,” Father says.

      I move back to the couch, but I sit a little further away from Kateri this time.

      “What? What now?”

      “There's a reason why you're so important,” he says.

      “And?”

      “Humans can't see us, they can't hear us, and they certainly can't travel into the Umbra.”

      I look at him for a few seconds as the weight of his statement begins to settle in on me, but before I can respond he continues.

      “You see, as Shayds we can move freely between the Umbra and this world, but we cannot enter the Abyss. The denizens of the Abyss can move between the darkness and your world, but they have to fight their way through the Umbra to do so, which is where we come in.”

      “Okay,” I say slowly while still thinking about his previous statement.

      “But you are different, Eve. You're human, but you can see us, hear us, feel our touch,” he says, and I glance quickly at Kateri, “and you can freely enter the Umbra.”

      I shake my head slowly. “And what does all that mean?”

      “You are more than human, Eve.”

      “More than human?” I ask, becoming instantly nervous.

      Kateri moves a little closer on the couch, as if she's afraid I'm going to run away again.

      “Are you telling me I'm a Shayd?”

      “Not exactly,” Father says.

      “All right, let's cut the shit. What the hell are you talking about?”

      I see Kateri snicker out of the corner of my eye and it makes me smile, although I cover it quickly.

      “It would be better if your mother talked to you about this, but clearly she hasn't.”

      “There you go again, talking about my mother. If someone doesn't tell me what's going on, I'm gonna seriously freak out!”

      “Your mother had sex with a Shayd. You're a hybrid,” Kateri says suddenly.

      “Kateri!” Father says loudly, scolding her.

      “Hey, someone had to tell her,” she replies with the same tone.

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” I yell to get their attention, my pulse racing.

      Father sighs and shakes his head. “Eve. What do you know about your father?”

      “My father? Not much, just what my mother told me. I don't even know what he did for a living, but he died saving me from a fire when I was an infant,” I say, desperately trying to stay in control of my emotions.

      I see Father look at Kateri and she lowers her head.

      “What? What now?”

      “That's only partially true. Your father was a Shayd, Eve. He was killed saving you from a fire demon that had broken through the Umbra to find you,” he says.

      “Hold on, stop,” I say, burying my face in my hands for a few moments.

      I can feel my heart beating out of control as my breathing becomes quick and rapid, with short bursts and I can feel myself starting to blackout. Kateri moves quickly to my side and lifts my head slightly, holding my face between her hands. She looks deep into my eyes.

      “Listen to me, Eve. You're hyperventilating ... breath with me,” she says as she slows her own respiration.

      I stare back at her, concentrating on her voice, the feeling of her touch on my skin, and the swirling colors in her eyes. Gradually, I'm able to slow my breathing and gain control of myself.

      “You okay?” she asks me, with a tenderness in her voice that I never heard before.

      “Yeah. I'm good, thanks,” I reply.

      “I'm sorry about all this, Eve. I wish there was a better way to do this, but there isn't,” Father says, his voice full of concern and kindness.

      I nod, and then look at Kateri.

      “Keep going. My father was a Shayd, and my mother ... she's human, right?”

      “Yes, she is,” Father says.

      “So, you're saying I'm half human and half Shayd, right?”

      Father nods, and I sit quietly for a few seconds, staring straight ahead, at nothing in particular.

      “Wait. You said humans can't see you, and my mother is human. So, how did she meet my father?” I ask.

      “I really think that question may be best answered by your mother. I will say that there are a few times a year, during specific moon cycles that we can be seen by humans.”

      For a moment, I feel like pressing him for more, but they've already answered all my other questions, and now it seems like it's my mother's turn. A second later, another question pops into my head, one I hope they will answer.

      “What about the voices?” I ask.

      Father and Kateri look at each other for a moment.

      “Voices?” Father asks when they turn their attention back to me.

      “Yeah. I don't hear them all the time, just every now and then. Sometimes it's overwhelming, like a thousand conversations going on at the same time,” I say.

      “Eve. Those aren't voices.”

      “Okay, if they're not voices, then what are they?”

      “Thoughts.”

      My mouth drops open as I sit there staring at him. It takes me a few seconds to respond.

      “Thoughts,” I repeat.

      Father nods.

      “Whose thoughts?”

      “Ours,” he says. “The Shayds that are nearby.”

      “You can read minds?”

      He tilts his head to the side. “Sort of. It's more like your head is a wireless device picking up signals that are floating through the air.”

      “You all can do this?” I ask, frowning.

      “No, very few of us can.”

      I look at Kateri and she smiles awkwardly.

      “Can you?”

      She nods slowly.

      “Kateri is a very gifted individual,” Father says, “as are you, apparently.”

      “I'm not that gifted, it's just a jumble of voices.”

      “That's how it starts,” Kateri says, “like with the shadow streaming, it takes practice.”

      I smile at her and nod. Father leans forward in his chair.

      “Listen, there's a lot more to talk about, but I think we may have laid enough at your doorstep tonight,” he says as he stands slowly.

      I look over at Kateri. “Can you stay?” I ask, a little shocked that I did, but there it is.

      She looks at Father for a second and then back at me.

      “Sure, for a while anyway.”

      I smile, happier than I thought I would be that she said yes. Father extends his hand and I take it. His fingers wrap gently around mine.

      “I'm sorry for all this, Eve, but I hope our talk helped.”

      “It did,” I reply, squeezing his hand.

      “Good,” he says, smiling warmly. “I'll see you later, Kateri.”

      “Father,” she replies, bowing her head.

      “I'll let you out,” I say, before I realize that I don't really have to.

      “I can let myself out. We'll talk soon.”

      He walks around the back of the couch and into the hall. In a few seconds, he's swallowed up by the shadows cast by the living room lights. When I turn back to Kateri, I suddenly realize we're alone together and I become instantly nervous.

      “So, did you want to talk about something?” Kateri asks.

      I sit down, a few inches from her and when I look into her eyes, I can feel that little spark deep down inside me, flare up again.

      “Yeah. I don't know how to ask you what I want to ask you though.”

      “Go ahead and ask me, like ripping off a band-aid, do it quick.”

      “Okay. Where did you come from? I mean, you said some Shayds are born but others used to be human. So ... which one are you?” I swallow hard as soon as I ask the question.

      She takes a deep breath and pauses. For a second, I think she's not going to answer.

      “I used to be human. When I was seven, my parents started abusing me,” she says, and I immediately wish I hadn't asked. “They beat me, a lot ... burned me with cigarettes, did everything that you should never do to anyone, especially a kid. One day, my dad broke my arm, so they had to take me to the hospital. Social workers got involved and after that, things got ... worse.”

      Out of reflex, I reach out and place my hand on her leg. She looks up at me and smiles weakly. I can see the pain on her face, and I want to hug her, but I'm not sure how she would take it.

      “On my tenth birthday, my dad raped me. That night, I ran away.”

      “Jesus, Kateri,” I say as I move closer and then I'm hugging her.

      She doesn't respond immediately, but then I feel her arms wrap around me and she pulls me tighter. I close my eyes and rest my head on her shoulder. After a few minutes I feel her grip lessen, and I move back. She smiles a sad smile at me. I know I have tears in my eyes, and I can see a few in hers as well.

      “We don't have to talk about this anymore,” I say. “I didn't mean to bring all this up.”

      She shakes her head.

      “It's okay,” she says. “I told you to just rip it off.”

      We both laugh quietly.

      “Anyway, after I left, I wandered the streets for a long time, for a few years at least. Got into some really bad stuff ... really bad stuff,” she says, looking past me before making eye contact again. “And then one day, after being mostly ignored for more than two years, I noticed that people seemed to be passing me by without even a second glance. I mean, I was a twelve-year-old girl living on the street. You'd think someone would notice me, but no one did.”

      “Not long after that, I met a girl, Lena. She said she could help me. I was pretty reluctant to go with her. I think I punched her at least once, but eventually I gave in and she took me to the Factory, and the rest is history.  Although if you asked Father, I'm sure he would have a lot more to add.”

      “Something tells me he would,” I say, laughing.

      She nods and laughs along with me and then we both fall silent for a few moments.

      “Can I ask you something else?”

      “Sure.”

      “Why do you do it?”

      “Do what?”

      “Why do you protect a world that turned its back on you?”

      For a minute she just looks at me before she answers.

      “Ya’ know, I’ve thought about that a lot. A long time ago I decided that I couldn’t blame the whole world for the failings of my parents. Besides, helping people gives me a purpose, it gives my life meaning,” she says, her expression and tone conveying both a deep seeded sadness about what she had been, and a fierce sense of pride in what she has become.

      I reach out and take her hand, squeezing her fingers gently.

      “What is it? I can tell there’s something else,” she says.

      “I’m not sure if I should ask.”

      “Go ahead. No secrets between us.”

      “Are they still alive?”

      “My parents?”

      I just nod.

      “Yes,” she replies quickly. I can feel her fingers grip mine a bit tighter.

      “Have you seen them?”

      “I check in on them every now and then.”

      I nod again, still holding her hand.

      “Would you save them, if they were attacked by a demon?”

      She sighs, and then smiles softly at me.

      “Years ago, I would have said, no. I would have stood by while they were ripped apart, piece by piece, so they would suffer like they made me suffer,” she says, her eyes turning dark, but the brightness returns quickly, “but now, I think my greatest revenge would be to save them, to prove, at least to myself, that I’m better than they will ever be.”

      I swallow, my throat dry. “You’re amazing,” I say, unable to come up with any other response.

      She shakes her head. “Nah. Most of the credit goes to Father and Lena. They’ve taught me a lot. They’re the ones who are amazing.”

      I nod, and we sit for a few minutes, both of us lost in our own thoughts.

      “Can I ask you something else?”

      “Again?” she asks, laughing.

      “Don’t make fun.”

      “Sorry. Go ahead.”

      “You said you've been guarding me.”

      “Yeah,” she says, nodding.

      “Why you?”

      “I asked for it.”

      “Why?”

      She looks at me for a few seconds and then lowers her head, unable to make eye contact with me.

      “You kind of remind me of myself, besides, I ... I like you,” she says, her words trailing off toward the end.

      That shocks me, and I don't really know how to respond, so I say, “Oh ... I ... I like you too.”

      Dork!

      A few seconds later, after I've let Kateri recover from my oh so smooth response, I finally speak again.

      “So, um ... how long have you been guarding me?”

      “For about three years.”

      “Three years?”

      “Yeah. Father's been concerned about you for a while.”

      “Why?”

      She pauses for a few seconds before answering. “You know when we said you were a hybrid.”

      “Yeah.”

      “There's a lot to that, having to do with the Abyss and the Umbra. You're more important than you know.”

      “Well, how many other hybrids are there?”

      She looks at me and smiles. “None.”
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      “I'm the only one?”

      Kateri nods.

      “Now do you understand why you're so important?”

      “I guess,” I say, and then I yawn involuntarily.

      Kateri smiles and starts to stand up. “Listen, it's been a long day. You should probably get some sleep.”

      I nod as I rise from the couch. “You could stay here, tonight,” I blurt out.

      She looks at me for a second, probably as shocked as I am that I said it.

      “I don't know if Father would like that.”

      “You're guarding me, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then stay and guard me. My mom's out of town, so you don't have to worry about that.”

      “Okay. I guess I can stay,” she says as a smile breaks out on her face.

      I smile back at her, thrilled and terrified at the prospect of her spending the night.

      “You ever play Forza Motorsports?” I ask, trying to come up with something we can do besides simply going to sleep.

      “I've played it a few times,” she says, somewhat slyly.

      I look at her and tilt my head to the side. “Something tells me you've played it more than a few times.”

      “Maybe. You still up for it?”

      “If you're up for an ass-kickin'.”

      She laughs and again, I stare into those unbelievably beautiful eyes and my heart flutters wildly. I jump up from the couch and we start to race upstairs, but Kateri slips into the shadows cast by the porch lights coming through the front door and she's gone.

      “No fair!” I yell as I race up the stairs.

      By the time I get to my room, Kateri is already sitting cross-legged on the bed, a controller on her lap, the second one resting on the comforter next to her. She turns and looks at me, smiling and trying to stifle a laugh.

      “Man, you're slow. You've got no chance.”

      “Funny. Just remember, there's no shadows in the game,” I shoot back, as I sit down on the bed, only an inch or two between us.

      For a few seconds I feel nervous sitting so close to her on my bed, but it fades quickly as we begin playing. A couple minutes into the second race, she suddenly drops her controller and scoots to the edge of the bed, a terrified look on her face.

      “Oh my God,” she says, her eyes wide.

      “What? What?” I ask, expecting to see an intruder emerging from the shadows or something even stranger.

      “There's a spider!” she screams, pointing to a spot near the window.

      When I look over, all I can see is one of those pale, almost translucent spiders walking up the wall. It's probably less than half-an-inch across.

      “What, this?” I ask, standing and walking over to the tiny arachnid.

      “Kill it already!”

      I shake my head and scoop the little guy into my hand and drop it out the window onto the fire escape.

      “There, it's gone.”

      She nods silently as she slowly begins to calm down.

      I return to the bed and she looks at me.

      “Don't tell anyone about that, okay?”

      “No problem. What's the big deal? You don't like spiders.”

      “Don't tell anyone.”

      “Okay. I won't,” I say, putting up my hand. “You still want to race?”

      She nods, and a smile gradually returns to her face. She scoots closer to me until our knees are touching, which sends a jolt through me. She's a lot better than I figured she'd be, or maybe I'm nervous, but in any case, she beats me three out of five races. As the fifth race ends, she sets her controller down and stretches her back and neck.

      “Hmm. I didn't see any shadows and yet, I believe I just kicked your ass,” she says, grinning at me.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I reply, and I flop onto my back, staring up at the ceiling. “I'll getcha' next time.”

      Suddenly, Kateri lays down next to me and those flutters of nervousness return in force. I turn my head and I can see she has her eyes closed. For a few seconds, I stare at her, studying every tiny detail; her full lips, perfectly proportioned nose, turned up slightly at the end, long eyelashes, and the lovely slope of her neck as it disappears under the collar of her shirt.

      “I think it's getting late,” she says, without opening her eyes.

      “Yeah, I think it is.”

      She pushes herself up and looks at me. “Well, if you have a blanket and a pillow I can sack out on the couch.”

      “You don't have to sleep on the couch,” I blurt out and it feels like the world slows to a crawl as I wait for a response.

      It feels like hours before she says anything, although I'm sure it's only about three seconds.

      “Okay. Left or right?” she asks.

      “Oh ... uh ... left, usually.”

      “Sounds good,” she says as she starts pulling off her boots.

      “Um ... you said you've been guarding me for three years, right?”

      “Yep.” She stands and undoes her belt.

      “So, you know how I am,” I say as I turn away and walk over to the dresser.

      I open the top drawer and pull out a pair of pajamas for me; light blue with small white flowers, and a second pair for her; bright red with tiny Scottie dogs on both the pants and top.

      “How you are?”

      “Yeah,” I say quietly, still not turning around.

      “Oh, you mean that you're a giant dork?”

      “Come on, stop. I'm being serious. I'm gay,” I say, almost tentatively as I finally look at her again.

      She covers her mouth with her hand and gasps. “No,” she says, before smiling and then laughing.

      I shake my head and frown. “You know, sometimes you're not near as funny as you think you are.” I hand her the red PJs.

      “Well, you're not going to jump on me or anything, right?” she asks as she pulls her tank top over her head and wiggles out of her jeans.

      I know I'm probably staring at her, but I can't help it as she stands there in her underwear, but finally, I'm able to look her in the eyes.

      “See, that's what I mean, and no, I'm not going to jump on you.”

      She slips on the top and steps into the pants, smoothing them out before looking at me again.

      “That's too bad,” she says quickly, and for a second, I'm not sure I heard her right.

      “What?”

      “I said, time for bed.” She moves around to the other side and slips under the covers. “Well, are you gonna' join me?”

      And then, I'm really nervous. I've only ever undressed in front of my mother, and in gym class, but certainly not in front of someone in my bedroom. I take a deep breath and slip out of my jeans, tossing them on the floor at the end of the bed. Glancing over at Kateri, I can see she's watching me, but surprisingly, I don't feel embarrassed or awkward. Honestly, there's a part of me that's excited to know her eyes are on me. I pull my top off, exposing my bra, and much less prominent top half, and then suddenly I feel strange about being so bold and I put on my pajamas as quickly as I can. I move around to the left side of the bed before pulling back the covers and sliding underneath. My leg brushes against hers and I pull it back quickly.

      “Sorry,” I say.

      “For what?”

      “Nothing, I guess.” I lay back and pull the covers up.

      For a couple of minutes, we both lay there and then Kateri starts squirming and a few seconds later she pulls her bra out from under the covers and drops it on the floor.

      “That's better,” she says.

      A few seconds later, I maneuver my way out of my own, tossing it toward the end of the bed. Kateri laughs and I smile at her, a warm feeling flowing through my entire body. I switch the lamp off and the only light in the room comes from outside, casting eerie shapes on the ceiling through the curtains.

      “How come you never showed yourself to me before?” I ask without looking at her.

      “It wasn’t up to me. You'd see me when you were ready.”

      “So, why now?”

      She shrugs. “I don't know, it's just when it happened.”

      “Hmmm.  Hey, what about the voices? Father said they’re thoughts from other Shayds.”

      “Yeah.”

      “But it's a bunch of jumbled stuff. What good is it?”

      “At first, that's how it seems. Used to give me headaches, but Father taught me how to control them, to filter out the noise and make sense of it all.”

      “But if it's a collection of random thoughts, what can you do with it?”

      “There's a lot. It's not exactly like mind reading you see in the movies, but you can learn to direct your thoughts toward a certain person, and to weed their thoughts out of the rest. It's also how I use the paper, to send messages.”

      “Wow. Can you teach me?”

      “Father and I will. He's better at teaching than I am.”

      “Okay.” I’m suddenly becoming all too aware of any thoughts I might have about her.

      We quickly fall into a self-imposed silence. I’m exhausted, but I'm far too wired to sleep. For the longest time, I simply lay on my back, staring up into the dark when Kateri ends the silence.

      “I'm sorry about your dad,” she says, quietly.

      “Why? I didn't even know him.”

      “I know. It's funny though, you never met your dad, and you wished you had. I knew my dad, and I wish I never did.”

      Her statement hits me like a punch in the stomach. I can sense the pain in her words and I slowly move my hand under the sheets until my fingertips touch hers. She immediately wraps her fingers around mine and squeezes gently. Slowly, sleep begins to take me and my eyes close.

      I'm not sure how long I’d slept, but I'm awakened by the sounds of sobbing in the dark. I look over at Kateri; she’s laying on her side, facing away from me, and although I can barely see her in the now completely darkened room, I can tell that she's crying.

      In a moment of sheer ... bravery, or boldness, I reach over and touch her shoulder. I feel her tense up immediately.

      “What?” she asks, an irritated tone to her voice.

      “Just checking to see if you're okay,” I say quietly.

      “I'm fine,” she replies quickly.

      “All right. As long as you're okay.” I lay back down again.

      About a minute later, I feel her shifting in the bed and the next thing I know, she has her arm across my upper chest and her face buried in my neck. It's not a sexual gesture, but one made out of basic human need for comfort. I gingerly bring my left arm up and lay it across her back under the sheets and she presses herself closer to me. A smile slowly builds on my face and not long after, I drift off to sleep.
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* * *

      As the first rays of the sun peek through my window, my eyes flutter open and immediately I notice Kateri's not here. Letting out a sigh, I feel completely deflated and alone. I've never felt this way before. I mean, I have friends. I have my mom, and Amanda, but there's something completely different about Kateri. It has nothing to do with her ‘Shaydness’, but more about the actual person that she is. I sit up, leaning back against the headboard, wishing she was still here and then I spot the little folded piece of paper on the nightstand. In a flash, I have it in my hand. My heart is racing as I open it.

      
        
        Thanks for last night. See you soon.

        Kateri

        BTW ... you have a cute little ass.

        

      

      I start laughing as soon as I read the part about my butt, and then I press the paper against my chest, hugging it tight. I still have a million questions, and maybe I should have spent last night grilling Kateri about them, but at least I have one answer. This is for real, it's not in my head, unless I've created the most elaborate delusional universe ever. I've seen them, talked to them, and touched them. There's no doubt in my mind that this is real. But then, what the hell does that mean for me? If it was a figment of my imagination, I could pop a few pills, get some electro-shock therapy and be done with it. Now that it's real though, I have to figure out how to deal with it.

      Not only do I think Kateri is real, but I know deep down inside she has sparked a fire. There's something about her that has awoken new feelings within me. I know I can't be in love with her, right? I've only known her for a few days, but I also know it's something bigger than what it seems right now. First things first, though. I have a lot more questions that need answering, especially concerning my mother and how she fits into all this. I look over at the pillow next to me, and instantly, I miss this mysterious girl again. Without thinking, I pick it up and bring it to my face, inhaling deeply. The scent of lilies and sunshine fills my nostrils and I can't help but smile.

      “Some people would call that weird,” Kateri says from the direction of my doorway.

      “Damnit! You have to stop doing that!” I say, trying to pretend to be annoyed, when in reality, I'm overjoyed to see her.

      She’s leaning against the doorframe, dressed in her usual black jeans and boots, but the bright green t-shirt is a definite change.

      I nod toward her shirt. “That's bright.”

      “Yeah, I like to mix it up sometimes,” she replies with a grin. “Come on, get up.”

      “Can you give me a minute to get dressed?”

      She shrugs. “I've already seen most of it.”

      “Yeah, well. You don't need to see the rest of it.”

      “Fine, I'll meet you downstairs. Don't take all morning, we've got a lot more to talk about,” she says as she turns and heads back into the hallway.

      After waiting for a few seconds, I roll out of bed, close the door, and drop the sheet. I grab my jeans off the floor, toss them on the bed, and then open my closet to find a shirt. I pick a light blue t-shirt with the Chinese symbol for power printed on the front; at least that's what the girl at the store told me it was, although it might be the symbol for cat poop for all I really know. I read somewhere once that most people who have tattoos of Chinese characters have no clue what they really say. Most, as it turns out, are gibberish or made up symbols that look cool. You might think the markings on your arm say, ‘Strength from Belief’, when in reality it says, ‘House In Donkey’. I toss the shirt onto the bed next to my jeans.

      Pulling open my dresser drawer, I select a matching set of white lacey underwear with delicate red flowers along the edges. It's much sexier than what I was wearing last night, a fact that does not go unnoticed in my head. I dress in a few seconds and then check my hair in the mirror, adjusting everything until I look at least presentable. I even put on a little eye shadow and lipstick, once again, doing something I almost never do. Smoothing out the shirt, I double check how I look from behind, and then I shake my head.

      “Why am I so concerned with this?” I ask myself quietly, but deep down I know why.

      I pull on my Nikes, and start to head for the door, before I turn and check the mirror one more time.

      When I get downstairs, Kateri is stretched out on the couch, flipping through one of my mother's art books. She looks over at me and smiles, as I watch her eyes scan me from top to bottom. I must admit I like the feeling.

      “You clean up nice,” she says as she gets to her feet.

      “Thanks. So do you, by the way.”

      She grins at me and I swear she blushes, but I could be wrong.

      “So, is momma coming home today?”

      “Tomorrow.”

      She nods. “Good, today is gonna be a long one. You up for it?” she asks as she stands and picks her sword and knife off the floor and buckles her belt scabbard around her waist.

      “Yeah, I'm up for it,” I reply firmly.

      “All right, let's get—”

      My phone starts ringing, interrupting her. I glance at the screen.

      “It's my mom. Hold on. Hey, Mom,” I say after swiping the screen.

      “Hey, sweetie. How are you?”

      “I'm good. How's New York?”

      “Busy, and crowded,” she says, laughing. “You been eating?”

      “Yes, Mom. I've been eating,” I look over at Kateri. She shakes her head and walks over to the stairway and sits down.

      I want to ask her about my dad, about the Shayds, about everything that's been happening to me, but I know it's not the time, or place to discuss it.

      “Good. How's Amanda?”

      “She's good. She's busy with family stuff,” I say so she won't ask me any questions about what we did last night, and I won't have to lie ... any more than I already have.

      “That's too bad. So, what are you gonna do today?”

      I look over at Kateri.

      “Maybe hang out at Indian Lake, or something.”

      “Okay. Be careful and don't be out too late. You gotta be up early for school tomorrow.”

      “I know, I won't.”

      “Listen, I'll be home tomorrow afternoon, okay?”

      “Okay. Love you, Mom.”

      “Love you too, sweetie. I'll call you later.”

      When I hang up, I fully expect Kateri to make fun of me, but instead, she looks at me with those beautiful eyes and smiles warmly.

      “You're lucky.”

      “Why?”

      “You got family who loves you.”

      I nod and then sigh.

      “Yeah, but she lied to me.”

      Kateri stands suddenly, and steps up close to me.

      “Yeah, but she did it to protect you. Don't forget that.”

      I can see she's deadly serious, and any attempt I might make to argue with her, would be futile, and then I realize, she's right.

      “Yeah, she did.”

      She steps back, and I feel the tension in the room drop ten notches.

      “You ready to go?”

      “Yeah, one second,” I say as I dart into the kitchen and snatch two foil wrapped packs of strawberry frosted Pop-Tarts out of the cabinet next to the sink.

      I spin around and toss one to Kateri.

      “Think fast.”

      She snatches it out of the air, giving me a sly smile.

      “Sugar rush,” she says, laughing. “Good idea, you're gonna need it.”

      “Why do you keep saying that?”

      “You'll find out,” she says with a wicked little grin.

      We walk outside onto the stoop and immediately, I have to shield my eyes from the bright sunshine. As we're descending the steps to the shadow cast by the building, I reach out and touch her arm.

      “Can we walk? It's a little too early for me to be flying.”

      “Sure.”

      We start down the street toward the Factory, walking side by side. I have to keep reminding myself that if I talk to her, I might look crazy to anyone passing by, and then a thought strikes me. Pulling out my phone, I hold it to my ear as we walk.

      “I had fun last night,” I say into my phone.

      “Me too,” she says. “Although I figured you'd be better at Forza.”

      “Yeah, yeah. We can try it again anytime you want. I think I was being too easy on you anyway.”

      “Uh huh, whatever you say.”

      We both laugh, and she looks at my phone. “That's clever. Makes you look less crazy.”

      I'm about to respond when an overwhelming feeling of dread washes over me, like a dark cloud on the horizon. I look over at Kateri and she's tense and alert, her eyes darting back and forth.

      “You feel it?” she asks.

      “Yeah, I feel it. What is it?” I take a small step closer to her.

      “A demon.”

      “What? Here? Now?”

      She nods and takes my arm, pulling me into a darkened alley between two small shops. She starts to fade into the shadow cast by the building, but this time I can still see her, and when I look down at my hands, I'm dissolving into the shadows along with her. Everything around me looks a little ‘fuzzy’, not as crisp or sharp as it normally is. I guess the best way to describe it is how it looks when you wear sunglasses inside and all the colors and details are slightly muted. She pulls her sword, holding the hilt with both hands.

      “Take my knife,” she says.

      “I don't know how to use a knife.”

      “You know how to stab something, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then you know how to use a knife,” she says, her eyes still flicking here and there as she searches for the demon.

      “Why don't we just stream out of here?” I ask as I pull the dagger from her belt.

      The blade is about seven inches long, with an edge on both sides. The handle looks like it's made from wood, wrapped with leather and some braided gold wire. It feels remarkably light in my hands.

      “It's dangerous to stream when demons are around. The last thing we need is to collide with one.”

      “They can stream too?”

      “Yeah, but in the darkness as opposed to the shadows. There's a lot of crossover though.”

      She starts backing further into the alley, pushing me behind her.

      “If something happens, stay hidden and—”

      Suddenly, something rushes at us out of the darkness and slams into her, pushing her into the wall on the far side of the alley.

      I watch as she hits the bricks, the air forced out of her lungs.

      Our attacker is not like any demon I ever saw in the movies; no claws, no teeth dripping with menace, no spikes running up it's back. Instead, it looks human, except for the red skin and yellow eyes. He's about six feet tall, with thick, muscular arms, and black hair down to his shoulders. His clothes are much like ours; jeans, t-shirt, and dark leather boots. He holds a thin black blade in his right hand, and what looks like a pair of vicious brass knuckles adorn his other. If he wasn't trying to kill us, he'd be a handsome kid.

      “Kateri!” I scream.

      His head whips around and he makes eye contact with me, and I stumble backwards. The momentary distraction is enough to give Kateri time to attack. She kicks him hard in the leg and brings her sword up, but her swing is too slow, and he easily dodges out of the way.

      He looks back at me again and charges, and now I can see he does in fact, have a mouth full of needle like teeth. Kateri jumps on him from behind, wrapping her arm around his neck. He reaches up and grabs her, tossing her to the side like a stuffed animal. She slams into the wall and slumps to the ground, her sword clattering on the dirty, garbage strewn concrete.

      Something in me flares to life as I look at her lying motionless on the ground. I know I should run. I know I have no chance to defeat this creature, but right now, all I want to do is kill him for hurting her. I charge him, the knife raised in my clenched fist. Momentarily, a thought flits through my head that this is a really, really bad idea. I watch as he raises his blade, a wicked smile on his face as we close on each other.

      Suddenly, I feel the panic rising in my chest and I struggle to keep it at bay, but it starts to overwhelm me.

      “No ... not now,” I mutter, trying to regain some semblance of control.

      I need to help her. I need to do something.

      Suddenly, out of nowhere, there's a flash of steel, and the next thing I know, his arm is lying on the ground, still holding the knife. A split second later, Kateri's sword slices clean through his neck, severing his head. He collapses in a heap and a moment later he fades back into the darkness.

      I'm still standing there, holding her knife, my hands shaking as she moves in front of me.

      “Eve,” she whispers before touching my face gently. “Are you okay?”

      I let out a breath and look into her eyes, and then after a long pause, I finally return to the here and now.

      “I'm okay,” I say, nodding slowly. “Are you all right?”

      I run my hands up and down her arms and then along her side before I know what I'm doing, but she doesn't seem to mind.

      “I'm fine. My head hurts, but I'm okay.”

      She has a nasty bruise growing on her forehead, and a small scratch, but no other visible injuries.

      “Thank God. I thought he killed you,” I say, my voice shaky.

      “I'm a lot tougher than that.”

      “I'm sorry.” I try mightily to hold back the tears that are threatening to burst forth.

      “For what?”

      “I started to panic. I couldn't do—”

      She looks at me and smiles as she shakes her head.

      “Don't be like that. We're both fine and most people run away when they see their first demon. You charged him. You did good. By the way, I thought I told you to stay hidden.”

      “Uh yeah, I think you did. Sorry about that.”

      “It's fine,” she says, smiling at me before taking my hand and squeezing it gently.

      “Is that the way they all are?” I ask, my throat feeling dry and coarse.

      “They come in all shapes and sizes. That one was a small one.”

      “A small one? Jesus.”

      “Yeah. I've seen a lot worse,” she says grimly.

      “I don't know if I can do this, Kateri.” I suddenly feel overwhelmed, as tears begin streaming down my face.

      She looks me straight in the eyes and shakes her head. “Don't worry, Eve. I'll be by your side. Besides, you're a lot stronger than you think.”

      “I don't know,” I say.

      “Come on, you were going to attack a demon.”

      “No. I was going to get myself killed, if you hadn't saved me, and now I'm crying like a baby.”

      “Listen to me. Don't you think I cried after the first time?”

      “You did?” I feel a little better knowing I'm not alone.

      “Of course not, but I'm a badass,” she says, grinning at me.

      “That's nice. I thought you were trying to make me feel better.” I shake my head as I wipe away the tears with the back of my hand. “At least it wasn't a spider.”

      She tilts her head to the side. “That's funny.”

      “Sorry.”

      “I'll let you deal with the spider demons. Listen, all this takes time, Eve. I know you have it in you.”

      “How do you know that?” I ask, feeling less sure of myself than ever.

      “Because, I'm an excellent judge of character. All we have to do is bring out your bad-ass self.”

      “I hope you're right.”

      “Trust me,” she says, winking.

      Trust me. It's funny, I just met this strange, bewitching, and bewildering girl and I know deep down, I do trust her.

      “How 'bout we stream the rest of the way?”

      “Sounds like a plan,” I reply with a weak smile.

      After another exhilarating and terrifying shadow streaming trip, we're at the gates to the Factory. A few cars pass by on the road, and if they see me, they don't pay attention. I already know, they can't see Kateri. We walk up to the spot where the Shayd-door is and Kateri looks at me.

      “Don't tell Father about the demon.”

      “Why?”

      “He worries.”

      “Okay, but if he asks, I'm not going to lie to him.”

      “Fair enough.” She looks at the wall where the door was last night. “You can open it.”

      I study the cracked and pitted brick wall for a few seconds before turning to her.

      “How?”

      “Give it a try. Something tells me you'll be able to do it.”

      The stack of pallets to my right are casting a shadow across the wall, just as they did last night with the help of the light bulb above the ‘normal’ entrance.

      “Come on,” she says, taking my arm gently and moving my hand toward the wall.

      I love the feeling of her touch, and I don't want it to end, but I'm also incredibly excited to see if I can open this ... invisible door. It'll be the first indication that I am what she and Father say I am.

      “You can do it,” she says. “Spread your fingers, like I did last night and touch the wall.”

      She releases my arm and I open my hand and slowly press my palm against the cold brick. For a second, nothing happens, and I look over at her.

      “See? I—”

      And then something amazing happens. The brick, which had felt cold, hard, and rough under my hand, now feels warm and smooth as I watch the red stone slowly transform to polished wood. After a few seconds, the door is completely visible, and I pull back my hand.

      “Told ya.” Kateri smiles at me.

      I can't help but smile back, and there's no use denying the fact that I feel incredible.

      “I can't believe this,” I say, unable to stop smiling.

      Kateri takes my hand and squeezes it gently. “If you can't believe that, you better hold on tight.”
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      “Go ahead, open it,” Kateri says.

      I look back at the door and push on the iron-strapped wooden barrier. It swings inward, without a sound and with hardly any effort.

      “Come on. We've got a lot to do.”

      As soon as we walk through the door, things are pretty much the same as they were the first time I was here. There are people everywhere, some sitting at tables reading through dusty looking books, working on one of the computer stations, or moving past us on their way to who knows where, but I notice immediately that a lot of them are looking at me.

      “They know, don't they?” I ask Kateri.

      “Yeah, news travels fast.”

      Without warning, the voices start in my head. It's so intense and there are so many bombarding me, I stumble. When I reach out to grab the wall, I feel Kateri's arm around my waist.

      “You okay?”

      It feels like a migraine on top of a brain-freeze, and for a few seconds I can't speak as I lean into her. I can feel another panic attack coming on, as my heart begins racing and I break out in a cold sweat.

      “Eve.”

      I can hear her saying my name, but there are so many other voices in my head that I can barely hear hers. Slowly, she lowers me to the ground, until we're both sitting on the floor.  I’m leaning against the wall and I can feel her hands on my face, one on each side, gently cupping my cheeks.

      “Eve, look at me, just look at me,” I hear her say.

      I open my eyes and gaze into her multi-colored eyes, trying to break through the spider-web of voices in my head.

      “Focus on my voice. Focus on me.”

      Gradually, the feeling of panic fades away.

      “You okay?” she asks, as she releases my face and slides her hands down my arms until her fingers touch mine.

      “I'm okay,” I reply, letting out a deep sigh. “Thanks.”

      I squeeze her fingers softly and smile.

      “Jesus, that's kinda freaky you know,” she says, grinning at me.

      “Thanks for that. How did you know how to calm me down?”

      For a few moments, she doesn't answer. “I saw your mom do it once,” she says, sounding a little embarrassed.

      Of course she did.

      “You know, sometimes knowing that you've been spying on me for three years is a little creepy.”

      “Guarding, not spying,” she says.

      “Uh huh. Either way, thank you.”

      “Anytime,” she says, standing and offering her hand to me.

      I take her fingers in mine and pull myself up, with a little help from her.

      “We're going to have to help you get control of that as soon as we can,” she says.

      “That would be good.”

      We walk through the crowded dining area, which is full of people lining the long wooden tables, and wonderful smells drifting out of the kitchen. A few of the diners look up when we walk through, but most pay more attention to their meals than to us.

      “You said before that there are millions of you,” I say as we walk past the rows of tables.

      “Yeah.”

      “So, you have to be in other places other than here, right?”

      “Oh yeah. We have a presence in every major city across the globe.”

      “But this is your headquarters, in Collinsburg?” I ask.

      “Yeah, it's safer this way. Who would think that the world is kept safe from a place like this?” she asks as we walk into the map room.

      Once again, the massive model of the transparent globe rotating slowly in the center of the space draws my attention. Technicians speak to unknown contacts through their headsets, paying little or no attention to us. I look up toward Father's office. I can see him standing at the bank of windows that look out across the city.

      “Come on, he's waiting for us,” she says.

      I take a deep breath, feeling even more nervous than the first time I was here. The more I learn about this hidden world, the more I realize how intertwined I am within it, and the less I can deny my place in it. As we climb the steps to Father's office, I can feel my heart speeding up. When we step through the door, Kateri lowers her head before she speaks.

      “We're here, Father.”

      He turns from the windows and smiles warmly at both of us. “Kateri, I've told you that you don't need to do that.”

      She nods before taking a small step back. “I know, force of habit I guess.”

      He looks at her for a second, and I watch as she tries to hide the scratch on her forehead.

      “What happened?” he asks.

      For a moment, I don't think she's going to answer.

      “We had a run in.”

      “Where?” he asks.

      “A few blocks from her house.”

      He looks at me and then back at Kateri.

      “Are you both okay?”

      “Yes, Father. We're fine.”

      “Give me a minute,” he says, before he steps over to his desk and hits a button on a keyboard inlaid into the surface.

      “Evan. Did we have a foray near Eve's house?”

      “Hold for a moment, sir.”

      He looks up at us again, a frown on his face.

      “Sir. No indications.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yes sir.”

      “Thanks.”

      Father sighs deeply and walks back around the desk to us, his brow furrowed.

      “That's not good news.”

      “No,” Kateri replies.

      “Why? What does it mean?” I ask.

      “It means they may have figured out a way to breach the Umbra without us being aware of it.”

      “It was only one small demon,” I interject without knowing why.

      What the hell do I know from Umbra breaches?

      He looks at me and nods. “It’s possible that it may have been hiding and waiting for a few days,” Kateri says. “You remember that breach you sent Isak out on last week and he couldn't find anything?”

      “That's true. Hmm. Well, we'll keep an eye on it. I think I'll assign a few additional assets to watch the house, just in case.”

      “Sounds like a good plan,” Kateri says.

      “Well, I'm glad to see you back. So, we didn't scare you off with everything?”

      “Well, let's not go that far. It's not like I'm not freaked out,” I say, with a grin.

      “Understandable. So, I think it's time to fill you in on the big picture and then formulate a plan,” he says as he gestures toward the two chairs by the desk.

      Kateri and I each take a seat, and Father sits on the edge of the desk.

      “A plan for what?”

      “A plan to save the world, of course,” he says.

      “Of course.” I look over at Kateri.

      “So, we covered a few things last night,” Father says.

      “Yeah, like how this is my destiny, and stuff.”

      “Yes, that.”

      “But I still don't understand why you need me. If you defend our world in the Umbra, then what's the problem? I'm no fighter,” I say, glancing at Kateri.

      Father nods. “Please, come with me,” he says as he stands up and gestures toward the door.

      Kateri and I follow after him, down the stairs into the map-room.

      “This is what we're up against,” he says, nodding toward the floating globe. “The flashes of red and blue that you see are battles between our forces and those of the Abyss.”

      I look up and my eyes dart from one flash to the other. In a little less than two minutes I spot at least fifty of the colored flares, but I'm sure there were more.

      “There's a lot,” I say, stating the obvious.

      He nods and frowns. “And they're increasing every day. We coordinate our response from here.”

      “That's what they're doing?” I ask, looking at the dozen or so people on headsets, some typing furiously on keyboards.

      “Yes, but we're slowly becoming overwhelmed, and our resources are being stretched to the limit.”

      “I still don't understand.”

      “We need to find out what they're planning. We need someone to go into the Abyss.”

      “But you said Shayds can't enter the Abyss.”

      “That's right, not on their own anyway,” Father answers before looking over at Kateri.

      For a few moments, no one says anything, and then the light finally goes on in my head.

      “But you think I can,” I say slowly, staring at both of them.

      Father nods and Kateri looks uncomfortable.

      “We think that because you're a hybrid, that you'd be able to do it,” Father says.

      “But why? Can humans travel to the Abyss?”

      “They can with help, although most have done so unwillingly.”

      “What does that mean?” I ask, looking at Kateri.

      She looks at Father and then shakes her head. “He means that demons from the Abyss who've broken through the Umbra have taken human and Shayd captives. We think that's what they were trying to do when your father was killed.”

      “They were trying to capture my mother?”

      “They were trying to capture both of you,” Father says.

      “Why are they taking them?”

      “We think they're experimenting on them, trying to figure out a way to be able to bypass the Umbra,” he replies with a sigh.

      “They're trying to create their own hybrid?” I ask, horrified.

      Father nods slowly. “But I think only a true Shayd-Human hybrid will give them what they want.”

      “You mean me.”

      “Yes.”

      “But you want me to go there, right into their hands.”

      “It's the only way to find out what they're planning.”

      Seriously? Is this really happening?

      “You want me to go alone, into the Abyss?”

      “You won't be going alone,” Kateri says.

      “You?”

      She nods and grins at me, and suddenly I feel a little more confident, although I know I'm still in way over my head.

      “That's not what we talked about,” Father says, looking pointedly at her.

      “I'm going,” Kateri says firmly, leaving no doubt that she will be.

      Father grumbles something under his breath and then looks back and forth between the two of us.

      “We have a lot of work ahead of us, and we can talk about it again.”

      “We can talk about it as much as you want, but I'm going,” she says.

      Father shakes his head. I can tell Kateri normally defers to his judgment, but her defiance in this case is noticeable.

      “Fine,” he says with some annoyance in his voice.

      “There is something else we need to deal with, though,” Kateri says.

      “What's that?”

      “She's having a problem with the thoughts, they're overwhelming her. She had an episode when we got here.”

      Father nods and looks at me, a warm and gentle smile on his face. “We can take care of that, or at least get you on the road to dealing with it. Let's go back up to my office.”

      We follow him back up the stairs and I take hold of Kateri's hand.

      “Listen, I don't want you getting in trouble over me,” I whisper.

      She shakes her head and grins.

      “Don't worry about it. I'm not about to let you go to the Abyss without me.”

      I nod and smile, squeezing her fingers gently and she responds in kind. As soon as we walk back into the room though, I realize we have another problem.

      “How are we going to do all this after my mother gets back on Monday night, not to mention I have to go back to school tomorrow.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      “One thing at a time,” Father says. “Let's see what we can do about helping you deal with those thoughts.”

      He takes a seat in one of the two chairs on our side of the desk and gestures with his hand toward the other.

      “Please sit, Eve.”

      I slip into the chair as Kateri moves behind me, standing quietly. I turn my head and look up at her, and she smiles warmly.

      “Don't worry,” she says, almost as if she's reading my thoughts, which maybe she is, “this worked for me when I first arrived.”

      I nod and turn back to Father.

      “Now, close your eyes.”

      I do as he asks, and one second later I feel Kateri's hand on my shoulder. My heart skips a few beats, and then I feel a sense of calm flow across me.

      “Listen to the sound of my voice. Block out everything else. Focus on me,” he says, with a quiet and calming tone.

      “Focus.”

      “Focus.”

      After a few seconds, I hear nothing but Father's voice, repeating the word ‘Focus’ over and over again. Gradually, I begin to feel something tickling the back of my mind, something trying to get in. I wince from the effort to keep it out, but then I hear Father's voice.

      “Eve, let them in..,” he says calmly.

      “I ... I'm afraid,” I reply, and then I feel Kateri's fingers squeeze my shoulder lightly.

      “Let them in, Eve. It’s okay.”

      Almost reluctantly, I lower my defenses and the thoughts of hundreds of Shayds crash onto me like a tidal wave. For a second, I feel like I'm going to pass out from the cacophony of voices in my head.

      “Eve,” I hear Father say, “stay calm, let them flow around you, as if you're standing ankle deep in a swift moving creek.”

      As I breathe in and out slowly through my nose, bit-by-bit the ‘volume’ of thoughts begins to decrease as each one falls away, one after the other.

      “Better?” I hear him ask.

      “Yes.”

      “Now, I'm going to have Kateri think of something, something specific that you can pick out among the mass, okay?”

      I nod, before automatically raising my arm and placing my hand on top of hers. I feel her fingers squeeze mine gently.

      “Kateri.”

      “Yes, Father.”

      “Search for her thought, Eve. Clear the fog and find her.”

      I really have no idea what he's talking about.

      How the hell do you find one person's thoughts out of a mish-mash of hundreds if not thousands of others?

      And then I feel it. It's almost like standing in a grassy field and spotting one tiny yellow flower amongst the emerald carpet. It's hard to describe, unless you've experienced it, but using Father's ‘creek technique’, I wade through the din of random thoughts flowing past me and then, it's there.

      
        
        You really do have a cute ass.

        

      

      Who else would think that? I know it's her, and I immediately start laughing. I feel her squeeze my hand and then she leans down and whispers in my ear.

      “You really do,” she says quietly, as goose-bumps run up and down my arms.

      I open my eyes and Father is shaking his head, a warm smile on his face.

      “I will never understand teenagers,” he says.

      I look back at Kateri and we both start laughing again, until Father clears his throat.

      “Uh-hum. So, did that help?”

      “Oh yeah. It’s better at least,” I reply.

      “It'll take time, but you'll get it. It took me a lot longer to even get this far,” Kateri says, which makes me feel even better.

      “Next time you're feeling overwhelmed, just let it flow around you, and remember, everything takes time, even for people like you and Kateri.”

      “Thank you,” I say.

      “You're welcome, Eve. Now, as to your other concern,” he says as he stands and walks around to the other side of his desk and sits. “You have to go to school, of course. I know this seems ridiculous to say, considering everything we've shown you, but we don't want to disrupt your normal life any more than we have too.”

      I chuckle.

      “Disrupt my normal life? Nothing in my life will ever be normal again.”

      Father nods. “I know, and for that, I'm sorry.”

      “It's okay. It's not your fault.”

      “I would recommend that you speak to your mother as soon as you have an opportunity.”

      “I will, you can count on that.”

      He leans forward, a kind expression on his face. “Be easy on her. If she kept this hidden from you, it's with good reason.”

      “I know.” I look over at Kateri. “We've talked about that already.”

      “Father, I was hoping to do some simple streaming training with Eve today,” Kateri says.

      He nods. “I think that's an excellent idea. Do you think you're up for it?”

      “Hell, yeah,” I say, my excitement on display, front and center.

      “Can she fade already?”

      “A little,” Kateri replies, looking over at me.

      “Fade?”

      “He means how we kinda melt into the shadows,” Kateri says. “She did a little when we had the run-in with the demon.”

      I think back to the alley when I looked down at my hands and everything seemed a little fuzzy and muted.

