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I went to the lanky body. I hadn’t really recognized it, but now looking at it, it was odd to see some old scars along his shoulder and at his lower back. Scars that were familiar to me, as I had similar…
I touched the black bag on his head but the moment I did, the body jerked around, coughing, body gyrating like he was retching.
“Get it off!” Buble called to me. 
I gripped the top of it and yanked up.
My brother’s face appeared. Wil.
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GLOW
A hospital room is a horrible place to sleep. There’s always a light on, and nurses come to check on you at odd hours.
I stared at the popcorn ceiling panels, anticipating another nurse coming in to check the IV bag, again. A floor light cast an eerie glow that reflected against the shiny tile, and there was another light somewhere behind my hospital bed. The IV needle itched in my arm, and the stupid plastic getup they made me wear, I just wanted to rip it off and go naked.
Corey was asleep in a chair next to the bed. His head was tilted back, mouth open in an O shape as he breathed. He wore a dark sweater and jeans. His arms crossed over his broad, strong chest. How could he sleep in here? I hadn’t really slept, except for short naps, in days.
Maybe it was the medication I was on, but I was wired and antsy.
I was restless.
I wanted out.
I felt fine, but my uterus wanted to bleed all the time, which was annoying. I wanted to tell them to go ahead and take it out. Kayli Winchester, eighteen, having major surgery to stop herself from dying. That’s me.
Yet, I didn’t. As annoyed as I was, I stayed in the hospital, hoping they could fix me.
Hoping this wasn’t the cancer that killed my mother that they just somehow hadn’t detected yet.
I watched Corey sleeping, the rise and fall of his chest. He’d been here the most, and I was pretty sure it was because he managed to keep me reined in when I was ready to leave. I didn’t need to be here. I wasn’t sick enough to need supervision.
Part of me was sure they did it to keep me safe. They claimed the hospital was the safest spot in Charleston.
I didn’t want to be ungrateful, but a week in a hospital, staring at the same four walls and having nurses bark at me to take medication on time, was getting to be too much for me.
The sound of soft-soled shoes scooting along linoleum out in the hallway directed my attention to the door, anticipating another nurse.
The door opened.
A tall figure with wide shoulders loomed, looking in.
I couldn’t tell exactly which one, as his face was in shadow, backlit by the lights in the hallway, but I was sure it was one of the guys.
He came in and touched Corey on the shoulder. “Hey,” he said. “Awake?”
Axel. Still in shadow, but now I could at least recognize his shape, the way his shoulder-length hair was tied back on his head at the base of his neck. The jacket he wore bulked out his shoulders, but his waist was narrower compared to the other guys.
Corey sat up quickly and rubbed at his face. “Did I miss something?” he said in a groggy voice.
“No,” Axel said. “Just wanted to give you a chance to go home.”
“I can stay,” he said, stretching and yawning, sitting up. He looked at me. “How are you?”
“Perfect.” I let the sarcasm drip heavily. “If you don’t want to go, want to change places?”
He stood up and came to stand next to the bed. He towered over it since he was so tall. “Need anything?”
“Steak,” I said, picturing a sirloin in my brain, my mouth watering already. “Proper steak. Not the chopped mush they serve here.”
Corey glanced at Axel. “If I go find her something...”
“I’ll stay with her,” Axel said. He turned, and a reflection of light glinted off the glasses he wore. The lines of his face deepened with dark shadows, making his face a little eerie.
Corey nodded to him and then leaned over, kissing my forehead. “I’ll sneak you in something.”
“Two steaks,” I said. “And apple pie.”
“I’ll see what I can do.” He shuffled to the door, closing it behind him.
The room darkened. Axel came close to the bed. He stood at the foot, reached over, and grasped my ankle. “How are you?”
“I wish people would stop asking me that,” I said, and sat up completely, pulling my leg from his hold. I swung my body over to sit on the edge of the bed then stood, stretching as much as the IV line would allow.
He put his hands back into the pockets of his jacket. Keys in his left inside, wallet in his right front pants pocket.
I’d been practicing with the doctors since I got here. After nearly losing it to a concussion, I was getting better again about guessing what was in people’s pockets.
He was quiet for a long while, like he was waiting for me to answer him truthfully.
“Do I have to stay here?” I asked.
“Do you want to get out of here for a while?” he said at the same time.
I opened my eyes wide and pushed my hand to the center of my chest, between my breasts. “Can I go?”
“Not officially,” he said, but he nodded to the door. “But if you want a break, I could sneak you out for a while.”
Hell yes.
He came over, and as gently as possible, took the IV needle out of my skin and left it aside. He pushed a few buttons on the IV machine, shutting it down.
I found a pair of sweatpants one of the guys left behind. Axel took off his jacket and passed it to me, leaving him in a T-shirt.
He was wearing sweatpants as well, an odd look for him. Had he just put on whatever to come break me out of here?
I passed him back his keys from his pocket. I was ready except for being barefoot, but he peeked out into the hallway and then motioned for me to follow him. “Keep your head down,” he whispered.
I followed close behind him, becoming his shadow, keeping my face to his back.
We walked through dim hallways and some areas where I was sure it was supposed to be doctors only.
Eventually, we were downstairs and going through a hall of doctors’ offices.
At the end of the hallway stood Dr. Green, a familiar face to me now as he had stopped by often, usually to check in and drop off a piece of candy. I liked him a lot.
However, I was pretty sure he wouldn’t allow me to leave the hospital.
He had his back to an exit and looked at Axel and me.
I braced myself to be sent back to my room. At least I’d gotten to walk around the hospital a bit.
Axel approached him, and as he did, Dr. Green pushed his back against the door, opening it to the outside.
“I’ll have her back before sunrise,” Axel said as he hurried past to the sidewalk outside.
“I never saw a thing,” Dr. Green said, sharing a conspiratorial wink with me as I walked past.
He was letting me go! I really liked him now.
Axel’s red Jeep Cherokee was parked out along the sidewalk.
“You planned this,” I said as we approached the vehicle, stepping carefully since I was barefoot. “You got him involved.”
“You could have said no,” he said then opened the passenger door for me.
I got in quickly. I breathed fresh air, so different from bleach and the cleaners used in the hospital. I nestled into the seat and even put my seatbelt on.
Axel got in, buckled up, and drove out of downtown.
I thought he was just going to drive around downtown, but he got on the interstate and headed toward Folly Beach.
I had my head back, eyes gazing out the windshield, not talking, just curious. He seemed to have a destination in mind, and since he wasn’t talking either, I was letting him surprise me. I didn’t even care what it was, I was just so glad to be free. I absorbed the sight of trees and buildings as he drove us past it all. Most everything was lit by the bright moon. Its seemingly bluish light reflected off windows and dewy grass blades.
We crossed several bridges on the drive out to the island. Once we hit the main strip on Folly, he went all the way to the last road and made a right.
The south end of Folly Beach was a park. It was supposed to be closed. Restricted from being built on, it was all naturally flat, with green beach grasses growing. There was a parking lot close to a small sand dune. A wooden bridge crossed over the dune, giving access to the beach beyond it.
He parked, and I jumped out the moment the car was still. The cool air hit my lungs. I snuggled the jacket I wore around me.
I strained to hear the ocean, but on this side of the sand dune, it was hard to hear.
Axel came around the Jeep and took my hand, guiding me toward the steps. “I hope we’re on time,” he said.
“For what?”
He said nothing but urged me on.
I followed behind, glad to be barefoot and to feel the sand under my feet. The beach here, once beyond the dune, was very flat, and the waves were barely cresting white. There was the smallest breeze, which made it a little chilly.
There was no one around that I could see. We had the beach to ourselves. There was one lone lifeguard tower nearby, but it was dark. The moonlight gave everything around us a bit of a surface glow, but it wasn’t enough to see clear details.
There was something odd in the waves, some sort of whiteness just below the surface.