      “Did she? That's remarkable. I wonder if she can turn it off and on.”

      Kateri nods. “Obviously she can, otherwise every time she walked into a shadow, she'd disappear.”

      It's kind of annoying sitting there as they talk about me like I'm some sort of lab animal, but I also realize that Kateri is trying her best to not make it feel that way.

      “Sorry, we're talking about you like you're not here,” Father says, looking at me like he read my mind, and then I realize he probably did.

      “It's okay, I understand.”

      “It's because you're ... so different, and as you're learning about this new world in front of you, we're learning about you,” he says with kindness in his voice.

      “I didn't think about that.”

      “Anyway, I think it would be a good idea for Kateri to take some time to teach you to manage some of these new abilities, and perhaps some combat training would be useful as well.”

      Kateri looks at me. “She has the cajones, what she needs is some basic techniques.”

      Cajones? Really?

      “Well then, get to it,” Father says.

      “Yes, Father,” Kateri says, bowing her head.

      “Thank you. I'll try and do my best,” I say.

      Part of me really wants to impress him, like any kid wants to make their parents proud. I know he's not my dad, but I think when you grow up without one, you're always searching for a replacement, or a stand-in. He's kind, wise, funny, and gentle ... everything you want in a dad. I figure Kateri feels the same way, even though I would never dare ask her about it.

      “I know you will, Eve. I have faith in you.”

      “Come on,” Kateri says, taking my hand and leading me out of the room.

      We descend the stairs, moving quickly through the map room and back into the dining hall.

      “Where are we going?” I ask, as we move past the lines of tables.

      “Training room,” she says as we enter the library.

      She moves directly toward a couple doors I hadn't seen before, set into the wall to the left of the outside entrance. The first, is a pair of elevator doors, but Kateri heads to the black metal one with a small recessed keypad to the right. She punches in a short four-digit code and then presses her hand on the surface of the door. A few seconds later, I can hear the sound of electronic locks disengaging.

      “Why all the security?' I ask.

      “We have a lot of sensitive equipment stored downstairs.”

      The door swings outward automatically and we slip inside a small, dark room. A moment later, the door begins closing on its own, and as soon as the locks re-engage, two overhead lights blink to life. We're in a short hallway with a freight elevator directly ahead. Kateri presses her palm against another electronic pad on the wall and the metal gate opens, splitting apart in the middle. A second later, the interior doors do the same, the top half rising into the ceiling and the bottom half lowering into the floor. I follow her inside, and she presses her hand onto a second pad just inside the door. After the gates close, she simply says the word ‘training’, and the car begins moving.

      “Ooh. Very Star Treky,” I say, with a grin.

      She looks at me, shakes her head, and smiles. “You are such a dork.”

      “Yep, and proud of it, besides, that's what you like about me.”

      “That's part of it anyway,” she says, with a sly grin, and I feel that lovely tickle deep down in my belly.

      It only takes a few seconds before the car stops and the gates and doors open automatically. As soon as we step outside, lights begin coming to life, one at a time, in a long line stretching as far as I can see. The room before us is massive. It looks even bigger than the Factory above. I've never been good at determining distances, and I never watch sports on television, but I would guess the place is as big as a football field, maybe even larger. I can barely see the wall at the far end. The space is completely empty, and then I notice the floor isn't hard, but spongy like a gym mat.

      “What's this?” I ask.

      “It a safe place to practice,” Kateri replies. “Command; configuration one.”

      I look at her, my brow furrowing.

      “What's that about?”

      “Wait,” she says as a column rises slowly from the floor and two spot lights emerge from the wall to our right. “Come on.”

      We walk around the new obstacle. It's about two feet square and a little taller than me. I run my hand across its surface, which is cushioned exactly like the floor. Looking over at Kateri, I grin.

      “Is this my padded room?” I ask.

      “Do you need one?”

      “Sometimes I think, maybe I do.”

      “You're not crazy, Eve. No more than the rest of us, anyway.”

      “That's not very reassuring.”

      “It's the best I can do,” she says, as she takes my hand and pulls me next to her. “We're going to practice fading.”

      With that, she steps into the shadow cast by the lights and the mini-wall. Like all the other times, she melts into the background and disappears. A second later she reappears a few feet away, a smile on her face.

      “For us, this is easy. It's pretty much automatic, but when someone becomes a Shayd, they must learn how to do this. It's also the first step in streaming. To humans, we're invisible all the time, but you're a whole different bag of chips, aren't you?”

      “I guess so,” I say quietly.

      “Hey, don't get me wrong. There's nothing wrong with being different, that's what makes you interesting.” She reaches out and takes my hand, holding it gently, her thumb brushing slowly over my skin.

      A second later she seems to realize what she's doing, and she quickly releases her hold on me.

      “Sorry,” she says, quietly.

      “It's cool.”

      This time it's me who takes her hand, squeezing her fingers gently. We simply stand there for a few moments before my natural shyness regains control.

      “So, uh ... show me what I need to do.” I release her hand and feel the loss immediately.

      “Oh yeah ... um ... so the biggest difference with you and us, is that normally you're not faded. That means that you have to figure out a way to make yourself blend into the shadows.”

      “Well, how do I do that?” I ask, perplexed.

      Kateri shrugs her shoulders. “I have no idea, you're the hybrid.”

      I tilt my head to the side. “You're a big help.”

      “Sorry,” she says with a grin. “Come on, you did it in the alley.”

      “Yeah, maybe I did, but I have no idea how.”

      Kateri frowns and shakes her head. “Just try it,” she says, taking my arms and moving me into the shadow thrown by the column.

      I wait for a few moments, thinking about the shadows, fading, disappearing, and eventually how ridiculous I must look standing there not vanishing.

      “This isn't working,” I say, exasperated.

      “Just give it—” she starts to say and then a smile breaks out on her face.

      I look down at my hands as they seem to melt away, blending slowly into the shadows around me. Cautiously, I extended my arm until the tips of my fingers catch the light and they gradually materialize again, although the rest of my hand is still invisible.

      “Wow,” Kateri says, smiling at me. “Never seen that before.”

      I smile at her, my heart racing.

      “Yeah, but I still have no idea how I did it.”

      “I think that's exactly how you did it, by not trying too hard or thinking about it so much.”

      I step out of the shadow, and as the light hits me, I reappear.

      “Awesome, try it again, but this time, don't fade,” Kateri says.

      There's a huge part of me that wants to impress her. It thrills me to the core when she smiles at me, and when I can see the pride on her face, it sends an electric shock through my entire body. I step back into the shadow and without thinking about it, I remain corporeal and then with the tiniest thought, I vanish again.

      Kateri starts laughing and pulls me into a hug without any warning. I inhale her scent, concentrating on the way she feels as she presses herself against me, and I know that at this moment, I'm happier than I've ever been, and there's so much more to my feelings than I thought.

      “I'm so proud of you,” she says, smiling, her eyes sparkling with a rainbow of colors.

      “Thanks, I couldn't have done it without you.”

      She smiles again, and I lean forward and kiss her on the cheek. I've never been so bold in my life, and it feels ... incredible.
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      For a few seconds, neither of us says anything, and I start to feel like I misread everything about her, or maybe it's too soon. It's only been like three days since she first appeared in my room.

      “What was that about?” she finally asks, breaking the awkward silence.

      “I don't know. I was just excited, I guess. Sorry,” I say, finding it difficult to keep eye contact with her.

      She looks at me, and then reaches out and takes my hand, holding my fingers gently in hers.

      “Don't say sorry, Eve. I guess I was surprised, that's all.”

      Once again, silence fills the space between us.

      “So, what's next? I want to learn how to stream,” I say, feeling emboldened.

      “Okay, let's see what you can do. Command: configuration three.”

      The room changes again. The column we were using for fading, descends back into the floor, while a dozen shorter ones emerge in a long line as far as I can see. More lights emerge from the walls, creating a series of interconnected shadows about half the length of the room. She turns and looks at me.

      “You wanna stream? Let's go,” she says as she grabs my hand, and we're off.

      It's not as frightening as our first few trips, partially because we're not jumping from rooftop to rooftop, but mostly I trust her more now. We flash from point to point until we reach the last column, and she stops us.

      “There we are.” She releases my hand before turning and streaming back to the other end of the hall. “Now, come back to me,” she yells.

      “What? How?”

      “Step into the shadow and look where you want to go and then make yourself do it.”

      “Make myself do it? How does that even make sense?” I ask, raising my hands in frustration.

      “Just try it!”

      “Fine,” I yell back, a little annoyed.

      Stepping into the shadow, I immediately start to fade and then I look down the row of columns to where Kateri is standing. I focus on a spot about halfway down the hall, but nothing happens. I raise my hands and shake my head.

      “See, I told you,” I yell down to her.

      “Take a step,” she says. “It's not a transporter, dork.”

      I shake my head again, focus on the spot, and take a small step forward and—

      WHOOSH!

      One second later, I'm standing maybe twenty yards from where I was a moment before. It feels like it takes my stomach another couple of seconds to catch up to the rest of me. It's not nausea, or anything like that, more like the feeling you get in your gut when you're in a car and it goes over a dip in the road and you feel weightless for a split second.

      “Holy shit!” I scream.

      “I knew you could do it!” she yells, a huge smile on her face. “You're a natural. Now, bring it home.”

      I focus on a spot a few feet from where she's standing. Stepping forward, I start moving through the shadows, keeping my eyes on the target, but then I look up at Kateri and everything goes wrong. I can tell, that the minute I take my eyes off my stopping location, I'm out of control. I pass by my target and the next thing I know, I reach the end of the shadows and I reappear, heading directly for Kateri, stumbling and flailing my arms as I try to stay upright, but it's a lost cause. The impact isn't too hard, but as I slam into her, we crash to the floor, a tangled mass of arms and legs. I end up on the top, with Kateri lying underneath me.

      “Are you okay?” she asks.

      I swallow hard, but my throat feels dry as a bone.  I know I should say something, but I have no idea what that should be, so instead I roll myself off her and onto my back.

      “Yeah…I’m okay,” I finally reply.

      We lie there, side-by-side staring up at the ceiling when I feel her hand touch mine and immediately I intertwine my fingers with hers.

      “We should probably practice some more,” she says.

      “Yeah, my start is good, my stopping needs work.” I turn my head and smile at her.

      She nods and grins at me.

      “Come on, we've got a lot more work to do.”

      I get to my feet and we walk back over to where the shadows begin.

      “Okay, let's try this again. Stream back down to the end.”

      I nod and step into the shadows and a second later, I'm at the other end.

      “Nice!” she yells down to me. “Now come back to me.”

      “You better get out of the way,” I say, laughing.

      “It's cool, I trust you.”

      “I'm not sure I do,” I say quietly to myself.

      And then I feel a tickle in the back of my mind and a few words begin to form out of the haze, and I know it's Kateri.

      
        
        Don't worry, I'll catch you if you fall ...

        

      

      You should be careful what you wish for I think, wondering if she'll pick up my thought.

      
        
        I am ...

        

      

      I laugh out loud and then look down toward her, picking my landing zone about a foot in front of her. One step, and ...

      I stop exactly where I planned, face to face with her. Her smile sets my heart racing again, and when she reaches out and takes my hand, it's everything I can do not to jump for joy.

      “I told you, you could do it,” she says, grinning.

      “You're a good teacher.”

      She shakes her head. “It's more than that, Eve. There are Shayds who've been here for decades who can't stream as well as you. You're a natural.”

      “Maybe.” I look down at my feet, somewhat embarrassed.

      “What about something a little harder?” Kateri asks, a sly smile on her face.

      “Definitely.”

      “Command: Configuration four.”

      The room transforms again, as some columns rise, and others descend and the lighting changes. When everything is set, a much larger column is situated directly in front of us with about a dozen steps leading upward. We climb it together, side-by-side, and when we reach the top I can see there are three other similar columns spaced unevenly around the room. Each one is about five feet high, and about six-foot square. The new lighting has thrown shadows across each one, all of them connected. There's about twenty to twenty-five feet between each column. Kateri looks at me and smiles, her eyes sparkling.

      “Okay, this one's a little trickier. I'm sure you remember how we first streamed here.”

      “Yeah, from rooftop to rooftop and you nearly killed me,” I say, chuckling.

      “It wasn't me. I saved your ass.”

      “Uh huh. Anyway, you were saying.”

      “I was saying that this one's a little trickier. To stream across a span like this up in the air requires real concentration not to miss your mark. That's another reason that it's dangerous to stream when demons are around. Distractions can mean the difference between life and death.”

      I nod, not as confident as I was a moment ago.

      “You sure I can do this?”

      Kateri nods, smiling at me.

      “I know you can,” she says before she steps into the shadows and is gone, reappearing a split second later on the nearest column. “Come on, follow me.”

      “How do I get across here?”

      “The same way as before, choose your target and step in. Remember, keep your eye on the ball.”

      I look across the gap to the platform, pick my spot, take a deep breath, and step into the shadows. The strangest thing about streaming is that you can't really see yourself doing it, if you know what I mean. It's not like zip-lining from one point to another where you can look down and see the world passing beneath your feet. Streaming happens too fast, you can only see your starting point and end point clearly, everything else is a blur. It's almost as if you can see where you're headed, but not where you've been. One second later, I stumble onto the platform, grabbing for Kateri's arm. She snags my hand and stops me from falling.

      “Told you I'd keep you from falling,” she says, a lovely smile on her face.

      “You did. Thanks.”

      “Okay, now I want you to stream over to those last two columns,” she says, pointing to the remaining platforms.

      I nod and look at her. “Be right back.” I step into the shadows and reappear on the first column. I pause for a second before streaming to the last landing.

      “Awesome,” she says, smiling at me from her position. A second later she steps out of the shadows next to me.

      “Now for something even trickier. I want you to go back to the first column.”

      I look down the length of the entire room, barely able to see the top of the platform in the distance.

      “That's pretty far, but it doesn't seem too hard.”

      “Well, here's the thing, I want you to stream it without stopping.”

      “What?” I ask, looking at the distant column as my stomach flip-flops.

      “Yeah, it's called skipping or linking. Instead of streaming to a spot, stopping and then starting again, you just keep moving, kinda like when we first streamed together.”

      “I don't know about this.” I hear more than a little nervousness in my voice.

      “Listen,” Kateri says taking my arms and turning me to face her. “I know you can do this, the same way I knew you could do all the rest of it.”

      I take a deep breath and nod. “Okay, so how do I do this again?”

      “It's like before, the only difference is you're not going to stop until you're at the last column. Focus on your target on the first column, and then just before you reach it, pick your target on the second one, and so on till you make it to the end. It takes a little more concentration, but it's faster than stopping every time and recalculating.”

      I nod again. It sounds like it makes sense, but I'm not sure how much that really helps.

      “Here I go,” I say, looking at her for a second. She smiles at me, and that gives me the courage I need to get this done.

      Stepping into the shadows, I feel myself barely touch down on the second column and I immediately focus on the next landing spot. A split second later, I'm on the third platform, but I move too quickly this time and don't pick my final landing point before starting off. I know this is going to end badly, and I try to readjust my focus on a new target, but it's too late. I crash hard into the column at about waist height. I scramble for a handhold, but it's a fruitless effort and I fall to the floor onto my back. Thank God, the whole room is padded. Less than a second later, Kateri is leaning down over me, a worried look on her face. I start to get up, but she pushes me down gently.

      “Wait, don't move yet, just in case.”

      She starts moving her hands up and down my arms, and I lie still, concentrating on the feeling as goose-bumps trail along behind her fingers.

      “Are you okay, anything broken?” she asks as her hands move down my side, and then over my jeans.

      “I'm good. Just got the wind knocked out me.”

      To be honest, I'm enjoying the sensation of her hands travelling across my body. As she finishes checking my legs, there's a fire burning deep down inside me. I mean, the place is all padded for a reason, so something tells me that she really didn't need to check me for injuries, but who am I to argue?

      “You sure you're okay?”

      I nod as I push myself up into a sitting position. “I'm all right.” I take her hand and squeeze it gently.

      She smiles as she pulls me to my feet.

      “See. I told you this one's a lot trickier.”

      “That's an understatement. I almost had it.”

      She nods and looks at me, the colors in her eyes swirling. I feel like I want to kiss her again, even if it is just on the cheek, but I’m scared out of my mind. The first one was an automatic reaction in the moment, any others will be intentional.

      “I’m sorry about kissing you before.”

      “It’s fine,” she says. “I didn’t mind it.”

      “Oh … um,” I stumble for the right words, even though I'm not completely sure what they are.

      She looks at me, her eyes shining.

      “I know. We only just met, and it seems fast, right?”

      “Right! Doesn't it?”

      “Maybe a little, I guess. I've never had a girlfriend, so I don't really know how to gauge any of this,” Kateri says, as she takes my hand and holds it softly, rubbing her thumb across the tops of my fingers.

      “Yeah, me neither. Maybe we should slow down a little, you know.”

      “Hand holding?”

      “For sure.”

      “Not so serious, right?”

      “Yeah,” I say before suddenly adding, “at least for now.”

      “Yeah, for now.”

      She smiles at me again, and my heart skips a beat. I know it's crazy but there are feelings started to build within me for this strange, beautiful, mesmerizing woman. I guess it's like they say ... the heart wants what it wants.
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      We work on streaming for the next two hours, until I'm fairly comfortable with the basics. I may be able to do it in here, in a controlled, distraction free, and safely cushioned environment, but doing it out in the real world may be a different story, but at least now I know how to do it, and I can practice on my own at home.

      I look over at Kateri as she walks over to me, her hips swaying seductively, the expression on her face conveying strength, power, sensuality, but most importantly, control. As a smile builds on my face, she responds in kind.

      “Okay, you still up for some more?” she asks, stepping up close to me, her eyes sparkling as the colors within swirl around.

      I inhale that lovely scent of lilies and sunshine that seems to follow her everywhere.

      “Stop doing that,” she says, grinning at me.

      “Stop doing what?”

      “You’re thinking about kissing me again.”

      “Sorry,” I reply as a blush flows across my face.

      She laughs, reaches out and takes my hand.

      “It’s cool. Come on, if you've got some energy left.”

      “I do. Where are we going?”

      “Down one more floor, to the combat training facility,” she says, leading me by the hand over to the elevator.

      It takes less than a minute before the doors open to reveal another massive underground room, this one though is full of activity. As soon as we step out of the elevator, Kateri releases my hand. Normally, I might take that as a sign of rejection, but in this case, I think it's more out of respect. I can tell she has a reputation to maintain with these people, and I have one I need to build, so seeming so intimate with each other is probably not such a good idea.

      There are dozens of other people here, most engaged in some sort of hand-to-hand melee training. The room is divided into hundreds of small cordoned off squares, much like boxing rings where the occupants are practicing against either human opponents or on target dummies.

      “Damn, it's busy here,” I say.

      “It normally is.  We always have new recruits, and training is essential.”

      It seems sad to think about the fact that they always have new recruits; more of the forgotten.

      We walk down a wide central aisle between the fighting rings toward an empty one far down on the right. I notice Kateri nods a greeting to several people, and they stare at me. For a moment, my head starts to fill with their thoughts, but I close my eyes momentarily and follow Father's advice; allowing them to flow around me instead of crashing into me likes waves at the beach. After only a few seconds I filter out a couple of thoughts from the chaos.

      
        
        I wonder if that's her ...

        

        She doesn't seem like all that ...

        

        That's our best hope ... pffft ...

        

      

      Kateri turns and looks at me, and then winks.

      They have no idea what they're talking about ...

      I smile, and wink back at her.

      Thanks, K ...

      “Okay, here we are,” she says as she lifts the ropes on one of the rings.

      I climb underneath the lines and wait for her to join me.

      “I really don't know how to fight.” I’m much more nervous about this than I was about streaming.

      She nods. “That's what a lot of people say when they first start training, but a lot of fighting is simple instinct,” she says before suddenly throwing a punch directly at my face.

      I dodge down and to the right, my hands going up immediately as I take a small step back.

      “What the fuck was that?” I say, pissed off.

      “That's what I was talking about ... instinct,” she says.

      I shake my head and relax. “That wasn't right.” I point at her, unable to keep a smile from forming.

      “See, just like with the streaming, you have it in you already. All you need is someone to bring it out.”

      Kateri shows me the basics of hand-to-hand combat; how to punch and kick effectively, and how to block both. I actually enjoy it more than I thought I would. A lot of it does feel natural. I notice that in many cases, my body reacts before my brain has time to respond, which I guess is a good thing.

      After about two hours of sweat inducing, muscle straining and bone crunching training, Kateri raises her hand and signals me to stop. She's stooped over, her hands on her thighs, breathing hard, and trying to remain upright.

      “I think that's enough of that for now,” she says between breaths.

      “What's the matter? Am I wearing you out?” I ask, grinning at her.

      Honestly, I'm surprised I'm still on my feet. Every muscle in my body is screaming bloody murder, and my knees feel like they're going to give out at any second, but I'm not about to let her know that.

      “Don't be a smart ass ... I know you're barely still standing ... be careful what you think …”

      Damn! I have to remember that. It's hard to hide anything from her.

      “Fine.” I slump over and lean against the ropes behind me. “You're killing me, okay?”

      “That's more like it.” She chuckles and shakes her head, tiny beads of sweat dropping onto the canvas floor.

      “Who taught you to fight?”

      We both sit down, leaning back against the ropes.

      “Lena,” she says, as memories bring a smile to her face.

      “The girl who rescued you?”

      “Yeah. She was something else; strong, powerful, smart, just everything you ever want to be.”

      “What happened to her?”

      “Got killed by a demon about four years ago,” she replies, lowering her head.

      “I’m sorry.” I already feel bad about asking.

      “It’s okay. It sorta goes with the territory. I’ve lost a lot of friends, you kinda get used to it.” I can tell that there’s more to the story, but I decide not to push it.

      “I don’t know if I could handle that,” I say, looking at her and not even wanting to think about losing her.

      “You can, I can see it. You’re way stronger than you think.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Just wait, you’ll see I’m right. So, you ready for more?” She rises to her feet.

      “Seriously?” I look up at her.

      “We're just gettin' started, girl.” She grins at me.

      “You do realize that I have a long day at school tomorrow, right?”

      Kateri looks at me for a moment before responding. “You do realize that I have a long day of killing demons tomorrow, right?”

      I sigh and slump my shoulders. “Okay, where to now?”

      “Come on,” she says, climbing through the ropes and exiting the ring.

      I follow her as she heads down the central aisle, deeper into the cavernous room.

      “Where are we going?” I ask, jogging a little to catch up to her.

      “Weapons training.”

      This deep into the facility, there are fewer and fewer people around, which suits me just fine. Constantly having to wade through their thoughts is starting to give me a headache. Eventually, as we pass the last of the melee rings, we arrive at a set of double, black metal doors. Kateri places her hand on a small pad to the right of the entrance. A second later, the doors slide open and we walk inside. Directly in front of us, is a massive wall of weapons of all sorts, including a dizzying variety of swords, daggers, bows, and many others I don't recognize. They're all arranged perfectly, each one in its place.

      “Take your pick,” Kateri says.

      “I have no idea.” I stare at the vast array of armament. “What would you suggest?”

      “Well, I think we start with two; a light sword,” she says, selecting a thin, curved, narrow bladed sword off the wall and handing it to me. It looks like a Samurai sword out of the movies, but I have no idea if I'm right or not. It has a grip wrapped in black leather and a circular guard about seven inches from the end of the handle.

      “And this,” she says as she pulls a small crossbow, about the size of handgun off its hook and tosses it to me. “Let's go try these out.”

      “You do know I have no idea how to use either one of these,” I say.

      “We'll see. Come on.”

      A sliding glass door to the right of the entrance opens with a quiet ‘whoosh’ and we step through the opening. As soon as we’re inside, the sounds of combat fill the air; the clang of sword against sword, the thump of arrows hitting their targets. There are a few dozen people scattered about the room, in groups of two or three, honing their skills. Unlike the melee facility, this space is less defined. There are no roped off areas, just a large open room with rough stone and mortar walls. Once again, I notice how a lot of the people here nod a greeting to Kateri, and some even seem somewhat intimidated by her presence. My conclusion is based merely on their body language, but there's an obvious level of respect for her that is undeniable. We walk to an open area between a couple of other groups. Kateri strides over to the wall in front of us. She opens a small recessed panel camouflaged within the stonework and presses a few buttons before closing the little door again.

      As she's walking back over to me, two practice dummies rise out of the floor behind her.

      “You can put the crossbow down. We'll try the sword first.”

      I set the little bow on the floor by the wall and walk back over to her. She stands a few feet from the dummy and smiles at me.

      “Hit it with the sword,” she says.

      I look at the dummy. It seems to be made from some sort of plastic, and it's seen better days. Nicks and slash marks mar its once smooth off-white surface. For the first time, I test the weight of the sword, feeling its balance in my hand. I don't really know what I'm doing, but it seems like the right thing to do, and to be frank, it feels good. Stepping forward, I swing the sword and hit the dummy in the side. The blade bounces off the dummy and I nearly lose my grip on the handle. I look over at Kateri and she shakes her head.

      “That was pretty pathetic,” she says.

      “Well excuse me. It's not like I go around with a sword all day long killing demons and monsters,” I say, a little annoyed at her.

      She sighs. “True, but I figured you'd be better than that. It didn't look like you even tried.”

      I study some of the people practicing around us and then suddenly, I feel like I don't belong here. Streaming is one thing, but this is something totally different.

      “What's the matter with you?” Kateri asks, looking at me, her brow furrowed.

      “This isn't me.”

      “What isn't?”

      “All of this. I'm not a fighter, Kateri. I'm not like you. I'm a seventeen-year-old girl, who’s caught up in something that's way over her head.”

      She looks at me and sighs again. “Can I tell you something?”

      “Sure.”

      “That's exactly how I felt when I came here. Do you think I was some sort of super warrior? I was a scared twelve-year-old girl. I hid in my room most of the time, and when I did come out, I was so terrified all I did was cry.”

      I think about the story she told me about how she became a Shayd, the years of abuse and living on the street by herself, and I want to slap myself for being such a baby.

      “Sorry. I'm just ... I don't know,” I say, quietly.

      She steps up and wraps her arms around me, pulling me close. “It's okay, Eve. Maybe this is too much for one day.”

      “No.” I seem to be drawing strength from her, or maybe it's because I don't want to look weak, but I think it's more likely that it's the former. “Let's keep going, I think I'm just tired.”

      “Okay, first things first, that sword is called a Katana or a Samurai sword. It's similar to the kind I use, but not as nice.”

      “So, why this one?” I ask, lifting the weapon and really examining the blade for the first time. It's beautifully curved with an extremely narrow cutting edge and a flat top side about a quarter of an inch thick.

      “It's light, quick, and easier to control than a lot of other swords. After you learn the basics, you can pick anything you like.”

      “Okay, sounds good.”

      “Now,” she says as she steps up behind me, and literally molds herself against my body, “you need the correct stance to even get started.”

      She holds my arms with her hands and presses her legs against mine. I can feel her breasts against my thin t-shirt covered back. As she leans her head forward, her lips are close behind my ear, sending goose-bumps cascading across my entire body. I close my eyes and concentrate on every single word that tumbles from her lips as her breath tickles the tiny hairs on the back of my neck.

      “Hold the sword with two hands, one directly above the other. Good,” she says as I adjust my grip.

      I swallow hard and I swear she presses herself harder against me, but maybe it's my imagination, or perhaps wishful thinking.

      “When you're fighting, always try to keep yourself turned to the side. It makes you a smaller target,” she says as she slowly angles me toward the target dummy by nudging me forward with her legs and upper body.

      I take a moment to look around us, but everyone seems intently focused on their own work and no one seems to notice how intimate Kateri is being.

      “Now, when you swing, shift your weight toward the target onto the ball of your right foot. Don't step in, just sort of lean in,” she says as she pushes me forward using her upper body. “Excellent.”

      I smile when she praises me, although she seems to be doing most of the work, manipulating my body like a puppet.

      “The easiest place to hit an opponent is the chest, or an extended limb, especially the arms. Don't try to target the neck or head, unless you have some sort of advantage at the time. You understand?”

      “Got it. The chest first.”

      “Okay, now the swing,” she says as she uses her hands to lift my arms slowly and then bring them down at the dummy, the edge of the blade barely touching the side of the target's ribcage. “Just like that, to start with anyway.”

      “I think I got it.” I turn my head to try and look back at her. She steps back, and I swear her lips brush my neck, but maybe I'm wrong. Either way, it launches an entirely new wave of goose-bumps.

      “Now you try it on your own.”

      I take a deep breath, and move in front of the target dummy again, the sword held upright in both of my hands.

      “Bend your knees a bit,” she says.

      I follow her instruction and then swing the sword down at a slight angle, striking the side of the dummy, before bringing the sword back up, shifting my weight and hitting the other side hard enough to cause it to wobble briefly.

      “Nice. Do it again.”

      I repeat the sequence, two more times, varying the strike point. I look over at her and she smiles at me, nodding at the same time. I readjust my fingers on the grip and I begin to notice how natural it feels to have the sword in my hands. It's like an extension of my arm, rather than something I'm holding.

      “I knew it.”

      “Knew what?” I ask, walking over to her.

      “You were born for this.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Born for this? I've been practicing for an hour,” I say.

      “Yeah, but trust me. I've trained a lot of people. I know what I see in you.”

      “And what's that?”

      Before she replies, I see the flash of steel as she suddenly raises her sword and I respond without even thinking, our two blades clashing together between us. She looks at me and grins wickedly.

      “A demon killer.”

      I swallow hard, although my throat feels as dry as a bone. “Even if I don't see it?”

      “Eve, there are Shayds who've been here for years who can't stream as well as you can, who couldn't hit the broadside of a barn with a sword, and who would faint at their first encounter with a demon.”

      “I almost did,” I say, slowly lowering my sword.

      “Maybe, but you didn't, and you ran headlong at him with nothing but a knife. That means something.”

      I shrug my shoulders.

      “This is just ... playing, Kateri. I'm hitting mannequins and streaming in a padded room. What if I freeze up out in the real world?”

      She nods and then smiles at me. “Let's go find out.”

      “What?”

      “Let's go find out if you'll freeze up.”

      “Now?”

      “Damn, you ask a lot of questions. Come on.”

      She turns on her heel and heads back toward the sliding glass doors, with me following close behind. As they open, she turns and looks at me.

      “Don't forget the crossbow,” she says, shaking her head.

      “Jeez.” I turn and run back to where we were practicing.

      I snatch the bow off the ground and jog back to the doors. By the time I get there, Kateri is almost at the elevator at the far end of the melee room. I run down the center aisle, carrying the crossbow in one hand and the sword in the other.

      
        
        Where the hell is she going?

        

        What's Kateri up to?

        

        She'll be lucky to survive the day with Kateri training her.

        

      

      I push the rest of the flood of thoughts out of my mind as I finally reach the elevator where Kateri is standing, leaning casually against the wall of the car.

      “What's taking you so long?”

      I sigh and roll my eyes at her as the doors close behind me. I hang the bow on one of my belt loops using a small hook attached to the back of the handle. When the doors open on the main floor, Kateri moves straight for the factory exit. A few people watch us as we leave, but no one says anything, and if they're thinking about it, they're keeping it to themselves. As soon as we're outside, I reach out and grab her arm.

      “Where are we going?”

      “You wanted to know if you would freeze up. If you have what it takes. That's where we're going,” she says, stopping and staring deeply into my eyes.

      “Yeah, but I wanted you to say I'd be fine, not take me out to fight a demon on my first day.”

      “You fought a demon before your first day even started,” she says. “Don't worry, I won't let anything happen to you.”

      She runs her hand gently up and down my arm. I nod, and I know she's telling the truth. I feel safer with her than I have with anyone in my entire life. Something tells me she would sacrifice herself for me in a minute. Part of me is flattered by the thought, while another is horrified I might lose her because of a failing on my part.

      “All right,” I say. “I'm trusting you.”

      She smiles at me and nods. “Good. Now, let's get streaming. You take the lead.”

      I look across the abandoned parking lot toward a small outbuilding of some sort. The shadow cast by the factory covers the entire distance. I step into the shadow and then I'm standing on the rusting metal roof of the little dilapidated structure. By the time I look to my right, Kateri is standing there, a sly grin on her face.

      “Good job.”

      “Thanks,” I say as my heart races.

      “Now there,” she says, pointing to the roof of a four-story apartment complex.

      “That's really high,” I reply, feeling instantly nervous again.

      “Hey, it's not falling that kills you, it's the stopping.” Kateri laughs and then disappears.

      I fade, reappearing a moment later next to her on the roof. Suddenly, I'm laughing. Kateri looks at me and smiles.

      “You okay?”

      “I'm good,” I reply. “I'm flying.”

      I turn, look across the street at another building. It's a story shorter, and a narrow shadow thrown by two telephone poles connect us to it.

      “Beat you there!” I step forward and stream away.

      This time, for a split second I look at one of the windows on the top floor of the building and I feel my track shifting downward.

      
        
        Eve ~ Shit!

        

      

      
        
        Kateri ~ Refocus!!

        

      

      At the last second, I look back up at the roof and I reappear mere inches from the edge. Kateri grabs my arm and pulls me to her.

      “Jesus. What are you doing?” she asks, a hint of anger in her voice.

      “I just looked at a window for a second,” I reply, trying to catch my breath.

      “What, did you see some hot girl?”

      I chuckle. “Not in the window.” For a second, that seems to shut her up and then she rolls her eyes at me.

      “Okay Romeo,” she says. “Try to keep your eye on the target this time.”

      “Yes, ma'am.”

      “That's better. Now, over there.” She points to the roof of a long ago closed department store.

      “Beatcha' there,” she says. We run side-by-side across the roof and leap into the shadows.

      Less than a second later, I land on the gravel covered roof. I look around for Kateri, but she's not here. For a moment, I feel elated that I beat her, but after nearly a minute, I begin to worry. Looking across the street at the spot where we were a moment ago, I can't see her on the roof. I stream back, on the alert as soon as I land, but there's no one there.

      
        
        E ~ Where the fuck are you?

        

      

      
        
        K ~ Alley.

        

      

      I run to the edge of the roof and look down into the darkened space between the buildings, and for a second, I don't see anything, but then a spark of steel against steel flashes in the dark.

      “Damnit!” I say to myself, searching for a way down, but there's no fire escape or access ladder on this side.

      It's impossible to tell what's shadow and what's darkness in the murky alley. I take a deep breath, focus on a spot three stories down and leap. I feel myself fade and begin streaming, but it ends abruptly about ten feet from the ground, and I crash onto the top of a garbage dumpster.

      “Shit!” I shout as I hit the plastic lids, the air forced from my lungs.

      My sword clatters to the ground, just in front of a pile of garbage teeming with cockroaches.  I lay there for a second as I catch my breath before rolling off onto the ground. As soon as my feet hit the slime covered cement, I grab my sword and search for Kateri. I spot her a few yards away fighting viciously against a very dangerous looking demon. This one is more like your typical devil-monster from the movies; red skin, horns on its head, and those freaky knees that bend backwards instead of forwards. Both it and Kateri are armed with swords, and they clash noisily against each other.

      I start to move down the alley to help her when I sense something behind me. Spinning on my heel, I'm face-to-face with an enormous fiend, at least six feet tall with massive hands, sporting nasty looking curved claws, a mouthful of extremely sharp looking teeth, and fiery yellow eyes. I raise my sword, but it doesn't seem fazed in the least by my presence, in fact, one second later, it passes right through me, like I'm not even there.

      “What the—” I say out loud as I turn and watch him close on Kateri and her opponent.

      I take a step forward and I feel myself fade into the shadows. Glancing back, I realize I'd been standing in a sunny spot when it first saw me. I charge forward, and swing my sword down and to the right, cutting the beast deeply on the left side. It roars and spins around, immediately locking eyes with me.

      “Guess you can see me now, fucker,” I say as I take a small step back.

      Luckily, this one doesn't seem to be armed, although it looks like it could rip me in half without breaking a sweat. It advances on me, the ground vibrating beneath my feet as it moves. I retreat deeper into the alley until I bump into the dumpster. The creature leans in toward me and bellows, it's mouth open wide, foul smelling spittle hitting me in the face.

      I have no idea what comes over me, but at that moment, my back against the wall, so to speak, I look up at the beast and sneer.

      “That's all you got?” I ask, unsure if the thing can even speak or understand.

      It stares at me for a moment, a slightly confused look on its hideously ugly face, before it lunges forward, grabbing for me with those massive hands. If this had happened four days ago, I would have been terrified, and I'm sure I would have ended up dead, or worse, but not today. I dodge its clumsy attempt to grab me, dipping down and to the left before plunging the sword straight up, piercing its lower jaw and burying the blade deep in its skull. I pull the sword out and step back against the dumpster. For a second or two it stares at me with an expression of complete surprise, before it collapses to the ground like a puppet whose strings have been cut.

      I feel a small smile forming on my face as I look down at the expired monster. There’s a definite feeling of satisfaction surging through me knowing that I killed this beast and that the world is safer for it.

      Maybe this is what I was meant to do.

      I'm thrust back into the here and now when I hear Kateri cry out as the demon she's battling strikes her across the face with its free hand. She stumbles back, slamming into the wall behind her, and collapsing to the ground. Instantly, everything around me melts into the background, and I can see nothing but this animal hitting her. As it moves in for another attack, I run down the narrow alley, slip into a shadow, and a split second later, I appear behind the demon, my sword raised. Before it can even react to my presence, I bring the blade down and deftly separate it from its right arm.

      It howls in agony and quickly turns to face me, thick black blood spraying from its severed limb. I take a small step back, a sneer on my face. Moving the sword back and forth, and spinning the blade with my wrist, I slowly lead the creature away from Kateri.

      “That's right, come on you ugly son-of-a-bitch.”

      The demon lunges at me, and as I try to sidestep its attack, I stumble over a piece of rubbish and fall to the ground, striking my head on the unforgiving concrete. For a few moments, I'm stunned and when my eyes finally focus, the monster is leering down at me, its face only a few inches away from mine. A long string of stinking drool drips onto my cheek. I feel blindly for my sword but find nothing but bits of slimy garbage. The beast stares at me for a few seconds, turning its head left and right, as if its studying me and then it stands and darts off down the alley into the inky darkness.

      I let out a breath and roll onto my side, scrambling to my feet before rushing over to Kateri. She's still slumped against the wall, her head tilted to the side. Other than a tiny trickle of blood from the corner of her mouth, she seems uninjured.

      “Kateri,” I say quietly as I take her hand in mine, squeezing her fingers gently.

      No response. I begin to feel the first slivers of panic starting to form. I touch her face, softly stroking her cheek with the back of my fingers.

      “Kateri, please.”

      And then I hear it. Footsteps behind me. I snatch Kateri's sword off the ground and whirl around, standing as I turn, the weapon at the ready.

      “Fucking stop where you are!” I yell.

      Two figures emerge from the shadows. The first is a young boy, about my height with brown hair tied back in a loose ponytail. The second is a girl, a little taller than me, with short sticky-up purple hair and skin that looks like ivory. They both have the same mesmerizing, rainbow swirl eyes.

      “Who the hell are you?” I ask, my eyes darting from one to the other.

      “Take it easy,” the girl says. “I'm Reeva, and this is Clay. You're Eve, aren't you?”

      “Yeah,” I answer, eyeing both suspiciously.

      I'm not sure if I can trust them, but they can obviously see me, and they're both armed with swords and daggers.

      “We're from the Factory,” Clay says before looking past me at Kateri. “Is that Kateri? What happened?”

      “We were attacked,” I say, looking back at her, slumped on the ground and not moving. I lower the sword as tears threaten to burst forth, but I take a slow deep breath and hold it together.

      “Where are they?” Reeva asks, looking around, suddenly on alert.

      “I killed one. I injured the other, but he got away.”

      They both look at me, frowns intermingled with confusion.

      “You killed a demon?” Reeva asks.

      I nod.

      “That's what I said.” My reply is a bit sharper than I really mean it to be. “She got hit, and I can't get her to wake up.”

      Reeva moves past me, and crouches down next to Kateri. She looks back at me.

      “What the hell were you doing out here fighting demons? What is this, your third day, or something like that?”

      I look at her, my eyes narrowing. I can feel the anger building, but I force it back down. Kateri is the most important thing to me right now, but this girl does seem genuinely concerned about both of us.

      “We were out practicing,” I reply, leaving out the face that it’s actually my first day of training.

      “Kateri…” she says, sighing, shaking her head and growling under her breath.

      “We should get back, before more show up,” Clay says, as he looks nervously around the alley.

      “Calm down, Clay. I think Eve took care of them, but we should get Kateri back before Father wonders where you two are,” she says. “Help me get her up.”

      I move around to Kateri's left side, and Reeva and I lift her up.

      “Can you stream?” she asks me.

      “Yeah.”

      “On your third day?” Clay asks.

      No, on my first day! “Yes, on my third day. Can we just get back to the Factory?”

      Reeva looks at me and nods.

      “Yeah, let's go,” she says, before reaching out and touching my arm. “We're going to be walking into a shit-storm if Father finds out about this. You better be prepared.”

      “Let's go. I'll deal with whatever happens,” I reply.

      “Fine. I'll take Kateri. You two get going,” Reeva says.

      Clay nods and disappears into the shadows without another word. I look at her and frown.

      “I'll take her, and I'll meet you there.” I move to take control of Kateri's limp form.

      Reeva sighs. “Let's do it together, it'll be safer.”

      “Fine,” I say, frustrated but more concerned about Kateri than myself.

      We move deeper into the alley, in tandem, with Kateri between us. I pick up my sword off the ground as we pass by. We slip into the shadows, we're streaming across the rooftops a second later. I glance over at Reeva as we're linking from one building to another. She's prettier than I first realized, even with her somewhat hard, chiseled features, especially her cheekbones, which remind me of Angelina Jolie. Her skin is pale, but not in a sickly way, more like porcelain. A few seconds later, we arrive just feet from the Factory door. Clay is waiting for us, and he looks worried.

      “How is she?” he asks.

      “The same,” Reeva replies, frowning. “Okay, you go in first and see if you can find Father and keep him busy. Eve and I will take Kateri to her room.”

      Clay nods. “What am I supposed to say to him?”

      “I don't know, make something up. Tell him you're back from the sortie and the demons were gone by the time we got there,” Reeva says.

      “Okay. I'll do my best,” he says before slipping inside.

      “Let's get her to her room, and then we'll see how badly she's injured,” Reeva says. “When we get inside, if we see Father, let me do the talking.”

      I nod in agreement, although I feel like this Reeva girl is being more than a little controlling and condescending, but I bite my tongue. We walk inside, supporting Kateri between us. Luckily there's almost no one in the library, and the few that are, are too involved in their studies, research, or whatever the hell they do in here. We turn left and head for the elevator. Reeva opens the doors and we enter the car. As we're waiting for them to close, I realize how worried I am about Kateri. In this short span of three or four days, she has become immensely important to me.

      “Barracks,” Reeva says to the elevator and I feel us start to move.

      Neither of us says a word for the few seconds it takes to reach our destination. We step out into a long, brightly lit hallway with a myriad of doors on all sides.

      “Come on. Her room is down this way,” Reeva says, turning right.

      We pass several doors before stopping in front of one, although I have no idea how many, since all of my attention is riveted on Kateri. Reeva lifts her limp arm and presses her palm against the non-descript silver door. The muted sounds of locks opening precede the ‘woosh’ of the door as it opens. When we step inside, I'm startled by how colorful and vibrant the interior is. I don't know what I was expecting, but based on the sterile, silver-gray walls and doors of the hallway, I suppose I figured the inside would be much the same. Instead, there are colors everywhere; stunning oil paintings, striking pastel crayon sketches, wonderfully vibrant watercolor landscapes, and a vast collection of achingly beautiful portraits of individuals, including Father, Reeva and dozens of others I don't recognize.

      Besides the artwork, there's a small bed with a bright red comforter, plain white sheet and pillow, a wooden art desk in the corner, complete with a stool, and a tall clothes dresser against the opposite wall. Two doors are set in the wall to our left; I assume one is a bathroom and the other a closet, but I could be wrong.

      “Hey,” Reeva says. “Let's put her on the bed.”

      We lower her slowly onto the mattress. After we have her situated, I sit down and gently brush her hair out of her face. It's a gesture of intimacy, not one of practicality. I know Kateri is trying to keep our relationship a secret, but right now, I don't give a shit.

      “Are you going to get a doctor or something?” I ask, looking up at Reeva.

      She nods and starts for the door, and as soon as it opens, Father's voice startles us both.

      “What happened to her?” he asks as he stands just inside the hall.

      Reeva looks at me and then I look at Father.

      “Clay and I went to investigate the incursion, and we found Kateri and Eve already there.”

      “And what were the two of you doing there? I thought you were training,” he asks, looking at me as he moves toward Kateri.

      “Apparently, K—”

      “I asked Kateri to take me out,” I say, cutting Reeva off.

      Father turns and looks at me, tilting his head to the side.

      “Really? You asked her to take you out?” Father leans over the bed to examine her.

      For a second, I'm afraid he might hear my thoughts, but he gives no sign he can.

      “Is she going to be okay?” I ask, purposely ignoring his question.

      “Yes, she should wake up in a few hours.”

      “I'm going to stay with her,” I say.

      “I would like to talk to you in my office,” he replies, a stern look on his face.

      “I'm going to stay with her,” I repeat, locking eyes with him.

      He stares at me, but I hold my ground, and his expression softens.

      “That'll be fine. After she wakes and is up to it, I would like to see both of you.”

      The door opens again, and Clay walks in. “I couldn't find Father, he—”

      “Clay,” Father says, from his position by the bed.

      “Father,” he replies, looking down at the floor.

      “We'll be there when she wakes up,” I say.

      Father nods before he turns to leave, glancing at Reeva and Clay.

      “Reeva.”

      “Father,” she says, bowing her head, the same way Kateri does when in his presence.

      “Clay,” he says as he exits the room.

      “Father.”

      I notice Clay takes a small step back, not out of fear, but perhaps out of respect. After Father's gone, Reeva looks at me.

      “What was that about?”

      “What?” I ask, feeling bolder than I probably really am.

      “You lied to him.”

      “I protected her,” I say, stone-faced.

      Reeva stares at me for a moment before a small smile slowly appears on her face, and she nods.

      “You must have been really convincing to get Kateri to agree to take you out,” she says with a little wink.

      “I guess I must be,” I reply with a sigh.

      Reeva nods and turns to leave.

      “But she said Kateri took—” Clay says, before Reeva interrupts him.

      “Shut up, Clay. Let's go.” She grabs his arm and pulls him out of the room.
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      After the door shuts with a quiet hiss, I turn back to Kateri. I sit down on the edge of the bed and look at her. For a moment, I fantasize about a ‘sleeping beauty and princess charming’ moment, as if the touch of my lips might awaken her. Without thinking, I lean down and kiss her gently on her forehead. When I open my eyes, hers are still closed. I chuckle quietly to myself, feeling a little silly about my behavior. A quiet calm settles over us, as I sit and study the room more closely.