He brought me to the edge of the water and then motioned to my feet. “Roll up your pants. It’ll be a little cold.”
It was November. Or was it December already? I wasn’t sure, but I was more than sure it would be freezing. “Are you nuts?” I asked.
“You won’t want to miss it.” He bent over, rolling up his own pants.
I did, too. Was the water exceptionally warm for some reason? Some sort of strange tide?
I rolled the oversized sweatpants up to mid-thigh, tight so they wouldn’t fall back down.
He let me go in first, urging me out.
He had to be crazy.
The whiteness in the water started to follow my feet, and as the first splash of a gentle wave rolled over my ankles, it became a blue, luminous glow.
Sea sparkle.
I stood in the water up to mid-calf, letting it wash over my legs again and again as the waves rolled round me. The water was cold, numbing. With each wave, very, very tiny marine life reacted, glowing around me.
I tugged off the jacket, not caring that I was half naked now. Maybe I should have kept the hospital gown on, but no one was around, so it didn’t matter. I wanted to reach my hands in and prolong the glowing.
Axel took the jacket from me, and I bent over, sticking my hands into the water.
The more vigorously I shook my hands, the more the shimmery blue illumination glowed around me.
“It’s the dinoflagellates,” Axel said quietly. “There was a lot floating this way. It’ll be gone tomorrow. I knew you wouldn’t want to miss it.”
I stood up, looking at him, feeling only a little odd that I was standing with my pant legs rolled up so high, my bare breasts exposed under the light of the moon, with little, glowing organisms crashing around me with the waves.
My heart was wild—for what was going on around us, and for him. I couldn’t talk. I wouldn’t dare let him know how I shook internally, too overwhelmed with joy to make words.
The air around us seemed to still, or I managed to ignore it. I could only see him. I reached for him. He came closer.
I wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling my body against his.
I kissed him hard, hoping he felt the fire he ignited in me.
Axel replied, his kiss intense. He pulled back only once to toss the jacket as far onto the beach as he could, and then returned.
He held me, his arms around my back, eventually pulling me up and out of the water to wrap my legs around his waist.
He kissed my lips, my cheeks, my eyes, then trailed back to my mouth.
I wove my fingers into his hair, loosening the tie that bound his long dark locks.
He loved me. I knew it. He didn’t have to say it.
I could feel it coming from him. I needed him, loved him.
I’d do anything to prove it to him.
 
 



SILENT PLEAS
We weren’t out in the cold for long. After our feet got too numb to continue, Axel and I got back into the car, throwing the heat on full blast for the drive back.
“I’m sure Corey’s back by now,” I said. “And a nurse probably knows I’m gone.”
Axel said nothing, driving with one hand and leaning an elbow against his window. He gazed at the road, lost in thought.
I didn’t want to interrupt him. It couldn’t be illegal for me to leave the hospital, right? What was wrong with a bit of fresh air?
Or was that what he was worried about?
The sun was on the horizon, just behind the trees and buildings, and brought enough light to make pink and purple clouds across the sky. The roads were mostly empty along the way, except for the street just in front of the hospital, where more than a few had lined up to get into parking spaces. I wasn’t sure who was up at this early hour. Maybe the morning staff was coming in to relieve the night crew.
Axel parked his Cherokee in the back of the lot near the hospital. We took the long way around the building to find another side door to enter from. I was still barefoot and had the jacket zipped up completely. Axel followed beside me, his head down, his lips tight.
He was preparing, like I was. There wasn’t a chance a nurse hadn’t noticed I was gone by now. They checked in on me all the time.
When Axel and I got back to the wardroom, we stalled outside the door. There were voices inside.
“I don’t know where they are,” Dr. Green was saying. “She could just be walking around the hospital.”
“For this long?” Corey asked. “It took me a while to get the food she wanted. I thought she really wanted this steak.”
At the mention of food, I stopped snooping and opened the door. With Axel behind me, I headed inside, trying to appear completely innocent. I was ready with a comment about taking a tour of the parking lot on my lips.
I only stalled when it wasn’t just Corey and Dr. Green standing next to the bed, inspecting it. Dr. Roberts had joined them. The older gentleman was a nice guy, but he was starting to be a real pain in the ass lately.
He turned first, followed by the others, who seemed curious and bemused I was waltzing in.
“Hi,” Corey said with a small smirk. Relief flooded in where he’d looked tense before.
“Hey,” I said as casual as could be. I was going to crawl into bed like I was supposed to, but with the three of them in the way, I just stood and eyeballed the restaurant takeout Corey was holding.
“Should I even ask where you’ve been?” Dr. Roberts’ wrinkled brow became tight under a concerned expression.
“I wouldn’t begrudge a patient some exercise,” Dr. Green said. “It’s not like she walked away and didn’t come back. She’s right here.”
Still liked him. I wanted to return the favor someday. And I would never betray that he helped us get out of here.
Dr. Roberts sighed. “Kayli, just tell someone next time, okay? I don’t mean to sound so paranoid, but… given what’s happened with you lately…” He put a hand over the center of his chest. “Don’t give me a heart attack this young, okay?”
My cool, relaxed expression faltered. He had a point. After getting kidnapped and everything else that happened to me since I’d known them, maybe it wasn’t fair to sneak out like that. “Sorry,” I said.
Everyone was quiet for a moment, and I wasn’t sure why, but they were staring at me.
“What?” I asked.
Dr. Roberts recovered first. He went to the foot of the bed, picking up a clipboard that had my medical charts or whatever paperwork they kept there. I’d tried to read it before, but I didn’t understand half of it. Dr. Roberts drew in funny faces depending on what he was writing. Dr. Green, if he left a note, often left a joke or two. I think they knew I was reading the charts.
Axel closed the room’s door behind him and came further in. “She doesn’t really need to be here on an IV now, does she?”
It was the first time anyone besides me had said something akin to letting me get out of the hospital. I’d fought them all on this before. Did the outing this morning prove I could go and I’d be okay? Or was there something I did that finally had him on my side on this?
“She could take an IV with her if she really wanted,” Dr. Green said. “Apparently, she knows how to use it.”
I grimaced, happy to take credit for what Axel did, although I was sure I could figure it out if I really wanted.
Corey put the food package on the couch and nudged the coffee table over a bit so he could get past it to sit down. “We could watch her at our place,” Corey said. He leaned forward, with his elbows on his knees, and used his hands to brush at his tired face. “Or if you want something else, we can set up in a random safe house...”
“You’ve been dealing with some bad people,” Dr. Roberts said. He was looking right at me, addressing me. “The problem with dealing with bad people so directly is they get vengeful. Start coming after you. I’m worried that might happen to you. Any of you.”
I frowned, and the words spit out of my mouth before I could stop myself. “I wouldn’t have been on the ship if they hadn’t tried to kidnap Corey in the first place. They were after him without any of us getting involved directly. Shouldn’t you be more concerned about that?”
“We are, which is why the whole team should move out.”
The shock hit me hard enough that I took a step back, blinked rapidly and looked to the others. “Move?”
“Out of the Sargant Jasper,” Corey said in a quiet tone. He avoided looking at me and instead faced Dr. Roberts. “Out of the state maybe. It’s not just about her. It’s us. We’ve been a high risk from the start.” He sighed. “You never really escape your past. It doesn’t matter if you change. It never really leaves you.”
I felt sorry for bringing it up. Corey and the others had criminal records, and it was heartbreaking to listen to him feeling defeated despite having turned to work for the good side.
Dr. Roberts moved to sit on the coffee table and focus on him. “Listen, I know it’s tough, but we’re trying to protect all of you. It’s the right thing to do. For you and for her.”
“She’s been a real help to us,” Axel said, coming up beside me. His stoic voice seemed to ease the anger in me. “And she did a lot in discovering valuable information that could help a lot of people here in Charleston.”