      It's not super clean, but it looks like what might be called organized chaos. Art supplies are scattered about in small groupings, clothes are piled here and there, but it seems like everything is in its own disorganized place. Having been around my mother and her artistic attitude toward the cleanliness of her studio, Kateri's room seems spotless in contrast. I sit in silence for a few minutes, my eyes moving slowly around the space, picking out tiny details in the paintings, the way each one is displayed, and how I can see her in each one.

      My eyes focus on a folded leather-bound sketch book on top of her dresser. The uneven edges of dozens of pieces of paper stick out of the side. I stand slowly and walk over, picking up the book and studying the outside for a moment. The leather is soft and well worn. A satin ribbon sewn into the binding is tied into a small bow that holds the album closed. It's about nine by fourteen, three inches thick, and packed with papers. I walk back over to the bed and sit down again, holding the book in my lap. I touch the ribbon, letting it run through my fingers, somewhat reluctant to untie the knot. It's probably a violation of her privacy to open this book, but even while I'm debating with myself, I pull the loose end and the knot collapses.

      I open the cover, and everything around me stops. My breath catches in my throat as I stare at an image of myself in pencil. It's so detailed and so precise, that if I didn't know any better, I'd think it was a black and white photograph. I stare at it for a while before slowly turning it over, revealing the next page; another drawing of me. My mother has done hundreds of sketches of me, and I always thought they were wonderful, but these are beyond anything she's ever done. They range from charcoal to watercolors, each image striking in its own way. In some, I'm doing something mundane, like walking in the park or sitting at my desk, while in others it looks like I’m in a dream with mystical mountains or forests in the backgrounds.

      As I slowly flip through them, each one is more achingly beautiful than the last. I can see more than just her talent in these works, I can see how she feels about me. There's more than friendship in these lines and colors, and I can feel tears filling my eyes.

      “I'm not a stalker you know,” she says.

      “Damnit, Kateri!” I shout, quickly covering my mouth.

      As soon as my heart starts beating again, I close the book, holding it in my lap. “Are you okay? I was so worried about you.” I reach over and gently touch her cheek.

      She nods and smiles back, before bringing her hand up to her head and wincing. “Except for my head.”

      I let out a breath. “Thank God, you're okay.”

      “I'm really not a stalker,” she says again, looking at the binder.

      “I know. I'm sorry, I didn't mean to snoop.”

      “It's all right. They're all of you, anyway.”

      “They're amazing ... I mean really amazing.”

      She looks at me, a blush coming to her cheeks.

      “It's more the subject than the artist,” she says, quietly.

      Now it's my turn to turn red. For the next few seconds, no one says anything.

      “What happened? How did we get back here?” she finally asks, as she starts to sit up.

      “How much do you remember?” I scoot a little closer to her and put my arm behind her back to help her sit. My heart is racing the entire time.

      “I saw you stream across to that other building, but right before I was going to follow you, I heard something in the alley. I spotted a demon, and you know me, I couldn't let it go. I remember that I was fighting it, and I saw you there for a second, and then ... I think he hit me, right?” she asks, touching her cheek with her hand. “Ow! Yeah, that I remember.”

      “That's pretty much it. When I got down to the alley to help you, a second one came out of the dark behind me.”

      “What? Are you okay?” she asks, a look of deep concern on her face.

      “I'm fine. I killed it and then I was able to injure the one who was attacking you. I cut off its arm, but it got away.”

      “You killed a major demon, on your own and then saved my life,” she says, looking at me as the swirl of colors in her eyes rage like a storm.

      “I did what I had to do. I had to save you.”

      She throws her arms around me and pulls me into a huge bear like hug. I rest my chin on her shoulder and close my eyes, concentrating on the feeling of her body pressing against mine. She leans back and smiles warmly at me.

      “I didn't mean to put you in danger. You know that, right?” she asks.

      “I know. Shit happens.”

      She shakes her head. “How did we get back here? Does anyone else know what happened?”

      I want to answer right away, but instead, I pause and that's almost enough of an answer to start Kateri worrying.

      “Who knows?” she asks, her voice full of urgency.

      “Reeva and Clay showed up after the second demon was gone. She helped me get you back here.”

      “Shit! Reeva and Clay, that's just great.”

      “It's okay, they're cool ... but that's not all.”

      She looks at me and sighs. “Father knows, doesn't he?”

      I nod and cringe.

      
        
        E ~ He knows.

        

      

      
        
        K ~ Shit!! Shit!! Shit!!

        

      

      “I covered for you,” I say.

      “What? What do you mean?”

      “I told him that it was my idea to go out, that I wanted to practice streaming in the real world.”

      Kateri looks at me and shakes her head slowly. “You didn't need to do that.”

      “Yeah, I did.”

      She sighs quietly. “Did he believe you?”

      “I don't know, maybe. But he told me he wants to see us both when you wake up,” I say, grimacing a little.

      “Crap.”

      “Double crap.”

      “Well, I guess we should get this over with.”

      “Probably. Let's stick to my story though, okay?”

      Kateri nods.

      “As long as it holds up,” she says. “If it starts to go sideways, I'll take the blame. It's only right.”

      “We'll see how things go.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The walk to Father's office seems much longer than it really is. As we pass through the mess hall, a flood of thoughts crash into me, but I wade through them easier than ever before. I isolate a few, and it seems that Reeva has been talking.

      
        
        How could she kill a demon on her first outing?

        

        Oh jeez, Father's going to be pissed.

        

        I always knew that Kateri was trouble ... I feel bad for that Eve girl.

        

      

      I wish I could pick out who thought that last one, but it's impossible to do that, unless I stand in the middle of the room and ask them all. It still doesn't stop me from shooting a dirty look across the hall. We walk into the map room, and I immediately look up at Father's office. He's leaning over his desk, studying a collection of papers when we enter.

      “Father,” Kateri says, bowing her head.

      He looks up from his desk and nods silently.

      “You asked us to come see you,” I say.

      I can't bring myself to call him Father, I'm not exactly sure why. Maybe it's because I've never had the chance to call anyone father, and it doesn't feel right to me. In any case, he doesn't seem offended by my polite refusal.

      “I did, thank you for coming so quickly. Please sit,” he says as he walks around his desk and over to the door, closing it quietly. “How are you, Kateri? No lingering injuries?”

      Kateri and I sit down as he walks slowly back around us and takes a seat in his chair.

      “I'm fine, Father. Thank you.”

      “That's good, I'm glad.” He looks pointedly at me. “Now, can you explain to me why the two of you were outside the facility?”

      “We were training downstairs and I asked Kateri if we could go outside so I could practice streaming in the real world,” I say, glancing at her quickly.

      Father studies me for a moment and then looks at Kateri. “Is that true, Kateri?”

      I see her swallow hard and her mouth opens before closing again without a word being said.

      “Yes, Father,” she finally says.

      “And you thought this was a good idea?”

      She lowers her head before looking up at him again. “After seeing what she could do, I had confidence in her.”

      Father shakes his head slowly, looking back and forth between the two of us. “And how did you end up in a fight with two demons?”

      
        
        K ~ Shit!

        

        E ~ Yeah, maybe we should have thought about that one, huh?

        

      

      “I heard something in the alley below the building we were on and went to investigate,” Kateri says.

      “You were streaming on the top of buildings?” he asks.

      
        
        E ~ Oh ... crap.

        

        K ~ Soooo, this is going well.

        

      

      “I wanted to try something different,” I reply before Kateri can answer.

      “It's different all right.”

      For a few moments, the three of us sit in silence and then Father leans back in his chair and sighs.

      “I'm going to assign Reeva to train Eve from now on.”

      “What?!” Kateri shouts, jumping up from her chair. “No!”

      “Kateri, calm down,” Father says, with no anger or menace in his voice, but Kateri sits back down nevertheless. “I think you might be too young to be given such an important task. Reeva has more experience.”

      “But Father,” Kateri pleads, her voice cracking.

      “I'm sorry. That's my decision.”

      “I'll leave,” I say, without standing, raising my voice, or making a scene.

      Everything stops suddenly, and an awkward silence fills the room.

      “What?” Father asks, looking at me.

      I stare back at him, unflinching. “I said, I'll leave. If you replace Kateri, I'll just go home. You can't keep me here.”

      
        
        K ~ What are you doing?

        

        E ~ What I have to do.

        

      

      He leans back in his chair, keeping his gaze locked on me.

      “The only reason I'm still here is because of her.”

      “You do realize that what is happening here is more important than either of you,” he replies.

      I nod, looking over at Kateri.

      “I do, and I want to help. I want to do my part, whatever that may end up being, but I won't do it without her,” I say, crossing my arms. “I trust her. I don’t know Reeva.”

      
        
        K ~ So, this is your bad-ass self ...

        

        E ~ We'll see ...

        

      

      Father stares at me, before looking over at Kateri. After a minute or so, he shakes his head.

      “You two are going to turn my grey hair white,” he says with a sigh.

      “That's what teenage girls do,” I reply with a grin.

      “Just go.” He waves us out of his office.

      Kateri and I stand and move toward the door, stopping when he speaks again.

      “Don't make me regret this.”

      “We won't.” I head down the stairs with Kateri.

      As we exit the map room, Kateri taps my arm. “You didn't need to do that.”

      “Yeah I did.”

      “Did you mean what you said?”

      “About what?”

      “That the only reason you're here is because of me.”

      “Of course, that's why I said it.” I smile warmly at her.

      I swear she blushes, but if she did, it fades quickly.

      “That means a lot to me,” she says, her rainbow eyes sparkling.

      “I'm glad,” I say, softly and then my phone rings.

      Checking the screen, I can see it's my mom. I tap the answer button. “Hey, Mom.”

      “Hi, baby. Whatcha' doing?”

      “Nothing much, just hanging out at home.”

      Kateri shoots me a shocked expression and I shake my head.

      “You get all your homework done?”

      “Not yet. I'll do it after dinner.”

      “You have a lot?”

      “No, not really. I'll have it done in a few minutes.”

      “Okay. Don't forget about school tomorrow morning,” she says, sounding very motherly.

      “Yes, Mom. I remember, it's every Monday.”

      “Sorry. I'm your mother, you know. It's my job to remind you.”

      “I know. So, how's everything going there?”

      “They're good, really good actually,” she says, and I can hear some hesitation in her voice.

      “What else?”

      “Nothing, honey.”

      “Come on, Mom. I know that tone.”

      There a pause in the conversation and then she sighs. “I may have to come back here at the end of the week.”

      “Well, that's good, right? That means they really like your stuff.”

      “Yeah, but ...”

      “Mom. I'm okay with it, don't worry. This is important.”

      “Thanks, honey. I love you.”

      “Love you too, Mom,” I say while Kateri rolls her eyes at me.

      
        
        E ~ Shut up! I frown at her.

        

        K ~ Mmmm ... love you, Mommy.

        

      

      She continues to make fun of me and I turn my back to her.

      “Anyway, I'll be in tomorrow afternoon. We can have dinner together.”

      “Sounds good. I'll see you then.”

      “Okay, have a good night, baby.”

      “I will, you too. Bye.”

      “Bye.”

      I slip the phone back into my pocket and turn around.

      “You know, sometimes you can be a little annoying,” I say, as I start walking again, heading into the library.

      “I know, everyone says that. Maybe I should do something about it.”

      “Yeah right.”

      “So, do you have to go?”

      When I answered the phone, I saw that it was about five thirty. “I have some time before I have to head home.”

      “What do you want to do?”

      “I want to see some more of your drawings.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Kateri seems a little reluctant to let me look through the rest of the binder full of pictures of me as we sit together on her bed, but I press her, and she eventually gives in. As I delve deeper, I notice her edging away from me on the bed. Reaching over, I place my hand on her leg, rubbing my fingers back and forth across the denim of her jeans. At first, I feel her tense up when I touch her, but it's not long before she relaxes and shifts herself back toward me.

      “This isn't too creepy, is it?” she asks.

      I can see the concern written all over her face. I look up from a sketch of me sitting by a stream, my foot dangling in the water.

      “Honestly, at first, I didn't know what to think.”  A look of fear appears in her eyes, in fact, even the colors seem to darken somewhat. “But now I can see these are more than just drawings and sketches ... they're works of art.”

      Kateri nods, before picking up the folder and setting it aside.

      “They're more than that to me,” she says, quietly. “They show how I feel about you.”

      I smile warmly as I take her hands in mine, slowly rubbing my thumbs across the tops of her fingers.

      “I know. I can see it in every splash of color, in each pencil line, and in your eyes.”

      Her expression changes slowly, the colors in her eyes darkening slightly.

      “The thing is, I've known you for a long time, Eve. I know for you it’s only been a few days, so I understand if you don't feel the way I do,” she says, softly.

      I think I know what she's going to say, and we just had a talk about taking things slow, but I don't want to say anything to hurt her. It's not like I don't have feelings for her, I do, but I'm not there yet and I'm not sure how to tell her.

      “Before you say anything else, let me say something.”

      She looks at me and I can see the worry etched on her face and I can feel the tension in her hands.

      “What you said is true. For you, it's been three years and for me just a few days,” I say, and I can feel her starting to pull away, “but that doesn't mean that I don't feel something.”

      I pause for a few moments, and I can see a tiny smile forcing its way to the surface, pushing aside the frown on her face.

      “Like I've said before,” I continue. “I've never been in a serious relationship, okay? So, I'm not exactly sure how I'm supposed to feel, but at the same time, I know there's something there.”

      She nods before gently squeezing my fingers. “Now it's my turn.  I won't say those words ... because I don't think I'm ready to say them, and you're not ready to hear them, but that doesn't mean I don't feel them.”

      I nod this time, smiling at her. “That's fair enough,” I say, even though there's a tiny part of me that wishes she would say ‘those words’, even though the other part of me is scared to death to hear them.

      “Come on. I want to see more.” I pull the binder back over between us and begin flipping through the images again.

      [image: ]
* * *

      About two hours later, Kateri and I walk outside. The sun is low in the sky and it's just starting to get dark. As we stand in front of the run-down factory, she looks at me and smiles. After what we both said inside, it’s like we're suddenly uncomfortable with each other, and I hate that feeling.

      “I didn't mean to get you in trouble today,” she says.

      “I know,” I reply. “Don't worry about it. I think we have Father outnumbered anyway.”

      We both laugh, and then she sighs.

      “What?”

      She shakes her head. “Nothing ... I ...”

      “Hey, you want to come over? We can grab some dinner, maybe play something before I have to get to bed.” I say, trying to turn the tide of awkwardness between us.

      “You sure?”

      I sigh quietly and then take her hand, squeezing it gently. “Kateri, stop worrying. We're all good,” I say, smiling warmly at her.

      She gives me the first genuine smile since she told me how she feels.

      “Okay,” she replies, quietly.

      “So, you coming over or what?”

      “Sure, I have to defend my record.”

      “Yeah, or have it shattered,” I reply with a wink.

      “Yeah, good luck with that. Race ya there.” She laughs before stepping into the shadows and vanishing.

      
        
        E ~ Cheater!

        

        K ~ Whatever ... loser.

        

      

      I stream to the roof, and then begin linking to the tops of half a dozen buildings, trying to create the shortest path to my house. I wish I could see where Kateri is, but when you're streaming, it's difficult, and dangerous to focus on anything except your jump points. You always have to be concentrating, but at the same time, it's the most liberating experience I can imagine. You feel lighter than air, and faster than lightning. I spot my house in the distance, and I start to wonder if she's already there. Linking to a small pizza joint with an apartment above it, I leap toward my building, and the next second, I'm on the roof. Looking around, I don't see her, so I run to the fire escape and slide down the ladder. As soon as I lift the window, I see she's sitting on my bed, a massive smile on her face.

      “You're going to have to do a lot better than that to beat me,” she says, laughing.

      I slip inside, shaking my head. “How the hell did you get here so fast?” I sit down on the bed next to her.

      “Practice, practice, practice.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “The key is less link-points so that you don't have keep re-adjusting.”

      “Now you tell me.” I sit down next to her. “So, what do you want to eat?”

      “Doesn't matter to me.”

      “Chinese?”

      The second I ask the question a wave of sadness seems to settle over me as a grim realization forms in my head. Any sort of relationship with Kateri will be a lonely affair. We won't be able to go out to dinner together, ever. I won't be able to take her to a school dance, or out with my friends, because no one will be able to see her, except me. I sigh, without really meaning too, and she looks at me.

      “What's the matter?”

      “Nothing,” I reply, putting on a smile.

      “Chinese sounds good.”

      “Cool. Let's go see if we can find the menu for Panda Garden.” We both head downstairs.

      We walk side-by-side, our hands brushing against each other as we descend the stairs to the kitchen. I'm still surprised how much and how fast my feelings have grown for her. I mean, I've seen enough movies and read enough books where people fall in love at first sight, but I always scoffed and thought how unrealistic that was. Now though, I'm not so sure. I mean, I don't think I love her yet, but when I think about not being around her, like when I go to school tomorrow, it makes my heart ache. When we reach the landing, I spot her sword leaning up against the front door frame.

      It only takes a few minutes to find the menu and place the order with the restaurant; lemon chicken for me and extra hot General Tso's for her. We both flop down on the couch on our backs, head to head, staring up at the ceiling.

      “You doin' okay with all this?” she asks.

      “I think so, although it's been the strangest weekend of my life.”

      “It's only gonna get stranger.”

      “That, I kinda' figured,” I reply, laughing.

      “What are you going to do about your mom?”

      I tilt my head back to look at her, upside down.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, this is a lot to take in, and at first I'm sure you thought she didn't know anything about it, but now you know she does, at least some of it.”

      I stare at the ceiling for a second before answering.

      “That's true. At least when I tell her about you, she'll understand. She may not be able to see you, but at least she'll know I'm not crazy.”

      “Not about this anyway,” she says, giggling.

      “You are just the funniest girl, ever.”

      “You're not the first person to tell me that.”

      “Hmm. What a surprise.” We both start laughing.

      She raises her arm over her head and touches my shoulder. Immediately, I reach up and take her fingers in mine. We lay there for a while, probably only a few minutes, just enjoying a quiet moment together, until the bell rings. I jump up from the couch and open the door. The delivery boy is a kid I know from school. He's tall, with loose dark, curly hair, expressive blue eyes, and a winning smile. I may be gay, but that doesn't mean I don't appreciate a good-looking guy.

      “Hey, Brad,” I say, smiling.

      “Eve. This your place?”

      “Yup, me and my mom.”

      “Cool.” He looks up at the front of the building.

      “I didn't know you delivered for Panda,” I say, as Kateri walks up and stands next to me.

      “Yeah, for a few months. Just on the weekends though,” he replies, handing me the bags.

      Kateri puts her arm over my shoulder and leans against me. It's so odd to know that he can't see her.

      “Awesome. What do I owe you?”

      “Oh, yeah. It's fifteen even.”

      I dig the other twenty my mother gave me out of my pocket and hold it out for him. At that moment, Kateri blows in my ear and I giggle while shrugging my shoulders. Brad looks at me and smiles.

      “What?” he asks.

      “Nothin’.  Just thought of something funny from earlier.”

      
        
        E ~ Stop that!

        

        K ~ Stop what?

        

      

      “How much do you want back?” he asks, taking the twenty.

      Kateri blows air onto the side of my neck and I giggle again, tilting my head to the right. Brad looks at me, a confused expression on his face.

      
        
        E ~ You are so bad. Cut it out, he's going to think I'm some sort of weirdo.

        

        K ~ You are.

        

      

      “Just keep it,” I finally manage to say.

      “Really? Thanks.” He slips the money into his pocket.

      “No problem. See you at school tomorrow.”

      “See ya, have a good one.”

      As he turns, Kateri reaches out and tugs on one of his curls on the back of his head. He spins around and looks at me.

      
        
        E ~ What are you doing?

        

        K ~ Just having some fun.

        

      

      “I think there was a bee, or something,” I say, struggling to find something to say.

      He brushes his hand across his neck a few times.

      “Okay,” he says slowly while giving me an odd look. “Well, see you tomorrow.”

      “Yeah, see you tomorrow,” I reply as I close the door.

      I turn and look at Kateri. She's standing there with a shit-eating grin.

      “I am going to get you back for that, I hope you know.”

      “Ooooh,” she says, waving her hands in front of her face. “I'm so scared.”

      I sigh and shake my head. “Let's just eat. Do I need to cut it up for you, since you're such a child?”

      “Ha ha. Just gimme,” she says, taking the bag containing her food.

      We carry our meals into the living room, and sit on the floor, our backs against the couch. I lift two cans of Coke out of my bag and hand one to Kateri. When she takes it, her fingers brush mine, and that lovely chill runs up and down my spine again.

      “You wanna try mine?” she asks, holding a piece of brown, glazed chicken on the end of her plastic fork.

      I open my mouth and she feeds me the spicy, little morsel. I know it's nothing, a simple gesture of sharing, but it feels incredibly sensual and personal.

      “Whew. That's hot,” I say, my words carrying more than one meaning.

      “I like it spicy,” Kateri says with a sly little smile.

      “You wanna try mine?”

      “Sure,” she replies as I repeat the same quiet act of intimacy.

      As she takes the batter covered piece of chicken off my fork, a bit of sauce drips onto her chin. Without thinking, I reach over and wipe it away with my thumb, brushing her lower lip at the same time.  The touch sends a charge of electricity running down my arm, into my chest before it settles deep down inside my belly. My heart is racing as I pull my hand back, trying to hide my trembling fingers.

      “That's really good,” she says.

      “What?” I swallow hard.

      “The chicken. It's really good.”

      “Oh, yeah. Yeah, it is,” I reply, staring at the whirlpool of color in her eyes.

      Again, I feel that sense of loss when I think about having to spend the day at school tomorrow without her. We eat for a time in a comfortable silence, simply glancing up at each other and exchanging smiles or knowing looks every now and then. Eventually, I set my fork down, the Styrofoam container nearly empty.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      Kateri looks up and nods, her mouth full of chicken and fried rice.

      “You said a while ago that there are a few times of the year when humans can see Shayds.”

      Kateri wipes her mouth with a napkin and nods. “Uh huh. This about your mom?” she asks.

      “Yeah.”

      “Don't you think it'd be better to ask her?”

      “I will. I just want some information before I do. Okay?”

      “Sure.” Kateri sets her empty container on the coffee table and turns to face me, her legs crossed. “Shoot.”

      “Okay, so when are these times, when my mom could have seen my dad?”

      “Well, the only ones I know about are during the summer and winter solstices, and the autumnal and vernal equinoxes.”

      “So, four times a year?”

      Kateri nods. “Yeah.”

      “But he could touch her, right? I mean when I first saw you, you were moving down the sidewalk dodging out of people's way. So, you can touch people, and they can touch you.”

      She shakes her head slowly. “Sort of.  Humans can bump into us, and vice versa, but it's touch without feeling.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It's like running a pencil up your arm, except you're the pencil. It's cold, impersonal, dead.”

      I look down at the floor for a minute as that sinks in. So, the man my mom fell in love with was someone who she could only see, hear, or touch just four days out of the year.

      “Jesus,” I mutter to myself.

      “I know. That's sorta why I told you not to be too hard on her. She didn't tell you about any of this, partially because she probably doesn't know a lot about it, but also because I'm sure it brings back a lot of bad memories. I can't imagine how horrible it must have been to be in love with someone and only being able to see them once every three months.”

      That sends a chill down my spine, but not a nice one. I'm worried about not being able to see Kateri tomorrow while I'm at school, but my poor mother suffered with that feeling of loss all the time.

      “Do you know anything else about him? My dad?”

      Kateri shakes her head. “No, I'm sorry. Father told me that he had died fighting a fire demon when you were just an infant, but that's all I know,” she says, reaching out and gently taking my hand in hers. “You really should talk to your mom about this. I mean, now that you know about us, she should be able to tell you about your father.”

      I nod while caressing her fingers with mine.

      “I will. I think we're going to have a lot to talk about.”

      “That's for sure,” she says with a bright smile. “Come on, let's clean this up.”

      She releases my hands and gets to her feet. I follow suit and we carry our empties and plastic utensils into the kitchen and toss them into the garbage can. As we’re finishing, Kateri sighs, turning and looking at me.

      “What's the matter?” I ask.

      “I'm gonna miss you tomorrow.”

      “Yeah, me too. I was just thinking about that.”

      Suddenly, my phone starts ringing. I check the screen.

      “It's Mom,” I say before tapping the answer button. “Hey, Mom.”

      “Hey, sweetie. Just wanted to call to say goodnight.”

      “Cool. How was the rest of your day?”

      “Busy. Trying to get everything settled before I come home. Did you eat?”

      “Yes, Mom. I ate.” I roll my eyes at Kateri.

      She smiles at me and giggles.

      “Sorry, you know I have to ask. So, what are you up to?”

      “Just kinda hanging out with a friend.” I look over at Kateri.

      I reach out and take her hand.

      “You mean Amanda?”

      “No,” I say, shaking my head. “Someone new.”

      Kateri looks at me, a little shocked. “Oh yeah, someone from school?”

      “Nah, we met at the park,” I say, grinning at Kateri.

      “Really?” she asks, and I can hear the hesitation in her voice.

      “It's cool, Mom, I'm not stupid. She's really nice.”

      “Okay. What's her name?”

      “Kateri,” I say as I wink at her.

      There's a long pause before she says anything. “That's ... different.”

      “Yeah. She's different, so it kinda fits her.”

      When I look over at Kateri this time, her smile has vanished, replaced with a frown.

      “Maybe I can meet her sometime,” Mom says.

      “Sure,” I reply quickly, already regretting telling her.

      “Well, don't forget about school tomorrow.”

      “I won't. You'll be here for dinner tomorrow, right?”

      “Yeah, my flight gets in around one.”

      “Okay. I'll see you tomorrow then.”

      “Okay sweetie. Love you.”

      “Love you too, Mom.”

      As soon as I end the call, I look over at Kateri.

      “She can't know you, can she?”

      “Sure seemed like it, right? Or at least she recognized my name.”

      “What about Father? Does he know my Mom?”

      “I guess it's possible. Your Dad was a Shayd, so Father might have known him, which means he might know her.”

      Suddenly, something moves just outside the front window. Kateri darts from the kitchen to the front windows. She grabs her sword, before yanking the door open and rushing out onto the stoop.

      “What?” I ask as I join her. “What is it?”

      “A demon,” she hisses between her clenched teeth. “Stay here.”

      With that, she jumps off the side of the porch into a shadow cast by the setting sun and she's gone. I run back inside, searching for a weapon, but the only thing I can find is a fireplace poker. I wrap my fingers around the handle and start for the door, when Kateri walks back inside, and she doesn't look happy.

      “Are you okay? Did you get it?” I ask, rushing to her side, my heart threatening to burst out of my chest.

      “Yes and no,” she says before looking at my choice of weapon. “Seriously?”

      “Well, it's all I've got.”

      She shakes her head and closes the door, never taking her eyes off me. “That demon that attacked me, the one you injured. Tell me exactly what happened,” she says, her jaw clenched.

      “Well, after I cut his arm off, he came at me and while I was backing up, I slipped and fell and a second later, he was on top of me.”

      “Then what?”

      “Not much, it just leaned in really close to me and …” I say, my words trailing off.

      “And what?”

      I swallow hard as I realize what it might have been doing. “I think ... it was like he was studying me.”

      “And then Reeva and Clay chased it off, right?”

      “No,” I say, as my blood runs cold, even though I'm not exactly sure why. “It left before they got there.”

      Kateri looks at me for a few seconds. “Shit,” she finally says.

      “What?”

      “I think it was studying you, and now they know about you. Demons don't usually run from a fight, but that one did ... and this one tonight did too.”

      “You think he was spying on us?”

      “I'd bet anything on it.”

      “So, what do we do?”

      “I'm gonna call Father and get those reinforcements to watch the house,” she says, stepping over to me and taking my hand. “Don't worry. I won't let anything happen to you.”

      “I know you won't.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      My alarm clock goes off at six. I roll over and fumble for the cutoff switch. It takes me a few seconds before I'm able to silence the annoying blare. Grey clouds are blocking the sun this morning, which makes getting up even harder. It feels like one of those days you just want to spend in bed. That, combined with thoughts of Kateri makes me even more reluctant to get on the move.

      With more effort than it really should require, I roll myself off the edge of the bed and make my way to the bathroom. I look in the mirror and immediately notice the bright white ring surrounding my pupil has returned. Even after blinking a few times, it's still there. My vision doesn't seem affected, but I hope as with a lot of stuff having to do with the Shayds, that Amanda and the rest of my classmates won't be able to see it.

      Turning the shower on, I let the water warm up as I continue to look at my reflection. More thoughts of Kateri invade my mind as I step into the tub and let the water wash over me. As I lather up, I wish it was her hands on me; as the warm liquid caresses my neck and back, I wish it was her lips on my skin, instead of just water.

      
        
        E ~ Am I turning into some sort of pervert?

        

        K ~ Really? That's interesting.

        

      

      I rip the curtain open, but no one’s there. I have to admit that part of me is a little disappointed.

      
        
        E ~ Where are you?

        

        K ~ Downstairs. I’m not some sort of weirdo peeping at you in the shower…again.

        

        E ~ You sure about that?

        

        K ~ We said we're taking this slow, remember?

        

        E ~ I know.

        

        K ~ Then stop thinking about it, otherwise I'm going to renege on our deal.

        

      

      “I have to remember not to think so much when she's around,” I say out loud to myself.

      I finish as quickly as I can, skipping my hair to save time. A light blue t-shirt, black jeans, and blue Nikes complete my outfit. I tie my hair back and head downstairs. I can't wait to have a few minutes with her before I head off to school. My heart is racing as I hit the landing. Kateri is sitting on the island, two plates in front of her, each one with an Eggo covered with grape jam. A small glass of orange juice sits next to a taller one filled with milk. Sometimes I forget she's been guarding me for years, so she knows all my likes and dislikes.

      “Morning,” I say as I walk into the kitchen, my heart rate speeding up when I see her.

      “Morning to you,” she replies, her eyes sparkling.

      “You didn't have to do this.”

      She shrugs her shoulders. “It's nothing. I just figured it would give us a little more time together.”

      I smile at her words, thrilled she feels the same way I do. I boost myself up onto the island next to her, our knees touching.

      “So, what are you going to do today?” I ask as I take a bite of my waffle.

      “Not sure yet, I've got to talk to Father.”

      “About what?”

      “About what happened last night,” she says before taking a drink of orange juice.

      “I thought you did that when you left here.”

      “All I did was tell him about the demons, and get the extra sentries posted, but we need to talk about what to do next, what our plan is moving forward.”

      I sigh. “I wish I could be there.”

      “Me too, but you've got school and you can't just skip out. I know it's weird to say, but you have your ‘normal’ life to live,” she says, making air quotes with her fingers when she says, ‘normal’.

      “I know,” I reply as I pop the last bit of Eggo into my mouth.

      I don't care how much I try, my life is never going to be normal again, and a little part of me is fine with that.

      “You gonna walk me to school?” I ask, grinning at her.

      “Sure,” she says, returning the smile.

      After brushing my teeth, double checking my hair, and grabbing my backpack, we head out the door. Just like before, I keep my phone to my ear as we walk, so I won't look like I'm having a conversation with myself. We can't really hold hands, but Kateri brushes her hand against mine every few minutes, each touch setting off a series of electric charges that run up and down my arm.

      “How are we going to deal with school, my Mom, and everything else and still make this trip into the Abyss?” I ask.

      “I don't know yet. I hope Father has worked out something. If he hasn't, I have no idea what we're going to do.”

      “Well, let's hope he does.”

      Eventually, I get tired of the on-off touches from Kateri, and I just reach out and take her hand. It might look odd to someone if they look down at my hand, but several people pass by and no one gives me a second glance. I squeeze her fingers gently and she responds in kind. This is the first time in months that the voices don't overwhelm me; I simply wade through them, and the shadowy figures that used to haunt my vision come into focus. I nod at a few of them I recognize from the Factory as they’re on their way to God knows where. As the school comes into view in the distance, I look over at Kateri.

      “I wish I didn't have to go today,” I say.

      She smiles at me and squeezes my fingers again. “Me too, but you have to, so there's no sense fighting it.”

      I nod, and we continue down the sidewalk. As we reach the last alley before the school, I suddenly pull Kateri into the shadow cast by the building and we vanish. I take her hand, gently caressing her fingers. She gazes into my eyes and I’m mesmerized by the swirling pool of colors in her eyes, the purples and blues fighting for dominance.

      “Why don’t I just blow off school today and go do something fun?” I suggest.

      “Sorry, can't. I'm in enough trouble with Father as it is. I'm not getting yelled at by your Mom, too,” she replies, shaking her head and grinning at me.

      “What are you afraid of? She can't even see you,” I reply with a laugh.

      “Somehow, I don't think that would matter. Besides, it's not good form to make your girlfriend's mom mad before you even meet her.”

      My eyes open wide and I stand there, stunned for a few seconds.

      “Girlfriend?” I manage to utter.

      Kateri looks at me as a smile slowly builds on her face, her eyes sparkling.

      “Yeah, if you think so.”

      I stare at her without answering for a few seconds and then the bell rings. I grab my pack and dart out of the alley, with Kateri just behind.

      “Well?” she yells down the sidewalk.

      I look back at her and smile. “I think so,” I yell back, not caring if anyone else hears me or not.
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* * *

      As soon as I step through the doors, I spot Amanda at her open locker, exchanging books and stowing her lunch. I feel guilty almost the second I see her. She's my best friend, someone who's stood by my side through the good times, and the not so good times, and I ignored her the entire weekend. I've always shared everything with her and now that my life has taken such a dramatic turn, I can't tell her anything. She turns and sees me approaching, smiling like she always does when we first spot each other at school, but it doesn't make me feel any better.

      “Hey Eve,” she says, still smiling.

      “Hey Manda. How was your weekend?”

      “Boring.”  She rolls her eyes. “What about you?”

      “Same.”

      I want to tell her about Kateri. I want to tell her how amazing it feels when I'm streaming from rooftop to rooftop. I want to show her the Factory, introduce her to Father, but I know I can't, and it makes me sick. So instead, I lie to her. I tell myself I do it to keep our friendship alive and vibrant, but the truth is, every false word shakes the very foundation of our relationship and weakens it, bit-by-bit. Out of the corner of my eye, I spot a dark shape moving down the hall. It only takes a moment before it comes into focus, and I recognize a Shayd from the Factory. I can't remember her name, but she nods and smiles at me before moving on. I notice she's carrying a full load of books in her arms.

      “Eve,” Amanda says.

      “What?”

      “I asked when your Mom's coming home.”

      “Oh, sorry. Her flight gets in around one or so.”

      “That's cool,” she says just as the home room bell rings.

      “Come on, we better hurry.”

      We make it into class just before Mrs. Wallace starts taking role.  After the announcements, the bell rings and we all flood back into the hallway.

      “See you at lunch,” Amanda says as she starts walking away.

      “Kay.”

      We head in opposite directions; her to Biology and me to English. I make sure my phone's off before walking into the classroom. I don't need another speech from Mr. Copton about texting in school. As I take my seat, again I notice the presence of Shayds, three of them; two standing by the windows and one in the back of the class. Each has a backpack filled with textbooks, a laptop, and everything else one would need to attend class. I suppose they've always been here, I just couldn't see them up until now. The girl in the back looks at me and nods a greeting. I smile back, and wink before taking my seat.
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* * *

      The rest of the morning goes without incident. Except for the Shayds I keep seeing in the halls, classrooms, and even the bathrooms, it's a normal day. In fact, it's the first day in months I'm not distracted by mysterious voices and flitting black shapes. When lunch period finally arrives, I head to the cafeteria. Amanda is already there when I walk in. She has my seat saved, as usual, and a smile on her face as I sit down across from her after running the serving line. We both usually bring our lunches, although I completely forgot mine today.

      “What's up with you?” she asks, before taking a bite out of a shiny, red apple.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Something's going on. I can tell. If you don't want to tell me, that's fine, but don't tell me everything's cool, because I know it isn't,” she says, without any hurt or anger in her voice.

      For a few seconds I don't reply, I just look across the table at my best friend, who wants nothing more than to help me. I know she can't, and I'm not sure if I need help, but I also know I can't lie to her anymore.

      “There is something going on,” I say, trying to figure out what I'm going to say as I go.

      “I knew it,” she says, nodding and reaching across the table and taking my hand.

      I smile at her, squeezing her fingers gently.

      I don't know how much I can tell her. No matter what I decide on, it can't be the whole truth, no matter how much I want to bring her into the fold.

      “I met someone.”

      Her eyes pop open wide and a smile builds on her face that conveys everything she wants to say without uttering a word.

      “No way.”

      “Way,” I reply with a smile as big as hers.

      She leans closer across the table, as if anyone might be listening. “Well, dish.”

      “She's ... she's amazing,” I say, shaking my head. “I've never met anyone like her. She's smart, funny, so beautiful it hurts me when I see her, and a little mysterious.”

      “And sexy, right?” she asks, grinning.

      “Hell, yeah,” I say, nodding and smiling.

      Amanda giggles and I laugh along with her. “Where did you meet her?”

      “At the park the other day. I was walking and she just, sort of appeared out of nowhere.”

      “Ooohh. Like stepping out of the shadows, huh?”

      For a second, I'm stunned, but I quickly realize that it's just an expression. “You could say that.”

      “So, when can I meet her?” she asks.

      Oh sure, let's go after school so you can meet my new girlfriend. Oh yeah, I forgot, she's invisible, so you won't be able to see her.

      “She's new in town, so let me talk to her and see.”

      “Doesn't she go here?”

      “No, she's ... uh ... home schooled. Her parents move around a lot for work.”

      There I go lying to her again, but I don't have a choice. Maybe telling her about Kateri was a mistake, but it's too late to take it back now.

      “What's her name?”

      “Kateri.”

      “Ooh, sounds exotic.”

      “A little bit, huh?”

      “So? Are you smitten?” she asks, making a funny face at me.

      “I don't know,” I reply, looking down at the table for a second as I feel a blush run across my face, “maybe a little.”

      “I think more than a little,” she says, smiling at me. “I'm so happy for you, Eve. You're a catch. It's about time someone saw it.”

      I shake my head as tears fill my eyes. “Stop,” I say, as I try to hide my reaction.

      “You stop. You so deserve this, more than anyone I know,” she says before standing and leaning over the table and pulling me into a fierce embrace.

      A few seconds later, we both sit down, and she smiles at me.

      “I didn't mean to push you to tell me,” Amanda says.

      “You didn't. I've been dying to tell you.”

      “What about your Mom? Does she know?”

      I nod. “I told her last night.”

      “And how did she take it?”

      “She was good with it. I think,” I say, not even able to convince myself.

      “Well, I'm sure when she meets her, she'll like her.”

      “Yeah, when she meets her,” I say, my words trailing off.
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* * *

      After lunch, we both head to our advanced algebra class. It's the only period Amanda and I have together. Most of my other classes focus on art and English studies, while hers are all science and math related. We take our seats and Mr. Zelinski, one of my favorite teachers, begins reading off the roles. With his crazy head of white hair, round spectacles, and bow tie, he's a modern-day Albert Einstein. One at a time, each student reacts to their name with a somewhat bored ‘here’ or anemic ‘yep’ to his rather old-fashioned attendance check. I know some of the other kids make fun of him, but he's a sweet old man.

      “Okay everyone, we're going to tackle polynomial expressions today. I hope you all had a chance to read through chapters eleven and twelve over the weekend,” he says, with his back turned to us as he writes on the dry erase board.

      Everyone turns and looks at their neighbor, including me.

      “Did he give us homework on Friday?” I ask Amanda.

      “Not that I know of.”

      Mr. Z turns and frowns at us, before starting to laugh.

      “Just kidding,” he says. “Gotcha, didn't I?”

      A bunch of the kids start laughing and he smiles in that warm, grandfatherly way he has, pushing his glasses up a little. I just shake my head and he shoots me a little wink.

      “Okay…everyone, open your books and we're going to start with a quick read through of chapter eleven,” he says, as he takes his seat behind the desk. “Nick, you can begin.”

      Just as Nick starts reading, the fire station siren for the Collinsburg VFD goes off. I look toward the window for a moment before turning my attention back to the book. A few seconds later, I can hear the Robin Hill fire department horn join in. If you don't live somewhere with volunteer fire departments, then it's important to know that each VFD has a different sound to their alert sirens. The Collinsburg signal sounds like a fog horn; one long blast followed by two shorts ones while the Robin Hill VFD's is a single slow wail. They do it this way so if you're a volunteer, and you're out somewhere and you hear a siren, you'll be able to tell if it's your department, or a neighboring city.

      It's not uncommon for both Collinsburg and Robin Hill to cooperate on a major fire, so once again, I turned back to my book, trying to pay attention to Nick. A chill runs down my spine when at least two more sirens go off, their added voices turning into a single, terrible shriek. My phone vibrates in my pocket and I pull it out as Nick stops reading. Before I can swipe the screen, Amanda touches my arm. When I look over at her, there are tears in her eyes.

      “What?” I ask, more than a tremor of fear in my voice.

      She just shakes her head as a few tears drop onto her desk. Lifting my phone, the first thing I see is a news alert:

      
        
        1:03 PM- NY Passenger Plane Crashes At Pittsburgh Intl'

      

      

      And my screams join the wailing of the sirens.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      I feel Amanda wrap her arms around me as I scream. It's a sound from so deep down inside, it feels like it's tearing me apart. I can hear the voices of some of the other kids as they hover over us, but I can't make out what they're saying. Suddenly, I push away from Amanda, and stand. My heart is racing out of control, and my vision is clouded by tears and grief. She starts to move toward me, but I step back.

      “Stop! Just stop!” I scream.

      I can see the hurt on her face, but I don't care. I push through the crowd of concerned students, heading for the door.

      “Ms. Torino, where are you going?” Mr. Zelinski yells after me.

      Yanking the door open, I race out into the empty hall. As I run down the corridor, I can hear him just behind me.

      “Ms. Torino! Stop ... you can't just leave!”

      By now, some of the other classroom doors are opening; curious students and teachers peering out to see what's going on in the hallway. I rush past them, crying, sobbing, and screaming inside my own head. I turn the corner at the end of the hall, and I spot exactly what I need; shadows cast by trees just outside the windows. Stepping into them, I vanish in the blink of an eye. A second later, Mr. Zelinski races past me, disappearing around a bank of lockers at the end of the corridor.

      I may be invisible, but I'm still inside, and I need to get out. Every single fiber of my being is screaming at me to get out. Looking through the glass, I can see the shadows run up the wall, across the sill, and down onto the floor. The windows are open about half-an-inch to let in fresh air, but without the crank it's impossible to move them any further. I focus on a spot on the grass about ten feet from the wall that's covered by shadow and take a small step forward. A tenth of a second later, I'm outside, standing under the tree. Now that I'm out, I have no idea what to do. I look off to the west and I can see a long, tall plume of black smoke rising from the direction of the airport.

      “Mom,” I say as a pain begins building in my chest.

      I stream across the street, onto the top of the little dry cleaners. When I come to a stop, I nearly stumble and fall off the edge of the roof. I can't stop crying, and it's affecting everything from my judgment to my streaming accuracy. I want to get to the airport, I need to get there, but I have to be smart about it. The front doors of the school burst open, and Mr. Zelinski steps out. He looks left and then right, shaking his head before walking back inside. I stand there for a few minutes, trying to calm myself. If my mom was on that flight and she's injured, she'll need me. I can't get killed streaming off the edge of a five-story building or smashing myself into the side of billboard.

      I close my eyes for a moment and breathe slowly through my nose and then I realize what I really need.

      “Kateri ... where are you?” I say quietly to no one as a few tears trickle down my cheeks.

      A few minutes later, I stream two buildings over, and then link three more times until I've covered about half of the fifteen miles to the airport. Sirens and alarms are going off all over the place, as ambulances and other emergency vehicles race by my position above the roadway. I can see dozens of helicopters high above the airport in the distance. From here, I can smell the acrid odor of burning fuel drifting through the air. I start to stream to the roof of a building across the street, but instead, I collapse to one knee as tears overwhelm me again.

      Closing my eyes, I start pounding my fists against the rough, patchwork metal roof, screaming as the tears continue to flow, unabated. When I finally open my eyes, I see the little piece of parchment lying on the ground beside my knee. It must have dropped out of my pocket when I fell.

      I pick it up and open it.

      
        
        Eve,

        Do not go to the airport, please.

        Wait for me ...

        K

        

      

      I close the little piece of paper and slip it back into my pocket.

      
        
        Kateri, I need you ...

        

      

      When there's no response, I slowly get to my feet and look across toward the black cloud rising above the airport. Streaming across the street, I immediately link twice more onto the rooftops of buildings until I'm nearly there. From my vantage point I can see the hundreds of emergency response vehicles scattered across the flat landscape of the outer edges of the landing field, but the one thing I can't see is the plane. The source of the smoke is a black wound in the earth a little distance from the gathering of the responders. It looks too small to be the impact site. How could an entire airliner disappear into such a tiny spot? I'm about to stream closer to the airport fencing, when something slams into my side, knocking me down. I scramble away from my assailant, my hands balled into fists as more tears burst forth.

      “Get away from me!!” I half scream and half cry.

      “It's me.”

      I blink a few times and finally Kateri's face comes into focus. The telltale trails of tears streak her face. She reaches out and grabs me, pulling me into a fierce embrace and I feel all my strength drain away as I collapse into her with a wailing cry filled with agony, loss, and unimaginable pain.
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* * *

      When I wake, I'm lying in Kateri’s bed. She's next to me, her arms wrapped tightly around me, my head resting on her shoulder.  Her eyes open and she looks down at me, the colors are muted and dark.

      “Tell me it's not true,” I whisper.

      She sighs quietly, and I know the answer without hearing the words. I bury my face in her shoulder as the tears burst out again. She pulls me closer and a few seconds later, her sobs join my own.

      I wake up suddenly, sitting bolt upright, a scream clawing its way out of my throat. Sweat is pouring off me, and for a moment I think it's all been a terrible nightmare, but a second later, I know it's not. I look over at Kateri. She's sitting, propped up against the headboard, watching me in silence. My bottom lip begins quivering, and she reaches out and takes my hand, gently pulling me to her, pressing my head against her chest. The tears come again.

      I've lost all sense of time. I don't know if it's morning or evening, and frankly, I don't care. My eyes open slowly. Kateri is lying next to me, wide awake. I look over at her and she smiles weakly at me.

      “I don't know what to do,” I say, my voice cracking.

      “Just take my hand,” she says, lifting her arm slowly off the bed.

      I intertwine my fingers with hers and she squeezes gently.

      “That's all you have to do.”

      I try to smile, but I can't.

      “Okay,” I say quietly. “Don't leave me.”

      “Never,” she replies, and I can feel the conviction in her voice.
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* * *

      My world has collapsed.

      It feels like my heart is suffocating under the terrible weight of the grief that lays heavily across me. I sigh, trying to keep from crying. Kateri is sitting up, leaning against the headboard again, her eyes closed.

      “Kateri, are you awake?”

      “Yes,” she replies, without opening her eyes.

      “What time is it?” I ask, my throat feeling like sandpaper.

      “It's around four.”

      “In the afternoon?”