“Don’t forget Blake and his team,” Corey said. “They were trying to help. And they didn’t have to protect us, but they did. We need to look out for them, too. I know you said it’ll be more difficult, but we can’t just leave them.”
I realized then this was part of an ongoing conversation I hadn’t been a part of until now. 
I admired how Corey stood up for Blake. From the look on Axel’s face, he was completely behind Corey in his opinion. They hadn’t been fond of Coaltar before, but something had changed in the last few weeks.
Dr. Roberts turned his attention to Axel. “Yes, Kayli dove in to help. But she’s not under any obligation to...us. And neither are Mr. Coaltar and his team. This team is already in hot water for the last bit of trouble, going all vigilante justice when given strict instructions to stay low for a while.” He paused and shook his head. “No, I’m sorry. I don’t want to go over the same argument. What’s done is done.”
“I have to choose between going with them or staying behind?” I asked. “Is that it?”
He turned to me. “We’ll help you get out of this. But you have to understand, Blake probably won’t cooperate. Do you really think Coaltar is just going to give up his house and his belongings just to get under the radar? I want him to, trust me, but he might not. And if you all move on out of danger, it may mean letting people go. I don’t think he’s the type to lay low. I can’t even ask you to leave. Not really. Not when…”
The edge in his tired voice surprised me. He was looking out for our safety, which made getting in the middle of things awkward for me.
I got the gist of what they were saying, even without them catching me up on the entirety of it. “You don’t want to ask me to leave,” I said. “Because of my brother.”
He nodded. “How could we ask that? Bringing Wil would only endanger him, force him on the run with you. As it is now, if we’ve had such a hard time locating him, they probably can’t. He’s safer than you are.” Dr. Roberts touched briefly at the corner of his glasses to adjust them. “You know we’d look out for anyone you asked,” he said. “I know this isn’t an easy decision.”
“How long would we have to go?” I asked.
“I don’t know,” he said. “Until they gave up looking for you. It could be years. But not forever.”
“So between a few years and forever.” I bobbed my head. Honestly, I was dazed at the notion. I could be gone a really long time. They’d still look for Wil. The Academy would take care of him, if they stuck to their promise. I might not be able to see him. But would staying mean I put him in danger?
“Consider it,” Dr. Roberts said.
There was a look to his eye. A pleading. Without saying it out loud, he was begging, so it was hard to argue with him, even if I wanted to. He was scared. For me, and for Axel and the others. He wanted to appeal to me.
To me, of all people.
Keep them safe.
Why did he think I’d be able to? And how could I ask them when I didn’t even want to leave?
Not my home.
Not the only place I’d ever lived. And not because we were getting chased out by others. They should be the ones to leave, not us.
Axel looked ready with a retort, but Dr. Green surprisingly cut him off before he could say anything. The younger doctor forced a pleasant face, put a hand on Dr. Roberts’ shoulder and nudged him. “Let’s put this aside for later. Sounds like there is more to discuss, and now isn’t the time when we’re all on edge.” He motioned to the door. “Did I tell you about the apple pie here? I wonder if we can get the kitchen team to go find us one for breakfast. Let’s eat and figure out next steps.”
Dr. Roberts took his glasses off and pinched at the bridge of his nose, closing his eyes. “Just don’t leave this time. Please? Wait until we’ve made sure security checks have been done and can make the best decision?” He put his glasses back on and tried to smile at me. “We should talk after we’ve both eaten. The nurses tell me I get hangry too. I don’t even know what that means.”
“It means you need to try the new apple pie,” Dr. Green said and nudged him again to the door. He and Dr. Roberts headed out, leaving Axel, Corey and myself alone in the hospital room.
Corey sat back and blew out a breath between his lips. “I knew they wanted us to leave sooner or later.”
“I was trying to put it off until later,” Axel said, still as stoic and calm as if he’d just been sitting through a business meeting. “We gave them a lot of excuses as to why we couldn’t get a council together just yet. Safety. The fact that Raven isn’t out yet. Kayli being in the hospital and needing to keep an eye on her…”
“That’s not about to fly much longer,” Corey said. He picked up the food bag on the couch and opened it, taking out a couple of containers. “He’ll be out soon. And so should she.” He paused. “I know they want us all to lay low, but…we do it together, or we can’t do it. Can you see any other way?”
Axel pursed his lips and shook his head. No answer. He didn’t know.
I didn’t say anything. I was learning to try not to say much until I’d eaten. But what was there to say? 
Corey laid the food out. I sat on the floor so I could be closer to it and not lean over so much to eat.
Axel sat on the floor opposite me, a leg crossing over mine under the table. Corey was smart and had bought four steaks, several batches of fries and a few mini apple pie tart things. It would have been enough to feed several people and might tide someone like myself over until lunch.
Corey and I dug in. Axel was a little slower, talking as he was eating. 
“I’ve a feeling it’s the end for us,” Axel said.
“Because we’re supposed to run away?”
“We’ve not been very good for the Academy.”
I paused with food in my mouth. That didn’t sound right. I swallowed half-chewed food to get out what I wanted to say. “I thought you all were what the Academy was,” I said. “Ex-criminals, basically? Trying to fix a few things around the city?”
“Fixing things around the city, sure,” Axel said. “But we’re the experimental group. Most in the Academy don’t exactly have records like us. And we’ve just showed them why it wasn’t a good idea. We go too far. Break the rules. Now look what happened. You end up with a concussion. Raven got accused of murder. A group of both unknown size and purpose tried to pin Blake for said murder. Not to mention the kidnapping, attempting to steal a secret cell phone tower to break security for the entire city, attempted murder on all of us…the list keeps going.”
“What would the Academy do?” I asked, chuckling between bites of stuffing my face with fries. My steaks were already gone. I was tempted to steal Axel’s but was going to give him till the time I finished with the fries to make sure he ate something at least. “Kick you out of the cool club because you tried to stop it?”
“It’s a possibility,” he said coolly.
I blinked rapidly at him, waiting for him to say something like just kidding, or maybe wink. I checked in with Corey.
Corey shrugged and bobbed his head. It was a real possibility.
I dropped some fries back into my container and pointed to myself with greasy fingers. “But why don’t you just tell them it’s all my fault? I dragged you into it all.”
“Correction,” Corey said. “The only thing you dragged us into was...wait...well not totally everything. We did some of it.”
“And we’re adults and can make our own decisions,” Axel said. “Not only are we putting ourselves into danger, we’ve been dragging other people in. Other teams’ members. Everything we did, we risked them, too.”
True. When things got too bad, we’d had to call in other people. Sometimes kids younger than us. I thought of a few we’d run into during the crazy few months I’d been getting to know the guys and been involved. Everything we’d done so far required more people than just us, and because of it, we were pulling a ton of people into danger when they shouldn’t have been there.
I picked up a fry, but instead of eating it, I broke it into smaller and smaller pieces, dropping them back into the container. “Do you really like the Academy? With all their rules?”
“We owe them a lot,” Corey said.
Before I could think further on it, the phone beside the bed rang.
I hadn’t used it, and no one had ever called on it before.
Corey lifted a brow. Axel blinked slowly but then shrugged. “Either a nurse or the wrong room.”
I didn’t think it was a nurse. There was a speaker built into the bed, and they usually used that. I was the closest, so I reached over and picked up the receiver. “Yeah?” I said, not to be rude, but highly expecting Axel was right that it’d be a wrong number. Who would call?
It was silent on the other end, but I could hear breathing. Maybe my tone made them hesitate. Or did they not hear me? “Hello?” I said, a bit nicer.
“Thanks for answering,” said an oddly familiar woman’s voice. “I’ve been looking for a way in for weeks. I appreciate your contribution.” She paused. “You do sound awfully familiar. Is this Kayli by chance?”
I froze. The more she spoke, the more I recognized her voice. I didn’t know if I should hang up or spit on the phone. “Never heard of her,” I said.
Axel got up, reaching for the phone with a stern look. “Who is it?”