      She nods before looking down at me. I can see dark circles around her eyes, like she hasn't slept in ... a very long time.

      “What day is it?”

      “Thursday,” she says, taking a hold of my hand.

      “Thursday? What ... wha ...” I mutter quietly.

      “Don't worry about it,” Kateri says, with a small, kind smile.

      I close my eyes and take a deep breath before letting it out slowly.

      “What should I do?” I ask, searching for anything to help me get a grip on what's happening. My world seems out of control.

      Thank God for Kateri.

      “I think maybe something to eat and perhaps a shower might be a good start,” she says with a little grin. “You think you want to do that?”

      I immediately realize how hungry I am, although I'm not sure if I could keep anything down, but I nod slowly. Kateri climbs out of bed, turns and offers me her hand. I take it and she helps me down. My legs feel weak as she walks with me to the bathroom door. Inside, floor to ceiling grey and white tile decorate the glassed-in stall and adjacent tub, while a small white pedestal sink and toilet occupy the remainder of the room. A narrow two-door cupboard is tucked in the corner behind the door. Kateri moves past me and turns on the water, before stepping back.

      “Use whatever you need,” she says, nodding toward the little medicine cabinet above the sink. “There's towels in the cupboard.”

      “Thank you,” I say, quietly.

      She nods and flashes a weak smile.

      “I'll wait for you outside,” she says, before turning to leave.

      “Can you stay in here? I ... I don't want you to leave.”

      “Okay, sure.”

      She lowers the toilet lid and sits down as I begin undressing. I know she's watching me, but I don't care, I need her to be here. I step into the shower and the warm water flows over my body, soothing my aching muscles. Fumbling for the soap, it slips out of my fingers and drops to the floor, and that's enough to tip me over the edge. The tears burst the dam, and I start to slide down the hard, tile wall. A second later, I feel Kateri wrap her arms around me and I collapse into her for the second time. We sit on the floor, the water flowing over both of us.

      I cry for my loss.

      She cries for my pain.

      A little while later, we're standing in the bedroom toweling off when Kateri walks over and opens the second drawer of her dresser.

      “I ... uh ... I brought some of your clothes over, in case you needed them,” she says.

      “Thanks.” I step over next to her.

      I pull out one of my red and black dragon t-shirts and a pair of red sweatpants. Kateri looks at me and smiles warmly.

      “I always liked that shirt on you.”

      “Thanks,” I say quietly.

      She grabs a blue t-shirt and black jeans out of the top drawer and slips them on. After we're both dressed, I step over to her and throw my arms around her neck, burying my face in her shoulder. The tears start again as she moves her hands slowly up and down my back. She says nothing. She just holds me.

      After a few minutes, I lift my head and she places the softest of kisses on my forehead. That tiny gesture seems to give me strength. I push back the tears and stand up straight, giving her a weak smile.

      “Hold on,” she says before walking over to her dresser and picking up a red baseball cap with some sort of Chinese character in black embroidered on the top.

      Coming around in front me again, she places the hat on my head, pulling my hair through the hole in the back. There's something comforting in her gentle touch, the way she looks at me, and the scent of her breath as it caresses my skin.

      “There,” she says, stepping back, “that's a little better.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You sure you're up for this? I can always go get something and bring it back.”

      “No,” I say, taking her hand. “I don't want to be alone.”

      The problem is, I am alone. I have no relatives. My mother's parents died when she was around twenty or so and she has no siblings, and there certainly aren't any grandparents on my father's side.

      “Okay,” she says, nodding at me. “Let's go.”

      I relax my fingers, intending to release her hand, but she tightens her grip. I look at her and she smiles.

      “Screw them if they don't like it,” she says.

      The door opens, and we walk out into the corridor. It's quiet and empty, for which I'm grateful. I'm not sure how many people know what happened, but the last thing I want is a bunch of strangers telling me how sorry they are. We walk to the elevator and press the panel. As we wait, Kateri squeezes my hand a few times and I lean into her in response, resting my head on her shoulder. The doors open with their customary hiss, and we step into the car. A few moments later, the doors open again, and Reeva is standing there staring at us, or at me to be more precise. I start to say something, but she pulls me into a hug, a powerful embrace that feels formed from a bond between two people who have suffered a similar loss.

      No words are exchanged. When she steps back, her eyes are watery, but she just nods at us and steps into the elevator as we step off. The doors close behind us.

      Kateri looks at me and smiles gently. “She's a good person.”

      “I can tell.”

      Just as we start down toward the library, I stop and pull on Kateri's arm.

      “How many people know?” I ask.

      She looks at me and sighs. “Pretty much everyone,” comes the reply I both expected and dreaded.

      I nod and sigh, trying to swallow my sorrow for the walk through the crowded rooms that lay ahead. I need to try and focus on wading through the thoughts that will crash upon me like a tsunami, but I don't think I can do it in my current condition.

      “Eve,” Kateri says. “Look at me.”

      I look over at her, a small, warm smile on her face.

      “Just ignore it. Concentrate on this,” she says, as she gently caresses my fingers.

      I nod and take a deep breath, before we step away from the elevator and stride into the library. Almost immediately, the first wave hits me, and I wince from the overload of tangled and intertwined thoughts. Slowly, I push some of them away and eventually they begin flowing around me.

      My God, that's her ... it's so sad.

      Should I say something? I guess not ... I don't even know her.

      Oh jeez, there she is.

      
        
        K ~ Just ignore them.

        

        E ~ I'm trying.

        

      

      She squeezes my fingers and the next thing I know, we're through the library and almost to the mess hall.

      “You sure about this?” Kateri asks, quietly.

      I nod. “I have to be, don't I?”

      “I guess.”

      “As long as you're with me, I'll be fine.”

      She smiles at me. “So, what do you want to get?”

      “I don't know, I don't really care,” I say, trying to stay positive, but it's a tough slough.

      “Okay. Why don't you sit here, and I'll go get something real quick,” Kateri says, a worried expression on her face.

      I nod as I take a seat at the end of one of the long, communal tables. Kateri gives my hand another quick squeeze before hurrying off toward the cafeteria style line at the far end of the hall. The room is almost empty. There are only a handful other Shayds scattered at the other tables. No one is looking at me, which is good. I close my eyes and focus on letting the thoughts flitting about float past me. A few minutes later, Kateri returns with two silver trays, each with a single plate holding a small stack of pancakes dripping with syrup and melted butter, along with two glasses of milk. She sits down and looks at me sheepishly.

      “I'm sorry. I didn't know what to get, so I just…” she says, her words trailing off.

      I reach across the table and rub her fingers gently. “It's fine.”

      She just nods and looks down at her food. After just a few bites, I set my fork down and push the tray off to the side. I look over at Kateri and sigh. She looks like she's on the verge of tears as she stares back at me.

      “What happens now?” I ask, not sure if I want the answer or not.

      She shakes her head. “I'm not sure, but I think we should go talk to Father, if you’re up to it.”

      “Okay.”

      We both stand, pick up our trays and carry them to the drop off station near the entrance to the kitchen. Kateri takes my hand again, and we head through the dining hall toward the map room. Just as we reach the exit, two young men pass us.

      
        
        Maybe if she hadn't let that demon escape, her mom might still be alive.

        

      

      I feel a stabbing in my heart and my breath catches in my throat. Without warning, Kateri releases my hand, turns, and strides back toward the two men.

      “Hey!” she yells, and they both stop and look at her.

      “What?” the one on the right asks, with a sneer.

      In a flash, he's on the ground, blood spewing from a broken nose while Kateri shakes her hand and flexes her fingers.

      “Fuck you!” she says, leaning menacingly over him, her voice icy cold and devoid of any humor.

      A couple of other people come rushing over as someone helps stem the stream of blood flowing from his injured face. Kateri turns, takes my hand again, and pulls me away.

      “You didn't have to do that,” I whisper.

      “Yeah I did. He deserved it, if not for that, then for something else. He's a dick,” she says before looking over at me. “You know what he thought isn't true, right?”

      I pause for a second before answering. “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, I'm sure,” she says, with hard conviction in her voice. “Come on, let's talk to Father.”

      As we make our way through the map room, I notice more flashes of red on the globe than ever before. The operators look exhausted as they tap away on their keyboards and talk into their headsets. As we climb the steps to Father's office, I can see him leaning over his desk, a worried expression on his face. He looks tired. We walk inside, and he shakes his head.

      “Kateri.”

      “He deserved it, just be glad I only broke his nose,” she says, frowning.

      For a moment, I think he's going to say something else, but he just sighs and then walks around his desk, stopping in front of me.

      “I don't know what to say, Eve.”

      I shake my head as I force myself to stay on an even keel, and not allow the tears to come.

      “Were demons responsible for the crash?” I ask.

      He looks a little shocked, and for a moment I don't think he's going to answer.

      “I think so,” he finally replies.

      “How do you know?”

      He sighs before answering. “Two of our people were found dead at La Guardia. They'd been sent to investigate an incursion at the airport.”

      “So, they crashed the plane to kill my mother?” I ask, as Kateri reaches over and places her hand on top of mine.

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “I don't know exactly, but they obviously know about you. I think they may be trying to stop you from helping us.”

      I sit for a moment as a million thoughts race through my head before looking up at him again.

      “It's not going to. I hope you know that,” I say, and for the first time in three days, I feel like I'm taking the first step in regaining control of my life.

      He nods silently. “I didn't think it would.”

      “But I don't know what to do now, about my house, my mother,” I say and Kateri squeezes my fingers again, “and everything else.”

      “Well,” he says, sitting down on the corner of his desk as he gestures toward the two guest chairs, “first we need handle a little problem.”

      “What problem?” I ask.

      “This problem,” he says, turning to the grid of televisions on his wall. My face is on several of them. He lifts the remote off his desk and turns up the volume.

      
        
        ... police are still looking for a missing teenager. Eve Torino disappeared on Monday from Collinsburg High School after learning that her mother had been killed in the crash of flight 917 at Pittsburgh International. If you see her, please contact your local law enforcement officials.

        

      

      I look over at Kateri and then back at Father. “I can't go home again, can I?”

      “It's probably not a good idea, but that's up to you. Without any relatives to take you in, and being a minor, I'm sure the state would place you in foster care,” he says.

      “What about Amanda? I'm sure her parents would let me live with them.”

      “Probably, but after what's happened, I think that would put your friend and her family in danger.”

      For a few minutes I just sit there, looking back and forth between Father and Kateri. He remains silent, while Kateri slowly strokes the top of my fingers with hers. Finally, I let out a heavy sigh as a sad realization settles over me.

      My old life is over.

      I lift my head and look at Father.

      “Well, I guess I really am a Shayd now,” I say, looking at one of the screens still displaying my picture. “One of the disappeared.”
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      Father nods, a grim expression on his face. “Well, if you're sure, we should find a room where you can stay.”

      “She already has a place to stay,” Kateri says.

      I look over at her and manage a small smile. Father looks at Kateri and then at me. His expression is unreadable, but it doesn't seem disapproving.

      “Eve?” he asks.

      I nod slowly. “I already have a place,” I say, patting Kateri's hand.

      “Okay,” he replies with a grin. “Well, at least let me move you two to larger quarters. Kateri's current room is pretty small.”

      He walks around behind his desk and swipes his screen a few times before his brow furrows a bit. A few seconds later he looks up at us.

      “I think 3B should work for you two.”

      “What about the Abyss? If they had something to do with this, I want—” I start to say before Father interrupts me.

      “Eve. You're in no state to take this on right now. You need some time to recover and then more training before I will even consider sending you,” he says, firmly.

      I can tell by his tone, there's no point in arguing.

      “Okay,” I reply, grinding my teeth.

      I know he's right. I not ready physically, and I'm certainly not ready emotionally.

      “Why don't you two see about getting moved, and then in a few days we can talk about beginning your training again.”

      “Yes, Father,” Kateri says. “I ... uh ... I wanted to take Eve home to get a few things. Would that be okay?”

      He takes a deep breath and holds it for a second as he studies the two of us. Finally, after what seems like forever, he answers with a silent nod.

      “Thank you,” Kateri says before rising.

      I stand at the same time and then walk around the desk to his chair. He looks up at me and I cautiously wrap my arms around his neck, hugging him like you embrace someone you don't know that well. I can't see his face, but from the tentative way he pats my back, I'm pretty sure ‘shocked’ would be a good way to describe his expression. After a few moments, I release my grip on him and make my way back to Kateri's side. She definitely has a bemused look on her face.

      “Father,” she says, nodding slightly before we leave the room.

      As we're walking down the stairs to the map room, she bumps me in the side with her hip.

      “Well, that's a first,” she says.

      “What?”

      “I've never seen anyone hug Father before.”

      “Really? Why not?”

      “No idea, just never have.”

      “Well, there's a first time for everything.”

      We head back to her room to gather up her stuff. Compared to an average teenager, she has virtually no personal possessions, other than her art supplies, completed works and a small collection of clothes. It only takes us about thirty minutes to get everything packed up and transferred to our new digs. It's one floor up and has an actual window that looks out on the city. It’s much larger than her little studio apartment, and even has a small living area, complete with a couch and chair. The second thing I notice though, is that it only has a large queen bed. Kateri looks at me, obviously having heard my thoughts.

      “We can get another bed, if you want,” she says. “These rooms are usually reserved for married couples.”

      I smile at her and shake my head. “If you don't have a problem with it, then neither do I,” I say.

      “I don't have a problem.”

      “Good.”

      About an hour later, we have everything set up in our new place. There’s a corner for her art supplies, and an entire wall covered with her work, including multiple images of me. I don't want to display them, but she insists. When we're done, she looks at me and smiles, and for a few brief seconds, I'm happy, almost forgetting about the wreck my life has become.

      “Well, do you ... uh ... want to stop over at your house to get a few things?”

      Honestly, I don't want to, but I also don't just want to abandon everything. Without any relatives, who knows how long it will be before officials show up to clean out the place.

      “Sure, I guess so,” I say with little enthusiasm.

      “Come on, we'll go and get back quick. You need to get some more clothes at least, and maybe a few other things you don't want to give up,” she says, looking at me sadly.

      I reach out and take her hand, stroking her fingers softly.

      “Thank you, Kateri, for everything you've done.”

      “I didn't do that much,” she says, shaking her head.

      “You did more than you know.” I pull her close and wrap my arms around her, resting my head on her shoulder.

      “I only did what I thought you needed me to do.”

      “I know,” I say, quietly before stepping back.

      “You up to streaming?”

      “Maybe not. Can we walk?”

      She nods and smiles warmly at me. “Sure.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      A little while later, we're walking down the sidewalk toward my house. I'm wearing the ball cap pulled down low on my head, since I don't want to be spotted. Kateri is invisible of course, but the same doesn't go for me.

      “I've got a question for you,” I say.

      “Okay.”

      “No humans can see you, because you're in the Umbra, right?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “But they can see me, unless I fade into the shadows.”

      “Yeah. Is this going somewhere?”

      “You think it might be possible for me to disappear like you, since I can interact with the Umbra?”

      She looks at me as we walk. I can see she's trying to work it out in her head.

      “Well, I guess it should be possible, but ...”

      “But what?”

      “I have no idea how you would do it. The other problem is, I wouldn't know if you were invisible or not, since I can see you all the time.”

      “Okay, I was just wondering.”

      “I mean, I suppose the longer you remain with us in the Umbra, you might begin to ‘disappear’ in the human world, but you're so different, we just don't know, besides, you being able to be visible might come in handy down the line.”

      “I think I may have to change my hair, so I won't be spotted by the police or someone who knows me,” I say.

      “Probably a good idea until we figure out this…stuff.”

      “Yeah.” I say, before reaching out and taking her hand.

      She squeezes my hand gently and I start to focus on the task ahead. The closer we get to my house, the slower I begin to walk and the faster my heart begins to beat. Kateri obviously notices and she stops, turning to look at me. I watch the colors swirling in her eyes, and it's almost hypnotizing.

      “Listen, I can go in and get your things. You can stay outside.”

      “No,” I say, trying to be tougher than I feel, “I need to go.”

      She nods. “Okay, come on.”

      As soon as the house comes into view, I almost have a change of heart, but I force myself to keep walking.

      “You think you can stream up to your window?” Kateri asks as we cross the street.

      “I think so.”

      I look both ways, searching for anyone who might know me from the neighborhood, before I slip into the alley next to my house. As soon as I step into the shadows, I fade and stream up to the fire escape landing just outside my window. A split-second later, Kateri joins me. I open the window and step inside, and instantly I feel an overwhelming sense of loss. My room looks exactly as it did on Monday when I left for school; my bed unmade, dirty clothes scattered on the floor, a half-empty water glass on my nightstand. Kateri closes the window and steps up next to me, standing silently at my side.

      “Come on, we should get your stuff and get back as soon as we can,” she says, trying to gently prod me into action.

      I nod as I feel the sorrow returning the longer I stand and look at things. Walking over to the closet, I open the door and pick up a small black suitcase, while Kateri pulls some clothes out of my drawers, laying them on the bed for me to go through. I take most of them, tossing them haphazardly into the bag. After a few minutes, I have everything I can think of I want to take. I look over at my X-Box, games, books, CDs, and everything else that used to be so important to me. I'd give them all up for just one more minute with my mom.

      “Is that all you want?” Kateri asks.

      “There's a couple pictures downstairs,” I say as we head toward the stairs.

      I freeze in my tracks when I hear the front door opening. For the briefest moment, I expect my mother's voice to come drifting up from the landing, but then reality sets in and Kateri pulls me back into my room. We step into a shadow that stretches from the window to the door, cast by the neighboring building. A minute later, Amanda walks into my room. I can see dark circles around her bloodshot eyes. She stands just inside the door, her head down and then she begins to cry before collapsing on my bed.

      I feel my heart breaking with every sob. Kateri takes my hand and pulls me closer. I lean into her and my own tears begin flowing. It seems wrong to be standing here watching this private, intimate moment, and what's worse, I could ease her pain, tell her I'm okay, but I can't.

      “Come on,” Kateri says, as she starts pulling me toward the door.

      We're both faded of course, so Amanda can't hear or see us. Luckily, the shadow extends into the hallway and just around the corner. It's no problem for Kateri, but as soon as I step back into the light, I'll be visible again. Reluctantly, I follow Kateri into the hallway. She pulls me into a hug, holding me tight as I try to stem the tears. A few minutes later, I look into her eyes and smile grimly.

      “I need something from my mother's room,” I say quietly.

      “Okay. Just be quiet. You're going to be visible in there, remember that.”

      I nod and move quickly into my mom's bedroom, slipping around the corner as quietly as I can. As soon as I'm inside, the smell of my mother's perfume, the sight of her clothes, and the vase of wilted flowers instantly overwhelm me. I stumble and collapse. Kateri rushes in and catches me before I hit the floor. She holds me tightly against her, trying to muffle the sound of my crying, but it's a futile effort. Ever so slowly, she drags me toward the small shadow thrown by my mother's bed. As soon as we step into it, I fade, and my cries turn to wails of agony as the full impact of my loss hits me head on again. I can still hear Amanda, only a few feet away, as she continues to cry out. Kateri sits on the floor with me, simply holding me against her as I cry, and cry, and cry.

      Suddenly, Kateri becomes instantly tense and alert.

      “What?” I ask, between sobs.

      “Something's here,” she replies, the colors in her eyes, dark and stormy…and then I feel it. A cold dark sensation that chills me to the bone.

      “Demon?” I ask, sitting up and wiping my face.

      “Demon.”

      “Shit.”

      “You can say that again,” Kateri replies. “Stay here.”

      She gets up and moves slowly to the door as she draws her ever present sword, spinning it once with her wrist before pressing herself up against the wall. Ignoring her instructions, I crawl across the bed and move to her side. She looks at me and shakes her head.

      “Take my knife, since you're not going to listen to me,” she says, frowning.

      I slip the knife out of her belt and lean in a little closer.

      “Do you see it?” I ask.

      She shakes her head.

      “Not yet, but—” she starts to say before stopping abruptly. “It's coming up the stairs.”

      “Amanda,” I say, a little louder than I intend.

      “Damn it!” she replies.

      At that moment, the beast reaches the top of the stairs. I peer around Kateri. This monster looks nothing like either of the other demons I've encountered. It's not human, but it doesn't look like the devil either. This one's more animalistic; walking low to the ground on all fours with dark black fur covering it from its head to its long sweeping tail. I can hear it sniffing and snorting as it pauses on the landing. Long curved teeth line both its upper and lower jaws.

      “Will it attack her?” I whisper.

      Kateri nods. “It might. Once it's in the Umbra, it has to wait a certain amount time before it can enter the human realm. That's why we dispatch teams to stop them before they can slip through.”

      “We have to stop it. We can't let it hurt Amanda.”

      She nods again. “Don’t worry. This one's going down.”

      Without another word, she steps out into the hall, her sword at the ready.  “Hey!” she says loudly.

      The demon whips its head around and snarls at her. I can see now that it looks like some sort of steroid enhanced wolf, with a little wolverine thrown in. For a second it turns back and looks toward my old room, before returning its attention to Kateri.

      Taking the initiative, she charges at the beast, swinging her sword at its front legs. It dodges to the right and then backs up toward the open doorway where Amanda is laying on my bed. Kateri moves again, bringing her blade down at its chest this time. The weapon strikes home, but it barely seems to faze the thing. It rushes at Kateri, snapping at her sword arm. She fends off the attack, but the demon throws its entire weight behind its attack, slamming into her chest. She stumbles and falls backwards toward me.

      Without even thinking, I charge out of the room, leaping over Kateri and plunging the knife into the wolf's back. It roars, and whips around to face me. I step back, leaving the shadows and knocking a vase off a small table set against the wall. The ceramic decoration shatters into a hundred pieces on the hardwood floor. I slip to the side, keeping my distance from its claws and mouthful of dagger like teeth. I'm out of the shadows now and back in the world of light. I can still see the thing, but it can't seem to see me, as it looks left and right frantically searching. A second later, Kateri pierces the beast through the back of the head, the end of her sword emerging out of its mouth. It stands stock still for a moment, before collapsing.

      I smile at Kateri, but she’s looking at something over my shoulder, and something is terribly wrong.

      “Eve?”

      I spin around, coming face to face with Amanda.
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      “Crap!” Kateri says, grumbling under her breath.

      “Shut up,” I say, and Amanda looks at me, stunned.

      “What?” she asks, her hands trembling.

      “Nothing. Sorry,” I reply.

      The next thing I know, Amanda is hugging me, her arms around my neck as she cries into my shoulder. I return the embrace before looking back at Kateri. She just shakes her head.

      
        
        K ~ Father's going to love this.

        

        E ~ I'll handle Father.

        

      

      After a few moments, Amanda releases me, taking a small step back.

      “Where have you been? What happened to you? Are you okay?”

      “Amanda, slow down a little. We need to talk,” I say, reaching out and taking her hand, gently leading her back into my bedroom. “You should probably sit down.”

      She lowers herself onto the edge of the bed, refusing to release my hand.

      “People only say ‘you should sit down’ when they're going to say something bad,” Amanda says.

      “It's not bad ... or not all bad, maybe shocking would be a better word.”

      She nods and looks up at me.

      “So, are you okay?”

      “I'm fine,” I reply, as I sit down next to her. “Well, I'm as good as can be expected.”

      “What happened to you? You just disappeared from school. Everyone's looking for you. You've been missing for four days.”

      I nod and sigh. “I know, and it's a really long story, Amanda, but you have to promise me something before I tell you.”

      
        
        K ~ This is not a good idea.

        

        E ~ Probably not.

        

      

      “Okay. I promise.”

      “You need to promise me as your best friend, okay?”

      She frowns at me. “See what I mean? You're going to tell me something bad.”

      I sigh. “Just promise me as my best friend.”

      “I promise,” she says, and I tilt my head to the side, “as your best friend. Now, what the hell is going on.”

      “You can't tell anyone that you saw me, okay? And you really can't tell them anything that I'm going to tell you.”

      “Now you're seriously starting to freak me out.”

      “Give it a few minutes, Manda, and you're really going to freak out.”

      Kateri moves over to the corner of the room by the window and leans against the wall. I wish I had told Amanda about the voices and the shadows I used to see, because it would make this so much easier.

      “Okay, it all started about a year ago. I never told anyone about this, not even ... not even my mom,” I say, and she reaches out and takes my hand.

      “Told her what?”

      “I used to hear voices and see things,” I say, not exactly sure how to tell her about everything and not sound like a crazy person.

      “You heard voices?”

      “I know how this sounds, but you have to hear it all, okay?”

      She nods and looks at me with more than a bit of skepticism. “Keep going.”

      “So, I used to hear voices and I would see things, people or something out of the corner of my eye, and then they would disappear. I couldn't tell anyone, not you, not my mom ... because I'd sound like…”

      “Like you do right now. Crazy?”

      I sigh and sit for a moment looking at her.

      “I'm going to show you something, and then we can talk again.”

      “Eve. I'm your best friend but come on, you sound a little

      para—” she says before I interrupt her by standing, stepping into the shadow in the corner, and instantly vanishing.

      She jumps off the bed and spins around, whipping her head from side to side.

      “Eve! What the fuck? What is this?”

      “I told you, this was a bad idea. Even I thought you sounded like a crazy person,” Kateri says.

      I shake my head. “I know. That's why she has to see it, at least as much as she can.” I step out of the shadows again and reappear.

      When I move forward, Amanda takes a small step back. I can see the fear in her eyes.

      “What the fuck is going on?” she asks, a slight tremor in her voice.

      “I'm sorry, but I needed to show you. Now I can tell you the rest,” I say, extending my hand.

      The wait for her to take it is excruciating. I honestly wouldn't blame her for running away, but I know her better than that. Finally, she places her hand gently in mine and we sit down on the bed again.

      “Is this like one of your books?” she asks, looking over at my collection of young adult novels.

      “Yeah, sorta. Are you ready for the rest of it?”

      A smile begins to build on her face, and she nods.

      “Hit me.”

      For the next hour, I tell her everything, or almost everything. I tell her about fading, streaming, Shayds, the Umbra and the Abyss, my fights with the demons, and finally, about my father and how I'm some sort of half-human, half-Shayd hybrid with special powers. To be honest, it still sounds like I'm half-human / half-crazy. I leave out some details, like Kateri, but she figures it out, like I knew she would.

      “Kateri's one of them, isn't she?” she asks.

      I nod and smile, and she can see the answer on my face.

      “She's right here,” I say.

      
        
        E ~ Show her.

        

        K ~ Come on, give me a break.

        

        E ~ Just do it.

        

      

      Kateri sighs before walking over and poking Amanda in the side. She squeals and scoots a little closer to me on the bed.

      “Shit. Are you kidding me?”

      “That's her.”

      “Son of a bitch,” she mutters, looking in Kateri's direction.

      “Yeah, but there's more.”

      “What else could there be?”

      “There's a reason you can't tell anyone about any of this, besides the fact that they would probably lock you up in the loony bin.”

      I know I have to tell her, but I don't even want to say the words. I know every syllable will feel like a knife to my heart, but she needs to know.

      “The plane crash,” I say, and Amanda goes instantly pale, her eyes filling with tears. I force myself to stay calm as I continue, “was no accident.”

      “Jesus,” she utters.

      I nod slowly, and she squeezes my fingers.

      “They'll never find any evidence that it was anything but mechanical failure, or pilot error, but we know better. They did it to try and stop me, and they're not done yet. Kateri and I just killed a demon in the hall out there. I think it was coming here to kill me, but you were here instead.”

      Her mouth drops open.

      “That's why I can't come back, why I have to stay hidden. Anyone I'm with is in danger, so I need cut all ties, at least until things calm down.”

      “When are they going to calm down?”

      “I don't know,” I say, shaking my head, “but you need to stay away from here. It's not safe.”

      “Will I see you again?”

      I look over at Kateri. She frowns at me.

      “I don't know, maybe. I'm not going to make a promise I can't keep, so I have to say, I don't know.”

      She nods and smiles weakly. “I understand ... I don't get all of it, but I understand…I think.”

      “Thanks Amanda.”

      “Can I say one thing?”

      “Sure,” I reply a little tentatively.

      “Not to you, to Kateri.”

      I look over at her and she shrugs her shoulders before stepping over in front of Amanda.

      “She's right in front of you,” I say.

      Amanda stands slowly and looks directly at nothing in particular.

      “You better take care of her, or I swear to God, I'll find you and kick your ass, invisible or not,” she says, as a few tears trickle down her face.

      Kateri looks at me, and I swear there are a few tears in her eyes as well.

      “Tell her, I will.”

      “She says, she will.”

      Amanda wipes the tears away and turns to look at me again.

      “She better,” she says before throwing her arms around me again.

      We hold each other for a few minutes, before she finally releases me and takes a small step back.

      “Well, I guess this is goodbye,” she says, sadly.

      “Let's just say, see you later.”

      She nods and smiles. “That sounds better. Um ... I don't know if you know or not, but your mother's memorial is tomorrow.”

      I take a deep breath and hold it, trying to keep from crying. I feel a little ashamed that I didn't know.

      “Oh,” I say, wiping my face with my hand. “Where?”

      “Down at St. Edwards. It's at eleven.”

      “Thanks.”

      She hugs me one more time, before turning and picking up a picture of us at Pointe State Park in Pittsburgh off my nightstand. A second later, she's gone, and I feel the loss all over again. I turn to Kateri and she pulls me to her.

      “I was wrong,” she says quietly.

      “About what?”

      “It was a good idea, you needed this, with her.”

      “Thanks,” I say, before burying my face in her shoulder and sobbing quietly for a few minutes.
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* * *

      An hour or so later, we walk into the Factory and we're immediately met at the door by Clay.

      “What the hell did you two do?”

      “What? We didn't do anything,” Kateri says.

      “That's not what we heard.”

      “Father wants to see us?”

      He just nods. I sigh and shake my head.

      “Can you do me a favor? Can you take this stuff up to our room?”

      “Sure.” We hand him the suitcase and other items I recovered from my house.

      We turn and start the long walk to Father's office. The place is empty as we pass through the mess hall. It almost feels like everyone else cut out to avoid being caught up in Father's anger. I've never really seen him upset, maybe a little ticked off at Kateri, but something tells me this is worse. The map room is as busy as usual, but when we reach Father's office, he's not there.

      “What are we supposed to do?” I ask.

      “I guess we better wait.”

      We take a seat in our usual chairs. A few minutes later, Father walks in, steps behind his desk and sits. He doesn't say a word, he just stares at us for the longest time. Finally, when I don't think I can take it one second longer, he speaks.

      “So, who wants to explain to me what the hell you think you were doing?”

      “We went and got some of Eve's stuff. We told you that,” Kateri says.

      “Yes, and?”

      “And we had an encounter with a demon, which we dispatched.”

      “And?”

      Kateri looks over at me.

      “And what?” I ask, being brave while shaking like a leaf inside.

      “The conversation you had with your friend, Amanda.”

      For a moment, I'm stunned, but then I feel a wave of anger welling up inside me at this blatant intrusion on my privacy.

      “How did you know about that?”

      “I wasn't sure about it, until now,” he says, looking pointedly at me.  “One of the guards reported that she came to the house, and she was inside at the same time you were.”

      I sigh and stare back at him, the anger I felt a moment ago, turning into rage.

      “Fine. I told Amanda about what's happened to me, only because she saw me after the fight with the demon. A demon that was there to kill me, and that would have killed her by mistake if we hadn't intervened. By the way, were the extra guards there just to spy on me, or would they have actually done something to save my friend?” I ask, but not allowing him any time to answer.

      Kateri reaches over and touches my hand, but I pull my arm away.

      “You know, I didn't want any of this. I didn't need to have you or any of the rest of this in my life. You pulled me into all this this chaos, and now my mother is dead.” For a moment, the rest of my words catch in my throat, but I push through and continue my tirade as my hands tremble. “My life as I knew it is over, and you don't think it was okay that I had a talk with my best friend, the last thing that gives me any grip on what used to be my normal life. A fucking demon came into my house! My house, god-damn it! It would have killed my friend if we hadn't been there, and you have the balls to sit behind your desk and lecture me about how I ‘broke the rules’ and said goodbye to my friend and warned her that she's in danger. Well, you know what, Father,” I say, spitting the word at him. “You can go fuck yourself!”

      I stand up and march out of the room, trying desperately not to cry, not to break down in front of him, or any of the others who heard my blowout. I walk out of the map room, but by the time I reach the mess hall, I'm running, frantically searching for a place where I can let out the storm of tears that's trying to burst forth. I reach the exit, and slip outside, running across the empty, trash strewn parking lot until I spot the rusting remains of an old delivery truck. As I climb inside, the springs moan under my weight, and I collapse against the wall of the cargo area. Sliding down to the floor, I start crying and slamming my fists against the floor.

      Finally, after my hands are sore, and my knuckles scraped raw on the harsh, rusty metal, I rest my head on my knees and sob. A little while later, I feel the old truck shift slightly as someone climbs into the cab. I know it's Kateri without even looking.

      “Leave me alone,” I say, not trying to be mean, just making a simple request.

      I want her to stay, I want her to tell me it's okay, even though I know it's far from the truth.

      “Okay, but can I say one thing?”

      I look up at her as she stands there, framed in the opening for an old sliding door that separated the cargo area from the driver cabin.

      “What?”

      “Everything you said, was true, and Father knows that.”

      “Then why is he being so hard on me?”

      “He's trying to keep you safe, and he was yelling at me more than you. He doesn't think I'm good for you.”

      I shake my head and smile as best I can.

      “He's wrong. You're the only good thing in my life now. You're one of the only reasons I'm staying.”

      She takes a step closer and I raise my hand, reaching for her. She takes it gently and sits down next to me, sliding her arm around the back of my neck.

      “So, what happened after I left?” I ask.

      “Nothing really. I think he was shocked. He didn't say anything except I should go and find you.”

      I smile and lift her hand, touching it to my cheek.

      “You know, he means well, he's just worried about you. Some pretty terrible things happened to him before he became a Shayd,” Kateri says, leaning her head on my shoulder.

      I don't really want to hear another sad story, but at the same time, I need to understand him better.

      “What happened?”

      “I guess he’d been a successful banker, or stock broker, or something like that; nice house, cars, lots of money, wife and three daughters. One day, his whole family was killed in a car accident, and he just lost all of it, the job, house, money, and then he was living on the street. After his friends stopped trying to help him, he just faded out of everyone's memories and, then he was a Shayd.”

      “Damn,” I utter, and then I feel like a real shit-head for screaming at him.

      “So, next time he yells at you, it's only because he's looking out for you. He knew you needed to say goodbye to Amanda.”

      “Should I apologize?”

      She shrugs her shoulders.

      “That's up to you.”

      “Well, what would you do?”

      She looks at me and grins.

      “I wouldn't, but that's me. You're a lot nicer than I am.”

      Before I even know what I’m doing, I lean forward and kiss her gently on the lips. I feel her hand touch my cheek and a tiny sigh escapes my mouth, only to become trapped between the two of us. After a few seconds, I pull back and she looks at me with those dazzling eyes and I want nothing more than to lose myself in them, and then reality sets in again.

      “Oh, my God. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that. I just—” I say, muttering and stuttering.

      “Eve. It’s okay,” she replies, smiling gently at me.

      I nod slowly and we both fall quiet for a few minutes.

      “What's the other reason?” she asks, breaking our self-imposed silence.

      “What?”

      “What the other reason you're staying?”

      I pause for a moment, just staring into her eyes and I take in a slow breath.

      “I'm going to make those sons-of-bitches pay for what they did to my mother. I’m gonna kill ’em all.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Kateri and I spend a few hours out in the truck. We don't talk, we just sit with each other in a comfortable silence. She holds my hand firmly in hers the whole time, and I slowly begin to realize that I'm falling in love with this girl. There’s too much going on right now…too much pain, too much loss, too much fear of the future so I don't say the words, but I know it in my heart. Besides, I have no idea if she feels the same way, and I can’t bear to find out right now. Finally, as the last rays of the sun move past the shattered window in the back of the truck, I sigh and look over at her.

      “Well, I guess we should head in,” I say.

      She smiles at me and nods. “Probably.”

      As we stand, it hits me that we're heading inside to ‘our’ apartment. I've never lived with anyone other than my mother, and here I am at seventeen, moving in with my girlfriend. Instead of becoming nervous, I feel a sense of quiet excitement. I’ve already spent four days there, but I was asleep for most of it.  My mood is tempered by the darkness weighing down my heart, but I smile as best I can as we climb down out of the old wreck and head across the parking lot to the Factory door. A few pieces of paper and lightweight debris bounce and flutter past us, propelled by the evening breeze.

      I half expect to see Father standing there waiting for me, but he isn't. We turn and head to the elevator. I press my hand against the panel, and the doors open with their customary ‘woosh’. The ride takes only a few seconds before the doors open again. I take a deep breath as we walk down the long, grey hallway toward our room. When we reach the door, my pulse is racing. Kateri looks at me, a touch of shyness in her expression.

      “After you,” she says, with a sweet grin.

      I smile and open the door, stepping into our quarters. The place needs some work; a few things still seem out of place, and all my stuff is still in a suitcase in the corner, but it still feels like home.

      “I'm tired,” I say. “We'll fix things up tomorrow.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      “I'm gonna take a soak in the tub,” I say, before walking into the bathroom.

      I turn on the water, letting it fill the tub while I brush my teeth. When I look in the mirror, my pupils are a bright white, and the rest of my eyes are a swirling rainbow of colors. You'd think I'd be shocked, but I stand there and stare at my image in the mirror for a few seconds, before deciding I like the way they look.

      With the water still running, I step into the tub and slip under the water, letting it cover my body. I pull the curtain about half-way, and I close my eyes, letting out a sigh. My eyes pop open when I hear the door. I freeze for a moment, butterflies taking flight in my stomach.

      “I'm just brushing my teeth,” she says from the other side of the curtain.

      “Cool,” I reply, partially relieved, and partially disappointed.

      A minute later, I hear her leave the bathroom and I finish rinsing off before stepping out onto the bathroom rug. I stand there for a few minutes, as the water drips off my body and onto the floor, staring at the door, knowing Kateri is on the other side, in our bed. We've already slept together once, so it shouldn't be a big deal, but at the time, it was in MY bed in MY house, and it was one night. This is ... this is my life now, part of it chosen and part of it forced upon me. I suddenly realize I didn't bring any clothes in the bathroom with me, other than my dirty ones. I wrap the towel around myself and open the door, stepping out into the bedroom.

      Kateri looks up at me from the bed where she's lying on her back, partially covered by the sheets. Her right leg is exposed, all the way up to her hip, only the corner of a pair of sleep-shorts peeking out from beneath the blanket.

      She smiles at me; not an expression born of lust or desire, but one of affection and friendship. I smile back before turning and opening one of the drawers and retrieving a pair of shorts of my own and an old t-shirt.

      “I’ll be right back,” I say, heading into the bathroom.

      I change as quickly as I can before returning to the bedroom. I lift the blanket and slide under the covers. My leg brushes against hers and I think my heart rate probably doubles in less than a second. My throat feels dry, but in a good way.

      Kateri switches off the lamp on the nightstand, and blackness envelops the room. A small amount of light comes through the window, illuminating her face. I roll onto my left side, facing her and prop myself up on my elbow. She looks at me and smiles, her eyes sparkling even in the minimal light. I lift my hand and gently stroke her cheek, letting my fingers barely graze her silk like skin.

      “You okay?”

      I nod and return her smile. “Yeah, just so many things on my mind,” I say.

      Kateri smiles again, and then lies back down, taking my hand in hers under the covers.

      “I know,” she says quietly as she squeezes my fingers.

      I rest my head on the pillow, still turned so I'm facing her. For a while I just watch her. I start to wonder if she ever did this, while she was guarding me. She's breathing slowly with her eyes closed, but I'm pretty sure she's not sleeping.

      “Can I ask you something?” I ask quietly.

      “Yes, I'll go with you,” she says without opening her eyes.

      “How the—”

      “You've been thinking about asking me about it for hours.”

      I shake my head and smile in the dark. “You don't think Father will be mad, do you?”

      Now she turns on her side and faces me, the light from the window sparkling in her multi-colored eyes.

      “Even if he is, you could just tell him to go fuck himself again. I think he's starting to like that,” she says, laughing.

      “Come on, be serious.”

      “Listen, he can't be mad at you for going to your mother's memorial,” she says, lifting my hand from beneath the covers and kissing the tips of my fingers.

      I nod, as a pleasant shiver runs down my spine from her touch.

      “Thanks, Kateri.”

      “No problem.”

      “Night,” I say.

      “Night,” she replies with a gentle squeeze of my fingers.
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* * *

      The next morning comes sooner than I would like, but I feel refreshed nonetheless. I think last night might have been the best sleep I've had in days. Kateri's arm is draped over my side, and she's tucked into me as close as she could possibly get, and I sigh with calm contentment. I wish we could stay like this for the whole day, but I know we’re not going to be able to. I enjoy the moment for a few minutes more, before she groans quietly and pulls me closer, and I sigh again, happy for another a few seconds, but my mind won't let me fall back asleep.

      Today's going to be a tough one, but I know I can make it through the day with her at my side.

      “Morning,” comes a soft voice from behind me.

      A smile blooms on my face and I roll over onto my back as she allows her hand to slip across my chest and down my other side.

      “Morning. Sorry, I didn't mean to wake you.”

      She shakes her head and smiles. “You didn't.”

      “Eleven, right?” she asks, her fingers trailing slowly down my side.

      “Uh ... yeah,” I manage to reply.

      I know what she's doing. She's trying to distract me with whatever little gestures, touches, and bits of conversation that she can.

      “I know. It's not working, but I had to try. You think you can eat this morning?”

      “Yeah,” I reply, realizing how hungry I really am.

      “Good. Why don't you get—”

      The doorbell rings, interrupting Kateri. She looks at me and I shrug my shoulders.

      “I'm not expecting anyone.”

      “Me either,” she says, moving to the door while I slip into the bathroom.

      A second later, I hear Kateri cursing and I rush out into the bedroom.

      “What? What's the matter?” I ask, a little frantic.

      Kateri is standing in the hall next to Reeva. They're looking at something on the wall to the right of our door, and I can see that neither of them is happy. As I step out of our room, I notice there are a few dozen other people standing around as well. Suddenly, I'm bombarded by a wave of thoughts, and I flinch for a second before filtering out a few of them.

      
        
        Well, they sort of deserved it.

        

        That's terrible.

        

        They can do what they want, but does it have to be here?

        

      

      I turn and look at the wall, and for a moment, I'm shocked, and then I'm angry.

      PERVERTS!

      GO HOME FREAK! is scrawled on the grey wall, the letters blocky and hurriedly drawn.

      I may be angry, but Kateri is furious. I can hear it in her thoughts, many of which I can't repeat here. Reeva looks as angry as Kateri as she scans the crowd for anyone who might look guilty, but I know whoever did this is not here.

      “Who the fuck did this?!” Kateri yells, turning to the crowd.

      Many of them take a step back. Even in pajamas, Kateri is still dangerous, maybe even more than when she's dressed. I step over and take her hand.

      “Take it easy,” I say, trying to calm her.

      She looks at me, breathing quickly through her nose, her mouth clamped shut as she grinds her teeth.

      “But—”

      “But nothing. Don't give them the satisfaction. Whoever did this, isn't here. Cowards like this prefer to work in secret. They can't stand up for what they believe, so they only strike when people aren't watching.”

      I had a few run-ins with bullies in school. More than once I found words scrawled on my locker. There were always people who apparently had nothing better to do than keep track of which girls had boyfriends, and who didn't. If you didn't have one, then you were obviously a ‘Lesbo’ as the sharpie writing pointed out. Funny thing was, most of the time they were wrong, except in my case.

      Kateri pulls away from me and glares at the crowd.

      “If any of you know who did this, you better tell them to run, because I'll find them,” she says snarling. “Remember, I can read your thoughts.”

      “Kateri,” I say, taking her hand again and turning her away from the crowd. “You can't take the bait.”

      “I'll get someone to clean this off,” Reeva says before turning to leave.

      “No,” I say firmly. “Leave it. We're not going to show them that we care about this.”

      I walk back into our room and grab a bright blue paint stick out of Kateri’s collection. Walking back into the hall, I open the top and write a few additional words.

      PERVERTS! HAVE MORE FUN

      GO HOME FREAK! I AM HOME.

      There are a few chuckles from the crowd, and slowly they begin to disperse. A couple of them stop and offer us words of encouragement, or echo Kateri's sentiments. Eventually, it's just Kateri, Reeva, and myself.

      “I'll see you guys later,” Reeva says. “Don't let this shit bother you.”

      “We'll be okay,” I say, touching her arm and smiling.

      She nods and smiles back before heading down the hall to the elevator.

      “Come on, we've got stuff to do,” I say as I take Kateri's hand and pull her gently back into our room.

      As soon as the door closes, she looks at me, and I can tell she's still angry.

      “How can you just ignore that?”

      I shake my head. “I'm not ignoring it, I'm just not giving it any value by making fun of it. It takes away all their power.”

      She looks at me and a tiny smile begins to emerge. I'm actually grateful to have something to think about, other than what today means.

      “Sometimes I don't get you.”

      “That's okay, I don't get you a lot of the time,” I say with a crooked smile.

      “So, what happens if they do it again?”

      “Then I kick some ass.”

      “That's my girl.”

      I love the sound of those words.

      “That's right. Now, I gotta get ready,” I say, as I retreat into the bathroom.
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* * *

      When I'm done, I open the curtain, Kateri is standing there, waiting for me. It doesn't even shock me anymore, it just seems normal. As I step out, she smiles at me before she steps past and into the stall. I catch a glimpse of her as she drops her towel, but I look away just as quickly. I move into the bedroom and start searching for something to wear. After going through my clothes, I realize I don't really have anything appropriate for a funeral, but I don't think my mother would care what I wore. I choose the nicest outfit I can pull together, borrowing the black vest that Kateri was wearing the first day we met.

      While fixing my hair, I look at myself in the mirror, and I hardly recognize the person staring back at me. I look older than my seventeen years, sorrow weighs heavily on me, I can see it in my eyes. Without warning, I start crying as tears burst out of me like a flood. I drop to my knees as grief presses down on me; a weight I don't want to carry, but I can't put down. Eventually, I feel Kateri's arms around me, and I lean into her as she takes some of the weight off me by sharing my pain. Between the sounds of my own sobs, I can hear her crying along with me.

      Slowly, the dark cloud lifts and I raise my head and look into her eyes.

      “Thank you,” I whisper.

      “For what?”

      “For being here.”

      “You don't have to thank me for that.”

      I take a deep breath, holding it for a few seconds before letting it out again.

      “Okay, let's finish getting ready so we can go.”

      “No breakfast?” she asks as she stands, offering me her hand.

      “I'm starving, but I don't think I could eat anything.”

      She just nods and gives me a quick kiss on the cheek before turning, digging some clothes out of her dresser and retreating to the living room to get ready. I walk back into the bathroom and splash a little water on my face, double check my hair again, before coming out and sitting down on the edge of the bed.  I watch Kateri dress, and it seems to calm me. A few minutes later she turns and looks at me, a loving smile on her face.

      “You ready?”

      I nod silently before slowly getting to my feet. “You look nice,” I say.

      “Thanks,” she says, smoothing her light blue t-shirt, and pulling her jeans up a little. “Wish I had something nicer to wear.”

      I shake my head. “Don't worry about it. You look beautiful.”

      She takes my hand and we step into the hall. Just before we reach the elevator, I look over at her.

      “Should we tell Father we're leaving?” I ask.

      She shakes her head.

      “Nah. I'm sure he's busy. We can tell him after.”
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* * *

      The sun is shining when we exit the Factory, although a few clouds are scattered across the bright blue sky.

      “You wanna stream there?” Kateri asks.

      “I'd rather walk, if that's okay.”

      “Of course, but we better stay in the shadows as much as possible. We really can't risk you being seen today.”

      “Yeah. Um ... maybe it'd be better to stream, but can you drive?” I ask.

      She smiles at me and nods. “You got it, baby.”

      The last word stokes the fire within me again. She takes my hand, tucks my arm under her elbow and we step into the shadow cast by the stack of barrels by the door. Streaming while someone else ‘drives’ is a lot more relaxing. I don't have to concentrate as hard, pick out landing points, or do anything else except try and keep my footing when we stop. Kateri holds me close as we link from rooftop to fire escape to alley. It only takes a few minutes to reach the edge of the cemetery at St. Edwards. In the distance, I can see the small canopy set up to protect the mourners from the bright sun.

      I take a deep breath, letting it out slowly before taking Kateri's hand. “Come on,” I say quietly as we walk along an unbroken mass of shadows formed by the trees lining the driveway that runs through the cemetery.

      No one else is here yet, not even the hearse, which is fine with me. I wanted to be able to find a shady spot where we could stand during the service before everyone arrives. As we're walking down the long hill, I hear the sound of approaching vehicles behind us. Kateri pulls me a little closer as the first car passes us; a long black Cadillac with little curtains in the windows. My knees suddenly give out and I stumble, but Kateri is ready, catching me before I fall. The tears come again, and she pulls me to her, holding my face gently against her shoulder as the rest of the cars slowly drive past. I want to be stronger for my mother. I don't want to seem weak, but I can't help it.

      
        
        K ~ You're not weak ...

        

        E ~ I feel like it.

        

        K ~ Stop it already.

        

      

      Finally, I draw enough strength from Kateri to support myself and I take a small step back.

      “You okay?” she asks, the concern on her face easy to see.

      “Not really, but it's as good as it's gonna get.”

      “Gotcha. Come on, let's get a little closer. Maybe over there,” she says, pointing to a large oak tree only a few yards from the gravesite.

      She takes my hand and we walk slowly across the gently sloped lawn. When we reach the tree, I turn and look down the hill toward the large crowd gathered for the service. I can see Amanda and her family, as well as some additional classmates, and even a few teachers. Our neighbors, the Reeds, are there too, along with dozens of other people I don't recognize. All in all, it looks like more than a hundred mourners.

      “Your mom was loved,” Kateri says, sadly.

      “Yeah, she was.” A tear slowly trickles down my cheek.

      Kateri holds my hand tightly in hers, as if she's afraid I might run away. We watch as the pall-bearers, which include Amanda and her father, carry the casket from the hearse to the grave site.

      “Hey,” Kateri says quietly, nodding toward the top of a small hill a few dozen yards away.

      I look across the field of grey and white tombstones sprouting amongst the perfectly manicured grass. A collection of figures stand together, watching the service in secret. I can see Father, Reeva, Clay, and about twenty or so other Shayds who I recognize, but don't know, including the young man who Kateri had punched a few days ago. My bottom lip quivers and I feel a line of tears run down my cheek. Kateri pulls me to her and slips her arm around my waist as I lean my head on her shoulder.

      As the service progresses, I notice Amanda keeps looking around, probably trying to see if I'm there. I wish I could show her, but that would cause nothing but problems.

      The memorial lasts for about two hours, with more than fifteen people getting up to speak about my mother; telling stories, sharing memories, and laughing about this or that. Amanda is the last to go, and I can see the pain on her face, even from this distance.

      “Beverly wasn't my mom,” she says, her voice cracking, “but she might as well have been.”

      She looks over at her own mother, and smiles. Her statement isn't a condemnation of her own mom, but simply a statement of fact. My mother had always treated Amanda like she was her daughter, and my sister.

      “I'm lucky that I have my own mom, so I haven't lost everything, but that doesn't lessen the pain. I didn't just lose Beverly though, I lost my best friend Eve, too. I wish I could talk to her, just one last time, and tell her how much her mother was loved, is loved, and maybe that would ease some of her own pain.”

      Kateri pulls me closer again, trying to will me some of her strength. I watch as Amanda steps away from the small, wooden podium and takes her seat in the front row of mourners again. Without a word, I step away from Kateri and stride across the shadow cloaked lawn toward the attendees. She doesn't chase me or try and stop me in any way. I'm sure she'd heard my thoughts, and she knew it would've been pointless to try.

      In a few spots, the shadows are pierced by bright sunshine, and for a split second I become momentarily visible, but it's too fast for most people to see unless they were looking directly at me. The tent casts a shadow across most of the seated mourners, including Amanda, who's sitting at the end of the row. I step up next to her, completely unseen by everyone except the other Shayds in attendance. Ever so gently, I place my hand on her shoulder. For a moment, she doesn't seem to react, but then she slowly brings her hand up, as if she's going to brush something away, but instead, she lays her hand on top of mine and squeezes gently.

      I lower my head and a few tears drop down onto the bright, green carpet of grass at my feet. After a few seconds, I flex my fingers, pressing softly on Amanda's shoulder before stepping away, walking over to the shiny grey and black casket and touching the cold, smooth surface for a moment.

      “I love you, Mom.”

      I run back up the hill to Kateri and immediately wrap my arms around her, burying my face in her shoulder and cry ... and cry ... and cry.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Kateri and I stand on the small hill long after everyone else has left, and only the casket suspended over the grave and the adjacent mound of dirt covered by a green tarp remain. Eventually, I look over at Kateri and sigh.

      “You ready?” I ask.

      “If you are,” she replies, gently touching my face with her hand.

      “Let's go home.”

      We walk back to the Factory, sticking to the shadows as much as possible, sometimes waiting until the coast is clear to move on. When we reach the door, I grab Kateri's hand and turn her to me.

      “Thank you for today,” I say, a small but genuine smile on my face.

      She just shakes her head and smiles back at me.

      “You don't need to thank me, Eve.  I wouldn’t have been anyplace else.”

      I nod silently before opening the door. As soon as we step inside, Father is standing there waiting for us. I immediately wonder how long he's been there, counting the minutes until we returned.

      “I don't really need a lecture about what I did with Amanda,” I say, frowning at him. “I had—”

      “Eve. Please stop. I'm here to apologize.”

      I'm not sure who's more stunned—me or Kateri.

      “I was wrong when I berated you about your meeting with Amanda. I had no right to say what I did, and you had every right to respond the way you did,” he says, pausing before continuing, “I'm so sorry about your mother, Eve.”

      Kateri looks at me and then I walk up and wrap my arms around his neck, hugging him tightly.

      “Thank you, and thank you for coming today. If you could pass that along to everyone else who came, I would be grateful,” I say quietly before stepping back.

      “Of course.”

      “Father,” Kateri says with her customary nod, before we turn and head toward the elevator.

      When the doors open on our floor, Kateri starts laughing even before we step into the hallway.

      “What?” I ask.

      “That,” she says, pointing to the wall by our door.

      Some other people added a few additional words to the hater's scribbling:

      PERVERTS! HAVE MORE FUN / ROCK / KICK ASS / RULE THE WORLD

      GO HOME FREAK! I AM HOME. / WE'RE ALL FREAKS, AREN'T WE?

      We stand outside our room for a few minutes, holding hands and laughing at how easy it had been to take away all the power from the original words.

      “Come on, let's get changed and grab something to eat. Now I'm really starving,” Kateri says.

      “I think I'm going to lay down for a while. I'm kinda tired.”

      “You want me to stay?”

      I shake my head, taking her hand and squeezing it gently. “No. Go get something to eat and I'll talk to you later.”

      “Okay,” she says a little reluctantly.

      She turns slowly and heads to the elevator, holding onto my hand until the last possible moment. I wait until the doors close before heading into our room. As soon as I enter, and without Kateri's support, I suddenly feel weak and I collapse onto the bed. For a little while, I think I'm going to start crying, but instead, I drift off thinking about my mom and what she might say to me:

      “Why are you laying around?” she asks, her voice coming to me out of nowhere.

      “I'm not laying around, I'm just ... I miss you.”

      “I miss you too, Eve, but you have to keep moving forward.”

      “How can I, without you?”

      “You're the strongest person I've ever known. I'm so proud of you, I always have been, but now you have a new reason to keep going.”

      “What reason?”

      “That girl, Kateri. You love her, don't you?”

      “I don't know, maybe. I just wish you'd been able to meet her.”

      “I know, me too, but it's your job now to keep her safe, to save everyone.”

      “But it's so hard, mom. It's too hard.”

      “Life is hard, honey, but that doesn't mean you can give up.”

      I nod my head, take a deep breath, and sigh.

      “I love you, Mom.”

      “I love you too, Eve.”

      And then I sit bolt upright on the bed, my heart racing. I look across the room at my reflection in the mirror and I let out a deep sigh. Slipping off the bed, I take a moment to straighten my clothes before heading out into the hallway and down to the elevator. As soon as the doors on the main level slide open, I step off, literally marching through the library, mess hall, and into the map room, completely ignoring everyone I pass. Climbing the steps to Father's office, I walk up to his desk, lean over and plant my hands firmly on the papers scattered across the top.

      “Let's get on with this saving the world crap,” I say.

      He looks up at me and nods.
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* * *

      About an hour later, a group, including Father, Reeva, Kateri, myself and two other Shayds, one male and one female that I don't know by name, are crowded into the small office. Father is standing behind his desk, as the rest of us are sitting wherever a space can be found.

      “I'm not sure everyone knows everyone here, so I think we should start with introductions. This,” he says gesturing toward the unknown man, “is Jerol. He's in charge of all incursion operations within the western hemisphere.”

      He's a stern looking man, maybe a little younger than Father. His grey hair is cut short, a small goatee decorates his chin, while dark blue eyes with white pupils look out from under bushy eyebrows. He nods at me and I respond in kind.

      “And this is Sela. She's involved with intelligence gathering and analysis.”

      When I look at her, I shiver automatically. I'm not sure why, maybe it's because I can sense no thoughts from her at all. She stares back at me, with her all green eyes, as if she trying to dissect me from a distance. What's worse, is the fact that she's quite beautiful with her long, dark hair, pale skin, and full red lips. She makes me think of a black widow spider.

      “So, this is the one?” she asks, each word chosen carefully and delivered with cold efficiency.

      “This is Eve,” Father says.

      “I would love to be able to have some time to talk,” she replies.

      I can barely keep eye contact with her as she stares at me. All I can picture is me caught in a web like Vincent Price in The Fly as she slinks toward me to 'talk’.

      
        
        E ~ Creepy.

        

        K ~ Hell yeah.

        

      

      “Maybe they'll be time for that later. You all know Reeva and Kateri. So, I think it's time to discuss the situation and what we plan on doing about it. Jerol, you can begin,” Father says.

      He starts by clearing his throat. “Well,” he says from his seat. “As you're all aware, incursions by demonic forces have been up dramatically during the last few months. We've been—”

      “How many?” I ask.

      Jerol looks at me, a disapproving frown on his face.

      “Pardon?”

      “How many incursions are happening each month?”

      He looks at Father before turning his attention back to me.

      “As of yesterday, it's averaging a little over four hundred a day.”

      “And what's normal?” I ask, feeling more in control and assertive than I ever have.

      “Approximately a hundred a week.”

      “Okay. Thank you.”

      Jerol looks at Father again, clearly annoyed with me.

      “If I can continue,” he says, turning back to me again after getting no response from him.

      “You can continue, but I want to make one thing clear. You brought me here to help you, and it has already wrecked my life, so if I interrupt you to ask a question, you can just suck it up and deal with it,” I say, staring directly at him, my voice steady as steel.

      “Father,” he says, looking across the desk at him.

      “I think Eve has a point. We're going to be sending her into harm's way, so if she has a question and wants to ask it, then answer it. Understood?”

      Jerol nods. “Yes Father.”

      
        
        K ~ Damn girl!

        

        E ~ I'm just getting started.

        

      

      I swear when I glance at Sela, she has a sliver of a smile on her face, although it looks out of place on her lips.

      “So, obviously there's something going on in the Abyss, and we need to find out what it is as soon as possible,” Jerol says.

      “You said before that you thought that they were trying to find a way to bypass the Umbra, and move directly to the human world,” I say, looking at Father.

      “That's what we suspect.  I think Sela can address that.”

      “From the information that we have gathered, I believe that they are planning an invasion of the human world, but in order to be successful they need to be able to avoid the losses that they would suffer in coming through the Umbra,” she says, her voice steady and monotone.

      “What information?” I ask.

      “I'd prefer not to go into details, but our interviews with captured demons, have yielded some usable intel.”

      
        
        E ~ Interviews equal torture?

        

        K ~ Probably.

        

      

      “What intel?” I ask.

      “Why they’re taking Shayd’s and human prisoners.”

      “And?”

      “Experimentation,” Sela says matter-of-factly.

      “To create some sort of hybrid that can bypass the Umbra, we think,” Kateri says as goose-bumps crop up on my arms.

      “Exactly, but we don't believe they've been successful, which is where you come in,” she says, locking eyes with me.

      “Because they need a true Shayd—Human mix,” I say.

      Sela nods. “We need you to find out what they're working on, what their plans are, and to destroy any research facilities and materials that you find.”

      “Riiight,” I say slowly. “So, you all think I can enter the Abyss.”

      “Yes,” Father says. “We don't know much about the Abyss, because none of us has ever been there. We can only guess at a lot of it, including how you can get there. I wish there was some sort of door, or place you could go, but there isn't as far as we know.”

      “So, if we can figure out how to get there, what can I expect when I arrive?”

      Father looks at Sela, and for the first time, she seems unsure how to answer, so Father steps in.

      “We don't actually know,” Father says.

      “You don't know,” I repeat, looking over at Kateri. “What about the ‘intel’?” I ask, making finger quotes.

      “Their information is unreliable at best,” Sela replies quickly.

      “Okay. What kind of resistance can I expect, how many demons?”

      “We don't really know, but probably hundreds, maybe thousands.”

      I sigh and shake my head. “Where am I supposed to go when I get there?” I ask, already knowing what the answer will be.

      “We're not exactly sure.”

      “Of course,” I say with a sigh and a small shake of my head. “What happens if the demon 'headquarters', for lack of a better word, is far away, like New York, L.A., or even London or Tokyo?”

      “That won't be a problem,” Sela says.

      “Why?”

      “Because their base of operations is in Pittsburgh.”

      For a moment, I just stare at them, unable to respond.

      “Pittsburgh,” I say.

      “Pittsburgh.”

      “Seriously? You're telling me that both you and the forces of the Abyss have your headquarters in Pittsburgh.”

      “PPG Place to be exact,” she says.

      “That's convenient.”

      “Makes things easier,” she says, with a little grin. “Why do you think we're located here?”

      “That makes sense, I guess...if any of this makes sense. Always thought that building looked a little medieval anyway. So, you do think that I'll be able to take someone through with me, right?”

      “That's what we think,” Father says, his answer less than reassuring.

      
        
        E ~ Seriously?

        

        K ~ This is getting out of hand.

        

      

      “What about getting back, are you not sure about that either?”

      “Not really,” Father says, lowering his head and breaking eye contact with me.

      “So, let me get this straight. You're sending me to the Abyss, but you're not sure how I can get there, if anyone else can go with me, where exactly I'm supposed to go once I arrive, what sort of opposition I might run into, and to top it all off, you're not sure how I can get back. Not to mention the fact that I'm exactly the thing they're probably trying to create, and you're sending me right to them,” I say, looking at Jerol, Sela, and Father one at a time.

      As we're sitting there, I can sense the anger welling up inside Kateri. She's purposely forcing herself not to think about it, but it's obvious she's not happy about this whole mission.

      “That pretty much sums it up,” Father says.

      “This sounds like a suicide mission,” I say and Father sighs quietly.

      “This is crazy,” Kateri says, frowning and grumbling under her breath.

      “Can you all give Eve and I a moment?” Father asks, looking at the group.

      Everyone rises and heads toward the door, except for Kateri who remains in her seat.

      “Kateri. Please.”

      “I'm staying,” she says, crossing her arms.

      “She's staying,” I say, backing her up and taking her hand in mine.

      Father just nods, and I swear smiles just a little. He takes a deep breath and holds it for a few moments, before slowly letting it out.

      “I know it seems like we don't know what we're doing, and unfortunately part of that is true, but a lot of it has to do with you.”

      “With me?”

      He nods. “You're unique, Eve. So unique, in fact, that we have to question everything that we thought we knew.”

      “It's all new for me too,” I say.

      “I know it is, that's why I wanted a moment alone. I'm not going to force you to do this. If you think it's too dangerous—”

      “I think it's too dangerous,” Kateri says, interrupting him.

      I give her fingers a little squeeze and then pause for a moment before answering.

      “I know it's dangerous, that's obvious. Is there another way to get the information we need?”

      Father shakes his head. “I don't believe so.”

      “And if they are planning an invasion of the human world, we need time to prepare, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then I don't think I have a choice. I have to go.”

      Kateri sighs and shakes her head. “This is a mistake,” she says, looking at me.

      I nod and offer her a gentle smile. “Probably, but it's my mistake to make.”

      “Our mistake to make,” she says.

      “So, I need to know everything you know,” I say, looking at Father.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Over the next three weeks, Kateri, Reeva, and I spend nearly every waking moment in the training center. I wake up thinking about swords, knives, and crossbows, and I go to bed tired, sore, and happy, mostly because I get to spend the night with Kateri. Near the end of one particularly tough day of hand-to-hand combat practice, I look over at her and grin. She shakes her head and frowns at me.

      “Seriously? Again?”

      “Just one more time,” I say, giving her my best puppy dog eyes.

      “Come on, now you're just showing off.”

      “Please?”

      “Fine.” She shakes her head and walks over to our bags and pulls out a deck of cards.

      “Configuration seventeen,” I say.

      Instantly, the room changes; parts of the floor rise, while others drop. The lighting becomes brighter, throwing shadows across the room. I've become decent at sword fighting, but nowhere as good as Kateri. However, my real forte is the hand-crossbow. Sela was kind enough to provide me with an amazing, custom designed model with bio-recognition built into the grip, so that no one else can fire it. I place four small bolts into the self-loading magazine. The carbon fiber and polymer weapon weighs less than two pounds and can fire four bolts in less than three seconds.

      Standing by the wall, I watch Kateri cross the floor to an archery target on the far side of the room, maybe twenty-five yards away. She takes the three of hearts out of the deck and sticks it to the center of the bull's-eye with a thumb tack.

      “Okay, let's see it again,” she says with a sigh, but I know she's impressed every time I do it.

      I take a deep breath and throw myself into shadow just to my left. Immediately, I stream across to the other side of the room, and then link three more times off increasingly taller columns, before diving off the top, performing a forward flip and landing on the floor, just inches from where I started. As soon as I hit the ground, I spin and fire three bolts at the card.

      “Ta-da,” I say, with a laugh.

      Kateri retrieves the card and walks back over to me, shaking her head and rolling her eyes at me.

      “Well?” I ask.

      “What do you think?” she replies. “Shot through all three hearts.”

      She flicks the card at me, which of course, I fumble and drop.

      
        
        E ~ So much for my Superwoman impression.

        

        K ~ Always thought you were, anyway.

        

      

      I wink at her before bending down and picking up the card. All three of the little hearts are pierced through.

      “I don't think Reeva enjoys that trick as much as I do,” Kateri says.

      Reeva is a helluva shot with the crossbow, but even she can't best me. I chuckle as I think about the look on her face when I first showed her. She didn't talk to me for two days after.

      “Yeah, I think you're right.”

      “Come on, let's go home. I'm beat,” Kateri says, picking up our bags and taking my hand.

      I love when she says ‘home’. I lost one but gained another.

      We're walking back to our apartment when the boy who Kateri punched a few weeks back stops us just as we reach the elevator.

      “What? What do you want?” Kateri asks, stepping up in front of me.

      “Kateri,” I say, touching her shoulder gently.

      She looks back at me and steps aside with a sigh, although she keeps a wary eye on the young man.

      “I wanted to say I'm sorry about the other day,” he says, glancing over at Kateri, like he's worried she might pounce on him without warning; who knows, she just might.

      “It's okay. I saw you at my mother's funeral. Thank you for coming.”

      “I felt like I needed too, after what I did.”

      I shake my head. “Don't worry about it. We're all good. Right, Kateri?” I ask, looking over at her.

      She nods, although it's obvious she's still a little ticked off.

      “Well, that's all, I just wanted to say that.”

      “Okay. Thanks. By the way, what's your name?” I ask.

      “Colyn.”

      “Colyn. Okay then, I'll see you around.”

      “All right. Bye. Bye Kateri,” he says looking at her for a moment.

      All she manages is a small nod of her head. After he walks away, I turn and look at her, a sly smile on my face.

      “You know, you don't have to be my attack dog.”

      “I'm not,” she says quickly.

      “Oh right. What was that, stepping in front of me like you were going to take a bullet?” I take her hand in mine.

      “Well, maybe I'm a little protective of you.”

      “That's okay. A little protective is cool,” I reply, smiling.

      We take the elevator up to our floor, walking together to our apartment. The wall outside our door was scrubbed clean by the maintenance crew a few days ago, although you can still see the outline of original graffiti, if you look close enough. I kind of miss the community art board that the wall became over the weeks, but it probably had to go at some point. Walking inside, Kateri flops face-down on the bed. For a moment, I stand there and study her body, loving the way her tight fitting workout shorts hug every curve.

      “I’ll be right out. I want to take a shower, but I’m too tired,” I say, heading to the bathroom.

      “Okay,” she replies, not even lifting her head.

      I run the water in the sink and wash my face. When I look up I study myself in the mirror for a few moments. With the constant physical training, I look trimmer, stronger, and even a little dangerous. My eyes are now just like Kateri's; a swirling pool of colors, although the primary hue in mine is green as opposed to her aqua. I grab the little hand-towel and dry my face before hanging it back on the hook by the door. I walk out into the bedroom and Kateri is already under the covers and her eyes are closed. Her workout clothes are on the floor in a small pile, and it only takes a few seconds before my join them. I slip under the covers and pull them up. A moment later, she moves a little closer to me, laying her arm across my stomach and within seconds, we’re both out.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Sleep is reluctant to release me when morning arrives. I'm lying with my head tucked into Kateri's shoulder and I want nothing more than to stay there the entire day.  When I finally force my eyes open, Kateri is smiling at me, like she'd been watching me sleep for some time.

      “Morning,” she says, sweetly.

      “Morning,” I reply with a smile and a squeeze of her fingers.

      She smiles back, and I know that's the thing I want to see every single morning for the rest of my life, but there's something I need to do first, and it weighs heavily on both of us.

      “I'm worried about this thing with the Abyss.”

      “I know, so am I,” she says, pushing herself up on her elbow.

      “We have a meeting with Father this morning,” I say, burying my head in my pillow.

      “I remember. You know, you don't have to do this, we could just run away.”

      “I know we could,” I say, sitting up, “but that wouldn't solve the problem, would it?”

      “No, and I knew you wouldn't go for it anyway. But I figured, I had to try.”

      “Well, let's get this over with.”

      After stopping in the mess hall for a quick bagel and glass of orange juice, we climb the steps to Father's office, expecting to find everyone there again, but this time it's only Father. He looks up from his desk and I can see the worry behind his eyes. We take our seats in our normal spots.

      “Morning,” he says, as cheerfully as he can.

      “Morning, Father,” we both reply in unison.

      That elicits a true smile from him.

      “So, are you ready?”

      I look over at Kateri and then back at him before answering. “I am, at least I think I am.”

      “Kateri, what do you think?”

      She frowns, grinding her teeth for a moment.

      “I think she's as ready as she'll ever be. More practice will just be a waste of time, but I don't like this whole plan.”

      “I don't either, Kateri, but we have no other choice.”

      Father rises from his chair and walks over to our side of the desk, sitting down on the corner directly in front of me.

      “I'm going to give you another chance to back out of this, Eve. You don't have to do this. You can just go back to your old life and get on with everything.”

      I take Kateri's hand and slip my fingers in between hers. “This is my life now, and I wouldn't give it up for anything, or anybody,” I say, gently squeezing her fingers.

      “Okay then, let's get on with it,” Father says, nodding.

      “Have you figured how I—”

      “We,” Kateri interrupts.

      “Have you figured out how we can get to the Abyss?” I ask, glancing at Kateri.

      “Perhaps. We've always known that when demons enter the Umbra, they appear out of some sort of rift or gateway. We're hoping that that opening remains active for a short time after they arrive. I think that if you can reach an incursion point immediately after the demon, you may be able to use the rift to slip into the Abyss.”

      “And that's how we can get back too, right?” I ask.

      “We think so,” Father says.

      “I still don't like this,” Kateri complains.

      “None of us do, Kateri,” Father says, looking at her, “but it's the best we've got.”

      “Okay, so what do we do now?” I ask.

      “We wait.”
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* * *

      “I don't like this whole plan,” Kateri says again as we walk outside into the parking lot.

      “I know. I think you've said that a few times,” I say, trying to lighten the mood.

      “I'm not kidding around, Eve. They're sending you on a suicide mission.”

      “Sending us on a suicide mission,” I say as I climb up into the old truck.

      Since Kateri found me out here a few weeks ago, this place has become our refuge from everything going on around us. We cleaned it up a little, of course, but it's still just the back of a rusted-out delivery truck.

      “Yeah, that's if I can even get to the Abyss,” she says as we walk into the cargo area.

      “We have to trust them, Kateri.”

      “Why? Why do we have to trust them?” she asks as we sit down next to each other.

      I take her hand and rub my fingers over the tops of hers. “We don't have much choice. I'm the only one who can do this.”

      She sighs deeply. “That doesn't mean you have to do it.”

      I scoot a little closer to her, resting my head on her shoulder.

      “I wish it didn't, but I think it does,” I say while toying gently with her fingers.

      She shakes her head and looks away for a moment. “I just found you. I can't lose you now.”

      Her voice cracks and she wipes her face with the back of her hand. I know she's crying, but I also know I can't say anything about it, so I pretend I don't notice.

      “I know. I feel the same way, but I have to go.”

      She nods, her head still turned away from me.

      “You're coming with me, right?” I ask.

      “Try and stop me,” she says, finally turning back to me, an expression of grim determination and quiet resignation on her face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      When I wake in the morning, Kateri is already dressed, sitting in the living room, her feet up on the couch. She’s holding a mug in her hands, one of her sketch pads propped up on her legs.

      “Morning,” she says with a grin.

      “Morning. What are you doing?” I ask as I rub the sleep from my eyes.

      “Waiting for you.”

      “Why? What are we doing?”

      “Something fun,” she says.

      “Really? With everything going on?”

      I sit up, and tilt my head to the side, waiting for the ‘crack’ that always makes me feel better.

      “I think we need a break,” she replies.

      I know she means that I need a break. She’s been keeping me as busy as possible for the last few weeks; training, planning and preparing, all things to keep my mind off my loss and the danger that lies ahead. Part of it feels like we’re getting ready to go on a vacation where one or both of us has a good chance of never returning home.

      “So? What are we doing?”

      “We’re going on an acquisition run.”

      “What’s an acquisition run?”

      “It’s when we go out to gather supplies or other things we need.”

      “You mean when we go out and steal stuff,” I say, smirking at her.

      “You can think of it that way, if you want. Can you just get dressed? We can talk about it on the way.”

      “Just give me a couple of minutes,” I say, slipping off the bed and gathering some clothes before heading into the bathroom.

      When I emerge, Kateri is in our little kitchenette, a bagel with grape jelly, a vanilla yogurt and a glass of milk on the counter. I smile at her as I take a seat on one of the two stools at the small island.

      “You didn’t have to do this,” I say as I pull the plate toward me.

      “It’s just breakfast,” she replies, smiling warmly at me.

      “I know, but-”

      “Just eat. You already made us late,” she says, chuckling.
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* * *

      After wolfing down the yogurt, milk and half the bagel we head out with the other half clenched in my teeth. I notice that she doesn’t have any of her usual weapons with her as we board the elevator.

      “We go unarmed?” I ask.

      “It’s safer that way, so no one gets hurt.”

      I still have no idea what we’re doing, or where we’re going, but I trust Kateri with my life and if she says no weapons, then we take no weapons. We head through the library and dining hall before stopping in the map room. Flashes of red and blue illuminate the globe as it spins slowly above the heads of the technicians. A few of them nod greetings as we pass. Kateri leads us to a small door on the far side of the room that I’d never seen before. A bio-metric palm pad is mounted to the wall to the right of the door.  She presses her hand against the smooth, white surface and it illuminates green for a moment before the sound of locks clicking open is heard. The door slides into the wall and we walk inside.

      “Evan?” Kateri calls out.

      The room is dark, stuffy and the air is filled with the soft hum of a hundred small fans. Row upon row of computer servers fill the space, with narrow corridors between each line. It feels claustrophobic, but maybe geeks like it this way.

      “Evan!” Kateri shouts again a little bit louder.

      “Hold on,” comes the reply.

      We wait by the door for Evan to appear, and I glance over at Kateri.

      She looks nice. I think, not intending for her to hear it.

      
        
        K ~ Thanks.

        

        E ~ Stop doing that.

        

        K ~ You’re the one who thought it.

        

      

      “Sometimes you can be a little annoying,” I say out loud.

      “Who? Kateri?” a young man says as he seems to appear out of nowhere from behind a row of computers.

      He’s handsome (if you’re into that sort of thing), and not in a nerdy sorta way. Short blond hair, a quick smile and those stunning Shayd eyes (his are a light violet with swirls of green and yellow) make for a very compelling package.

      “Yeah,” I reply.

      “That’s for sure,” he says, laughing and giving me a little wink.

      “Oh haha,” Kateri says. “Do you have the list, or not?”

      “I’ve got it,” Evan says, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a small scrap of paper. He hands it to me. “You’re Eve, aren’t you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’m Evan. I’m sorry we haven’t met yet. They keep me pretty busy most of the time.”

      “It’s okay,” I reply, extending my hand. “So, what do you do here? I.T. Guy?”

      We shake for a few seconds and then he laughs.

      “You could say that. I’m in charge of making sure that all the systems are up and running here and at all the other facilities…so yeah, I guess I am the I.T. Guy.”

      “That’s cool.”

      “By the way…I heard about your Mom. Sorry.”

      “Thanks,” I reply quietly.

      Kateri brushes her hand against mine, breaking my dark train of thought.

      “You got everything you need on the list?” Kateri asks, trying again to distract me.

      “Yeah, in order of importance.”

      “All right, we’ll be back as soon as we can.”

      “Okay,” he says, “and it was great meeting you, Eve.”

      “You too, Evan. See you around.”

      The door slides open, and Kateri and I step through, heading back toward the exit.

      “He’s cute,” I say as we walk.

      “Yeah. He is. All the girls are after him.”

      “I can see why. Smart, funny, and kinda hot.”

      “He and Reeva used to date.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What happened?”

      “Evan wasn’t always a computer-nerd, he used to be a demon-fighter. He got injured, pretty bad actually, while he and Reeva were out on an incursion, and she blamed herself,” she says as we walk outside, the door closing behind us. “He knew it wasn’t her fault, but she couldn’t get over it, couldn’t deal with the thought that someone she loved might get killed so he took an ‘office job’ to protect her.”

      “But they’re not together anymore?”

      “No. I guess it was too much stress or something. They’re just friends now,” Kateri says as we step into the shadow cast by the old chain-link fence surrounding the property.

      “That’s sad,” I say, out loud, but sort of to myself.

      “Welcome to our world,” Kateri replies with quiet resignation.

      I look down at the cracked, grey asphalt, the crisscross shadow pattern spread out below us, and I think about how I’m feeling about Kateri. Maybe this isn’t a life that has room for love and romance and then she speaks, and I jump slightly.

      “Hey. You okay? I asked if you’re ready.”

      “Oh sorry … yeah, sure. Where are we headed, by the way?”

      “It’s close to Fisk and 42nd.”

      “Lawrenceville.”

      “Yeah. There’s a computer supply company warehouse there. It’s a long red-brick building.”

      “All right. I’ll see you when you get there,” I say, instantly fading and streaming out of the lot.

      
        
        K ~ We’ll see who gets there first.

        

        E ~ Yes, we will.

        

      

      I zip across the street, linking off a fire escape, to the roof of a small office building and then to the top of the town water tower. Turning to the east, I start bounding from roof to roof, throwing myself off the edges of buildings and even using the tops of telephone poles as I make my way toward Lawrenceville. The thrill of streaming makes me feel free, unburdened from my worries and thoughts of everything I’ve lost over the last month, but then I start to think about everything I’ve gained; the friends, the discovery of these skill that had lain dormant within me, and lastly of Kateri.

      I’ve no idea where she is, but I know there’s no way she could be ahead of me. When I reach the outskirts of Lawrenceville, the buildings change to mostly two and three-story houses and businesses. I start down a line of buildings along 42nd Street, flitting from rooftop to rooftop, constantly having to change my trajectory to keep in a never-ending line of shadows.

      Fisk Street.

      I spot the warehouse two blocks away and change course one final time as I link off the top of a small café, landing on the sidewalk just feet from the door. I look around, but I don’t see Kateri anywhere.

      “’Bout time you got here,” she says as she walks out from around the corner, a half-eaten ice cream sandwich in her hand.

      “Seriously?”

      “You gotta be better than that to beat me,” she says, winking and smiling at me.

      “You’ve had a lot more practice than me.”

      “That’s true. I’ve only been here for a few minutes. You did good.”

      “There was no way it was long enough for you to get yourself a treat.”

      “Don’t worry. I got you one too,” she says, reaching into her pocket and tossing me a half-melted mess.

      “Thanks,” I reply, frowning slightly as I slowly unwrap the mangled, previously frozen sandwich.

      “If you’d gotten here sooner, it wouldn’t be melted.”

      I roll my eyes at her and chuckle as I take a few bites and then toss the rest into a trash can by the curb.

      “It’s still good, melted or not.”

      She smiles at me and my heart skips a beat.

      “So. You ready for this?” she asks.

      “Sure … I guess.”

      “Okay. So, there’s usually one or two guys at the front desk and two or three workers in the back. The place is pretty big inside, but it should be fairly easy for me to find the stuff we need.”

      “For you? What about me?”

      “You’re the distraction.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Listen. We can’t just open the front door and walk in. They’d see that … but you can,” she says with a wicked grin.

      “What?”

      “Come on, Eve. Catch up. You open the door and walk inside, and I slip in behind you, head to the back and find what we need and then back out the front again.”

      “Well, what am I supposed to do while you’re in the back?”

      “I don’t know. Talk to them, flirt with them, tell them you’re lost. Whatever works.”

      “You sure there’s not another way inside, like a window or something?”

      “There isn’t. I’ve been here before. They keep the place locked up pretty tight.”

      My shoulders slump.

      “Well how long is it going to take you to find the stuff?”

      “Ten … maybe fifteen minutes.”

      “Fifteen minutes? What the hell am I going to talk about for fifteen minutes?” I ask, pacing back and forth.

      “I don’t know. You’re a geek, they’re probably geeks…so just geek out together.”

      “You know, you did say this was going to be fun,” I say, frowning at her.

      “It will be … for me,” she replies.

      I just shake my head and grumble something about how annoying she can be sometimes.

      “Oh yeah, put this on,” she says, pulling my old baseball cap out of her back pocket. “We don’t want them recognizing you.”

      “Now is when you think about it?”

      I take the hat and pull it down low on my head after threading my hair through the opening in the back. Kateri reaches over and adjusts the brim and I look into her eyes and my heart beats a little faster. I can feel the heat from her skin against mine and it sends a thrill through me.

      “You ready?” she asks.

      “I guess.”
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* * *

      I pull the door open, and a little electronic chime goes off. My throat feels dry as a bone and I can’t seem to make any saliva to soothe it. A young man in his early twenties looks up from his laptop and smiles at me. His dark hair is spiked up with a little too much gel and a neatly trimmed goatee decorates his chin. He’s wearing a red polo shirt with a logo of some sort stitched into the fabric just above the pocket on the left side.

      Kateri slips inside behind me and stands next the wall by the door. The service counter is about kitchen island height and covered with stickers, brochures and other advertisements for various computers and other equipment. There’s a drop-down section where you can access the back room, and luckily, it’s up, allowing a straight shot into the backroom.

      
        
        K ~ Fifteen minutes.

        

        E ~ It better be.

        

      

      “Hi,” he says, sitting up a little straighter.

      I smile back at him as Kateri darts behind the counter and disappears into the back.

      “Can I help you with something?” he asks.

      “Yeah. I think I’m lost,” I reply, looking as helpless as I can manage. I read his name off his shirt. “Kevin.”

      “Oh … um … where are you trying to get?”

      I walk over to the counter, swaying as I move and feeling like a fool.

      “I’m supposed to meet some friends at a café called ‘The Red Monkey’.”

      “Oh yeah. I know that place,” he says.

      “You do?”

      “Sure, it’s just two blocks up and then down Ashland.”

      “Oh … um … could you show me, I mean at least point me in the right direction?”

      “Yeah. Yeah. I can do that,” he says, coming out from behind the counter.

      I smile at him and he smiles back nervously as he passes by me on his way to the door. He pushes it open and the chime goes off as he holds it, his back pressed against the glass.

      “Just go that way,” he says, pointing down the street, “and then—”

      “Hey! What the hell?” someone yells from the back of the warehouse.

      “Someone’s in here!” another voice screams followed by the sound of something or multiple somethings crashing and falling.

      Kevin looks at me as we’re standing in the doorway and I know he knows instantly that I’m involved with whatever is happening.

      “What’s going on?” he asks, backing away from me toward the counter.

      I put my hands up slowly and take a step back.

      “Listen. We’re not going to hurt anyone,” I say, spouting off the words that every bad guy from every movie ever says right before they hurt someone, as the sounds of more crashing and yelling drifts out to us.

      He pulls a cell phone out of his pocket, his fingers trembling as he tries to swipe the screen. I dart at him, knocking it out of his hand. He backs away, a terrified look on his face.

      “Don’t hurt me,” he says. “Just take what you want.”

      I pick up his phone and slip it into my pocket.

      “I said we’re not going to hurt you, Kevin. Just don’t do anything stupid,” I say, once again using a phrase bad guys use. “Sit down and we’ll be gone in a minute.”

      
        
        K ~ Or fifteen.

        

      

      He leans back and slides down the wall until he’s sitting on the floor, his legs out in front of him. I move behind the counter and slip into a shadow cast by the sunlight coming through the small windows lining the wall, and fade.

      “What the fuck?” I hear Kevin mutter followed by the chime from the front door.

      I turn just in time to see him disappear around the corner.

      
        
        E ~ Kateri! We gotta go!

        

        K ~ Almost done.

        

      

      I move through the open doorway that separates the counter from the backroom. The space is filled with row upon row of shelves all running in the same direction, almost like a library. Suddenly, a young man comes rushing up behind me, carrying a bat in his hands. I barely have time to get out of the way before he passes right by me.

      “Carl! Where is he?” he shouts.

      “I don’t know,” comes the response from somewhere further inside the cavernous room.

      
        
        E ~ Where are you?

        

        K ~ Right behind you.

        

      

      “Damn it,” I yelp, spinning around.

      “You ready?”

      “I’ve been ready. Where the hell have you been, and don’t say waiting for me,” I say, pointing at her.

      “I sorta was,” she says, grinning at me.

      “Come on. We gotta go. I’m sure the cops have been called by now.” I head toward the front desk.

      “I thought you were stalling the guy.”

      “I was, until they all freaked out back here.”

      “Yeah,” she says, shaking her head. “I think one of them saw a drawer open with no one there and went all nutbar.”

      “Did you at least get everything?” I ask as we pass the counter.

      “Yeah, and more.”

      As we approach the door, it’s suddenly pulled open and two police officers peer inside, their guns drawn. Luckily, there’s enough shadow in the little room between what’s coming through the windows and the door to keep me faded. One of the cops steps inside, searching for any sign of robbers or intruders, while his partner remains at the door, keeping it propped open.

      “This is the police. Is there anyone in here?” the first officer calls out.

      We edge closer to the door, making sure to give the cop a wide berth.

      “You back there, Carl?” he calls out as he begins moving behind the counter.

      “Yeah, me and Nick.”

      “Is someone else with you?” he asks, peering through the opening into the back room.

      “I don’t know,” Carl replies.

      The other officer is looking at someone outside the building as we reach the door. We slip through the opening, my shirt brushing against the cop’s vest, but he doesn’t seem to notice. Kevin is standing against the wall, looking as nervous as he did when he bolted. We can hear their conversation as we head up the sidewalk.

      “So, the girl just disappeared?” the cop asks, frowning at him.

      “Yeah. One minute she was there and the next minute she was gone,” he replies.

      The officer shakes his head and presses the button on his shoulder radio.

      “You got anyone in there, Jeff?”

      “Negative. Just these two dumbasses.”

      “Let’s go,” he says before looking at Kevin again. “Cut back on the weed, man.”

      “I didn’t even smoke any today,” Kevin says before we turn the corner at the end of the block.
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* * *

      We stream back to the factory, side-by-side, not racing this time, but enjoying the sensation of ‘flying’ across the cityscape. When we land in the parking lot, I reach out and touch Kateri’s arm.

      “I thought you said we were going to do something fun,” I say.

      “Yeah. We did.”

      “That was fun?”

      “I thought it was,” she replies.

      I shake my head and chuckle. “We obviously have different ideas about fun.”

      “I hope that’s not true,” she says, tilting her head to the side and grinning wickedly at me.

      I know I blush, but I can’t help it.

      “Shut up,” I say, laughing.

      Kateri smiles at me and my heart skips a few beats.

      “Hey. Can we just stay out here for a little while?” I ask as she’s turning to head back inside.

      “Sure. You wanna hang in the truck?”

      “Yeah.”

      She reaches out and takes my hand and we walk over to the rusted-out hunk. We climb up inside, moving into the back through the narrow doorway between the cab and storage area. We spruced it up a bit a few days ago, adding an old rug and a couple of couch pillows. Kateri sets her pack on the floor and we sit down directly across from one another. I just stare at her as she sorts through her take from the warehouse. I love the way the sun bounces off her hair, and the way it tumbles just so off her shoulders. Suddenly, she looks up at me, her eyes sparkling.

      “What?”

      “Nothing,” I reply, although I’m sure she probably picked up on some of my thoughts.

      “Uh-huh.”

      She grins at me and I smile back, loving the way she makes me feel when we’re alone … or when we’re around other people … and every single moment of every day. I watch as she lifts two brand new Mac-books out of the bag, handing one to me.

      “I got something for you,” she says.

      “Thanks,” I say as I take the box, setting it down on the floor beside me.

      “I’ve been wanting one of the these for a while,” she says. “It has a great sketch pad program,”

      “Do you ever feel bad about stealing from people?” I ask.

      She looks up at me and sighs, her head tilted slightly to the side.

      “Not really. I mean, when I first became a Shayd, I used to steal all the time. I loved how it made me feel. I could go anywhere and take anything I wanted, but after a year or so I started to feel bad about taking things, especially from little stores. I would watch these people struggling to get by, and it didn’t feel right to me …so I decided to stop, but that didn’t last long.”

      “Why? What happened?”

      “I lost people. I lost friends, and I decided that this was the least that they could pay for the pain, the blood and the loss that we endure to keep them safe. So now I take what I want, but not from little mom and pop stores. Wal-Mart can afford it.”

      I nod slowly.  It makes sense.  I suppose the world should pay for what we go through to protect them, even if they don’t know about us.  We sit for a while in silence until the sound of raindrops hitting the metal roof fills the truck.

      “We should probably head in,” Kateri says.

      “Yeah, just one thing though,” I reply, suddenly leaning over, slipping my hand behind her head and pulling her to me.

      Our lips press together and everything around us fades away.  The feeling, the scent, the taste of her sends my mind into overdrive.  It only lasts for a few seconds, but the sensation lingers long after.  When I pull back, she smiles at me.

      “Wow,” she mutters.  “What was that for?”

      “I just wanted you to know how much you mean to me, and if this…mission doesn’t turn out the way we’re hoping, I don’t want to die knowing I never told you I love you.”

      Her mouth drops open and then she smiles.

      “Eve.”

      “It’s okay, you don’t have to say it back.  I just needed to.”

      She takes my hand and kisses it softly.  “I love you too, more than you know.”

      We spend three more hours holding, kissing, and touching each other as the tempest rages all around us; rain falling, lightning flashing and thunder rolling across the city, matching the storm raging within us.
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* * *

      It's nearly two days later when Clay bursts into the mess hall, his eyes frantically searching the tables for us. I look up as he's approaching, and Kateri reads my face.

      “It's time,” he says, a worried expression on his face.

      “Let's go,” I say to Kateri.

      She nods in response and we dash down the hall to the library, where we have our equipment stacked neatly by the door. Since we have no idea what we're going to encounter when we get to the Abyss, our three backpacks are filled with pretty much anything we might need for an extended stay.

      “Where's Reeva?” I ask Clay.

      “She's on the way.”

      A few seconds later, the elevator doors open and Reeva sprints down the hall to us. After a lot of discussion, we agreed with Father that it might be a good idea to bring an extra person along, although we're still not sure that I'll be able to take both Reeva and Kateri through the rift, let alone, just one of them. I lift my bag up onto my shoulders, slipping my arms through the straps as Kateri does the same. It's heavier than I thought, and for a second, I feel like I'm going to tip over backwards. Reeva picks her backpack up, slinging it over her right shoulder.

      My crossbow is hanging by a strap from the left side of my bag, while a sword dangles on my right. Kateri is armed with her usual sword and knife, while Reeva has a compound long bow in her right hand and a set of throwing knives draped across her chest.

      “We ready?” I ask.

      “Yeah, except for where the hell we're going,” Reeva says, grinning.

      “Clay?”

      “Oh yeah, sorry. Point State Park,” he says, looking at the three of us.

      I know he had wanted to go along as well, but Father thought he was too young. I guess I agree, but we're all young, aren't we?

      “Isn't Father coming to see us off?” I ask.

      “He's dealing with a crisis. He said to wish you luck,” Clay replies.

      My shoulders slump forward slightly knowing I won't get a chance to say goodbye, but it is what it is.

      “Come on. We should get going,” Reeva says.

      “Bye, Clay. Take care of things while we're gone,” I say, pulling him in a hug, which I think surprises him.

      “I will. You guys be careful. Make sure you come back.”

      Kateri slaps him on the shoulder before turning and opening the door. I follow her out, glancing back to see Reeva and Clay in an embrace which says maybe they're more than just friends. The sun is high in the sky, throwing long shadows all around us.

      “I'll see you there,” Reeva says before streaming away.