“No,” Alice said to me. “I’d never forget that lovely, grumpy gravel sound to your voice. Don’t you worry. But I don’t have time for you right now. I’ll see you later.” She hung up.
My heart was pounding wildly as Axel took the receiver from my stunned grip. “Who was that?” he asked. He held the phone to his ear and listened to the dead tone, then hung it up.
“Alice,” I said, shaking my head. Of all people, one of the instigators of the plot to kidnap Corey. She’d gotten me and Brandon instead. 
The one who I had to thank for being in the hospital in the first place.
The one I still owed the favor of ripping her eyes out when I next saw her.
Axel instantly picked the phone up again and hit a couple of buttons. After a second, he rattled off, “Unknown number.” He hung up and took his own cell phone out and hesitated. “Corey…”
“What did she say?” Corey asked me.
“She didn’t seem to know she was calling me,” I said. “But she said she’d been looking for a way in for weeks, and thanks for—”
The hospital door burst open. Blake Coaltar entered, a nurse following behind, scowling after him and reaching to tug at his elbow.
“You can’t just enter any room,” she said. “I’ve called security.”
“Good,” he told her. His light hair was askew over his face, and he fixed it with one quick sweep of his hand. He wore plain black clothes and some dark brown boots. He turned the full of his foxlike smile at her and gently placed a palm over her hand on his arm. “Tell them to get here soon. We’ll need the help.”
“What’s going on?” Axel said. “What are you doing here?”
“Sorry,” Blake said. He found me, gave me a head to toe once over and a curious one eyebrow lift, maybe at the clothes or something else. “I need to use your phone.”
“Don’t,” Corey said. “Alice just called.”
Blake’s shoulders dropped and the expression on his face was haunting. “I’m too late.”
“Late for what?” I asked.
“She stole my phone. She finally broke in. This number was the last one I entered into it.”
 



WHEN THE DEVIL CHASES YOU
Security arrived a second later, and we had a scuffle as they barked at Blake to leave.
“Tell them to back off,” Blake said to Axel.
Corey wedged himself between one of the guards and Blake. “It’s okay. He’s a friend.”
“He shouldn’t be here,” the nurse said. “We’re under direct orders…”
“How can you ban someone from a hospital?” Blake asked.
“Don’t take it personally,” Axel said. “We told them to keep you at bay. Because of people like Alice.” His voice got more severe near the end, deeper and darker than ever before. “And here you’ve brought her right to us.”
“That wasn’t my intention,” Blake said, raising his palms up as if to show he was unarmed and innocent. “But when I realized she had my phone, I knew she’d call this line and a few more to get my location. She’s looking for me.”
“Why just you?” I asked.
“I was the one they were trying to pin for murder,” he said. “Only their boy Sam confessed, thanks to Raven. So now they’re just straight up angry. Kick the hornet’s nest too much, eventually they come looking to bite. Plain and simple.”
“How’d you get the number?” Axel asked.
Blake lifted an eyebrow. His hair had gotten a little longer, and some locks fell across his eyes, across the gold flecks that sparked with some amusement. “We all have our secrets, don’t we?” He waved to him and to Corey and me. “We should leave.”
“Is she coming here?”
“She might,” he said. “And we don’t want to be here.” 
Corey motioned to security, whispering, but I overheard as they were near me. “You should let her in, let her get to this room and find out she’s gone. Give her bad directions as to where Kayli went.”
Panic took over as I realized she could be on her way right now. The Academy people were right to worry. These bad guys were headed into their hospital. 
It was Axel’s deep voice that kept me still. “We shouldn’t leave together. Or at the same time.”
“I was just thinking that,” Blake said. “Want to come with me? I could use your help.”
He raised a brow. “With what?” he asked.
“Family matters,” Blake said. “She’s after me. Those are the first people they’ll probably come for, after Kayli. At least she knows they’re coming.”
“What family?”
“My brother,” he said. “He’s got a wife too. Just about to have a baby. I want to make sure to get them out.” He pressed his palms together as if praying. “I wouldn’t ask, but I’m running out of people I can trust right now. Will you help me?”
The fact that he was asking Axel specifically was odd to me. “I’ll help.”
Axel didn’t hesitate. “No. I’ll go with you.”
I don’t know why, but I loved him more for that. Volunteering without a blink.
“What about us?” Corey said, meaning him and myself.
“Let us leave,” Blake said. “Wait a bit, then you go in another direction. Then have Kayli do the same with someone else.” He crossed the room close to Corey and put a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t go alone. Don’t be alone right now. Always be with someone you trust.”
“What happened?” Corey said. “Who did you trust? Did that person take your phone?”
I wanted to know this too. It wasn’t like him to lose his phone, least of all to someone like Alice.
But she was tricky. Conniving. Who knew what she did to him.
Blake’s lips twitched and the gold flecks in his eyes seemed to dim. “I’ll tell you later.”
That broke me. Whatever it was, it was bad.
Blake released Corey and met my gaze. The tortured look he had before disappeared, and he flashed that foxlike smile, only it felt forced. “Don’t wait for us. Get yourselves out of town.” He turned away, and he and Axel rushed out together.
Alice was possibly on the way. Staying didn’t seem like the smart thing to do.
The nurse and one of the security guards left with Blake and Axel. The second guard stayed with us. “We should get out of this room,” he said. “We’ll make it look like you left on your own and we’re trying to find you. It’ll be more believable.”
Corey nodded and reached for my arm. “We have to go.”
“I should change clothes.”
“No time,” he said. “Let’s leave now.”
Corey had me follow him through a maze of hallways within the hospital. We found an empty hallway on the ground floor and waited to give Axel and Blake a chance to make some distance.
Corey used his phone quickly, making contact to bring the others in on Blake’s plan.
“This was exactly what Dr. Roberts was afraid of,” I said as Corey tapped at his phone.
Corey slowed his tapping a little as he spoke. “She’s not after you right now. She’s after Blake.”
“And he led her here.” I motioned to the hospital.
“She could have gotten to us at any time. We’ve been at our apartments at the Sargent Jasper.”
“Why?”
He shrugged. “Waiting.”
“You wanted her to come find you?”
“We’re ready if she shows up. We should leave, but we’ll be okay there, for now.” He finished what he was doing and focused on me. “We should go there.”
I wasn’t so sure this was a good idea, but it was a better idea than staying at the hospital and exposing the Academy further. “We shouldn’t make her wonder about the hospital and take a closer look.”
“She shouldn’t find anything unusual here,” he said but also put a hand over his chest, and his eyes flicked from me to the hall to one of the doors nearby and to other random locations. He was thinking deeply, planning.
We had to stop involving the Academy. They were innocent. “If they want to chase us, we have to let them for a while.”
“It can’t be too obvious.”
“Let’s show I’m leaving,” I said. “Let’s get security footage. Let’s show her…I don’t know. Let me get some random tests done. And then leave like this is a normal hospital.”
This seemed to spark an idea in him. “Let her break into the security office?”
“It’s what we’d do,” I said. “Having too secure a security office for a hospital would be noticeable. Let me go back to the room. I’ll get taken around for a few tests before I leave for the apartments. She’s chasing Blake, right? Have someone watch whoever breaks into the security room. Let’s just make it god-awful obvious.”
He brushed his palm across his chin. “You’re right. But…you should go. I’d need to set up something…”
“A computer thing?”
He smirked. “Sure. Computer things. That’s what I do.”
“And if you’re ready for her at the apartments, that’s where I should go.”
He nodded. “Take the long route around if you want, but get there. Brandon’s on his way for you. He should be here in a minute. I’ll still leave separately ahead of you.”
“With someone.”
“Marc’s nearly here,” he said. “We’ll mix it up. Make it harder to follow everyone just in case, but still stick together.” He paused and reached out for me.
His hug surrounded me, stilling my body. I hadn’t even noticed I was shaking until then.