      “Promise me you'll be careful,” Kateri says.

      “I'll do my best, but that's why I'm bringing you along,” I say, with a smile.

      “Uh huh. I'm coming along to keep an eye on your ass.”

      “Fair enough. All right, let's get going.”

      Just as we're about to step into the shadows, the Factory door opens, and Father rushes out. I can see the relief on his face that he wasn't too late. Before I know it, I'm the one running across the parking lot to him. Kateri is just behind me, although she walks rather than runs. He opens his arms wide and I literally throw myself against him, hugging him fiercely.

      “I'm glad you're not gone yet.”

      “Me too, Father,” I say as I try and keep the tears from coming.

      He pushes me away gently, holding me at arms-length, so he can look into my eyes. Kateri walks up to us, and when I glance over at her, I can see she's struggling not to cry as much as I am.

      “You two ... you've been a pain in my butt, cursed me out, and disobeyed my wishes, but you need to do as I say now. Come back safe.”

      “We will, Father. We promise,” I say.

      Kateri steps up and for a moment I think she's going to say something, but instead she wraps her arms around his neck and pulls him into a tight hug. I take a small step back, as a few tears trickle down my cheeks.

      “I love you girls,” he says, and that breaks Kateri's dam.

      “We love you too, Father,” I manage to say before we're both crying.

      A few seconds later, I wipe my eyes and take Kateri's arm. “We gotta go,” I say, somewhat reluctantly.

      She nods her head and steps away from him, moving to my side.

      “Bye, Father. We'll be back,” I say, taking Kateri's hand.

      “You better,” he says, and I swear a tear slips down his face.

      I drag Kateri into the shadows and the next second, we're streaming across the city toward Point State Park in downtown Pittsburgh. We link about a dozen times before the waterfront comes into view in the distance. I pick a landing point a few yards from the fountain. We hit the ground running, weapons at the ready, but I can't see any demons in the area.

      “Where the hell have you two been?” I hear Reeva ask from behind us.

      I turn to see her reclining on a park bench under a large shady tree.

      “Saying goodbye to Father. Where's the demon?”

      “Dead,” she says with a chuckle.

      “And the rift? Is it still open?”

      “Yep, at least for now,” she answers, gesturing toward a short, squat, stone building set behind the fountain.

      I can see a sort of shimmering ‘hole’ floating in midair about five feet in front of the old Block House. Its borders are undefined, like if you took a piece of paper and punched through it with your fist.

      “Well, what are we waiting for?” I ask, heading across the crowded area around the fountain, dodging people as I walk.

      Kateri and Reeva follow close behind. All three of us stop in front of the rift.

      “If we get separated, try and stay out of sight until we can find each other,” I say.

      “If we can find each other,” Kateri says.

      “Not helpful.”

      “Sorry.”

      I look at her and shake my head.

      
        
        E ~ Are you ready for this?

        

        K ~ If you are.

        

        E ~ Don’t let go.

        

        K ~ I won’t.

        

      

      I stand between Reeva and Kateri, taking hold of their hands.

      “Ready?”

      Kateri just nods and squeezes my fingers.

      “Let's get it on,” Reeva says with a smirk.

      We move forward, and step into the rift. For a second, it doesn't seem like anything is happening, and then everything happens at once. A flash of light so intense it makes my head hurt, explodes in front of me. I look over at Kateri, but I can't see anything except spots. I flex my fingers, and I can still feel both of their hands, or at least I think I can. Suddenly, everything goes black and I feel myself falling, like the ground's been pulled out from under me. The sensation only lasts for a moment, and then I stumble forward a few steps as I try to regain my footing. As soon as my head stops spinning, I look around and my mouth drops open.

      “Holy shit.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The Abyss.

      This is not at all what I expected. It doesn't look that much different from the human world, except the whole area is bathed in an eerie red hue.

      It still looks like Point State Park; the fountain, the trees, the Block House, the Fort Pitt Museum, but everything looks worn out, or maybe frayed along the edges might be a better description. There are people all around; some enjoying the day by the waterfront, others just passing through on their way to someplace else. Just like the buildings, they seem ‘fuzzy’ too, almost like I'm looking at them through a piece of dirty plexiglass. None of them are paying any attention to me, which isn't odd, but it doesn't feel the same as it does back in the Umbra. What's worse is, I can't see any demons. That worries me more than anything.

      The silhouette of the city in the distance looks familiar, but it's not exactly the same as in the world of light. All the major buildings are here, but some are taller than back home, soaring hundreds of feet higher into the dark, red sky, including a particularly ominous looking tower that dominates the skyline. I think it may be the PPG Bank building, which was always rather gothic and intimidating looking with its array of spike-like spires.

      I scramble to my feet and dash over to a large tree, pressing my back against the trunk. I scan the area, my eyes darting here and there as I frantically search for Kateri or Reeva. There's no sign of either one. Did they even come through with me?

      
        
        E ~ Where are you?

        

        K ~ Where are you?

        

        E ~ Thank God, you made it!

        

      

      My heart is beating a million times a minute, but just hearing Kateri's thoughts help to ground me.

      
        
        K ~ I thought I lost you.

        

        E ~ Never! Have you seen Reeva?

        

        K ~ No.

        

        E ~ Crap.

        

        K ~ We have to find her.

        

        E ~ We need to find each other first. Are you at the park?

        

        K ~ I think so, but the place looks weird.

        

        E ~ Yeah, I know. Where are you exactly?

        

        K ~ I'm by the Block House.

        

      

      I look over at the little brick structure, but I can't see her.

      
        
        E ~ What side are you on?

        

        K ~ East.

        

        E ~ Shit. I can't see you.

        

        K ~ What? Where are you?

        

        E ~ By one of the big trees in front of the museum.

        

      

      A few seconds later, Kateri's thought pops into my mind.

      
        
        K ~ I don't see you either.

        

        E ~ This is not good.

        

        K ~ Ya' think?

        

        E ~ Listen, make your way over here, toward the museum. Just be careful.

        

        K ~ Okay. On my way.

        

      

      So far, it's been quiet. I haven't seen any demons at all, but that doesn't mean they can't see us. I stare off in the direction of the Block House.  I still can't see her, but then something starts to come into view. At first, it's little more than a blurry spot that grows larger at it gets closer and then it begins to take on a more definitive shape, and finally Kateri appears, almost like how we melt into and out of the shadows.

      “Kateri,” I say, rushing to her and throwing my arms around her shoulders.

      She returns the gesture, pulling me against her before suddenly kissing my neck several times. Her lips on my skin sends a cascade of goose-bumps flowing down my arms, and I step back, unable to come up with any words, the thrill of the contact still muddling my brain.

      “Okay, this place is freaky,” she says, as she releases me.

      “You got that right,” I reply, finally able to speak again.

      I take her hand and we retreat to the tree.

      “When could you see me?” she asks.

      “When you were about ten feet away.”

      “I didn't see you until you were almost touching me.”

      I shake my head and frown. “What is going on?”

      “It's you,” Kateri says, smiling at me. “You affect everything around you. You're so different that the world doesn't even know how to react. You're like an AOE.”

      For those of you not into ‘geek-speak’, AOE stands for Area-Of-Effect. It's a video game term that refers to an ability or action that affects a large space, or ‘area’ around the player. For more information, please consult a nerdy friend.

      Kateri takes my hand and squeezes it firmly. Without thinking, I lean forward and kiss her on the cheek, relishing in the sensation.

      “What was that for?”

      “Just paying you back,” I say, grinning at her.

      She chuckles, but the laughter fades quickly.

      “This is not good for Reeva,” she says.

      “I know.”

      “So, what do we do?”

      I look around again, hoping to spot Reeva, but I know it's a futile effort.

      “We have to search the park. If she's here, we have to find her. If we can't,” I say, sighing quietly, “we'll come up with something else. Stay close, I don't want to lose you too.”

      Kateri smiles at me and it boosts my sour mood. We head down to the water's edge, past the fountain. Dozens of people are milling about, but as usual, they don't pay us any attention. We still haven't seen a single demon. The best I can hope for, is that they can't see us either. We simply start walking back and forth, from one side of the park to the other, sort of in a grid pattern, moving closer to the city with each pass. It takes us most of the afternoon to finish, since we have to keep stopping every now and then to make sure no demons are watching us.

      Late in the day, we sit down on the short wall by the pedestrian bridge that leads into the park, both of us exhausted, physically and mentally.

      “Where are all the demons?” Kateri asks.

      I shake my head. “I don't know, but I'm just glad they're not here. Hopefully they can't see Reeva either,” I say, although I barely believe the words even as I utter them.

      “Yeah. Hope so. Now where the hell is she at?”

      “Wish I knew. Maybe she didn't make it through.”

      I think about it for a moment.

      “I could feel her hand in mine as we were passing through the barrier, but then everything went black.”

      Kateri looks up at the sky. “It looks like it's getting late. Maybe we should find a place to stay for the night. We can start fresh tomorrow.”

      “Probably a good idea.”
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* * *

      We’re making our way through a dark alley between two old, brick buildings. The ground is wet with water, the small puddles shimmering in the strange red light. Suddenly, a demon leaps down from above, crashing into me and sending me sprawling onto the ground. As I scramble back to my feet, I watch as Kateri charges at a second beast. My assailant raises his sword and swings it hard at me. The blade slices deep into my arm, and I stumble back as my opponent advances. He's one of those 'human looking' monsters. Dark hair done up in small spikes, tan skin, and muscles rippling beneath his shirt. If not for the creepy yellow eyes, the fact that he's a demon, and that he's trying to kill me, he could pass for any other male model, with a sword.

      I spot Kateri out of the corner of my eye battling with a massive red and black demon, complete with spiked tail and forehead horns, but I have my own problems at the moment.

      Blood is pumping out of the wound in rhythm with my racing heart. Raising my sword, I feign to the left and just as I had hoped, he shifts his weight to avoid my coming swing, but I bring my sword down from the right instead and bury the edge deep into his neck. He stares at me with those hateful golden eyes for a moment before collapsing.

      After pulling the blade from his neck, I turn and start sprinting toward Kateri, fumbling with my hand crossbow, but just before I reach her, she strikes down her opponent with a quick thrust to the chest.

      She turns and smiles at me, but her expression quickly fades, and her eyes widen. I turn, and my mouth drops open as hundreds of demons rush out of the darkness at us.

      I wake with a start, my heart racing and my throat dry. Kateri is lying next to me, slumbering peacefully. I look down at my arm where the dream demon cut me, there's nothing there, but I swear I can feel it. The sun, or whatever the hell it is that illuminates this twisted world, is just starting to peek through the grimy windows of our temporary headquarters. It's really nothing more than an empty storefront not far from the Point. Kateri and I retreated here just after arriving, and it's been a day and we haven't seen Reeva.

      I crawl over to the window and peer outside. The streets are filled with people going about their business while cars and trucks rumble past the store. We have to find Reeva and even if we don't, we have to get on with our mission.

      “Hey,” Kateri says behind me.

      “Hey,” I reply, turning and looking at her.

      “Any sign of her?” she asks as she sits up, running her hands through her hair.

      I shake my head and frown.

      “Damn. Where the hell is she?”

      “I don't know, but we've got to make a decision,” I say, sighing quietly.

      “I know. We can't stay here. We have to start doing what we came here for.”

      I nod. It would be better if we were clear about what we're here for in the first place.

      “So, what's the plan?” Kateri asks.

      I shake my head. “I wish I had one.”

      “Well, I guess we should head out and see what we can discover.” I watch Kateri tie her hair into a loose ponytail.

      I grab my pack and retrieve two bottles of water and two protein bars.  I toss one of each to Kateri and we down them in a few minutes while sitting in silence.  After stowing the garbage, Kateri stands and looks at me.

      “How about we go out the back?”

      “Good idea,” I answer as I pick up my pack.

      She moves past me toward the swinging doors that lead to the store room. I catch up with her just as she pushes the stock room door open and peers outside.

      “The coast is clear, come on.”

      Following her, we step into an alley between this building and the next. We can see traffic and pedestrians passing by the on the streets both to the right and left.

      “Which way?” she asks.

      “Don't think it really matters that much. Let's go this way.” I take her hand, turn right and head down the alley.

      The narrow backstreet is crowded with those short, green dumpsters, while trash is scattered on the ground.

      “It sure smells like our world,” Kateri says.

      As we creep closer to the teeming sidewalk, a door to our left opens suddenly and a young man, dressed in a dirty white t-shirt and black pants steps out and throws a bag of garbage into one of the dumpsters. We freeze in place, but he doesn't even give us a second glance, let alone a first before disappearing back inside.

      “Come on,” I say, heading toward the sidewalk and the steady flow of pedestrians.

      We reach the corner of the building and stand there for a few moments.

      “At least if they can't see us, it makes this a little easier,” Kateri says, before stepping out onto the sidewalk, but her foot catches on an uneven patch of concrete and she stumbles forward into the street.

      “Nice one,” I say, shaking my head.

      “Like you ne—” she starts to respond, before the sound of an approaching bus fills the air.

      “Kateri!” I scream, but she has no time to react before the bus is on her.

      My heart leaps into my throat, but my horror turns to relief as she seems to pass through the bus, as if it's made of smoke. I reach out and grab her hand, half expecting nothing to be there, but she's as solid as ever. She throws her arms around my neck and we hug fiercely. A few moments later, she steps back just as a large man in a suit walks right through me, just like the bus.

      “Shit. What the hell is this?” I ask as more people walk right through us.

      “Fucked up is what this is,” Kateri replies.

      We retreat into the alley, although there's really no reason for it, since no one can see, hear, or even feel us.

      “Why is the building solid, and the ground?” Kateri asks as she paces back and forth in front of me, stomping in a dirty puddle. “And why is the water wet, but the bus just drove through me like I'm not here?”

      “I don't know. It's almost like this is …” I start to say before something clicks in my head.

      “This is what?”

      “This is some sort of middle ground between the Umbra, the Abyss, and the human world.”

      “Like a fourth layer to the puzzle.”

      “Exactly, and I think it's because of me.”

      “Because you're so weird you mean.”

      “I was going to say unique.”

      “Whatever helps you sleep at night,” she replies, bumping her hip into mine.

      “Father said that no one knew how things would react to my presence. I exist in two places at once; the real world and the Umbra at the same time.”

      “Yeah, it's like when I first showed you streaming.”

      I nod and smile, but Kateri doesn't smile back. She’s looking around at this strange world.

      “God, I hope Reeva's got this all figured out.”

      “We need to find her as soon as possible. She might not be in the same situation.”

      “Because we're not with her,” Kateri says, frowning.

      “Exactly.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      “Great, so where do we start looking?”

      “I don't know,” I say, shaking my head and looking down the street.

      A few seconds later, Kateri touches my arm and I turn.

      “What about the Factory? If I was the lost one, that's where I'd head.”

      “That's my girl,” I say, smiling and taking her hand. “Come on.”

      “You do know that it's like ten miles from here, right?”

      “Then we'll have to stream there,” I reply.

      “You want to stream in the Abyss? It's not going to be easy to find shadows in whatever this red light is.”

      “Well, we'll just have to be careful,” I say, grinning.

      Kateri shakes her head and we start jogging down the street toward one of the big towers. We need a high ‘jumping off’ point if we're going to stream all the way to the Factory, especially in unstable conditions. I've learned that it's so much easier to stream while descending. Besides, if we’re up high we can work out a path to the old creamery. We keep a wary eye out for wandering demons as we approach the front entrance. I look up at the building as it towers fifty stories above us.

      “We can climb the stairs,” I say, weary just thinking about the effort.

      “Or we can stream to the top,” Kateri says, as she suddenly vanishes.

      I sigh, look up toward the top of the skyscraper and step into the massive shadow cast by the building. Streaming up the side of this office tower feels like riding a rocket powered sled down a hill, except in reverse. It only takes a split second to reach the top. Kateri is leaning against the railing, her arms folded across her chest.

      “That took long enough,” she says.

      “Can you take something seriously for a change?”

      “What's the fun in that?” she asks, before leaning back and flipping off the side, her laughter drifting up as she vanishes.

      I pick a target in the distance and leap into the nothingness. For a few seconds, I just fall, but I feel no fear, and then I enter the shadow of the building again and I start moving forward. I link three times, dropping lower each time; from the top of a ten-story office tower, to the fire escape on the side of an old bakery, and then down onto the street, effectively covering more than four miles in the matter of a few seconds. I have no idea where Kateri is, but I know she's making her way toward the Factory.

      
        
        E ~ Where are you?

        

      

      “Right behind you,” she says, touching my shoulder.

      “Oh jeez!” I yelp as my heart nearly jumps out of my chest.

      Spinning around, I want to be mad, but her smile immediately disarms me and all I can do is laugh.

      “Every time, right?”

      “Every time,” she replies, grinning at me.

      “That way, right?” I ask, pointing up to the roof of a two-story apartment building.

      “Yep,” she answers before running across the street and leaping into a shadow thrown by a billboard on the roof.

      
        
        E ~ Not everything's a race.

        

        K ~ Why not?

        

      

      I shake my head and start across the street when I spot movement out of the corner of my eye. A demon, one of the ‘model’ kind is creeping up on a young girl standing at the bus stop. As I'm watching, a breach, like the one that brought the three of us here, forms in the air just behind the woman.

      
        
        E ~ Shit!

        

        K ~ What?

        

        E ~ A demon is about to attack a woman. I'm gonna help her.

        

        K ~ Where the hell are you?

        

        E ~ Back where you just were.

        

      

      I dart across the street, pulling my crossbow and aiming as I run. I might not be able to kill him with a single shot, but at the very least, I can distract him.

      
        
        K ~ Don't do anything till I get there!

        

        E ~ Too late.

        

        K ~ Damnit Eve!

        

      

      I pull the trigger and the bolt flies across the street and strikes the monster in the upper shoulder. He roars in anger, and for a second, I don't think he can see me, but my elation is short-lived as we lock eyes.

      Crap!

      I thought I'd have the advantage, but now I'm not so sure, and the closer I get to him, the bigger he seems. Dropping the crossbow, I pull my sword while still rushing at him. He snarls, revealing a nasty set of pointed teeth before charging toward me. The edge of my blade glimmers in the weird 'sunlight' as I charge him. I swing, and he dodges right. I try to adjust, but I hit nothing but air. As I'm recovering, he slams his shoulder into me, pushing me back a few feet. I bring my sword up again, but he's ready this time, and grabs the blade between his hands. With a quick twist, he wrenches the sword from my hands. It clatters to the ground, far out of reach.

      I take a small step back and he stares at me, his head tilting to the right.

      “What? What are you looking at you freak?” I yell. “Come on!”

      Putting my fists up, I plant my feet and prepare for his assault. He roars at me, little bits of foul smelling spittle hitting my face. He lunges, and I slip to the side, striking him in the side with a closed fist. Turning, he kicks out with his left leg, but I deflect the poorly aimed attack before answering with my own. I feel his ribs break as my foot hits him hard in the side again. He stumbles backwards, crying out in a combination of pain and anger.

      When he looks up at me again, he snarls, the corners of his mouth curling up, revealing even more of his needle like teeth. As he slowly advances on me, the claws on his left hand click against each other as he flexes his long, red fingers. He swings. I duck. He swings again, and I sidestep to the left, but this time he's ready and he hits me hard in the side with a fist that feels like a block of concrete. Now it's my turn to back off. I hold my side, slightly bent at the waist as I struggle to come up with an attack plan that doesn't end with his claws ripping out my throat.

      He leaps at me, mouth agape. I raise my arm in a feeble attempt to fend off his attack when Kateri suddenly appears, materializing out of the shadows just above and behind him. She plunges her sword into his neck, the tip emerging just below his chin. He drops to the ground in a heap.

      Kateri rushes to me, pulling me into a fierce embrace. “You okay?”

      “I'm okay,” I reply. “A little bruised, that's all.”

      She frowns at me and shakes her head. “Don't do that shit,” she says, clearly angry with me.

      “Sorry, but he was going to attack the girl.” I walk over and pick up my sword, wiping the blade on my pants before slipping it back in its scabbard. “Come on, I gotta get my crossbow.”

      As we're walking across the street, Kateri touches my arm.

      “I get that she was in danger, but we're here for a reason that's bigger than one girl.”

      “Maybe,” I say as I bend down and pick up the weapon, “but the minute we let someone die because we have to be somewhere, then this whole thing isn’t worth fighting.”

      Kateri nods and sighs. “Fair enough, just don't do it on your own. We're a team, remember?”

      “I’ll remember.”

      “Good. Now let's get to the Factory,” she says, taking my hand. “This time we go together.”

      She pulls me into a shadow, and we're off.
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* * *

      We stop on the gravelly roof of a small apartment building two blocks from the Factory. I can see the faded red roof in the distance. Kateri looks over at me before drawing her sword. I do the same and then give her a small nod.

      “Okay. Here we go,” I say and a moment later, we're standing just outside the gates.

      I pull Kateri behind a rusting dumpster so we're hidden from any prying eyes.

      “It looks clear,” she says after studying the front of the old building for a few moments.

      “It's not what we can see that I'm worried about,” I reply.

      “No sign of Reeva.”

      “Maybe she's inside,” I suggest.

      “If we can get inside.”

      “Good point.”

      We slip through a hole in the fence and dart across the open space between us and the familiar stack of wooden barrels by the hidden door. The old hanging light is swinging slowly above our heads, and then for the first time, I notice the stillness all around us. There's not the tiniest bit of a breeze, not even a hint of movement in the dead air.

      “That's f-d up,” I say, gesturing with my head toward the old light.

      “Add another thing to the list,” she says, grinning at me. “Well, let's see if this works.”

      She touches the wall where the door should be, but nothing happens.

      “Shit.”

      “Let me try it,” I say.

      She steps aside, and I lay my hand on the wall. Again, nothing happens, and I look over at Kateri, a frown on my face, but she's smiling and looking at the wall. I turn and watch as the brick slowly fades away, revealing the door beneath.

      “Yeah, I know. This place is f-d up,” I say.

      She just gives me a little wink. I push the door open and we walk inside. I nearly collide with a young man with short, dark hair as he rushes down the hall toward the elevators. I'm not sure if we would have touched in this messed up place, but Kateri and I make every attempt not to make contact with any of the Shayds we encounter. It's obvious that no one can see us as they go about their daily routines.

      “Let's find Father,” I suggest.

      We head through the cafeteria and into the Operations center. The nerve center of the Factory is as busy as usual. Father is in his office talking with one of the technicians.

      “—so there was nothing there?” Father asks as we walk into the office.

      “Yes sir.”

      “Are we sure there was an incursion?”

      “Yes sir,” the tech replies, tapping and swiping at the tablet in his hands. “It was only a few dozen blocks from here. Taylor and Merle were close, so they were dispatched. When they arrived, the rift was closing, but there was no sign of the demon.”

      I look over at Kateri.

      “The bus stop.”

      She nods at me and then looks at Father.

      “He looks tired, or worried.”

      “Or both.”

      “Thank you, Carl. Let me know if you find out anything else.”

      “Yes Father,” he replies before stepping out of the room.

      Father walks over and sits down at his desk; a long sigh follows. He turns in his chair and gazes out the windows that look out onto the city.

      “Did you make it?” he says to no one.

      Kateri looks over at me and I can see the concern in her eyes. I put my hand on the desk, and it feels solid beneath my fingers, and then an idea pops into my head. I reach over and pluck a pen from the cup on Father's desk. He's still looking out the window when I start writing on one of the papers on his desk.

      We made it.

      I tap the pen on the desk and Father turns, probably expecting to see someone at his door, but instead one of his ballpoints is floating in midair just above his desk.

      “Eve? Kateri?”

      I tap the paper and he looks down, reading my little note.

      “You made it. All of you?”

      Not sure about Reeva.

      “You're separated?”

      Yes. We're looking for her.

      “Are you both okay?” he asks quietly.

      Yes. You haven't seen her?

      “No. She must be there somewhere.”

      We'll find her.

      Father nods and offers us a weak smile.

      “Remember your promise. Come back safe,” he says after a short pause.

      We remember, and we will. All of us.

      Kateri walks over and places her hand on his shoulder, just like I did with Amanda on that terrible day. I think she's as surprised as I am that her hand didn't pass right through him. Father leans his head to the side and closes his eyes, a soft sigh escaping his lips. I can see tears forming in Kateri's eyes.

      We have to go.

      “Be careful.”

      We will.

      “I love you both,” he says, his voice cracking slightly.

      We love you.

      I reach over and take Kateri's hand, leading us out of the office and back to the front door. By the time we get there, we're both wiping away tears. I clear my throat, trying to push down the flood of emotions.

      “Why was I able to touch him?” Kateri asks.

      “I don't know.”

      “I think it's like Shayds and the human world. We can interact with things and people there, even though we can't be seen, because we're only one 'layer' away. Here, we're two 'layers' away from the Human world, but only one from the Shayd world.”

      “What about the door? Why couldn't you open it?” I ask.

      “Maybe because the outer surface belongs in the Human world.”

      “But because I'm like 'in-between' I can bypass it.”

      “Maybe.”

      “This is giving me a headache.”

      “You and me both, but we really have to find Reeva.”

      “Yeah. She has to be somewhere else. Even if she got back here, I don't think she could have gotten inside,” I say.

      “Okay. So where do we go now?”

      “There,” I reply, pointing to the ominous tower in the distance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      “You mean Barad-dûr?” Kateri asks while looking at the menacing structure.

      “You are such a dork,” I reply.

      “Uh huh. Like you don't know what I mean,” she says, smirking at me.

      Of course, I know what she meant. Barad-dûr: the fortress of Sauron, the chief baddie in the Lord of the Rings, but I'm not going to admit it. If you're not sure what I'm talking about, check Wikipedia; I can't do everything.

      “You think she'd go there?” Kateri asks.

      “I'd go there if I were her.”

      “That's what you said about the Factory.” She shakes her head and smirks at me.

      “That's old news, okay? Besides, that was before I knew she wouldn't be able to get in. You know Reeva. She’d pick the place that seems like the demon central hub, and that’s it,” I say, looking at the tower as a chill runs slowly down my spine.

      “You're right. Let's get moving.”

      I take her hand and we run across the parking lot, and then she suddenly stops.

      “Wait,” she says.

      “What?”

      “We have to eat something.”

      “We have to find Reeva,” I reply.

      “I know, but I’m about to pass out.  That protein bar isn’t cutting it. You have to be hungry.”

      I nod, finally realizing how run-down I really feel.

      “Come on,” I say, tugging on her hand and leading her to our little hangout; the rusting delivery truck.

      When we climb up inside, strangely, the springs don’t settle and creak like they normally do. I slip out of my pack, setting it on the floor. I look over at Kateri and I smile as I watch her digging through her bag.

      She turns suddenly and catches me staring at her.

      “What?” she asks.

      “Nothing,” I reply, taking a step closer and slipping my arm around her back.

      She smiles as I gaze into her swirling blue eyes. I know she’s thinking and feeling the same things I am; this old truck holds a special place in our hearts. I retreated here after my mother was killed and she was the one who came for me. This is where we first kissed, where I first knew that I loved her, and she loved me.

      I lean forward, tilting my head to the side and press my lips against hers. The heat sends a warm sensation coursing through my entire being. Her hand slips behind my back and pulls me closer as our mouths move together. A few moments later we both step back, and she grins at me.

      “Were you reading my mind?” she asks.

      “I wasn’t trying to.”

      “It’s okay. You knew what I wanted anyway.”

      “The same thing I wanted.”

      We kiss again, the gesture just as passionate, but tempered by the urgency of our mission.

      
        
        E ~ We should eat.

        

        K ~ Yeah.

        

      

      We sit down on the floor, knees touching and have a meal of bottled water, dried beef and trail mix. When we’re done, we pack everything back up and head outside.

      “You ready?”

      I look over at her, gazing briefly into those amazing eyes and give her a little nod and smile.

      And then we leap into the shadows cast by the Factory. I look over at her as we bound from rooftop to rooftop, water tower to fire-escape, and even off the side of a building once or twice. I'm becoming so confident in my streaming skills, that it only takes me a split second between landing and linking to the next point. I thought the thrill would fade with time, but it's absolutely the opposite. Eventually, I release Kateri fingers, and we each choose different paths. It's easier to stream by yourself, although I feel the sense of loss as soon as I let go of her hand. Within a few seconds, I lose sight of her, but I settle into the rhythm of my streaming, bouncing and bounding off link points with ease.

      I hit a few 'dead spots' where the darkness displaces the shadows, but I recover quickly while moving ever closer to our objective; the menacing tower in the distance. I land on the roof of a five-story condo, pausing for a moment to get my bearings before leaping again. I have my landing point in sight when something suddenly slams into my right side and then I'm falling, flipping head over heels rocketing toward the ground. I search for a new jump point, my eyes darting in a desperate attempt to save myself, but I can't focus on anything long enough to leap again. Out of nowhere, I feel arms wrap around me and I slow, but we're still plummeting out of control.

      I close my eyes and prepare for the impact. As soon as we slam into the ground, I black out.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Hey, you okay?” someone asks.

      I groan as I gingerly touch the back of my head.

      “Ow,” I mutter as I touch an alarmingly large lump.

      I look up, expecting to see Kateri smiling down at me, but instead, the face of a young, red-skinned demon boy is there, his bright yellow eyes studying me intently. I push myself up and move away from him, pulling my knife in the process.

      “What the—”

      A wave of dizziness washes over me as I take another step back. I reach for the wall, but it's further away than I figure, and I stumble before steadying myself.  My hand finally contacts the hard, rough brick surface.

      “You should take it easy,” he says gently. “I think you hit your head pretty hard.”

      “Just stay back,” I reply, holding the knife out.

      My gesture would be more threatening if my hand wasn't shaking. He makes no move toward me, but it doesn't make me feel much better.

      
        
        E ~ Kateri. I need help.

        

        K ~ Where are you?

        

        E ~ In trouble.

        

        K ~ Where?

        

        E ~ Some alley. Not sure.

        

        K ~ You hurt?

        

        E ~ Maybe.

        

        K ~ I'll find you.

        

      

      “Someone's coming to help me,” I say. “You should go.”

      He looks at me for a moment before answering. “I'm not leaving you like this, when you're hurt.”

      I sigh and shake my head, but that just makes the dizziness worse. As we're standing there, I look at him, I mean really look at him for the first time. He's a handsome kid, the dark red skin, two short horns protruding through his hair, and yellow eyes aside. His sticky-up black hair is picture perfect, and only helps to enhance his good looks. His black jeans and blue Under Armor shirt fit him perfectly, and his black Skechers with white trim are exactly what you might expect to see on a human teenager. For those of us in the geek-world, he looks a little like a Zabrak from Star Wars the Old Republic online game. If you're not sure what I mean, Google it.

      “When she gets here, she's not going to be very nice,” I say, fighting the urge to sit.

      “Doesn't matter. I'm not leaving. You're hurt because of me.”

      I frown at him. “You ran into me while I was streaming, didn't you?”

      “Yeah.”

      I slowly lower the knife and lean back against the wall.

      “Why don't you sit while we wait?” he suggests.

      “I don't get why you won't leave. I'm fine. I'll be fine.”

      “I'm staying till I'm sure.”

      “Boys,” I grumble.

      He smiles at me, the sight of his sharp teeth a little disconcerting, but his calm demeanor and polite way offsets any worries.

      “Are you a Shayd?” he asks, tilting his head a little to the side.

      “Not exactly.”

      “Human? No. Humans can't stream,” he says, more to himself than me.

      “No questions, okay?” I’m angry that I already said too much.

      “Okay.”

      A few seconds pass before he speaks again.

      “So ... if you're not exactly a Shayd, then what are you doing here?”

      “I thought I said no questions.”

      “Oh yeah, sorry,” he says, grinning before falling silent again.

      “If you're a demon, why aren't you attacking me?” I ask, breaking my own rule.

      “I thought you said no questions,” he replies.

      “No questions apply to you.”

      “Ah. Doesn't seem quite fair.”

      “What is, huh?”

      He chuckles and smiles at me. “True. If you're a 'not exactly a Shayd', why didn't you attack me?”

      “Because I think you saved my life.”

      “I did, although I probably could have done a slightly better job,” he says, touching the back of his head. “I didn't attack you because you haven't attacked me.”

      I nod and suddenly feel dizzy. I take a small step forward and stumble. In a flash, he's by my side, holding my arm and hand, helping to steady me. I look up at him, my eyes widening as Kateri suddenly appears out of the shadows behind him, her sword raised and ready to strike.

      “Kateri! No!”

      I barely have time to draw my knife again and lift my arm to fend off her attack. The weight of her blade crashes into my much lighter dagger and knocks the weapon out of my hand and sends a shockwave down my arm. My savior ducks, but he doesn't run, instead, he holds his ground, refusing to leave my side.

      “What the fuck?” she asks, glaring at me, and then she focuses on my demon acquaintance, screaming, “Get away from her!”

      I can see the confusion on her face.

      He puts his hands up, and I notice the long, pointed nails for the first time. Kateri moves to my side, keeping an eye on him.

      “Are you okay?” she asks, a note of panic in her voice.

      “I'm okay, just hit my head,” I reply, taking her hand and squeezing her fingers. “He saved me, so don't hurt him.”

      “Saved you?” She frowns as she watches him.

      “I collided with her while she was streaming,” he volunteers.

      “You shut-up!” Kateri says, pointing her sword at him.

      “Sorry.” He puts his hands down but stands still and quiet.

      Kateri kneels next to me and I can see the worry in her eyes.

      “You sure you're okay?” she asks again, gently stroking my hair.

      “I'm good. I just need a few minutes. He really did save me, so be nice.”

      She shakes her head, slips her sword back into its scabbard and then stands and stares at him.

      “What's your name?” she more demands than asks.

      “Jax.”

      “Thanks for what you did.”

      “No problem. Thanks for not killing me.”

      “The only reason I'm not killing you is because of her,” Kateri says, her hand on the hilt of her sword.

      “Understood.”

      “I said be nice,” I say.

      I slowly get to my feet as the worse of the dizziness seems to have passed.

      “This is me being nice,” she says, keeping her eyes locked on Jax.

      “That's good to know,” he says. “Don't really want to see you not being nice.”

      “No. You don't.”

      I step up next to Kateri, placing my hand on her shoulder and extending my other hand toward this odd, funny, sarcastic demon.

      “My name's Eve.”

      He takes my hand and shakes it firmly. His skin is cooler than I expected, but maybe it's just the color that made me think it might be hot.

      “Nice to meet you, Eve.”

      When he releases my hand, I look over at Kateri and nudge her in the side.

      “Kateri,” she says without offering her hand.

      “That's pretty.”

      She frowns, and he smiles.

      “I mean scary,” he says, and I can't help but laugh.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      “We're done here,” Kateri says to Jax.

      He nods and starts to turn.

      “Can you wait a sec, Jax?”

      “Sure,” he replies, shooting me a quick, but still slightly disconcerting smile.

      I take Kateri's arm and pull her aside.

      “What?” she asks, clearly annoyed with me.

      “Listen. We need to be smart here, okay. He may be able to help us.”

      “Help us? How?”

      I notice she keeps glancing at him over my shoulder, as if he might suddenly attack us.

      “Will you listen to me and stop looking at him?”

      She sighs and grumbles but turns her attention back to me.

      “We're in trouble here. We don't know where Reeva is. We're not sure what we're going to find when we reach the tower, and we're not even sure that's where we need to go.”

      “How do you know he can help us, or would even want to?”

      “I don't. That's why we need to ask him. Then we can go from there.”

      She stares at me for a few moments without replying, before finally giving me a quick nod. We turn back to Jax and he stands up a little straighter.

      “Can we go somewhere and talk?” I ask.

      “Don't like the alley?” he replies with a grin.

      “It's a little exposed.”

      “Yeah, I guess it is. We can go to my place.”

      
        
        K ~ My place?

        

        E ~ That's what he said.

        

        K ~ What are we doing here?

        

        E ~ We're doing what we came here to do.

        

        K ~ By following this ... thing ... into a trap?

        

        E ~ We don't know that.

        

      

      “Are you two empaths or something?” Jax asks.

      We both look at him at the same time. I know my mouth drops open, but I can't help it.

      “What?” I finally manage to ask.

      “It's pretty obvious. I mean, you're both standing there, not saying anything but giving each other knowing looks. It's weirdly awkward.”

      I shake my head and laugh, suddenly realizing how strange we must look.

      “Yeah, we are,” I admit, deciding there's no reason to hide it.

      “Was she thinking bad things about me?” he asks, looking over at Kateri.

      “A little.”

      “Shut-up,” Kateri says, frowning at me.

      “Well you were.  Anyway, how far is it to your place?”

      “About six blocks away.”

      “I don't like this,” Kateri says.

      “I don't either, but we don't have any choice.”

      Jax looks at Kateri. “I could have killed either or both of you more than a dozen times, and how do I know you're not going to try and kill me?”

      “That's true. You did try and kill him once already,” I say.

      “You're not helping,” Kateri says.

      “Listen, if you want to go somewhere else, just name it.”

      “Let's just go in here,” I say, pointing to the building we're standing next to. “We can find a quiet place and talk. That okay with you?” I ask Kateri.

      “Fine with me,” she replies, staring at Jax.

      “Well then, after you,” Jax says, gesturing with his arm.

      “I'm not letting you walk behind me.”

      “Oh, my God. Let's go.” I take Kateri's hand and pull her along with me. She keeps looking back at him as he follows us.

      
        
        E ~ You two are like a couple of brats.

        

        K ~ You're putting us in danger. I'm trying to keep us safe.

        

        E ~ I'm trying to find Reeva, finish this goddamn mission and get us home safe, and Jax may be our best shot at that.

        

        K ~ Yeah, and—

        

        E ~ And nothing. Do you think I'd put us in danger, put you in danger?

        

        K ~ No.

        

        E ~ Then help me.

        

      

      We reach the front of the building, which turns out to be a small bookstore. I look through the window at the rows of cases and display tables. A few customers are milling about, but it looks quiet inside. I reach for the door handle, before pulling my hand back.

      “What's the matter?” Kateri asks.

      “Maybe we should wait till someone comes out or in, so the door won't look like it just opened on its own.”

      “They'll get over it,” Jax says as he steps between us and pulls on the handle.

      I look at Kateri. She shakes her head and frowns at me. The little bell suspended on the end of a curled piece of brass, dings a few times as we're slipping inside. Only one patron even looks over, but she quickly turns her attention back to the stacks of books in front of her. The store has that wonderful smell that small bookshops tend to have; a mix of wood, dust and paper. It's hard to describe, and if you don't visit a lot, you won't know what I mean. Go visit one and inhale deeply.

      “Up there,” I say, pointing to the second floor.

      When I look over at Jax, he's standing behind a young lady with long, dark hair reading over her shoulder.

      “Jax! Come on.”

      “Oh sorry,” he says with a quick smile and a laugh.

      He follows us up a short staircase and down an aisle between two bookcases. We emerge into a small reading nook, complete with two chairs and a coffee table. Jax immediately flops down in one of the seats, draping his right leg over the arm and leaning back against the other side. I sit in the other chair, while Kateri takes up station behind me. Jax leans forward, picks up a book off the table and starts flipping through the pages.

      “Jax,” I say. He looks up at me, his eyebrows raised.

      “Oh sorry. Didn't know if you were having another mental conversation about me.”

      “Oh, come on,” Kateri says, clearly reaching her limit.

      “Are you going to be serious about this, or are we wasting our time?” I ask.

      “Or maybe we should just waste you.” Kateri stares at him, no humor in her tone or expression.

      “What do you want to know?” he asks.

      “First off, why are you so willing to help us?”

      “I haven't actually said I'm going to help you ... yet. I think I said I'd go somewhere and talk.”

      “Fine. Are you willing to help us?”

      “I need to know what you're doing here before I say yes.”

      “Well, that's the problem. If we tell you and you decide not to help us, we'll have to ...”

      “Kill you,” Kateri says, finishing my sentence with a tone that indicates that she would have no problem doing just that.

      Jax scratches under his chin with those long nails and then tilts his head to the side.

      “That's quite a quandary,” he says, shifting his position and sitting up straight, his feet planted firmly on the ground. “Guess I need to hear you out, because if I say no now, you'll probably have to kill me anyway.”

      He looks at Kateri, locking eyes with her for a moment before turning his gaze on me.

      
        
        E ~ What do you think?

        

        K ~ It's on you.

        

      

      “I don't even know where to start,” I admit.

      “Start from the start,” Jax replies as he leans back in his chair again, resuming his casual position.

      “So, I guess you've figured out we're Shayds,” I say.

      “Or something not exactly like that,” he quickly adds before winking at me.

      “Right. Anyway. You know what we do.”

      “Protect the human world from the evil of the Abyss.”

      “Right,” I say, looking back at Kateri for a moment.

      “I've heard about Shayds.”

      “Okay. So, we've noticed a lot more activity lately, more breaches into the Umbra, and even stories about humans and Shayds being kidnapped and dragged to the Abyss.”

      Jax nods silently. “I've heard that,” he confirms.

      “We think that someone here is trying to come up with a way to bypass the Umbra and attack the Human world directly.”

      “You’re talking about Sirix.”

      “Sirix?” I ask.

      “I think that’s probably who you’re looking for,” Jax says.

      “Why are you sharing this with us?” Kateri asks, leaning forward.

      “In direct opposition to what you think about us, we’re not all monsters. There are some of us who would like a peace between our people.”

      “A peace-loving demon?” Kateri scoffs.

      “You can think what you want,” Jax replies, frowning at her. “I’m not wasting time trying to convince you.”

      “While I’m not doubting what you’re saying about wanting peace, you have to admit it seems strange to run into a Demon who seems so…”

      “Handsome? Charming? Hilarious?”

      “I was going to say helpful, but your answers work as well. Put yourself in our place.”

      Jax looks away for a second, as if he’s contemplating my comment.

      “Okay. I do understand how you feel. So, what can I do to convince you?”

      “You said there are others, like you.”

      “Yes.”

      “Then help us find our friend. Reach out to them. Find out if anyone has seen a Shayd girl.”

      “What does she look like?” he asks and then he shakes his head. “Never mind. Doesn’t matter. She’s a Shayd.”

      He gets to his feet, pulls a phone out of his pocket and swipes the screen a few times before lifting it to his ear.

      “Cell phones too. Who knew?” I say, looking over at Kateri.

      “Probably stolen,” she says.

      “Yours are all stolen,” I shoot back.

      She just frowns at me and turns her attention back to Jax. He seems to be texting someone, and even with his long nails, he’s nearly as fast as I am.

      “Well?” Kateri asks, clearly annoyed that we’ve waited a whole minute and a half.

      Jax holds up a finger and I look at Kateri. I can hear her growl under her breath, but I can’t help but smile.

      “Come on. This is pointless,” she says, starting to head to the stairs after another thirty seconds or so.

      “Just wait,” I reply.

      “Okay. Got it,” Jax says, looking at us.

      “Got what?”

      “Your friend. I know where she is.”

      “Where?” I ask.

      Kateri walks up beside me, staring at Jax.

      “She’s with some of my friends,” he replies.

      “They better not hurt her,” Kateri says, locking eyes with him.

      “I said they’re friends,” he shoots back.

      “Well, let’s go get her,” I say.

      “Follow me.”

      As soon as we’re outside, Jax stops and looks at us. “It’s not close. Are you okay to stream there?” he asks, looking at me.

      “I’m good. Where are we heading?”

      “You know the Heinz Memorial Chapel?”

      “Sure.”

      “Then meet me there.”

      “Okay. Thanks, Jax.”

      “You’re welcome,” he says before looking over at Kateri. “You too.”

      She just rolls her eyes.

      “Oh yeah. Don’t go in until I get there,” Jax says before stepping into the dark alley beside the bookstore and vanishing.

      “Are we seriously going there?” Kateri asks.

      “Yes, we are, or at least I am.”

      “This could be a trap.”

      “You think everything’s a trap,” I say.

      “And someday I’m going to be right,” she replies.

      I reach out and take her hand, squeezing her fingers gently.

      “We’ll be careful, okay?”

      “Do you really trust him?”

      “For now,” I reply.

      After a moment, she shakes her head and frowns.

      “Fine. Let’s go.”

      We slip into the alley, find a shadow and reappear on top of the old building. Kateri looks over at me as we walk toward the edge of the roof.

      “I trust you. If you think Jax can help, then I’m with you.”

      “Thanks,” I reply before leaning over and placing a soft kiss on her cheek.

      She slides her hand up and down my arm, sending a cascade of goose-bumps rippling across my skin.

      “Now, do you know how to get to the chapel?” she asks.

      “I thought you did.”

      “Shit.”

      “Wait, isn’t it across the street from the Carnegie Art Museum?” I ask while trying to remember if I ever saw it on the many trips that my mom and I had made to the gallery.

      “You’re asking me?”

      “I think it is. Come on.”

      I take her hand again, holding it firmly and we leap into the shadows. I love the sensation of holding Kateri’s hand as we move across the city. I feel her hand tighten when we leap off the roof of a ten-story building and momentarily relax when we touch down on the balcony of a high-rise apartment tower.

      As we get closer to the chapel, the less shadows are available for streaming. We’re forced to drop down to the crowded sidewalks. At least here though, we don’t have to dodge and dart around the hundreds of pedestrians, we can simply walk right through them like they’re made of air. It’s a little disconcerting at first, but you sort of get used to it. Still, we don’t spot any demons amongst the crowds, and their absence is starting to concern me.

      “Well, that’s it,” Kateri says, gesturing toward the open garden-like courtyard that surrounds the small, but impressive gothic church.

      We’re standing on the steps of the Carnegie Museum, across the street from the church. Traffic is heavy on the four-lane road in front of the building, but we dart across the street, unconcerned with the vehicles, as they pass through us like phantoms. When we reach the park on the other side, we quickly fade into the shadows cast by the trees and stream our way to the front of the chapel. We didn’t really need to, but why make ourselves an easier target if someone is watching?

      I study the front of the small, but impressive church for a few moments.

      “You see Jax anywhere?” I ask.

      “No.”

      “Are we supposed to wait for him?”

      “You’re asking me?” Kateri replies, a disapproving look on her face.

      I just sigh and shake my head. “Come on.”

      We start toward the front doors when Jax materializes out of the darkness near the corner of the building.

      “It took you long enough,” he says, smirking at us.

      “Can we just get on with this?” Kateri asks.

      “You’re not much fun, are you?” Jax replies with a tilt of his head.

      Kateri just grumbles something unintelligible under her breath.

      “So, I’m not going to ask for your weapons—”

      “Good,” Kateri interjects, interrupting him.

      “Kateri, please.”

      She looks at me, and now I become the target of her displeasure.

      “As I was saying, I’m not going to ask for your weapons out of respect, but I need your word that you won’t do anything stupid in there.”

      “You have it,” I reply.

      Jax looks at Kateri and she just grunts her agreement.

      “I suppose that’ll have to do,” he says. “Follow me.”

      We head around the side of the church, moving beneath the towering stained-glass windows. A small set of steps leads down to a basement side door covered by a marble and stone overhang. Jax descends the steps and we join him on the small landing. The tiny alcove is filled with little bits of trash and dead leaves, while spider webs adorn the rough, stone and mortar walls. A heavy wooden door reinforced  with iron strapping makes for a daunting barrier.

      “Of course, we’re sneaking in the side door,” Kateri mumbles.

      “We go in the side door at home,” I reply, annoyed with her continued snarkiness.

      “Are you ready for this?” Jax asks.

      “We’re ready.”

      Jax reaches for the dark, metal handle, but when his long, nimble fingers touch the surface, they simply pass through the barrier. He turns and looks at me, a calm and serene expression on his face.

      “Take my hand,” he says.

      “Hold on,” I say. “How are we going to get out of there?”

      I move to lean on the stonework bordering the door and almost stumble forward when my whole hand and part of my forearm passes through the wall. Kateri pulls me back and Jax stares at me for a moment, his mouthful of pointy teeth hanging open.

      “You all right?” she asks.

      “I’m good,” I say, gently patting her arm.

      “Well, I guess we have our answer, ‘not-exactly Shayd,’” Jax says, clearly both dumbfounded and impressed.

      Kateri edges behind me and touches the same spot where my hand vanished through the wall, but nothing happens. She taps the cold, hard stone and then looks at me, a smirk on her face.

      “Well, aren’t we just full of surprises.”

      I take her hand, squeezing her fingers gently.

      
        
        K ~ Be careful, okay?

        

        E ~ I will. Behave, okay?

        

        K ~ We’ll see.

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Walking through the wall is an odd sensation. It’s not quite the same as when the cars on the street, or the people on the sidewalk move through you; that’s like a breeze on your skin. I swear I can feel myself passing through the foundations of the church. It’s almost like if you pushed your hand through a bowl of thick pudding, except in this case, the pudding is made of stone, metal, and wood. I pull Kateri through the wall and we’re suddenly in enemy territory. I just hope Jax is telling the truth about his ‘friends’.

      “Okay, that was freaky,” she says looking back at the wall.

      I would answer, but I’m too busy staring at the scene in front of me. This is not the basement of a gothic cathedral, or at least any that I’ve ever seen, or even pictured in my mind. I’m not sure what I was expecting, but as with everything else in the Abyss, the reality surpasses anything I could have imagined. The place looks like a low budget version of the Factory, with single bulbs hanging from the ceiling in place of fluorescent lights, slightly out of date computers and operators with wired headphones instead of wireless Bluetooth units. Cables of all kinds run across the floor, hang down from the uncompleted drop ceiling, and crisscross the mismatched desks.

      As soon as we appear in the basement, everything around us grinds to a halt, and hundreds of yellow, green, and red eyes are upon us. I find myself desperately looking anywhere but at demons faces that are all turned in our direction.

      
        
        K ~ I don’t like this.

        

        E ~ Me either, just stay calm.

        

      

      “Everybody get back to work,” Jax commands, and slowly, everyone turns their attention back to their screens, papers, or whatever else they were occupied with.

      “Are you in charge here?” I ask him.

      Jax looks at me and shakes his head while giving me that disconcerting smile of his.

      “No. They just tend to listen to me.”

      We weave our way through the maze of desks and cables, trying to blend in as much as possible, but it’s a futile effort. The variety of demons is astounding. Some are like Jax, almost human-like, while others are more what you might picture in your mind; leathery red skin, hooves and horns sticking out of their heads, very Hellboyish. Some are closer to animal than human, like the one that I killed in my house so long ago, but many of them seem more like security guards than workers as they sit silently watching us.

      We pass under a stone arch and into a large room with a huge flat map of the earth laid out on a massive central table; their version of the rotating globe back home. Tiny figures are placed across the surface while technicians push them around with paddles on the end of pool cues. It’s like a scene out of a WWII movie, except for the demons of course.

      
        
        K ~ Shit.

        

        E ~ You can say that again.

        

      

      I rest my hand on the pommel of my sword.

      
        
        K ~ I thought you said stay calm.

        

        E ~ I am calm.

        

      

      There’s no way to know if the figures represent Demon attacks upon the Human world, or conflicts between Shayds and Demons, but either way it chills me to the bone. Jax says nothing as we pass through the room, turning to the right and heading down a narrow corridor. I look to the left, making a mental note about the heavy metal door and posted sentries a few yards further on. A couple of Demons dressed in medical garb slip past us, most of them giving us little more than a furtive glance. We stop at the end of the corridor in front of a set of swinging wooden doors. The word Infirmary on a small placard mounted to the wall sets off alarms in my head.

      “Wait here for a moment,” Jax says before slipping through the doors.

      I tap my fingers on the leather wrapped handle of my sword while we wait. I can sense the tension in the air as we stand in the dimly lit corridor. Kateri shuffles back and forth, her boots scraping on the rough stone floor. The doors open and a short, black skinned demon wearing hospital scrubs appears, looks at us for a moment and then moves on.

      “I can’t take this,” Kateri says between clenched teeth.

      “I know,” I reply, sighing deeply and trying to calm myself.

      The doors open again and Jax sticks his head out.

      “Okay. Come on,” he says.

      We slip inside, and I immediately get an overwhelming sense of sadness as I take in the room. Dozens of white linen covered beds line the walls, and the ‘bleep-bleep’ of a myriad of medical monitors and other devices fills the air. Virtually every bed is occupied with a patient of some sort, each one with various injuries from bandaged heads, absent limbs and some even worse injuries that I can’t even bare to glance at. I don’t want to feel sorry for them, they’re demons after all, but I can’t help it. This is the cost of our battle against the darkness, and it makes me sick.

      
        
        K ~ Oh God.

        

        E ~ I know.

        

        K ~ I don’t want to see this.

        

        E ~ Me either.

        

      

      Jax hasn’t said a word since we entered. He just keeps leading us further in. I try and keep my eyes fixed on his back, trying to ignore the suffering around me, but it invades my periphery and seeps into my mind. Suddenly, Jax stops and I have to pull up short to avoid colliding with him. When I look past him, I spot Reeva sitting up on one of the beds. She has a black eye and a heavily bandaged left arm, but otherwise she looks remarkably good. I start to step past Jax.

      
        
        K ~ Sons of bitches!

        

      

      Kateri rushes past me and collides with Jax, her knife out. She slams him into the stone wall, knocking over a small table and spilling its contents across the floor. The tip of her blade is pressed against his neck.

      “Kateri!” I yell.

      For his part, Jax keeps his hands down, making no offensive moves. By now, Reeva has seen us, and she jumps up, wincing in pain from her injuries. I reach out and grab Kateri’s arm, pulling her back.

      “Stop it!”

      “Look what they did to her!” she screams at me, wrenching her arm from my grasp. The anger in her eyes and voice is palpable.

      “They didn’t do this,” Reeva says. “They saved me. Now get off him!”

      Reeva moves to Jax’s side, glaring at Kateri. There seems to be more to her tone and her actions than what’s on the surface, but I have more pressing concerns. By now, some of the medical staff, and a few of the injured are gathering around. A second later, a heavily armed group of soldiers burst through the doors, their swords, bows, and claws at the ready.

      “Hold!” Jax commands.

      Everyone freezes in place.

      
        
        E ~ Calm…down.

        

      

      Kateri looks at me and slowly lowers her dagger, but I can see the hurt in her eyes mixed with anger and embarrassment.

      “Well, that was interesting,” Jax says. “If you can keep your attack dog under control, perhaps we can continue.”

      “It won’t happen again,” I say, looking over at her.

      “Good.”

      I take a step closer to Jax, and then lean in. “If you ever call her that again, I’ll rip your heart out,” I whisper before leaning back and smiling at him.

      “Fair enough.”

      I feel Kateri brush her finger against my hand.

      
        
        K ~ Thank you.

        

        E ~ Anytime.
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* * *

      “What happened?”

      “It’s a long story,” Reeva replies, glancing down at her injured arm.

      “We’ve got some time,” I say.

      Kateri is sitting next to me on the edge of Reeva’s bed. A portable privacy curtain separates us from the rest of the hospital. Jax is off making further arrangements, giving us some time to catch up.

      “I don’t remember all of it, but I was holding your hand when we stepped into the rift, and a second later I was lying face down in the grass near the Point, and you guys were nowhere around,” she says, and I feel a surge of guilt wash over me.

      “I didn’t know,” I say quietly. “I didn’t know where you were.”

      “I know. It’s not your fault,” she says with a smile as she gently pats my hand.

      “None of us had any idea what we were heading into. Anyway, I could see people everywhere, but apparently, none of them could see me, so I started searching for you. That’s when I ran into two demons.”

      “Were they some of these guys?” Kateri asks.

      “No, although I didn’t know there was a difference at the time. I took one out right away, but the second one sucker-punched me and I was down.”

      “Jesus,” I mutter.

      “That’s where I got this beauty,” she says, gesturing to her bruised eye, “and this.”

      I look at her bandaged arm. A faint shadow of blood hints at the damage underneath the bright white wrapping.

      “Does it hurt?” Kateri asks.

      “I’ve had worse.”

      “So, what happened next?”

      “When I woke up, there were three huge demons dragging me through the streets. I don’t know where they were taking me, but wherever it was, I’m sure it wouldn’t have been good.”

      I nod and look around, now more grateful than ever for Jax and his people. I don’t even want to think about what horrors might have been awaiting Reeva.

      “I tried to get away, but they had me trussed up pretty good, and then all of the sudden, everything went crazy. These other demons appeared out of nowhere and demanded that they release me. It was so surreal; I didn’t even know what was going on.”

      “I’m sure,” I say, shaking my head.

      “When they refused, then it got really wild. In the middle of the battle this huge, and when I say huge, I mean HUGE,” she says, gesturing with her arms, “demon rushes in and picks me up, like I was a stuffed animal on the floor of your bedroom.”

      Just then, a massive multi-horned head appears over the top of the rolling privacy curtain. I jump back, my hand going instinctively to my sword hilt.

      “Radik!” Reeva says, jumping up from her bed and pushing the barrier aside revealing the equally large body attached to the frightening head.

      He must be at least eight feet tall and half again as wide, but it’s hard to tell since he’s hunched over to keep from hitting his head on the ceiling. His skin is dark blue and seems to pulse with power as his muscles flex and relax. He looks at Kateri and I with large bright yellow eyes that are deep set beneath bushy black eyebrows. He immediately wraps his tree-trunk like arms around Reeva and they embrace like old friends.

      “Are you well?” he asks, his voice low but gentle.

      “I am,” she replies, and she pats his huge hand with her immeasurably smaller one.

      “Good. I’m glad to hear it.”

      He smiles, revealing a double row of gleaming white teeth, reminiscent of a great white shark.

      “These are my friends, Eve and Kateri,” Reeva says, gesturing in our direction.

      He bows slowly. “It is my honor meet you.”

      “No. The honor is ours. Thank you for saving Reeva. We are in your debt,” I say, bowing in return.

      “There is no debt that needs to be repaid. I was simply fortunate enough to be in the right place at the right time.”

      
        
        E ~ Say something.

        

        K ~ Do I have to?

        

        E ~ Yes.

        

      

      “How you doin’?” she asks.

      “I’m…doing well, thank you,” Radik replies.

      
        
        E ~ Seriously?

        

        K ~ What? I said something.

        

      

      “Well, I have to be going. No rest for the wicked,” he says to us before turning back to Reeva. “Stay safe. I don’t want to have to rescue you again.”

      Reeva laughs and hugs him again. He pats her back gently.

      “But you would, right?”

      “In a heartbeat,” he replies before bowing again and then turning and stalking out of the room.

      As soon as he’s gone, Reeva looks at Kateri.

      “What the hell is your problem?” she asks.

      “My problem? What’s your problem? Awful chummy with the demons, aren’t you?” Kateri shoots back.

      “He saved my life.”

      “And that means we just make up and have them over for brunch?”

      “Hey. Everybody just—”

      Jax suddenly reappears, poking his head around the curtain.

      “Bad time?”

      “No, it’s fine. We were just having a friendly discussion.”

      “Well, if you’re done, we’re ready.”

      “Ready for what?” I ask, becoming instantly nervous.

      “To sit and talk,” Jax replies.

      “Oh.”

      “Did you think I was going to say something dramatic?” he asks, his head tilted to the side and a grin on his face.

      “People usually do when they say, ‘are you ready’.”

      “You watch too many movies.”
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* * *

      We follow Jax out through a second set of swinging doors at the far end of the infirmary. As we make our way along the narrow, dimly lit corridors, I make a mental note of the path, trying to remember every turn, every door, and every possible escape route. I hope I made the right decision in letting Jax lead us here. If anything happens to Kateri or Reeva, I would never be able to forgive myself. We pass by a few dozen demons, of all shapes and sizes, most of them too absorbed with their own issues and tasks to pay us any mind. I even garner a nod of the head from one which I take as a show of respect, but I could be wrong.

      I suddenly reach out and grab hold of Jax’s arm, turning him to face me.  He looks down at my hand but makes no move to break away.

      “Question?” he asks.

      “Why did you make that phone call back at the store?  You already knew she was here?” I ask, thinking back to Reeva reaction to Kateri’s assault on him.

      “I had to get permission.”

      “For what?”

      “To bring you here.”

      “Permission from who?”

      “You’ll see, if you’ll let us get there.”

      I release his arm and he gives me a small nod before turning and continuing down the hall.  A moment later the corridor opens into a much larger space full of activity.

      Dozens of demons turn and look at us as we enter. I can feel their gaze on me, but I try to avoid direct eye contact. The room is much larger than the others we’ve seen, with racks of weapons, neatly arranged stocks of supplies and other equipment. Workers move about the room, paying little or no attention to us, and then I suddenly realize why. We’re with Jax. The way he commanded the soldiers in the hospital makes it clear that he’s someone important, or at least respected.

      “Are you sure you’re not in charge here?” I ask Jax as we’re passing by a pair of red-skinned demons sharpening swords on grinding wheels.

      He looks back at me and grins. “No. I’m just a cog in the machine.”

      “An important cog.”

      “Just a cog,” he says without looking at me.

      We stop in front a large wooden door with metal strapping. Jax pounds twice and slowly the door swings open. The sound of metal grinding against metal hints at the weight pushing down on the impressive cast iron hinges. Jax steps through the doorway, and the rest of us follow. Another demon, even bigger than Radik stares down at me, his dark green eyes narrowing.

      “What’s this?” he asks, his voice so deep it hurts my ears.

      “Friends,” Jax replies.

      He bends down until he’s face to face with me. I stand my ground, although every fiber of my being is screaming at me to run. I can feel his breath, but it’s not nearly as bad as I imagined it would be. Razor sharp looking incisors peek out from beneath his frown as he studies me. He doesn’t even look at Reeva or Kateri.

      “They better be,” he says, locking eyes with me.

      I can feel Kateri moving a little closer to me.

      
        
        E ~ Stay calm.

        

        K ~ I told you, I am calm.

        

        E ~ That’s what I’m worried about.

        

      

      “Stand down, Dray,” Jax says and the brute takes a small step back.

      I look over at Jax and grin. “Just a cog, huh?”

      He shoots me a little wink.

      The room where Dray is standing guard looks like some sort of waiting area. The sparsely appointed space contains only two long benches pushed up against the bare, stone walls. A smaller door to the right, marks the only other exit.

      “Come on. It’s just through here.”

      Jax knocks once but doesn’t wait for a response before opening the door. He goes through first with the rest of us following close behind. The new space is much smaller, but every inch is taken up with something, from books, to cabinets, to stacks of papers. It’s like a messier version of Father’s office. A well-worn desk sits in the center of the room, but the only chairs are two stools on the visitor’s side. For a minute I think we’re alone, and then a shape appears out of the dark corner to our right, but even after it appears I’m still not quite sure what I’m seeing.

      “Welcome,” she says, her voice calming but also full of power.

      None of us respond. I know I’m staring, but it’s the first time I’ve ever seen what could only be described as a werewolf, in person, although she looks more like a direct cross between a wolf and a woman, and when I say ‘woman’, there’s no doubt that this demon is female. She walks upright like a human, there’s no long snout or big black nose, but dark grey fur, streaked with white covers her from top to bottom. She looks like she’s sculpted by an artist with every curve and slope of her body in perfect proportion to every other part.

      “These are the Shayds that I told you about,” Jax says, breaking the awkward silence.

      She takes a step toward us, and my eyes immediately go to her legs, which bend backwards at the knees in the creepy sorta demon way, and I have to force myself to look at her face.

      “Thank you, Jax,” she replies, tilting her head to the side as she looks at me. “I am called Kyuki.”

      She extends her hand, my eyes drawn to the long nails and fur covered fingers. I pause for a moment, before gripping her hand and squeezing firmly.

      “Eve,” I reply.

      When I look up, I notice the milky-white color of her left eye, and the scars both above and below the socket, but strangely it does nothing to detract from her beauty, rather it adds an element of danger to her overall appearance. Although it’s hard to believe that she could look deadlier than she already does.

      “It’s good to meet you, Eve,” she says, releasing my hand a moment later.

      “And you,” I say. “This is Kateri and you already know Reeva.”

      “Yes,” she says, smiling, her pointed canines peeking out from beneath her full lips. She nods at Kateri before turning her attention to Reeva. “How are you feeling?”

      “Much better, thank you.”

      I can feel a jumble of thoughts from Kateri cascading through my own head. There’s nothing specific, but rather a general sense of anger, discomfort, and enmity.

      “That’s good. I’m glad to hear it.”

      “By the way, I wanted to thank you for saving Reeva.”

      “There’s no need for thanks. We did what we thought was right. Now, I think we need to talk,” Kyuki says. “Jax, can you get a couple more chairs.”

      “Of course,” he replies before turning to leave the room.

      “I can stand,” Kateri says, speaking for the first time.

      “As you wish,” Kyuki replies.

      
        
        K ~ Are we really doing this?

        

        E ~ Yes, and you need to stop this.

        

        K ~ It’s a dog for God’s sake.

        

      

      A Lycan demon to be exact.

      My jaw literally hits the floor as I stare at Kyuki.

      
        
        K ~ Oh shit.

        

        E ~ Shut up.

        

      

      “You’re an empath?” I ask, still trying to process what just happened.

      “Yes.”

      “All of you?” I ask, looking over at Jax.

      “No, just a few. I didn’t know Shayds were though.”

      “Just a few,” I reply.

      “I’m not, so what the hell is going on?” Reeva asks.

      “Kateri said…thought something rude,” I say, looking at her.

      “What a surprise,” Reeva replies, grinning.

      Kyuki chuckles and I feel the tension in the room drop ten degrees.

      “Funny,” Kateri says.

      “So, let’s talk,” Kyuki says, moving to the desk and sitting on the corner, her long, sleek tail trailing on the floor.

      Reeva takes a seat on one of the stools, while Kateri and I continue to stand. I don’t do it out of defiance, but rather I don’t want to seem that much shorter than our host. It’s all about appearances. Jax sits down next to Reeva, and for a second, flickers of thought slip through my mind, but I can’t quite get a clear grasp on them. Shaking my head, I look at Kyuki.

      “Can I ask one thing first?”

      “Of course.”

      “What is all this, this place and everything here, if you want to make peace with us?” I ask.

      “This?” she asks, looking around the room. “This is war.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      “War? A war against who?” I ask, every nerve ending in my body feeling like it’s on fire.

      “Let me ask you a question, Eve. How long have you been fighting the forces of the Abyss?”

      I’m almost reluctant to answer.

      “Personally, not long,” I reply, feeling somewhat inadequate.

      “And you?” she asks, looking at Kateri.

      “Five years.”

      “And you?” She turns her gaze to Reeva.

      “Maybe eight.”

      Kyuki nods slowly. “I’ve been battling with Shayds in the Umbra for more than three-hundred years.”

      “Three hundred?” I utter quietly.

      “I’m not telling you this to brag or make light of your skills or experience.”

      “Then why tell us?” Kateri asks.

      “To illustrate the futility of this war between our peoples. Three hundred years of savagery, for what?”

      “We fight to protect,” Kateri says. I reach out and touch her hand, but she pulls it away. “Your ‘people’ fight to destroy.”

      “You’re right, Kateri, we have, but there are many among us who desire something more.”

      “What?”

      “Peace.”

      “Please,” Kateri says, scoffing at the word again.

      “I don’t blame you for doubting.”

      “They did save me,” Reeva says, looking at Kateri.

      “For their own reasons, I’m sure.”

      “That’s enough, Kateri,” I say, trying not to scold, but failing miserably. “If what you’re saying is true, what does it have to do with us?”

      “We need your help.”

      “Help with what?”

      “We need you to take our proposal back to your people.”

      I nod, and then look at Kateri and Reeva.

      “If I agree to that, you need to help us.”

      “Very well. What do you need?”

      “I assume that Jax filled you in on why we’re here.”

      “He did,” she replies, without giving away how much she knows.

      “We need to find out what’s happening here, and what the demons…what those demons are planning,” I say, correcting myself in mid-sentence.

      “And how can we help?” she asks.

      I’m not sure if she’s testing us to find out how much we know, or if she’s truly ignorant about what’s happening. I think it’s the former.

      “We need to get into Barad-dûr.”

      A heavy silence falls over the room as confused looks are passed around.

      “Where?” Kyuki asks, frowning.

      “I think they mean the Citadel,” Jax says.

      “You’re really going after Sirix?” Kyuki asks.

      I look over at Jax and then back at Kyuki. “That’s the second time I’ve heard that name. Who is he?”

      “He’s the one we’re fighting,” Kyuki says.

      “Is that where attacks on the Umbra are coordinated?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then I think we have a deal,” I say, extending my hand.

      She takes it, squeezing firmly, the hair tickling my skin.

      “I think it would be best to get a good night’s rest before risking an assault on the Citadel, and it can give us time to come up with a plan,” Kyuki suggests as she releases my hand.

      “That’s probably a good idea,” I reply.

      “Jax can find you accommodations. We can speak again in the morning.”

      “Thank you,” I say.

      Kyuki turns her attention back to the piles of papers on her desk, and Jax leads us out. Dray glares at us as we pass by, but he remains silent, as does everyone else. We follow Jax back through the narrow corridors. A few of the demons we pass give us respectful nods, but others avert their eyes. Eventually we reach an area that looks like living quarters, although like everything else here, it’s not what I expected. It doesn’t look that much different than the apartments back at the Factory. There’s even a common area complete with couches, comfy looking chairs and bookcases full of tomes.

      Jax stops in front of one of the many doors.

      “This may not be as luxurious as you’re used to, but hopefully it will do for the night,” he says, before stepping inside.

      Other than the lack of a window, the space resembles a small, studio apartment. There’s a queen size bed, small couch and chair and an open door that leads to a bathroom on the far side of the room.

      “This’ll be fine, thank you,” I say.

      Jax nods at me, but I notice that he smiles at Reeva.

      “I’ll come around in the morning. Sleep well.”

      He slips out the door and I unbuckle my sword belt while Reeva goes to check out the bathroom. Kateri stands by the couch, a scowl on her face.

      “What’s the matter?” I ask.

      “What’s the matter? Are you kidding me?”

      Reeva walks out of the bathroom to join us.

      “I know you don’t like this—”

      “Don’t like it? You’re putting your trust in these … these animals.”

      “They’re not the same as the others,” I say.

      I can feel Kateri’s anger, not just in her words, but in her thoughts as well.

      “That’s like saying this wasp isn’t like the others. They’re both going to sting you.”

      “What about what they did for me?” Reeva asks.

      “It doesn’t matter. They did it to help further their own agenda.”

      “How do you know that?” Reeva asks, leaning against the bathroom door frame.

      “I know it because they’re demons,” Kateri replies. “You should know better. You’ve seen what they can do.”

      “I know,” Reeva says, “but this is different.”

      Kateri shakes her head and then she looks at me. “And you,” she says, her eyes boring into me. “Who made you the boss?”

      “Father did,” I reply, starting to get angry now. “If you don’t like it, that’s too fuckin’ bad.”

      I immediately regret cursing at her as I see the hurt in her eyes.

      “What happened to ‘I’m gonna kill em’ all’?”

      “Things change, Kateri. Circumstances change.”

      She frowns at me and shakes her head. “Your mom would be disappointed in you,” she says, her words cutting me like a knife, and that does it.

      “Fuck you, Kateri!” I scream, stepping up closer to her. I want to start crying, but I force it all back down. “You all brought me into this. You didn’t know her, and you don’t know me!”

      “I guess I don’t,” she replies, sneering at me, before turning and stalking out the door, slamming it behind her.

      My hands are shaking and my heart pounding when Reeva touches my arm.

      “She didn’t mean it, about your mother. She’s just upset.”

      I nod slowly and collapse onto the bed. “I know, but what if she’s right about Jax and the others?”

      “She’s not,” Reeva says, sitting down next to me.

      “How do you know?”

      “I just have a feeling, that’s all. I’ve been fighting demons for a long time, and there’s something different about these ones.”

      “Do you really think we can trust them?”

      “Yeah, I do. I also think we have a chance to do something really important here.”

      “What about Kateri?”

      “She’s seen a lot of killing. It’s going to take some time.”

      “You’ve seen a lot too, Reeva.”

      “Yeah, but I haven’t lost as much.”

      And then it dawns on me. “Is this about Lena?”

      “Probably, at least partially,” she answers.

      “What happened to her?”

      “You have to ask Kateri about that,” Reeva says. “But don’t think this isn’t about you too.”

      “Me?”

      “Of course. She loves you and she’s scared she’s going to lose you, and I don’t know if she could survive that again.”

      Again?

      “What happened to Lena?” I ask.

      “I shouldn’t …”

      “I need you to tell me, Reeva.”

      She sighs and sits on the edge of the bed, her head down.

      “It was about a year after she had brought Kateri to the Factory. There was an incursion in downtown Pittsburgh and the two of them went to investigate. When they got there, they found two demons trying to break through into the Solas. They killed the first one easily, but the second one, he was a different story.”

      I lean forward, eager to know more, but also slightly reluctant to hear about the loss and pain that Kateri’s suffered.

      “After a long and very damaging battle, the beast had a hold of Kateri, a knife at her throat. They were all grievously injured, so he told Lena that if she lowered her weapon, he would let Kateri go and return to the Abyss.”

      “Jesus.”

      “Yeah. I don’t know why she did it. Maybe she thought they couldn’t beat him in their condition, or maybe she really did trust him at that moment, but she did what he asked. As soon as she lowered her defenses, he threw the knife at her and struck her in the neck. She was probably dead before she hit the ground.”

      I just shake my head, and my stomach feels sick.

      “What about Kateri?”

      “She went berserk. I mean, you’ve seen her fight, she’s a demon in herself, but this was different. When we didn’t hear from them, I was dispatched to see what was happening. When I got there, Kateri was covered in blood; hers, Lena’s, the demon’s. She was sitting on the ground, holding Lena and just rocking back and forth. The demon’s body, or what was left of it was still there. It looked like she had torn him to pieces with her bare hands, which I actually think she had.”

      I shake my head slowly and slump forward.

      “So, what should I do?”

      “Don’t worry. She’ll come around,” Reeva says, patting my shoulders gently.

      “I hope so,” I reply, sighing deeply.

      I look at the door, hoping that Kateri will walk through it, but she doesn’t.

      “Should I go after her?” I ask.

      “Nah. She needs some alone time. We should try and get some sleep. You want the couch or the bed?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” I say, lost in my own thoughts.

      “I’ll take the couch, in case she comes back. It doesn’t look big enough for two,” she says with a wicked grin as she tries to inject a little humor.

      “You’re bad.”

      “Never denied it.”

      “Night Reeva, and thanks.”

      She looks at me and smiles. “Thanks for not leaving me behind,” she says.

      “Never.”

      She switches off the lamp by the sofa, and the room is plunged into darkness, the only illumination coming from a tiny nightlight in the bathroom. I lay on the bed for a long time, just staring up at the ceiling. I can’t sleep without her beside me, there’s not even any point in trying. Finally, I hear the door open and then close quietly. I lay still, waiting for what comes next.

      
        
        K ~ I’m sorry.

        

        E ~ I know. So am I

        

        K ~ I didn’t mean what I said. Your mom—

        

        E ~ I know. Come on, I can’t sleep.

        

      

      I roll onto my side and a second later I feel the bed shift and Kateri’s arm slips over me. I intertwine my fingers with hers and tuck them against my stomach. She shifts closer to me and I slowly close my eyes.

      
        
        K ~ I’ll follow you anywhere.
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* * *

      I wake suddenly, and for a second, I’m not sure where I am, but the knocking on the door brings me back to the here and now. I look over at the couch, but Reeva’s not there.

      “Kateri. It’s time to get up,” I say pushing her gently.

      “I’m up, I’m up,” she replies sleepily. “What the hell time is it?”

      “3 am,” I reply, looking at the screen on my phone.

      “Ughh. I guess they did say morning.”

      “3 am is not the morning,” I grumble.

      I roll off the bed and pad over to the door, opening it slowly. Radik is standing there, slightly crouched over so we’re face to face.

      “Miss Eve and Miss Kateri, it’s time.”

      “Okay. Do you know where Reeva is?”

      “She’s with Jax, waiting for you.”

      “All right. Give us a minute,” I reply, closing the door.

      Kateri is standing by the bed, slipping into her boots. She looks at me and smiles, and I can’t help but return the gesture. I sit down and pull on my own shoes, tying the laces as quickly as I can. Just as I stand, Kateri comes up behind me and pulls my hair into a basic ponytail, securing it with a black tie-back. I turn, sliding my arms around her waist. Her eyes full of swirling colors stare back at me and then we both lean in and kiss, our lips pressing together. When it finally ends, she gives my butt a little squeeze and she smiles at me.

      “Come on, let’s go get this done and go home,” I say.

      “Hell, yeah.”

      I turn to open the door when she touches my hand.

      “What?” I ask, looking back at her.

      “I still don’t trust them,” she says, a tiny bit of fear in her eyes.

      “Good. We need someone to watch our backs,” I reply, and she squeezes my fingers gently.

      Radik is waiting for us, standing guard just outside the door.

      “We’re ready,” I say. “Lead the way.”

      He nods to us before turning and heading back down the corridor in the direction of Kyuki’s office. We follow, Kateri walking side-by-side with me. Even if we wanted to walk alongside Radik, he’s far too big and the corridor, far too narrow.

      “I wanted to thank you again for helping our friend,” I say.

      “It is nothing that requires thanks. I did what I thought was right,” he replies, his tone gentle.

      “But not everyone does what’s right.”

      Radik stops suddenly, and both Kateri and I have to pull up short to avoid colliding with him. He turns slowly and looks down at us, the tips of his shark-like teeth peeking out of his mouth.

      “That is a sad notion for someone so young to carry with them.”

      “It may be, but it’s true,” I reply.

      “Yes, unfortunately it is. Come now, they’re going to start without us.”

      He turns around and we continue down the hallway, passing by a few other demons in the process. When we reach Kyuki’s office, Radik opens the door to the foyer and we walk right in, moving quickly past Dray who seems to defer to Radik without a word being spoken. One quick knock and we all march into Kyuki’s tiny office. Reeva and Jax are already there, standing and studying some papers on the desk. There’s no sign of our host.

      “About time you got here,” Reeva says with a grin.

      “You could have got us up,” I reply.

      “You needed the sleep, I’ve been resting for days,” she says before walking over and taking Radik’s massive hand in hers. “How are you?”

      “I am well little one,” he replies with a gentle, but still slightly scary smile.

      “Where’s Kyuki?” I ask.

      “She’s on her way,” Jax says. “Are you two hungry?”

      “I could eat,” Kateri answers.

      “Not sure we eat the same things,” I say, thinking back to my first encounter with the Shayds in the Factory.

      Jax looks at me and grins.

      “We sent someone out to get something that you might like,” he says. “There are some McMuffins over there.”

      He points to a small table in the corner where a tray full of wrapped breakfast sandwiches is sitting.

      “Where did you get McMuffins?”

      “Where everyone gets McMuffins,” Jax says, looking at me with a quizzical expression on his face.

      “You have a McDonalds … in the Abyss?”

      “Yeah, it’s right next to the Fountain of Eternal Damnation,” he says, and then starts shaking his head. “Of course, we don’t. We just sent someone into the Solas to acquire some food for you.”

      “Sorry,” I say, feeling stupid.

      “You not having any?” Kateri asks before taking a bite out of one of the sandwiches.

      “We prefer something … different,” Jax says, looking at Radik.

      “I’m afraid to ask.”

      “Croissan'wichs,” Radik says, tilting his head to the side.

      Reeva starts laughing and I just shake my head.

      “Oh, ha-ha. We are all so funny so early in the morning.”

      I pick up one of the muffins and unwrap it while Jax and Reeva continue chuckling. The door opens and Kyuki strides in, looking even more impressive than yesterday, if that’s even possible. She’s sporting a black leather jacket and what looks like an armored skirt made from shiny metal rings. A longsword dangles at her side, the scabbard decorated with red stones, most likely rubies. The long fur covered fingers of her right hand are wrapped around a cardboard tube. She looks at the pile of breakfast sandwiches as she moves to her desk.

      “What? No Croissan'wichs?” she asks.

      “Really?” I ask, my mouth full of food.

      “Just kidding,” she replies. “So, morning everyone. I hope you all got a good night’s sleep, because today is going to be a long one.”

      She sets the cylinder on the desk and extracts a rolled-up poster-sized sheet of paper. Using her hands, she smooths it out on top of the desk, pushing everything else aside. I take a step over and look down at the architectural blueprints for PPG Place, or the Citadel as our hosts call it.

      “Okay. After what you told us last night, I sent out a patrol to reconnoiter the tower. Although they could not gain access, they did confirm that something is going on, the increased security and activity amongst their military units all but confirmed your suspicions.”

      “Father was right,” I say to Kateri.

      “He usually is.”

      “There’s more,” Kyuki says, her expression turning more serious. “We have some contacts on the inside, infiltrators you could call them. Communication with them has been sporadic at best over the last few weeks, but one of them managed to get a message out two days ago. At the time, we weren’t sure what it meant, but now ...”

      “What was it?”

      “Hybrid.”

      “Crap,” I say.

      “But does it refer to a project they’re working on … or you?” Kyuki asks, locking eyes with me.

      Suddenly, I feel the tension in the room ratchet up fifty degrees. Kateri takes a step closer to me, and my hand automatically moves to the pommel of my sword.

      “How do you know about that?”

      “Empath. Remember?” she asks, pointing to her head.

      “It didn’t take a lot to figure out,” Jax adds from his position next to Reeva. “You pretty much told me.”

      I sigh and shake my head slowly. “So much for secrets,” I say looking at Kyuki. “But to answer your question, I don’t know. We do think they know about me, but we also think they’re working on something involving producing a hybrid of their own. If they are, we have to put a stop to it.”

      “How do you plan on doing that?”

      I look at Kateri and she shrugs.

      “Honestly, I don’t think we’ve worked that out … yet,” I say, feeling stupid even as the words tumble out of my mouth.

      “As plans go, I wouldn’t rate that one too highly,” she replies.

      “I guess that’s where you come in.”

      “Lucky for you, I just happen to have one,” she says, looking down at the side-elevation plans for the building. “So, we acquired these plans for the tower—at least for the tower in the human world. I can’t say much to the modifications that you can see here in the Abyss, but it should at least help you gain entry. I think your best bet will be this maintenance door on the western side.”

      I study the plans for a moment before looking up at Kyuki.

      “That door is on the twentieth floor,” I say. “On the outside of the building.”

      “Well, to be honest, it’s less a door than a hatch.”

      “A hatch? How are we supposed to reach a hatch on the twentieth floor?”

      “By drifting,” Jax says, stepping up next to me.

      “Drifting?”

      “Yeah, you call it streaming. It’s what I was doing when you collided with me,” he says, grinning.

      “When you hit her,” Kateri says.

      “Either way.”

      “How big is this hatch?” I ask.

      “Probably about three by four,” Kyuki replies. “It’s used in case of emergencies, at least in the Solas.”

      “You can hit that, a three by four target on the side of a skyscraper, in the dark, with someone in tow?”

      “I can hit it,” Jax says. “Remember, we’re used to the dark.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not sure about this,” I say, looking at Kateri and Reeva.

      “There’s no other way?” Reeva asks.

      “All of the ground floor entrances are heavily guarded.”

      “What do you think?” I ask my two comrades.

      “It’s up to you,” Reeva answers.

      “I’ll follow you anywhere,” Kateri says, repeating her earlier promise.

      Suddenly I’m feeling overwhelmed, but I don’t get that panicked feeling that I used to. I don’t know if it’s the focusing technique that Father taught me, or the fact that Kateri is with me, but whatever it is, I know I can’t let her or anyone else down.

      “All right, if this is the only way, I guess it’ll have to do.”

      “Okay,” Kyuki says. “After you get inside, Jax will lead you through the tower, and hopefully you can find what you came for.”

      “What do you mean Jax is leading? This is our operation,” Kateri says.

      “You ever been in the Citadel?” he asks.

      “No.”

      “Then I’m leading. She’s still in charge,” he says, pointing to me, “but I’m guiding.”

      “Okay,” Kateri says, reluctantly. “Who else is coming?”

      “I will not allow my little one to face this danger without me,” Radik says, his gaze fixed on Reeva.

      She pats his arm gently, a friendly expression on her face.

      “Just the four of us then?” I ask.

      “A smaller group has a better chance than a bigger force,” Kyuki replies.

      “Makes sense. What about when we get inside? Where are we heading?”

      “As far as we know, the research laboratories are somewhere on the upper floors,” Jax says.

      “As far as you know?” I ask.

      “I thought you knew where things are, that’s why you’re ‘leading’,” Kateri says with a wry grin.

      “We know more than you,” Jax says, taking a step toward her.

      I step in between the two of them, as Reeva takes Jax’s arm and pulls him back.

      “That’s enough of that,” I say. “If you can’t work together without fighting, then you can stay behind. Everybody all right with that?”

      I look at Kateri and she just nods, frowning at Jax. He looks away, but Kyuki gives him the stare.

      “Fine,” he says, reluctantly.

      “Good. Is that all we need to know?” I ask, looking at Kyuki.

      “It’s about all we know, so I guess it’ll have to do.”

      “Come on. Let’s get going before we lose the dark,” Jax says, giving Kyuki a nod of respect and then heading to the door.

      Radik picks up a massive claymore by the exit, carrying it in his left hand, like we would with a dagger. I look at Kyuki and extend my hand. She takes it firmly, squeezing my fingers gently.

      “Be careful,” she says, “and bring my people back safely.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      We grab our equipment and head out into the hall. As we walk down the narrow corridor, it strikes me that we are really heading to war, with allies that I am not a hundred percent sure we can trust and with the one person that I care about more than anyone else in this world.

      I hope this isn’t a mistake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      “Where are we headed?” I ask Jax as soon as we’re out of the chapel basement.

      “The PNC Tower,” he replies.

      “Why?”

      “You ask a lot of questions.”

      “If you would just keep me in the loop, I wouldn’t have to ask.”

      “Good point. I’ll do that from now on. Anyway, do you know how to get there?”

      “Yeah,” I reply, frowning at him.

      “Good. Meet me there,” he says, and with that he grabs Reeva’s hand, takes a step forward and vanishes.

      “Are you kidding me?” I say out loud.

      “Do not worry pretty little Shayd,” Radik says. “Jax is young and impulsive. I will get us there. Take hold of me.”

      Kateri and I both wrap our tiny hands around one of Radik’s fingers, her on the left and me on the right.

      “Ready?”

      “I guess so,” I answer, looking over at Kateri.

      She gives me an anxious grin and Radik takes a small step forward, and in an instant, everything changes. I can feel we’re moving, at least in my head, but the darkness is total as it surrounds us. The steady thumping of Radik’s pulse surging through his finger and traveling part way up my arm is my only indication that he’s still there. Gradually, my eyes become adjusted to the lack of light, and things slowly come into view.

      Everything looks like I’m seeing it through a dirty window; sharp corners are blunted, and the colors are muted. Things also seem to come into focus much later than normal. I can’t really see anything clearly until we’re nearly past it. Unlike when we’re streaming, and jumping from point to point, drifting feels more like surfing, I guess. We’re sort of skating through the dark, almost riding it, no stopping and starting, just moving forward in one long continuous motion. It’s not more exciting than streaming, just thrilling in a different way.

      As my brain begins to wrap itself around what’s happening, I start to notice that we’re weaving back and forth, sweeping from left to right and then back again. Maybe Radik is avoiding obstacles, but if that’s true, I can’t see them.

      
        
        K ~ This is crazy.

        

        E ~ This is awesome.

        

        K ~ Yeah…it is pretty awesome actually.

        

      

      Suddenly, we stop dead. Radik closes his hands around our tiny fingers and keeps us both from falling forward. When I look around, we’re standing at the base of PNC Tower; a soaring skyscraper sheathed in glass and steel. I spot Reeva and Jax a few yards away, and from what I can tell, they’re in the middle of a very serious and tense discussion.

      “…matters because they’re my friends, and we don’t leave each other behind. Don’t do that again,” she says, pointing her finger at him.

      Oh God, don’t be mad at me, pops into my head.

      For a moment, I’m not even sure where the thought came from, but then I realize it’s Reeva. I’ve never heard a thought from her, at least not a clear one. Maybe it’s being here with only her and Kateri that is honing my ‘thought-catching’ skills, or maybe she’s normally better at hiding them from me. It’s hard to describe the way these thoughts feel in my head. I don’t hear their voices, it’s more like I ‘feel’ their thoughts, and everyone is different. With Kateri, it’s a warm, intimate and comfortable feeling, even when her thoughts are the complete opposite. Reeva’s are a little ‘rougher’ feeling, like fine-grit sandpaper. Kyuki’s thoughts are a strange combination of sensuality and frightful power; I don’t like the way they feel.

      “I didn’t know he was going to do that,” Reeva says, clearly upset.

      “Don’t worry about. It’s all good,” I reply, smiling and patting her arm.

      Jax walks over, a frown on his face. He looks at me. I can’t tell if he’s going to apologize, and then, he doesn’t.

      “Well, now that we’re all finally here,” he says, his trademark smirk on full display.

      “Don’t be rude, Jax,” Radik warns him.

      “Sorry,” he says, unconvincingly.

      “What now?” I ask.

      “Now, we go that way,” he replies, looking up the side of the towering skyscraper.

      I crane my neck, staring up at the smooth glass wall that soars up into the darkness.

      
        
        K ~ This is nuts.

        

        E ~ I know.

        

      

      “You ready?”

      “I guess so.”

      “See you at the top,” he says, before turning to Reeva. “Hold on tight.”

      He extends his hand. She looks at it for a moment before wrapping her fingers around his. Kateri and I take hold of Radik again.

      “Stay close,” he says gently.

      I watch as Jax and Reeva take a small step forward, and then vanish into the dark. I glance over at Kateri and she smiles and winks at me and a second later we’re drifting up the side of a thirty-five-story office building. It’s not long before Radik starts his weaving from side to side, like he’s running a slalom course, and then I finally figure out why he’s doing it. He’s avoiding any windows where the lights are on, any place where the darkness might be corrupted or weakened by fluorescent illumination pushing its way through the thick, mirrored glass. It only takes a minute or so to reach the roof of the tower. When we reappear Reeva and Jax are looking out across the Pittsburgh cityscape.

      “Okay, now comes the interesting part,” Jax says, pointing toward the ominous looking fortress in the distance.

      “Can I ask why we just didn’t skate up the side of that building?” Kateri asks.

      “Too much security, and they have countermeasures in place to prevent it; motion activated strobe lights and the like.”

      “Paranoid much?” Kateri says to herself.

      “So, we’re shooting for a tiny hatch on the side of the building, right?” I ask.

      “Yeah,” Jax replies before turning to Reeva. “Can I have the binoculars?”

      She reaches into the side pocket of her pack and pulls out a small pair of field glasses. I take note of the way that Reeva lets her fingers trail along Jax’s for longer than necessary. He peers through the binoculars for a few seconds, adjusting his target before handing them to me.

      “Midpoint on this side of the tower, about a quarter of the way from the top,” he says.

      It takes me a while before I finally spot the incredibly tiny target.

      “You must be kidding. You can barely even see it from here,” I say, lowering the glasses.

      “Don’t worry. We can do it,” he says, instilling me with no additional confidence.

      “I can’t even tell if it’s open.”

      “It will be.”

      “You sure about this?” I ask, turning to Radik.

      “If Kyuki thinks this will work, it will work,” he replies, although I swear I can detect a hint of doubt in his tone.

      “Well Kyuki’s not here.”

      Radik seems to think about this for a moment, before looking at Jax.

      “I believe we can do it.”

      “Okay, then let’s go,” I say.

      “Finally. We need to do it now before we lose the dark,” Jax says, looking up at the sky. He extends his long, clawed fingers to Reeva and she takes them as they climb over the thin safety railing. “See you there,” he says, before leaping off the edge, Reeva in tow.

      I look down but can’t see anything but darkness and the faint glow of streetlights, thirty-five floors below us. I walk over to Kateri and take her hand.

      “If anything happens, I want to say I love you more than anything in the world,” I say, the words sounding cliché and dorky even as I say them.

      She smiles at me, squeezing my fingers. “I love you too, more than I thought I would ever love anyone.”

      We both lean forward and kiss. Radik clears his throat, which sounds like a bulldozer revving up and we both turn and look at him.

      “I’m sorry, but we need to go,” he says.

      I don’t know if demons can blush, but if they can, I think he did.

      “We’re ready,” I say, walking over to the edge with Kateri.

      “Hold on tight,” he says, smiling at us both.

      And we leap.
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* * *

      The sensation of drifting high above the city is completely different from the way it feels to ‘skate’ along a sidewalk, or even up the side of a towering office building. We’re heading directly for the hatch in an arrow straight line, gliding through the dark morning sky. Streaming always feels like a strange sort of stealth gymnastics, with all the jumping and linking between landing points. Drifting, on the other hand feels a lot more like flying.

      I look over at Kateri and she smiles at me, sending a thrill coursing through my body, but then her expression fades. I don’t even have to turn my head to know why. The sky above us is already beginning to lighten. We can’t see Reeva and Jax, so all I can hope is that they’re already inside. The hatch is about fifty yards away.

      
        
        K ~ Shit.

        

        E ~ We’ll make it.

        

      

      Suddenly, a beam of early morning sunshine strikes the side of the tower, reflects back toward us, and instantly we’re tumbling out of control. I don’t care what my old science teacher says, heavier objects fall faster. Radik pulls away from us on his way to the ground. I look around, my eyes darting back and forth as I try to formulate a plan to get us out of this. A shadow is beginning to descend upon the street below us, cast by the PNC Tower behind us.

      
        
        E ~ Get inside! Use the shadow!

        

        K ~ What about you?

        

        E ~ I have to save Radik!

        

        K ~ I won’t go without you!

        

        E ~ Just do it, Kateri!

        

      

      I tuck my arms in and shoot downward, like a bullet, quickly closing in on the tumbling demon.

      Thirty feet.

      Twenty.

      Ten.

      I slam into Radik just above his shoulders, immediately wrapping my arms around his neck.

      “Get out of here little one!” he bellows at me to be heard over the roar of the rushing air.

      “Just stay with me!” I scream into his ear.