My fingers curled into fists at his chest, gripping at his shirt, the material tightening between my fingertips. “It’s not our fault,” I said.
He sighed, and I felt the heat of his breath on my scalp. “It’s mine.”
“No,” I said and pulled back a bit so I could look at him. When he wouldn’t meet my eyes, I placed palms at his cheeks, feeling the coarse hair where he hadn’t shaved in a while. His hair was so blond I couldn’t tell before. He finally focused on me, his eyes, usually happy, now deep and sad like his brother’s were. “It’s hers. Alice. Whoever she is with. We’re not murderers. We’re not kidnappers.”
He sighed and nodded. “I just feel like if I hadn’t been…messing in that world…”
I thought he meant his criminal past, which is why Alice and old Mr. Murdock thought him valuable. It was why they tried to kidnap him, and how this all started. I lowered my hands to his shoulders. “You wouldn’t have found the Academy. You wouldn’t have found me.”
“You would be safe.”
“I’d be in jail,” I said. “And I wouldn’t have you.”
This seemed to perk him up a bit. He scanned my face, starting with my eyes and then down to my chin.
He stopped at my lips for a long time before he drifted up to my eyes again.
“I want…” he started to say but he stopped.
I didn’t wait for him to ask. I leaned up, and I kissed him.
I meant to do it once, because I was still unsure how he felt about me. On the ship, he said he was interested in me, like Axel, Brandon and the others.
But that one short kiss I meant to leave with him, he leaned into it. In a breathless moment, he roughly turned me, pressed me against the wall of the hallway and kissed hard against me.
It was like unleashing something that had been brewing for much too long.
It wasn’t the time, and we had to focus, but I couldn’t help it. I welcomed it, pressing my hands to the back of his neck like I needed more.
The scruff of hair around his mouth scratched at my skin as he deepened the kiss. He pressed his hands to my hips, holding me against the wall like that, with a thigh pressed between mine.
He pulled away first, stopping, swallowing air. “Been waiting to do that.”
“If I’d known, I would have done it sooner,” I said.
“I won’t wait next time,” he said, fishing his phone out of his pocket to check it. “Marc’s almost here. Can you find your way back?”
“Shouldn’t I not go back alone?”
He nodded and motioned. “I’ll walk with you as far as a lobby or nurses’ station, whatever place we find first with other people. Go find…maybe Dr. Roberts. Talk to him. Don’t deal with anyone you don’t recognize right now, even if they say they are Academy. Just…for now, no one you don’t recognize.”
I’d have to explore this new connection with him later. My relationship with him, his brother, Axel and the others—it was complicated. However, since they all knew what was going on now, something had changed in me. If they wanted me, I accepted it. I just needed to be sure they were aware they weren’t exclusive. At least not now. I wasn’t sure how open relationships worked, and I wanted to set some ground rules. But for the moment, survival came first.
♠♠♠♠♠♠
Corey left me when we hit an area where other people were. Once there, he took one hallway, I took another. Nurses and security, plus patients and doctors, were out in the hallway, making it look like a busy morning.
Trying to look normal.
Trying to appear to anyone coming in that this was a typical morning at your average hospital. Except I found security nearly everywhere and nurses in full force.
All because of us.
The guilt for being the cause of this panic grew.
I wound my way through the crowded hallways and found Dr. Roberts. I told him the plan.
He agreed. “Let’s get you into some testing. I’d feel better double checking to make sure you’re okay. We’ll keep some cameras on you. And we’ll have people edit the footage.”
“If she comes here, we’ll have to let her in.”
He nodded, grimly pressing his lips together as he did. It wasn’t his favorite idea, but it was the only way to appear this was just any other hospital. To allow the enemy in. To let her inside this protected space.
To lead her to me without any security or protection other than who Alice already knew I was friends with.
We were doing this alone now. We couldn’t ask them for any more.
I waited for several hours while my body was under a microscope, so to speak. It was a good thing Corey had brought steak and pie earlier, since there wasn’t a break for quite a while. I was prodded and given chalky stuff to drink so they could check me out in an MRI and then an x-ray, then later poked at again. I’d done it all before. They were looking for updates and also giving themselves footage to put together. I wasn’t sure it was all necessary. 
Getting poisoned was what’d had me in the hospital so long. It had done something to my ovaries. My constant bleeding had eased up a lot after they’d given me birth control. It was like a light period that just wouldn’t go away for a bit and then disappeared completely. Still they wanted me in the hospital for long after.
“Sorry we’re out here in the hallway,” Dr. Roberts said after the last test. “My office is…occupied at the moment.”
I raised an eyebrow. I was in a robe in a patient waiting area just outside of a testing room. I’d gotten used to talking in low tones with Dr. Roberts without needing to walk all the way to one of his offices or back to the room again. “Something going on?”
“That little breach this morning has us needing extra security, and my office apparently is the best spot. And we’re a bit overcrowded today, taking in some extra patients from a nearby hospital.”
“Isn’t it a bad time?” I asked him. “To be bringing in extra people?”
He looked at me through his glasses with that odd twinkle in his gaze. “What do you mean? Hospitals take on extra patients all the time. We’re completely within normal operating procedures.”
Something in his tone told me this wasn’t the case, but it wasn’t a bad thing that extra patients were being loaded in
“Would she suspect that phone number to be anything special?”
“It’s not exactly a secured line. We’re not all secret, secured lines and mystery and voodoo. We are an actual, for real hospital, you know.” The way he said it, I sensed he was trying to make a joke.
I tried to smile but couldn’t fake it. “Oh.”
He sighed and looked at his clipboard. “But let’s focus on you. I think the birth control is working at least. It may give your ovaries time to heal after what they’d been subjected to.”
“You’re not going to take out my uterus or whatever?” I asked.
“Not unless we have to,” he said. “If the only thing we have to subject you to is birth control until menopause, I consider that better than risking other issues with invasive surgery.”
“So...” It was weird I was hesitating with the question. I didn’t hesitate normally, but a part of me was afraid to find out. “It basically just means I can’t have kids,” I said.
Dr. Roberts lifted his glasses off of his nose to look at me directly. “Should we reconsider this? Is this disappointing?”
“I just don’t like something else deciding what I can and can’t do.”
His expression morphed into something like sympathy. “You’re a surprising person, Kayli Winchester.” He laid a gentle hand on my shoulder, showing some support. “Don’t give up on yourself. It’s a first step. And you’re still young. It might clear up in a couple of years and you can have loads of kids. I’ve seen it happen.”
“You’ve seen a girl who was kidnapped and given poisons until her ovaries tried to spit out all her eggs in one go have kids again?”
“Young lady, I’ve witnessed men being given a uterus and injections so they could have babies. The world is full of miracles. Anything can happen. Don’t give up on anything you want for yourself.”
I wished I could have been happy with his answer, and in a way, I was. He was right. Medically, a lot was possible now.
Without the Academy, could I ever afford such a thing?
That bugged me. Belonging with them, their safety net, it was a promise they dangled like a carrot, and in exchange…I didn’t know what they wanted. So far, I’d caused them trouble, not helped them. I wasn’t sure I deserved any of their help. 
Which meant now I felt I should do what he wanted and get Axel and his team to as safe a place as could be.
But I still had loose ends. Wil, for one. My younger brother…
I wished I could talk to him.
Dr. Roberts wrote a prescription for continual pill birth control. He said we’d do it for three months to start so we could monitor, then change the type of birth control to an implant if I’d like later. Or whatever else I wanted to do for it.
I wasn’t sure what I wanted. I just didn’t want to die or be slowed down by this anymore.
I didn’t have the time or the patience for it. Not with Alice poking around.
 



A STRANGE REUNION
Brandon was waiting for me when I returned to my hospital room. Identical to Corey except for those sad, cerulean eyes that seem to pour the depths of sadness into my soul.
He blinked at me a few times and then his cheeks turned red. I wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was because I was in the robe still from testing.