      I look down and spot the roof of a UPS truck parked just below us. The shadow descends on the street and I fade us both just seconds before we reach the delivery van. The moment we touch down, I look up toward the roof of a stone and marble bank building opposite the citadel. We stream to the top, touching down for a split second before I pick a spot on the side of the citadel, a few floors below the hatch. I’ve never tried linking so high up off the side of a building, let alone doing it with a four-hundred-pound demon in tow, but there’s a first time for everything, right?

      We touch the window, immediately link back across the street to a skyscraper that’s under construction. I can feel the strength of the shadow beginning to fade as more light floods the city. As soon as we touch down, I look up and over at the hatch. It seems too far away, and far too small, but I launch us again anyway. A few seconds to figure out a better plan might be smart, but this may be our only shot. The closer we get to the tiny opening, the faster my heart beats.

      
        
        E ~ Get out of the way!

        

        K ~ We are!

        

      

      “This is gonna hurt,” I say into Radik’s ear.

      He nods before raising his hand and covering both my arms that are still clasped firmly around his neck.

      The second we pass through the opening, we reappear and Radik tries to stop, but it’s pointless. He slams into the wall of the narrow hallway, striking it with his right shoulder, sending him spinning. I’m thrown off his shoulders, smashing into the wall and slumping to the floor. In a flash, Kateri is at my side, her hands checking me for injuries, the same way she did when we first started practicing streaming.

      I moan slightly as she leans over me.

      “That could have gone better,” I mutter, touching my hand to my head and groaning again.

      “Are you okay? Is anything broken?”

      “I think I’m okay,” I reply, looking up at her and managing a small smile. “How’s Radik? Is he all right?”

      “I am well little Shayd,” I hear him say from the other side of the hallway.

      “Can you get up?” Kateri asks.

      “Yeah.”

      She slips her arm around my waist and then takes my hand as she helps me to my feet. Without even thinking about it, I lean over and kiss her quickly on the side of her head. I look over at Radik and he’s smiling at us. Jax, on the other hand, looks like a deer in the headlights. Reeva slaps his arm and he looks over at her.

      “Stop staring,” she says.

      Radik steps over to us and leans down. “Thank you for what you did. I owe you a life-debt,” he says.

      “There is no debt owed Radik. I just did what I thought was right.”

      “Not everyone does what’s right,” he replies with a little wink.

      “I’m just glad you’re okay.”

      “I hate to break this up, but we gotta get moving,” Jax says.

      “Well then, lead the way,” I reply.
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* * *

      With Jax in front, we head down the narrow maintenance hallway. I spot something lying at the end of the corridor; a figure slumped against the wall by the door. Black blood is pooled around him, his dark yellow eyes staring ahead at nothing. A deep laceration in his neck the obvious cause of death.

      “Some help from a friend,” Jax says, looking down at the dead demon.

      “Watch it, don’t slip,” Reeva says as she carefully steps over the thick, viscous ooze.

      Jax opens the door just enough so he can peer outside. A second later he turns and looks at us.

      “All clear,” he says. “Let’s go.”

      We follow him, with the three of us in the middle, and Radik bringing up the rear. As soon as we exit the hallway, I have to take a step back to avoid running into a young man rushing down the hall with an armful of papers. I’m sure he would have passed right through me like every other human down here, but it’s still weird.

      “What’s the matter with you?” Jax asks, staring at me.

      “Nothing. Just trying to avoid the people.”

      “Why? They can’t see you, can’t hear you, can’t touch you,” he replies.

      “I know all that, it’s still weird.”

      I look around at the slightly out of focus farm of cubicles.

      
        
        E ~ Where are all the demons?

        

        K ~ No idea.

        

      

      “Hold on a second,” I say before reaching over and pressing my hand on the wall.

      Just like at the chapel, and back home at the Factory, the surface under my hand slowly begins to transform. My touch slowly sweeps away the ghostly ‘overlay’ from the Solas, letting us see the true nature of the Abyss, slowly expanding like ice crystals forming on glass, gradually enveloping everything around us.

      “What do you see now?” I ask Kateri and Reeva.

      “Barad-dûr,” Kateri replies, looking around at the ominous interior.

      “You are fuckin’ freaky,” Reeva says, her hand resting on the handle of one of her knives.

      Gone are the trappings of your standard downtown office, instead we’re standing in a single massive room full of supplies of all sorts. A huge variety of crates and boxes line the walls, and form aisles that run in all four directions. There must be thousands of containers.

      “Looks like a supply area,” I say.

      “What was it before?” Radik asks.

      “To us it looked like an office full of people.”

      “Until you touched the wall.”

      “Yeah.”

      “I have to agree with Reeva. You are freaky,” he says, grinning warmly at me.

      Kateri walks over and opens one of the boxes, prying the lid up with her dagger. She reaches in and pulls out a very nasty looking sword with a serrated edge and a guard made of sharpened spikes.

      “Holy crap,” she says, holding it up for us to see.

      There must be a hundred or more similar boxes stacked neatly in a long row.

      “There’s probably fifty in this box alone.”

      “Is all this for fighting you?” I ask Jax.

      “If it is, we’re doomed,” he says, looking around the room.

      This is the first time I’ve seen Jax as anything but a confident and powerful commander. He looks worried, which scares the crap out of me.

      “Maybe this is for fighting us,” Reeva suggests, and that scares me even more.

      “Which way is this laboratory?” I ask.

      “Down two floors, I think.”

      “Let’s get going, so we can get the hell out of here.”

      “Amen.” Jax nods and starts heading down a narrow walkway between the stacks of crates.

      I don’t like the way the room feels; it’s too closed in. I feel trapped in the narrow dark alleys and paths that lead to dead-ends. Eventually, we reach the far side of the room and a set of large sliding doors. An elevator control panel is mounted on the wall to the left. Jax presses the down button and a few seconds later the doors open.

      “Something’s not right here,” I say as we step inside. “Where is everyone?”

      “Yeah. It feels like we’re being set up,” Kateri replies, staring at Jax.

      “It’s just a storage area. I’m sure we’ll run into more resistance than we want soon enough,” Jax says.

      He presses the button for two floors below our current location, and as soon as the doors slide shut, a feeling of dread washes over me.

      
        
        K ~ What’s the matter?

        

        E ~ This isn’t right.

        

        K ~ I know.

        

        E ~ We’re walking into a trap.

        

        K ~ You think it’s Jax?

        

        E ~ No, but someone is manipulating us.

        

      

      The car stops, and the doors slide open. Instantly, banks of overhead lights flicker to life, apparently alerted to our presence by a hidden motion detector.

      We step out of the elevator, but no one says a word for the longest time. I don’t know what I expected to see, but this is definitely not it. Maybe in the back of my mind I was picturing some sort of Victor Frankenstein laboratory complete with huge clunky machines alive with flowing electricity, flasks of boiling concoctions of an unknown nature and lightning flashing high above our heads. Instead, we’re greeted by a scene out of some schlocky and highly nerdy sci-fi movie.

      Computer monitors, machines with blinking lights and tables full of printouts fill the room, but it’s none of this that captivates us. It’s the creatures floating in the huge tanks full of strange green and yellow bubbling liquid that has us all stunned. Reeva walks up to one of the cylindrical containers and taps the glass. She jumps back when whatever is inside, twitches.

      “What is this, Alien?” Kateri asks.

      “I think it’s way worse than that.”

      Some of the monstrous creatures look like young demons, but several of the others are obviously hideously deformed human babies.

      “What the hell are they doing here?” Reeva asks, a horrified look on her face.

      “Guys, over here,” Jax says from the other side of the room.

      He’s standing by a large steel door with a small window centered near the top.

      “What is it?” I ask as we all walk over.

      He lifts a lever attached to the door and then pulls back and the door slowly swings open. It’s too dark inside to see much, but the bars of multiple jail cells are clearly visible. As soon as he steps through the doorway, two pathetic lights come alive, casting a sickly yellow hue over everything. A second steel door is centered in the wall at the end of the narrow corridor. I look through the bars of the first cell, and initially, I think it’s empty, but then something moves in the darkened corner.

      “Hello?” I say.

      For a moment, there’s no response then a thought appears in my head.

      God … don’t hurt me anymore.

      “Don’t worry,” I say gently. “We’re not going to hurt you.”

      Slowly, the ghostly figure of a young girl emerges from the dark. She approaches the door with trembling hands and tear-filled eyes.

      “Who are you?” she asks, her voice as full of tremors as her body.

      “Friends.”

      She looks at me with more than a little doubt in her eyes. Suddenly, Kateri steps up next to me, peering through the bars.

      “Trista?” she asks.

      “Kateri? Oh my God, it is you,” she says as the tears begin flowing.

      “We thought you were dead.”

      “I wish I was.”

      “Reeva! Find the release switch for the cells!” Kateri yells.

      “What are you doing here? Are you here to rescue us?” Trista asks.

      “We are now,” I say.

      “We can’t stay here,” Jax says behind us.

      As soon as Trista sees him, she backs away from the bars. “What are you doing with them?”

      “They’re friends,” Kateri replies. “It’s a long story.”

      Trista doesn’t look convinced, and I can’t say that I blame her.

      “Reeva! The doors!” Kateri yells again.

      After a pause, she finally replies.

      “Guys. I need some help with this.”

      I turn and walk through the doorway, and someone immediately clubs me in the back of the head and I stumble forward, falling face down at the clawed feet of a huge black and yellow demon. He’s holding a long metal staff with a blade mounted to the top and spikes on the bottom.

      “Get up,” he growls at me.

      Reeva is on her knees, a cut on her right cheek. Two human-like demons are standing behind her, deadly looking swords in their hands, just inches from her neck. I slowly get to my feet, carefully making a mental note of the number of enemy combatants.

      “Call them out here,” the yellow-jacket colored demon orders.

      I look up at him and smirk.

      “Kateri! Run!”

      That earns me a punch in the gut. I double over in pain, coughing and gasping for breath at the same time. When I turn my head toward the door, Kateri emerges, her hands on her head, with Jax and Radik just behind. Three more demons follow, carrying their weapons.

      
        
        K ~ Are you okay?

        

        E ~ For now.

        

        K ~ This is bad.

        

        E ~ Ya’ think?

        

      

      “Jaaax,” the big yellow demon says, purposely extending his name.

      “Kale,” Jax replies. I can hear the venom passing between the two of them.

      Kale shakes his head and grins at him, revealing a double row of shark like teeth.

      “I didn’t think you’d come back here.”

      “Surprise,” Jax says, smiling back at him, his head tilted to the side.

      “And I see you brought some pets for us to play with,” Kale says, nudging Reeva with his knee.

      As soon as Jax sees the cut on her face, his expression changes. The cocky, joke fueled teen is replaced with a deadly serious warrior.

      “Did you do that?”

      “I did,” Kale replies, his eyes narrowing.

      “I’m going to eat your heart.”

      I glance over at Kateri and her eyes widen.

      
        
        K ~ This is really bad.

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      “We’re going to take a walk now. Anyone tries anything and this one is dead,” Kale says, his clawed hand wrapped tightly around Reeva’s arm.

      Instead of heading for the elevator, we’re slowly marched back through the jail cells. As we pass by Trista, I look over at her and she just shakes her head, tears rolling slowly down her cheeks. For a moment, I think they’re just going to lock us up, but instead we’re hustled through the other door and into a much wider corridor that begins slowly ascending in a gentle curve. A glass wall to our right offers an amazing view of the city, what little we can see of it around our captors.

      Small groups of heavily armed soldiers march past us, descending to the lower levels on their way to who knows where. Jax is walking in front, close to Kale and Reeva. I can’t hear his thoughts, but I swear I can feel his emotions; a storm of anger, fear, and worry. Kateri and I are side-by-side, with Radik trailing close behind. I want to reach over and take her hand, but I don’t want risk angering our enemies.

      
        
        K ~ How are we going to get out of this one?

        

        E ~ I don’t know yet.

        

      

      I notice that the corridor splits at different places, with the other ramps leading to closed doors or disappearing into the darkness of the citadel interior. After climbing for some time during which we circled the tower at least twice, the floor begins to level out and we emerge into a large hall with soaring columns supporting a glass ceiling high above our heads. Judging by how far we walked, I don’t think we could be at the top of the tower, but the sky is clearly visible through the roof. Maybe it’s an optical illusion, or just some bizarre demon architecture.

      “Keep moving,” one of the demons orders, pushing me roughly forward.

      I can feel Kateri’s anger flare. I look at her and shake my head slowly.

      
        
        E ~ Wait for the moment.

        

        K ~ I’m waiting.

        

      

      The sound of our boots on the black marble floor echoes through the massive room, bouncing off the columns, rising to the ceiling before finally returning to us. As we march through the enormous hall, it dawns on me that this seems like a lot of wasted space, like something you might see in a cheesy Hollywood fantasy epic. Eventually, figures come into view at the far end of the room; a crowd gathered in front of a ridiculously elaborate throne set on top of a stone podium. Conversations cease, heads turn, and bright yellow, green, and red eyes glare at us. The seat is empty, but something tells me that the owner is somewhere close by.

      The hatred in the room is palpable. It feels like a weight pressing down on us. The variety of demons in this room is stunning. It runs the gamut from the old tried and true ‘devil’ looking beasts, to insect abominations like spiders and praying mantises. I notice how Kateri seems to focus on the arachnids, and I have to admit that they are terrifying. The murmured words are unintelligible, but I’m sure there’s not a lot of compliments in the mix. The crowd begins to hem us in, closing the gap behind us. My heart rate is sky high, and my mind is racing as I try to figure a way out of this, even wondering if there is one.

      “Kill them!” someone yells from the crowd.

      Kateri reaches over and takes my hand. Our captors don’t react to her gesture, as they keep herding us forward. Slowly, more members of the crowd begin repeating the two words, adding stomping feet as the noise level rises. I squeeze Kateri’s fingers, and she gradually pulls me closer. Kale seems unaffected by the rising tide of anger around us, but some of our other captors are starting to look nervous. We stop suddenly, and the calls for our death grow even louder. Kale pounds his staff on the floor, the sound echoing throughout the hall.

      “Silence!” he roars, and an uneasy quiet settles over the room.

      Slowly the crowd begins to part and a tall, spindly demon with long arms and a multitude of horns sprouting from his head approaches. His bright green eyes pass over each of us, and I swear I feel a chill as his gaze focuses on me.

      “Jax,” he says, his voice both lyrical and malevolent, like someone singing about death. “I never thought to see you here again.”

      “Never say never, Sirix,” Jax replies.

      “I suppose you haven’t come to return to the fold.”

      “No, I’m afraid not.”

      Sirix nods before looking at me. “I see you brought guests. The problem is, there’s no party.”

      “That’s okay. We probably wouldn’t have been invited anyway.”

      Sirix smiles, which sends a chill down my spine.

      “Yes, but you see, that’s the problem,” Sirix continues as he takes a step closer to us. “I can’t have people just breaking in here without some sort of punishment. I have to look strong in front of my followers.”

      He gives a quick nod and a dozen or more arrows fly from the crowd, all of them striking Radik in the neck.

      “Radik!” Reeva screams, wrenching herself free from Kale’s grasp.

      She rushes past us, reaching him just as he falls to his knees. Black blood is streaming down his chest as he struggles to stay upright. Reeva strokes his cheek and he smiles weakly at her.

      “Goodbye, little one,” he says, his voice weak and strangled.

      He falls forward onto the hard, marble floor, blood pooling around him. Reeva glares at Sirix, fire in her eyes.

      “Tears for a demon,” he says. “How interesting.”

      There are a few chuckles from the crowd, and Reeva leaps up and rushes at Sirix, but Jax darts forward and grabs her.

      “Not now,” he whispers.

      She stares at him, her eyes filled with tears, but she takes a small step back and nods. Sirix tilts his head to the side as he watches the two of them, like a bird studying something it doesn’t quite understand.

      “Well, now that the unpleasantness is behind us, I think introductions are in order,” Sirix says as he continues to circle around us. “I already know Jax, but what about you, the Shayd who seems so… emotional.”

      He stares at Reeva, and she locks eyes with him.

      “Does your dog have a name, Jax?”

      “Watch your tongue, Sirix.”

      “My name is Reeva. I’m not his dog, but I am going to make you my bitch,” Reeva replies, her jaw clenching as she struggles to keep her emotions in check.

      The crowd roars its displeasure, but Kale silences them with a look.

      “Such fire in this one,” Sirix replies, grinning wickedly. “Now, for your other friends.”

      Sirix turns his attention to Kateri and I. We’re still holding hands, which I know could not have slipped by him, but he doesn’t mention it.

      “You,” he says, looking directly at Kateri. “You seem … dangerous.”

      “You have no idea,” she replies.

      “I’m sure. You’ve killed many of us, haven’t you?”

      “Not enough.”

      Grumbles echo through the crowd, and it takes two pounds from Kale’s staff to silence them all. Sirix chuckles and then he looks at me. For the first few seconds he just stares, and then slowly, a smile, like the grin of a hungry alligator appears on his face.

      “And then there’s you,” he says.

      I open my mouth to tell him my name, but he puts his clawed hand up.

      “No need for names,” he says, grinning at me. “I already know all about you, Eve.”

      I’m not that surprised that he knows who I am, but it’s still alarming and more than a little creepy when he says my name.

      “Yeah, because you sent your little minions to spy on me,” I say, locking eyes with him, “and then you killed my mother to try and stop me.”

      He starts to shake his head, but I give him no chance to reply.

      “Don’t even try to deny it,” I say, struggling to remain calm.

      I can feel Kateri gently squeeze my fingers, but I keep my gaze on Sirix.

      “Oh, I won’t deny that we have been watching you, for many years actually. You are a fascinating creature my dear.”

      “So, now you’re going to tell me that you didn’t cause that plane crash.”

      A small smile appears on his face, and the sight of it makes my stomach churn.

      “Well, yes we did that, but your mother’s not dead, Eve.”

      For a moment I stand frozen in place, my mind blocking out everything else as I try and process what he just said. I know he must be lying. I see Kateri step around in front of me, standing between us. She’s saying something to me. Her mouth is moving, but I can’t hear anything. I watch as she turns and starts screaming at Sirix, and then suddenly, as if the volume is turned up, the sound comes crashing down on me.

      “…piece of shit! Why are you doing this?!”

      Sirix just smiles at Kateri’s tirade, which only fuels her anger. I grab her hand and she whirls around, her beautiful eyes full of tears.

      “Are you okay?” she asks, her voice trembling.

      “Yeah,” I reply, giving her a weak smile and touching her face with my open hand. She smiles, and I return the gesture. She steps aside, taking up her place next to me and I look over at Sirix.

      “If she’s not dead, where is she?”

      He turns his head to the left and gives someone a quick nod. He turns on his heel and walks back a little toward the throne. My heart is racing out of control as we stand there, surrounded by demons, death seemingly just around the corner, and now I’m told my mother may not be dead.

      
        
        K ~ Stay calm.

        

        E ~ Isn’t that my line?

        

        K ~ Now it’s my turn.

        

      

      The crowd parts slightly and a large black demon with blazing red eyes and folded up wings makes his way through the narrow opening. A woman, about my mother’s height is pushed along in front of him, her hands bound behind her back. A dark hood obscures her face, but the hair I can see is the same color as hers. Reeva looks at me, and I can tell she’s thinking the same thing. The guard stops the woman in front of Sirix and he places his hand on her shoulder. She flinches, lowering her shoulder, like you do if bug lands on you. She may be a prisoner, but there is a definite air of defiance about her.

      Sirix leans down and whispers something in her ear, and she stands up straighter, looking left and right, even though I’m sure she can’t see through the hood. He looks at me again, a sly smile on his face. With a sudden flourish, he whips the hood off the woman’s head and I feel like I’m going to faint.

      “Mom?” I ask, my hands trembling.

      She stares at me, blinking a few times as her eyes become accustomed to the light.

      “Eve!” she screams, and I start to move forward, but two guards grab my arms and hold me back. I start to struggle, but Kateri squeezes my hand.

      
        
        K ~ Take it slow.

        

      

      “Now, now. Let’s not have any more unpleasantness,” Sirix says.

      I wrench my arms from the grasp of the guards, never taking my eyes off my mother.

      “Is it really you?” I ask, completely dumfounded.

      “It’s me,” she replies, tearing rolling down her cheeks.

      “But…how?”

      “We’ll have time for all that later,” Sirix says. “See? I told you that she wasn’t dead.”

      I just look at him, but I remain silent.

      “I mean, we could have easily killed her, along with everyone else on that plane, but I decided that she would be a much better bargaining chip.”

      “What do you want?” I ask, trying desperately to stay calm.

      “Nothing much, just a little help.”

      “Help?”

      “Come now, let’s not play games. I know why you’re here. You know what I want.”

      “A Human-Shayd hybrid to allow you to bypass the Umbra and attack the Solas directly.”

      “Exactly, and now that Kyuki has been kind enough to send you right to me, I’m prepared to offer you a deal.”

      “What sort of deal?”

      He looks at Reeva, Jax and Kateri before turning his attention back to me.

      “Your friends, and your mother can go home, except for Jax of course, if you agree to stay here and help lead my army through to the Solas.”

      “Free to go where? If you invade the Solas, there’ll be no home to return to.”

      “Just a minor detail,” he says, grinning wickedly at me.

      “And if I refuse?”

      “Then I will just have to kill them, one at a time until you agree,” he says, the smile fading quickly. “Starting with … that one.”

      He points at Kateri and two of the guards grab her, dragging her away, her boots scrambling on the marble floor. She holds onto my hand as long as she can.

      “Kateri!” I scream as another demon holds me in place.

      She struggles, but they’re far too strong for her. One of them forces her down onto her knees, holding her there.

      “Don’t do this!” I yell at Sirix.

      “I’m not doing it, you are,” he replies.

      The other guard draws his sword, placing the blade against the side of her neck.

      “Don’t do it, Eve!” Kateri yells to me.

      Get down.

      At first, I’m not sure where the thought came from, and then it dawns on me.

      Kyuki!

      
        
        E ~ Hit the deck!

        

        K ~ What?

        

        E ~ Just get the fuck down!

        

      

      The walls and the ceiling suddenly explode inward, spraying millions of shards of glass into the hall. Jax throws himself on top of Reeva as dozens of demons pour in through the shattered windows and roof. An arrow strikes one of the guards standing by Kateri, and he collapses in a heap. The other soldier retreats, fleeing from the onslaught. Kateri scrambles to her feet and races, half crouched, across the hall toward me as the chaos swells.

      She wraps her arms around me, hugging me tighter than she ever has. A moment later, she releases me.

      “What the hell is going on?” Kateri asks.

      “It’s Kyuki and her people,” I say. “Come on!”

      I grab her hand and look across the hall toward my mother. I expect to see her cowering in fear as the battle rages around her, but instead I watch as she spins on her heel, breaking free of the huge black-winged demon, deftly grabs a dagger out of his belt and plunges it deep into his belly before dragging it down with all her strength, effectively eviscerating him.

      “Holy shit. Your mom’s a badass,” Kateri says as we start running across the marble floor.

      “Yeah,” I reply, almost unable to believe what I just saw.

      A red and black demon comes out of nowhere, roaring at us and swinging a huge broadsword.

      “Watch out!” I yell, pushing Kateri out of the way.

      The flat side of the sword hits my shoulder and sends me sprawling across the floor. My attacker leaps toward me, the weapon raised when an arrow suddenly pierces his neck and he stumbles forward before collapsing. I look backwards, and Dray is standing off in the distance, a bow in his massive hands. He gives me a quick nod and grin before running off in pursuit of some new prey.

      “Are you okay?” Kateri asks, as she stands over me, offering her hand.

      “Yeah,” I reply, before taking it and scrambling to my feet. “Where’s my mom?”

      “Right here,” she says, in that lyrical and beautiful voice that I never thought I’d hear again.

      I look over Kateri’s shoulder at her smiling face and I suddenly feel like I’m going to faint again, but I fight off the urge and literally throw myself at her. Even with all the chaos going on around us, I feel like it’s just me and her at this moment. I inhale the scent of her hair, relish in the feel of her arms around me, and I’m instantly crying.

      “It’s okay,” she whispers into my ear.

      I nod into her shoulder as I slowly regain control of myself. When I finally pull back, I look at her, and I see my mother, but also someone completely new. The look in her eye is still my mother, but there’s so much more.

      “We really need to go,” Kateri says, almost timidly.

      I nod and look around the battlefield. I can’t even tell which demons are on which side, except for the few that I recognize. We need to get under cover, and then I spot Kyuki battling with two spindly, spider like creatures, each armed with four swords each.

      “Come on!” I yell and the three of us start running across the body-strewn hall.

      About halfway there, I can feel Kateri’s thoughts, and the fear in her mind as we close in on the massive arachnids.

      
        
        E ~ It’ll be okay.

        

        K ~ Okay.

        

      

      As we’re running, I realize I don’t even have a weapon, and then I spot the grip of a sword sticking out of a fallen demon. As we pass, I grab the handle, spinning the blade a few times with my wrist to get a feel for the balance. The dagger my mother was carrying flies past my head, plunging deep into the belly of the closer of the two spider-demons. It turns away from Kyuki and roars at us before skittering across the floor in our direction. I charge straight forward, the sword gripped tightly in my right hand.

      I can see Kateri on one side, while my mother is on the other. Something about having them both there gives me a feeling of invincibility. Two seconds later, the huge spider swings two of his swords at me, but I slip to the left and bring my blade down on one of his legs, slicing through the flesh and bone, severing the limb. He screams in pain and anger, dropping one of his weapons.

      Kateri snatches the blade off the floor before it even stops clattering on the hard marble tile. A quick slash from her, and a second limb falls, twitching for a few seconds before becoming still. Meanwhile, my mother races past us toward the other demon and Kyuki. I spin around, dropping low and stabbing the sword deep into the abdomen of the beast. It stumbles for a few seconds and then collapses in a vile pool of black, viscous blood.

      
        
        E ~ See? They’re not that scary.

        

      

      She just shakes her head in response and then we look over at my mother.

      We watch as she wrenches one of the swords away from the other demon before burying it deep into the creature’s skull. It convulses for a second, and then flips onto its back, its legs folding inward.

      “Did you know your mom could do all this?” Kateri asks.

      “Does this look like the face of someone in the know?” I shoot back.

      We run over to her. She smiles at me.

      “Are you okay?” she asks.

      “Am I okay? Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” she says, as if all this is normal, and then I start thinking that maybe it isn’t as alien to her as I thought.

      And then I remember Kyuki. I march over to her. She looks tired, but still fierce, a gash in her side slowly oozing blood.

      “What the hell is all this?” I ask, looking around the battlefield.

      She doesn’t answer right away and then it finally dawns on me.

      “You had this planned all along, didn’t you?” I ask, the anger flaring inside me.

      “Yes,” she replies as she slips her sword back into its scabbard.

      “Then why didn’t we just do this? Why send us in?”

      “We needed time to get our forces in place. We needed a distraction.”

      I grind my teeth, my jaw clenching and unclenching as she talks.

      “Your distraction got Radik killed!” I yell at her.

      She nods slowly. “He knew the risk. We all do.”

      I shake my head. I want to attack her. I want to beat some sense into her, but I know it would be a futile effort, besides, we have more important things to do. Reeva and Jax come running up. Her right arm is bloodied again, and he has a nasty cut on his forehead.

      “We have to go!” he says.

      I turn and look at them. “Not without the people downstairs.”

      “Are you kidding me?” he asks.

      “I’m not leaving them behind,” I reply.

      “We’re not done downstairs anyway,” Reeva says.

      Jax shakes his head and grumbles something under his breath. It’s probably a good thing I can’t read his mind.

      “Fine. Let’s go,” he finally says.

      “What about Sirix?” Kateri asks.

      “That’s not what we’re here for. They can take care of him.”

      I start to turn and Kyuki grabs my arm.

      “Do we still have a deal?” she asks.

      I whip my head around and glare at her. She releases her grip on me and takes a small step back. I turn away without answering, taking my mother’s hand, and we all start running across the hall toward the ramp to the lower levels.

      “Where’s our stuff?” I ask Reeva as we’re running.

      “There!” Kateri answers, pointing to a pile of our scattered belongings surrounded by the bodies of our guards.

      A bright yellow, winged demon with razor like claws comes screaming at us from above, and before I even have time to react, my mother leaps off the back of a fallen monster and knocks the beast to the ground with her sword. Jax kills the creature with a fatal blow to the head before looking at my mother.

      “Impressive,” he says.

      She stares at him for a second and then nods politely. She hasn’t even asked why we’re with him, or why he’s helping us. We gather up our equipment as quickly as we can, running toward the ramp before I even have my arms through the straps of my pack.

      “What’s the plan?” Kateri asks.

      “I don’t know,” I reply, unable to come up with any other answer.

      “That’s not a good plan,” she says.  We begin descending along the curving ramp.

      When we reach the door to the prison, we all file inside. I turn and look at my mom.

      “Can you stand watch here?” I ask, feeling odd that I’m even asking.

      “Just do what you need to do,” she says, nodding at me.

      I smile at her before heading inside. The others are standing around, apparently waiting for my orders.

      “Kateri. Find out how to open the doors.”

      She nods and rushes into the other room. Meanwhile, Reeva is digging in her bag. She pulls out some sort of small, black device.

      “What is that?”

      “It’s a wireless flash drive and EMP pulse bomb,” she says. “Sela gave it to me before we left.”

      It’s just a short black cylinder with suctions cups on the bottom.

      “What’s it supposed to do?”

      “It’ll download all the files from the computers out there and then we can set it to go off after we’re gone. It’ll fry all the electronics in the building.”

      There’s a loud click and the doors to the cells slide into the walls.

      “I got it!” Kateri yells from the other room.

      I look back at Reeva and Jax. “Go! Go! Get it done,” I say.

      At first, no one emerges from the rooms, until Trista finally sticks her head out, peering cautiously at me.

      “Trista. You know these people, get them ready to move,” I order.

      “Who are you?” she asks.

      “I’m Eve, and I’m here to rescue you. Now, get moving.”

      I know she’s probably as traumatized as the rest of them, but when I feel scared or alone, having a purpose or a goal helps me regain my courage.

      “Okay,” she says, and I can already hear more strength in her voice.

      “Mom. Any sign of anyone?” I call across the jail.

      “Nothing yet, but I’m sure it won’t be long.”

      I nod and watch Trista slowly gathering the rest of the five prisoners together in the middle of the room. They’re a mix of men and women, human and Shayd. A few appear to be as young as fourteen or fifteen, and it chills me to the bone to even imagine what they’ve gone through. Kateri walks in and when her eyes pass over them, she sighs, and I can feel both her anger and her pity.

      “We have to get out of here,” she says.

      “I know,” I reply, taking her hand and leading her into the laboratory.

      Reeva and Jax are busy setting up her ‘flash-bomb’ in the center of the main work table. She presses a sequence of buttons on the top of the soda-can sized device and lights start to come to life, one at a time around the top edge. They start blinking red, slowly increasing in speed.

      “Do we have a plan yet?” Kateri asks.

      “I’m working on it,” I answer, but I really have nothing.

      “Eve!” my mom yells. “They’re coming!”

      “Jax! Come on, we gotta barricade the door. Give me a hand with this. Kateri, help Trista get everyone in here.”

      The two of us, with help from a couple of the prisoners, push and pull a large, very heavy cabinet up against the exit door in the jail.

      “It’s not going to hold them for long,” my mom says.

      “I know.”

      A loud crash followed by yells and screams comes from the lab. We rush into a scene of chaos. The elevator doors are open, and five or six demons are trying to force their way inside.

      “Shit!” I curse, mad at myself for not thinking about blocking that way too.

      Jax and Reeva are fighting to hold them back as best they can. I raise my crossbow and fire a quick shot. The bolt buries itself deep in the skull of the lead demon. He collapses, but his body blocks the doors from closing. Kateri and my mother run past me, leaping into the fray, side-by-side. I stand there thinking how this is not something I ever expected to see; my mother and my girlfriend fighting a pack of demons. Jax stabs one of the remaining attackers in the neck and it stumbles back into elevator car before dropping to the ground.

      I fire a second shot, striking another one of the demons, forcing him to retreat. Kateri and Reeva drag the body of the fallen demon away from the doors, and a moment later they slowly close.

      “Everybody all right?” I ask, looking around the room.

      “Maybe not,” Jax says, his hand on his belly, dark blood dripping on the floor at his feet.

      “Shit!” Reeva says, darting to his side.

      Meanwhile, Kateri, Trista and a few of the prisoners tip over one of the larger tables and push it up against the elevator doors. I can hear them banging on the other exit. They’ll be inside any minute.

      “Is he okay?” I ask Reeva.

      “It’s bad,” she says, her hands covered in blood as she tries to stem the flow. I can see tears in her eyes.

      My mind is racing as fast as my heart. I look at my mom, at Kateri, and then Reeva, Jax and the rest of them. I can’t let them down. I start to walk away, and then I turn, staring right at Jax.

      “Can you open a portal to the Umbra?” I ask

      “Yeah, but it takes time.”

      “How much?”

      “A few minutes.”

      “That’s all you’re gonna get!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “Keep them out,” I say to Trista and one of the healthier looking prisoners, a girl with long, dark hair and bright green eyes.

      Trista hands her a sword from one of the fallen demons.

      “Can you help me?” she asks.

      The girl holds the weapon for a moment, a frightened expression on her face, but it slowly fades to one of steely determination.

      “I can help you.”

      I leave them by the back door and run back into the laboratory. My mother and Kateri are guarding the elevator, dumping more equipment on the already huge pile.

      “Jax? Can you do it?”

      “A few more seconds,” he replies, his voice weak. Reeva helps him stand as he starts moving his hands in a series of patterns.

      Loud booms echo out of the jail.

      “They’re going to bust through!” Trista yells.

      “Hold them a little longer!”

      Finally, there’s a tiny flash of light in front of Jax which pulses a few times and then suddenly expands to a person sized portal of shimmering blue light.

      “Come on!” I yell. “We’re leaving!”

      Trista and the girl come running back in, weapons still in their hands. I notice a smear of blood on her sword, and a look of grim satisfaction on her face. I grab Trista’s arm.

      “Take them through and wait for us, okay?”

      She nods and gives me a quick smile.

      “I got it,” she says before gathering the rest of the former prisoners in front of the glowing hole in the air. They all look terrified, and I can’t say I blame them. The girl with the sword looks at me, and then at Trista before running headfirst through the portal.

      Jax suddenly collapses, and Reeva and my mother lower him to the ground.

      “He’s losing a lot of blood. We have to get him back to the Chapel,” Reeva says.

      “That’s not going to work. There’s no time,” I reply.

      I look over at Trista as she pushes the last of the prisoners through the gate.

      “See you on the other side,” she says, before vanishing.

      “We can’t leave him! I won’t leave him!” Reeva cries.

      “We’re not leaving him,” I reply. “He’s going with us.”

      My mother looks at me and nods, smiling her approval. She and Reeva help Jax to his feet and they step into the portal. Suddenly, the sound of crashing metal from the jail signals the failure of our blockade.

      “Time to go,” I say, looking over at Kateri.

      She nods at me and punches the button on top of the ‘flash-bomb’. Four standard looking flash drive sticks pop out and she snatches them up before grabbing my hand. Just before we slip into the rift, there’s a bright flash and explosion behind us. We jump through the portal, hand-in-hand, just like when we first arrived, but this time I don’t let go. A second later, we stumble back into the Umbra right in the middle of a busy downtown office, high up in the PPG tower. Trista already has everyone up against the wall so that the passing employees don’t run into them by accident. Reeva and my mother are holding Jax up. He looks even worse than a few minutes ago.

      “Jax, you need to close it.”

      He nods weakly and makes a few odd gestures with his clawed fingers, like he’s drawing something in the air. The portal blinks a few times and then vanishes. Jax slumps forward, closing his eyes and Reeva looks like she’s on the verge of a panic attack.

      With all the captives lined up, I can finally get a good look at them. Besides Trista and the human girl who helped defend the jail, there are two more human males and two males who I think may be Shayds. I walk over to the oldest of the guys.

      “Are you a Shayd?” I ask.

      He nods slowly, looking at his companions. He can’t be much more than sixteen. His disheveled brown hair hangs partially in his eyes.

      “Listen. I need your help. You know what all this is,” I say, nodding toward the background where the employees of the company who owns this office space continue to walk past us without giving anyone a second glance.

      “Yeah,” he replies.

      “I need you to keep everyone else calm, especially the humans, okay?”

      He nods again and takes a deep breath.

      “I can do that.”

      “Good,” I reply, patting him on the shoulder.

      I look at Jax, and I can see that he doesn’t have much time left. Kateri walks up behind me and touches my arm. I turn and stare into her hypnotizing multi-colored eyes.  I have to be careful to keep to the little bits of shadow in the room; like from the desks, plants and cabinets.

      “I need you to get all these people and my mother to the Factory,” I say, wanting nothing more than to kiss her, but realizing that we have a lot more to do before that can happen.

      “I got this,” she says, smiling at me.

      “We have to get Jax there before it’s too late,” I say.

      “Just go! I’ll see you later.”

      I glance over at my mother. She smiles and gives me a small nod before mouthing the words ‘I love you’. I smile back, my heart feeling fuller than it has in months, and then I suddenly grab Kateri’s arm and pull her to me, kissing her hard on the lips. I feel her arm slip around my waist. I don’t even think about all the people watching us, I just needed it.

      When I step back, my mother smiles at me and I feel a tear slip down my cheek.

      “Come on, Reeva, we’re going,” I say, walking over and taking Jax under one arm, exchanging places with my mother.

      “Be careful,” she says.

      “You too.”

      We make our way across the office, dodging people and furniture until we reach the elevator. Jax is barely helping as we move. I press the call button for the lift and then I look at Jax.

      “You need to help, okay? I know it’s hard, but you can’t leave us. You got it?”

      He nods and stands up a little straighter, wincing from the pain. When the doors finally open, luckily there’s no one inside. We shuffle into the car, and I press the button for the lobby. Luckily, there are shadows composed of tiny grid-like lines from the recessed lighting in the roof of the car. After what seems like minutes, the doors slide shut and we begin moving. The numbers on the control panel begin lighting up, one-by-one as we descend.

      18

      17

      16

      15

      14…

      And then we stop.

      “Crap.”

      We all get back as far as we can, pressing ourselves up against the rear wall. The silver doors slip open and a middle-aged man in a dark suit walks on. He stares right through us before turning and press the lobby button. Reeva looks at me and I give her a little nod.

      “We’ll make it,” I say, trying to convince myself.

      The car shifts, and we start moving again.

      13

      12

      11

      10

      9

      8…

      And we stop, again…

      This time, a woman in her early thirties marches aboard, followed by a younger, frazzled looking man. He’s juggling a collection of papers, a tablet, and a phone as she checks her makeup in the reflection of the polished stainless-steel walls of the elevator.

      “Make sure you call Elliot about the presentation,” she says, without turning away from her image.

      “Yes ma’am,” he replies while keying something into the tablet.

      As we start descending again, I can’t help but chuckle to myself as I watch her. She thinks she has everything under control, that her life is safe and well planned out with no bumps in the road. All I would need to do, is step out of the Umbra and everything she knows would crumble to dust.

      I glance over at the control panel just as the lobby button illuminates. When the doors open, nobody moves, each of them engrossed with something on their phones or other devices.

      “Come on,” I say, and I push roughly forward, muscling my way out of the car.

      The woman yelps and gives the older man a dirty look, as if he touched her or something. We leave them behind as we make our way quickly through the lobby, keeping to the shadows as much as possible. It’s full of people, but we weave through them with ease. Even if we weren’t invisible, they probably still wouldn’t notice us as they’re all too engrossed with their own lives. We slip out the doors and onto the crowded sidewalk.

      “This way,” I say, turning us to the right and the alley between the tower and the adjacent building.

      As soon as we’re off the sidewalk, we stop, letting Jax lean back against the rough brick wall.

      “Do you have your cell?” I ask Reeva.

      She nods and pulls the phone out of her pocket. “Call Father,” she says into the device.

      “Here,” I say, holding out my hand.

      She gives me the phone and turns her attention back to Jax, holding her hand over his wound, and leaning in close and talking to him. I put the phone to my ear and it rings twice before I hear Father’s voice.

      “Reeva?” he asks.

      “No, it’s me. We’re back, and we’re inbound with wounded,” I say, mimicking something I heard in one of my video games, but regardless of how dorky it sounded, it gets the message across.

      “How many?” he asks, and I can hear the worry in his voice.

      “Just one.”

      “Who is it?” he asks as I walk over and help Jax to his feet and move toward the shadow cast by the office tower.

      “It’s none of us,” I reply, not really wanting to get into specifics, or feeling like I have time to explain.

      “Then who is it?”

      “It’s … it’s a friend,” I reply, looking at Reeva.

      She smiles grimly at me and I nod at her.

      “Just have the trauma team ready,” I say, speaking again before he can ask any more questions. “He has a belly wound.”

      “Okay. How long?”

      “Five minutes.”

      I hang up, slipping the phone into my pocket.

      “You ready?” I ask Jax.

      He nods weakly.

      “Here we go.”

      We step into the shadows, and immediately stream to the roof of a five story, brick building across the street from the tower. A quick link to the top of a small apartment building and then two blocks down onto the roof of an Italian restaurant. With each link I can feel Jax putting more weight on me. We stream onto the sidewalk in front of a little flower shop with yellow and black daisies in the window. I know we need to go further with each stream, since every stop is taking a toll on Jax.

      I look down at the shadow on the street from the overhead power lines. It runs in a continuous line until it’s out of sight.

      “Come on,” I say to Reeva turning us toward the dark line.

      I really, really hope this works. We step onto the thread-like shadow and we’re off, streaming a few feet above the street, similar to the drifting we did in the Abyss. The biggest difference is that we don’t need to dodge around obstacles. We touch down for a split-second at a corner and I turn us to the west, toward Collinsburg. When we reach the end of the street, I stream us to the top of a pizza shop and then across the way into an open lot. I can see the roof of the Factory less than a block away.

      “Stay with us,” I say to Jax.

      “I’m still here,” he says quietly.

      We reappear on the fire escape of a squat little apartment building, and then immediately stream up to the top. Jax grunts as we rematerialize on the dirty, leaf strewn roof. Reeva and I shuffle over to the ledge, supporting Jax the best we can. I can see Father and the trauma team standing outside the doors of the Factory waiting for us.

      “One more.”

      I push off the edge, pass into the shadow thrown by the water-tower on the top of an adjacent building and a moment later we reappear a few feet from the trauma team. They come rushing over with Father in the lead, and then stop dead when they spot Jax. A few of them look at me, shocked expressions on their faces.

      “I know,” I say. “Just save him!”

      Father stares at me and I shake my head.

      “If it wasn’t for him, none of us would have made it back.”

      “Get him inside, now!” Father commands, and they burst into action, lowering him gently onto a gurney and heading toward the doors, with Reeva running alongside, holding his hand, tears in her eyes.

      As soon as they’re gone, Father looks at me and I let out a deep sigh before throwing myself at him. He hugs me, wrapping his arms tightly around my much smaller frame. We don’t say anything as we hold each other. No words are really necessary. After a few moments, he releases me and takes a step back.

      “Where’s Kateri?” he asks.

      “She’s coming,” I reply, “with more people.”

      “What people?”

      “Prisoners we rescued. They’re a mix of humans and Shayds,” I say, “including Trista.”

      “Trista, my God,” Father mutters.

      “…and my mother.”

      For a few seconds he doesn’t react, and I start thinking he didn’t hear me, but a moment later he starts smiling.

      “Your mother?” he mumbles.

      “Yeah. They had kidnapped her.”

      “Is she all right?”

      “I think so,” I reply, thinking back to her apparently hidden talents. “The others are going to need help. They may be okay physically, but mentally … I don’t know.”

      Father touches the tiny blue-tooth communicator in his left ear.

      “Evan. There are more people coming in. Get a team out here with first aid supplies, blankets and water.”

      “Yes sir,” comes the reply.

      He looks at me and then his eyes focus on something just over my shoulder. Kateri and the others appear out of the shadows. She literally hits the ground running and jumps into my arms, kissing my face a few times before releasing me and darting to Father wrapping her arms around his neck. I wave the rest of the group over, led by Trista and my mother. The humans look terrified, and the Shayds look relieved. The door to the Factory opens and a group rushes out, supplies in hand.

      “Trista, take them inside, okay?” I ask.

      She nods and smiles at me, already looking better. Blankets are wrapped around shoulders and water bottles are passed out as the bewildered survivors are ushered inside. My mother walks over, a gentle smile on her face, but before she reaches me, the human girl with the dark hair and green eyes runs past her and embraces me as she cries into my shoulder.

      “Thank you,” she says between sobs.

      I hold her gently, rubbing my hands up and down her back.

      “You’re welcome,” I reply, unable to think of anything else to say.

      She steps back, wiping her face and manages a tiny smile.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Gabriella,” she answers.

      “I’m Eve. Thank you for what you did back there. It was very brave.”

      “You’re welcome,” she replies and we both laugh.

      “You should get inside with the others, make sure you’re okay.”

      She nods and runs off toward the doors where a couple of medical staff are waiting for her. My mother has an odd expression on her face as she walks slowly toward us.

      “What?” I ask, grinning.

      “Look at my girl,” she says. “I couldn’t be prouder of you.”

      I don’t want to cry, I want to be strong in front of Father, and Kateri, and especially my mother, but suddenly all the emotions I’ve kept tamped down, burst forth and I throw my arms around her neck, holding her in a vice-like embrace. The tears burst through the dam and I cry and cry and cry. She just holds me, and it feels like it used to; the way things were before all this happened, but deep down I know nothing will ever be the same again. Eventually, I regain control of my emotions and I release her, taking a small step back. I wipe my face, and I can see tears in her eyes. When I look over at Kateri, I can tell she was crying too, and that knowledge makes me feel a little better. Father clears his throat and we all look at him.

      “I can’t tell you how happy I am to see you safe and sound,” he says to my mother.

      “Thank you, Craig,” she replies with a slight nod of her head, before she reaches out and takes his hand. “It’s good to be back.”

      Kateri looks at me and mouths the name ‘Craig?’. I shrug and we both chuckle quietly, and then I realize that she really does know all about all of this.

      “Yes … um … I’ll, uh … see you all inside. I should check our new arrivals,” he says stumbling over his words, before suddenly rushing off.

      My mother looks at me and smiles before turning toward Kateri.

      “So, you’re Kateri,” she says.

      “Yes.”

      “The girl my daughter met at the park.”

      “Yeah, well actually, we met in her room.”

      “Did you?” she asks, grinning at me.

      I feel a blush flow across my face and I look down at my feet for a moment.

      “Well, it’s good to meet you,” she says before taking a small step forward and pulling her into a gentle hug.

      Kateri seems genuinely shocked for a few seconds, keeping her hands out to the side, but eventually she embraces my mother and lays her head on her shoulder. I can feel my eyes filling with tears again. When they release each other, my mom slips her arms over our shoulders. We turn toward the Factory, with my mom in the middle, Kateri on one side and me on the other.

      “We have a lot to talk about,” she says to us.

      “Yes, we do,” I reply.

      

      
        
        THE END
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