Not until I turned my head to the couch and found a man sitting there.
A man I didn’t recognize at first. It took several long moments for me to realize it was my own father.
Jack kept his eyes lowered.
He was drastically different from the last I’d seen him.
A few months ago, I’d been living in a hotel room with my brother and him. I worked desperately to keep us all out of the gutter while he drank away his life and the money that could have gone to a better house or food.
He was the reason Wil left. As long as my father got his government paycheck meant for taking care of Wil while he was unemployed, he didn’t care what happened to either of us.
I’d hated him until I tried to forget about him.
But here he was. His hair had grown out a bit, wet and combed back, like he’d just washed it. He’d shaved, put on a new crisp blue shirt and pants. He’d lost a bit of weight from the last time I’d seen him, too. He was sitting as quiet as could be, with hands folded in front of himself. Appearing almost humble even.
Dumbstruck by his appearance, I was left with several moments of silence, of waiting for someone to tell me this was either a dream or a mistake.
“What are you doing here, Jack?” I asked him, tentative.
“I brought him here,” Brandon said. “He asked to see you.”
Jack looked up at me and nodded shortly, saying nothing.
My lips parted, and I breathed slowly, in and out, unable to come to my own conclusion. “Why?”
“You’re his daughter. And we let him know you were in the hospital.” Brandon paused, gave me a look that told me to go along with this. Like part of a plan. He trailed from me to Jack and back at me. “He’s not who you remember.”
I remembered a lot about my father. Even before he was a drunk, when he used to keep a job, not a great one, but he took care of my brother and myself, and my mother at the time. After my mother died, that was it. He gave up. He drank. He spent money on women. We lived in a hotel, and he used to come home and try to beat us up before passing out.
I wasn’t sure how we existed for so long in such a way. I couldn’t totally blame Wil for leaving, either. Everything I’d been doing to help him and Jack exist, it wasn’t enough. Wil walked out. After he was gone, so was I.
And the last time I saw Jack, I’d tried to attack him. I never wanted to see him again. Raven and Marc had pulled me out before I could do too much damage to his face.
I couldn’t be more baffled. “New clothes and a shower doesn’t make him changed,” I said, already feeling the bitterness and anger I’d thought I’d let go before. I was willing to forget he existed. Now, with him in front of me, it just bubbled to the surface. “And it isn’t a good time.”
Brandon presented a hand to me, holding it out in a stop motion. “Just hear him out, okay?”
I stepped back, folding my arms over my chest, as if to hold back all the words of outrage I wanted to spew at him. I’d give him a few minutes. For Brandon’s sake. Maybe this was more Brandon’s plan, screwed up as it may be. Didn’t he know Alice might be here at any minute?
Jack looked my way, but not directly at my eyes, like he didn’t dare. His cheeks were flushed. “I’m sorry about attacking you before. I was hung over and...”
Brandon coughed gently once, which broke Jack out of what he was saying.
Did they rehearse something?
Jack fiddled with his hands, folding them and unfolding them. “I heard you were in the hospital and had been asking to see you. I hope whatever is wrong, it isn’t...it’s not...”
“It’s not,” I said stiffly. I knew what he was asking. If it was cancer. Like my mother. It wasn’t.
It could have been worse if the hospital hadn’t detected the poison in my system so early on. But I didn’t want to tell Jack all of this.
He seemed relieved. “Right. Good... Good.” He fell silent again.
Awkward. 
He just wanted to make sure I wasn’t dying? “Well... nice talking to you. I guess.” I didn’t really mean it. I just wanted to wrap things up.
“Just a minute,” Brandon said, holding out a hand to me again to stop me. “Let him talk.”
“He’s not talking,” I said.
He motioned to Jack again.
I waited.
Jack flexed his hands over and over. “I’ve changed, Kayli,” he said. “I’ve got a job now. And a place to live. A house. A real one.” He paused and then wiped at his lower lip with a thumb before going back to folding his hands again. “I know we haven’t had anything in a while, but I just wanted to let you know...if you need a place to stay...”
“Not needed,” I said, although I wasn’t really thinking about a place to live. I was more struck he’d up and gotten himself a job. Why? He was living on government checks before. Or was it not enough now?
How could he afford a house? His credit was horrible. I didn’t really understand. Who would let him rent?
He looked at Brandon and then at me again. “I know. They tell me you’ve got a place. I just wanted to offer. But maybe you’ll come visit.”
“I’m not interested.”
“I don’t drink anymore,” he said.
“It’s true,” Brandon said quietly. “He’s been at AA meetings regularly. He’s got a nice job. Steady.” He stepped close to me, providing a strong, steady hand at my lower back, rubbing through the robe I was wearing. “He’s trying, Kayli.”
“I don’t understand,” I said. “I don’t know what you want from me.”
“Maybe you can come see me every once in a while?” Jack said. “I guess that’s it. Let me know how you’re doing? And let me make up for all the trouble I’ve caused.” He paused to wipe at his mouth again. “Look, I know it’s been rough the last several years…”
“Tell me about it,” I said with a heavy drip of sarcasm.
“I haven’t really been myself. Not since your mother died. But let me make it up to you. I know you don’t need me or anything. You’re good on your own. Let me do something since I couldn’t do it before.”
“There’s nothing I need,” I said. I didn’t understand all this. And why bring him to me now? I questioned Brandon with a stern stare. I wasn’t happy with this.
Brandon shrugged but said nothing, nodding his head in my father’s direction, silently telling me to listen.
I sighed loudly. “I don’t know what you expect from me. You want me to visit?”
“And let me know if you ever need anything.” He made a motion with his hands around the room. “Like here. Let me help pay for some of this.”
“It’s not needed,” I said. I didn’t exactly know how the hospital was funded, actually. Since it seemed to be Academy owned, I didn’t know how it operated. Would I never get a bill?
This time, Brandon interrupted. “But actually, if you’d like, you could spare a bit for the medications, perhaps? If you’d really like to help.”
This seemed to make Jack happy. I wasn’t sure why Brandon was offering this. Jack was just getting on his feet and he wanted to give me money for medical costs? Why was he encouraging it?
“I’ll do that,” Jack said. “Just let me know.”
“I guess,” I said, more to just close the conversation. I could yell at Brandon later about making this more awkward.
Jack stood up and nodded his head. “Well, I guess…”
“I have to get dressed,” I said. “I get out of here today.”
“Right,” he said. He looked to Brandon.
“Once she gets dressed, she’ll have a nurse come in with any prescriptions she needs and we’ll be right out.”
“I’ll wait by the car,” Jack said. He walked out the door.
I waited until I was sure he was down the hall. “The car?” I asked Brandon the moment he was gone. “Why is he waiting?”
“I drove him in. I’ll need to drive him back.”
I sighed. “And there’s no one else here to pick me up?”
Brandon raised an eyebrow. “No?”
I groaned and then shrugged my shoulders. “Why do this now? Why bring him here when I was just leaving?”
“He wanted to see you. And I thought you might prefer to see him here and not at the apartment where he could show up whenever he liked. Especially right now with Alice poking around. At least this leaves you in control of if you want him to come by.” He shrugged. “Besides, might be our last chance if we do get out of town. I just wanted to let you know he was okay.”
Made sense. I probably should have trusted his judgement, but still. “You could have warned me. And what’s this about making him pay for medication?”
“Let him help,” he said. “If that’s what it takes for him to feel like he’s contributing to his own daughter, let him. It’ll help him have some confidence when he’s getting back on his feet. I won’t let him offer more than he can afford.”
I went to the couch where Jack had been sitting and sat down myself. I put my head into my hands, putting pressure at my temples for a moment. “I didn’t really want to see him again.”
Brandon came over, sitting beside me. The weight of his body caused the cushions to shift in the old couch and it had me leaning into him.
He put an arm around me, rubbing my back and shoulder. “I was at his place when I got the call from Corey. It kind of slipped out while I was checking in on him. He got upset when I told him you were in the hospital. He wanted to come see you. I thought the anxiety of not doing so might set him back. I’m sorry I sprung it on you, but with Alice…and I thought you’d say no if I asked you.” 
“I didn’t know you were talking with him.” I looked up at him.
He pressed his lips together for a moment, the depth of those eyes piercing me through like he was analyzing my feelings and trying to find the best way to talk to me about what he wanted. “We’ve always kept an eye on him, Kayli. That’s what we do. Not only to look out in case Wil ever went back to him, but to see if he’d help himself at all. And he did. He sobered up after you left. He started visiting the bars less and started looking at newspapers. At job sections…”
I pressed my hands to my face again. “I didn’t ask you to keep an eye on him. Or to get involved.”
“You think you know what the Academy is, Kayli, but you don’t really know. You’ve gotten involved with us, and you might have assumed a few things...”
“You adopted me,” I said. “I heard it. You adopted me and Wil. I still don’t know what it means exactly but…”
He reached around me, grasping the hand that was pressing at my face. He held the hand in his and squeezed it gently. “Look,” he said. “When we take people on, it’s because they usually just need a gentle push in the right direction to get them back on their feet. That’s usually all people need. It can be hard for someone to listen to a family member if that relationship has been ruptured. But if you’re strategic with a few choice people, placed in just the right time to talk to a person at the right moments, you can usually plant ideas into someone’s head…and that just starts them looking at improving their lives.”
“You think Jack just needed a good talking to?”
He smirked. “Not just him.”
I got his intent. “You didn’t talk to me. I recall I was kidnapped and forced to do a job.”
“Sometimes it’s more than just talking. But it worked. You’ve stopped stealing.”
“I would have stopped anyway.”
He shook his head and shrugged. “I thought we would, too. My brother and I…” He pressed his lips together and then released me. “Get dressed. I don’t want to talk about things here.”
I didn’t think I needed to talk more about it. He and his brother set up a scam to get forgotten money from banks, and they’d gotten caught. Axel and the others all had a similar story. They were caught doing something illegal, even if their intentions were good. And then this Academy stepped in. Made them some sort of offer. Join them, and they’d get them off the hook.
Was that going to be my life, too? As I got dressed, I was thinking about the hospital, about the apartment they lived in, the stuff they purchased for me sometimes. It all cost money, and it seemed like the Academy paid for a lot, even if they kept their own jobs and businesses, like Axel’s work with animals at the Charleston Aquarium, and Brandon’s bike shop, and Corey creating game apps. How the Academy fit into it all confused me, and trying to learn from them without asking directly just led to more questions. They said the Academy didn’t pay them, but it did. It provided stuff instead of money, like the hospital. Like the teams of people who came to give us support whenever we asked.
And it had gotten involved in my life. It took care of people like my father even when I never asked them to do that.
But did I want that to continue? In a way, I felt an obligation. To listen to them. To behave.
Which meant doing whatever it took to redirect Alice, to get away from the Academy so people like her never found out what they were about.
 



THE ROAD TO RECOVERY
Brandon had brought some new clothes for me. For the first time, it was jeans and a black T-shirt that actually fit, along with bra and underwear. It was like someone else helped them pick out my clothes. They usually gave me sweats because no one could figure out what size I was. Not that I really remembered either. It wasn’t like I went shopping for clothes often.
I got dressed, and after talking with a head nurse who insisted on wheeling me outside in a wheelchair herself, Brandon followed us to the lobby. The lobby had a few people putting up Christmas trees and decorating the space for the holidays.
I’d no idea what day it was and realized I must have missed Thanksgiving while in the hospital. How long had I been here, really? It felt like weeks.
We stopped at the in-hospital pharmacy to pick up birth control and other fake prescriptions. We were giving the illusion I was leaving to the cameras. Whenever Alice did show up, if she came to look for me here, she’d find footage of this. It was hard not to look for the cameras.
My father was waiting in the lobby, not by the car. He stood when we came by and offered to wheel me outside. The nurse stayed nearby while he did so.
Oddly enough, this looked completely normal. Would this be believable to Alice?
Were we inviting trouble for Jack if she went to him to ask where I was?
I could feel his huffing and puffing behind me while he pushed. I mentally yelled in my own head at Brandon for abandoning me when he went to go get the car. He wasn’t strong enough to push me and it was getting awkward, but Brandon just let him do it.
It was agony waiting for the car to come around, a black SUV.
After he parked, Brandon skirted around the nose of the vehicle and opened the front passenger door.
Jack offered to help me out of the wheelchair. I waved him off. “Stop,” I said. “I can walk.”
“Sorry,” he said.
The apology rattled through me. In a strange way, the more he was nice to me, the more I didn’t want to see him. I needed time to think about how I felt about the new Jack. I motioned to the front seat. “You get in there. I’ll get into the back.”
He protested but I wasn’t listening. I opened the rear door myself to climb into the middle seat. I did let Brandon close the door, and my father got into the front passenger seat.
Brandon got back behind the wheel, and the car was silent as he pulled away from the hospital.
I leaned against the window, staring out and hoping this car ride would be over quickly. I kept an eye out for anyone following us, but before Brandon left downtown, he made so many turns that even I got lost for a few minutes.
Brandon eventually took to I-26 and headed west for a bit, before getting off a ramp somewhere amid North Charleston. I had my nose nearly pressed to the window. I’d been outside that morning, but I still felt I’d been cooped up in the hospital for eons.
I was free.
I could go where I wanted. Not that I had any idea where to go or knew what I wanted.
The North Charleston streets were broken, filled with ruts and potholes. I’d been through such neighborhoods nearly all my early life. There were dangerous parts in this area, depending on which street you landed on, with crumbling industrial buildings and homes that hid whacked out druggies and gangs if you entered at the wrong times. However, North Charleston was starting to have pockets of nice areas where some homes and even some business sections were getting redone.
Brandon pulled into one of these newly redone streets. It was a single lane of various late 60s model homes with short front porches screened in. The street ended in an empty lot. The lot had a path and benches and a few toys left out like the local kids used it as a park.
Brandon stopped at one single story house with a wide front porch and a short fence surrounding the front yard.
I leaned over, looking through the front windshield at the place. My mind was reeling. “Are you renting a room?” I asked. “Here?”
“I’m renting the whole house,” Jack said. “It wasn’t a bad deal for the place. It’s only two bedrooms, one bathroom, but…it’s not bad.”
He had enough money for this? He was able to get a place...like this? A house. An actual house. With a yard. No wonder why he was trying to offer a place to stay. Before, when we were in a hotel room with my brother, we could barely afford the weekly rate rent there. Before that, we were in falling apart apartments that were probably never up to code.
And here he was, in an actual solid house.
I tried not to let the anger bubble up inside of me over it. Let him keep his house. I didn’t want it.
Jack got out and stood by the open door, waving at Brandon. “Thanks.”
“No problem,” Brandon said.
Jack turned to me, doing a short wave. “Come by sometime, okay?”
I didn’t say anything but nodded. I just wanted him to go away. I didn’t dare open my mouth as I was sure I’d just rail at him.
He could have provided this for us.
For Wil and me. We could have had a place like this. Wil and I were working hard, and we could have helped out.
If he’d only tried. And that’s what sucked about it all. He could have worked. He could have been fine. He’d just given up. Wil and I weren’t enough for him to worry about or make an attempt for. It was only after we were gone, he’d given a shit about his own life and made some sort of effort.
I wasn’t sure I was happy with the Academy helping him out. I wasn’t sure he deserved it.
But did I deserve all the help they’d given me? I wasn’t sure any more about who deserved what exactly. Or if deserve was an actual thing to be concerned with.
My mom didn’t deserve cancer and to die so young. Maybe that word had lost its meaning.
And I got the feeling, with the Academy, with what Axel and the others had done for me, it wasn’t about what we deserved. They were just trying to do something good. They had the opportunity to help and they did. They put so much effort into my family, into me.
My fingers clenched into fists as Jack shut the door and headed to the porch of his house.
I jumped over into the front passenger seat, crossing my arms over my chest. “How could he afford a place like this? In this neighborhood?”
“Don’t you recognize it?” Brandon asked.
I squinted, looking over the place again, noting the trees that were lined up along the back of the house, providing some shade to Jack’s house and his neighbors. The place did look a little familiar. “Have I been here before?”
Brandon chuckled. “Maybe you don’t remember because that’s when you got pissed off at Marc and shot him in the leg.”
My mouth wrenched open and I blinked rapidly. I’d been up on the roof trying to help them put new shingles up, when Marc made some sassy comments and I shot...at him. I didn’t mean to shoot him. I just missed the ground. And it was only a nail gun…
I was leaning forward, looking at the place now. The roof had been completed. The whole place had been tidied up. The fence hadn’t been there before. Other houses in the neighborhood had not been in as good of shape either and now looked okay. “You were redoing the whole street?”
“Academy neighborhoods are designed to be safe areas where people can rent clean and upgraded houses for a low cost. It gives them confidence to be able to support themselves in a nice place, and the rent money pays for the entire project over a few years.” Brandon leaned over to me, putting an arm on the seat next to me and focused. “We didn’t just help him, Kayli. You did, too. And we can do a lot more.”
I said nothing as Brandon put the car into reverse. Several houses had Christmas decorations already out, with lights around the edges or wreaths at the door. A normal neighborhood.
When the house was out of view, I sat back, my arms folded across my chest, processing the information.
I hadn’t thought about that house and why they were fixing the roof until now. I’d assumed at the time it was some sort of job. I didn’t know it was for the Academy.
Brandon was right. There was a lot I didn’t know about their group. The more I learned like this, the more questions I had, and the more I realized they’d woven themselves into my life so very deeply. 
 



AN ILLUSION OF NORMAL
Brandon avoided getting back on the highway and drove slowly through smaller roads I wasn’t sure I was familiar with until he pulled into the lot of Henshaw Customs. I recognized the place, although during the day, the entire building wasn’t what I remembered.
Given the last time I was here, it was under duress after being kidnapped…
Henshaw Customs was actually two buildings instead of the one I remembered. The first building was a large warehouse with three large garage doors along the right side and an office in the front. Directly behind it, and hard to see from the road unless you were in the lot, was a second, even longer warehouse with several more garage doors. Most of those doors in the second building were open now.
There were more warehouse-like buildings along this road, but none were as noisy as Henshaw’s. Half of the numerous garage doors in the second building had sparks flying out and loads of activity as guys and a couple of girls were putting together various vehicles. Trucks. Cars. One RV was being worked on in the last garage all the way down. Since it was a huge vehicle, it was being worked on in the lot, with the front of it open and a couple of people leaning in to tinker with it.
Brandon parked near the first building, where all three garage doors were open. There was also activity in the front office. The lights were on, and I could see movement inside. There were garland and lights up around the edges of the office windows. It was daytime during the week, and everyone was working.
It fazed me that everyone was moving on as if normal. And here I was feeling so out of it after being in the hospital, after dealing with murderers and everything that had happened. I didn’t know how to exist in normalcy anymore.
“Do you want to come in or wait here?” he asked. “I’ll only be a few minutes.”
I heard him, but I was temporarily distracted by the sight of the people working in the shop. “I didn’t realize you had so many employees.”
“Not really,” he said. “Two or three of them maybe. The rest are either here as apprentices with an instructor or they’re borrowing the space and tools to fix their own vehicles.”
A garage that lets people fix their own vehicles? That didn’t sound like a great business model.
My curiosity got the better of me, and I opened the door and slid out of the SUV. Brandon headed to the office and let me know I could look around if I wanted.
I ducked around to the first open garage door and leaned in, watching.
The first spot had displays of fancy bikes, the ones Brandon had told me he’d put together. The second space had a few teens looking over a moped.
I remained by the entryway, watching as one of them, a lean guy with two-tone hair, made some comment I couldn’t really hear.
The other guy looked familiar to me. His voice was deeper and reverberated louder. “I don’t know shit about mopeds. Go grab Stacey or someone who knows how to work the electrical on this piece of shit.”
When he spoke, it sparked a memory in me. Sometime during the time I’d been kidnapped, he...I couldn’t remember. But I recognized him. He had helped me out. Academy. I was sure of it.
What about the other one? And the people in the rear garage? Were they Academy, too?
Because they were arguing, I retreated. I didn’t want to interrupt.
I went around to the office, finding it strange now to be going through the actual front door and not through a window like the last time I came in.
The front office was like it had been before, with dark utility carpet and a couple of desks. Only this time, two of them were occupied.
Brandon hovered over the front of one, signing something on a clipboard. The woman behind the desk was older, maybe in her early fifties, with fine wrinkles around her eyes and lips and her white hair pulled back into a bun on her head.
She looked up instantly at me. “Hello,” she said quickly. “Can I help you?”
Brandon looked up, noted me and then went back to his clipboard. “She’s with me. Kayli.”
“Oh Kayli!” Her tone changed then. She’d been pleasant before, but it was like business pleasant. Now it was more like we were friends. “Sweetheart, did you need something? Can I bring you some water?” She got up from her desk and offered the seat she’d been sitting in. “Do you want to sit down?”
Maybe I should have stayed in the car. I felt like she knew I’d been in the hospital, and I was a bit embarrassed. How much she knew about why I was there, or anything else for that matter, I didn’t know.
I waved off the offer to sit in the chair. “Just poking around.”
The dark-haired guy I couldn’t remember the name of who had been yelling about the moped, he stuck his head in through the door from the garage. He looked right at the lady and spoke to her. “Stacey, do you have a minute?” he said in a far nicer tone than he was using earlier.
“Sure, North,” she said. She motioned to the chair again for me and then to the water cooler in the corner set up with paper cups. “Just help yourself, okay?”
She left, taking North back into the garage with her.
“Is she your employee?” I asked.
“She keeps this place running,” Brandon said absently as he was looking at some more paperwork. He finished filling out the forms and put them down. “Sorry,” he said. “I thought I’d get this out of the way now since we were close.”
“Don’t apologize,” I said, although I had far more questions for him now. After everything we’d been through together, seeing him doing work felt...strange. How could he come back to this when we had Alice and who knew who else after us?
Brandon waited a second, as if expecting me to say something more. When I didn’t, he motioned for me to head for the door. “Let’s go home, okay?”
As we left, we passed North and Stacey and the other kid with the two-toned hair, all looking over the bike. Stacey was pointing at something, explaining whatever it was they were working on.
The kid picked his head up to look my way as we passed. He was tall, lanky. Younger than North, it seemed, at least if I had to guess.
He waved shortly to me in a greeting and see you later sort of way.
I finger-waved back. I had that weird feeling in that moment.
And I felt it more with the weird look Brandon was giving the ground. He wasn’t looking up. He wasn’t looking around. He was glaring.
Sad.
Was that why the kid waved to me? Like trying to cheer me up when my companion looked so down?
Back in the SUV, I was leaning against the passenger window, watching cars and trees absently as we passed by. My brain wasn’t very focused.
“Are you sure it was safe for us to go there?” I asked. “After this morning?”
Brandon frowned as he drove. “I probably won’t go back for a while.”
I nervously raked fingernails along the edge of the seat, afraid to ask but I had to. “What did you just sign? Why were we there?”
He sighed and gripped the wheel. He ground his teeth and spoke through them. “I let it go.”
“Let what go?”
“All of it.” He blinked rapidly and wouldn’t look at me. “I can’t talk about it right now or we’ll wreck before we ever get home.”
“The…shop?”
He didn’t say anything. I guessed I was right.
He’d let go of his garage. The paperwork was to pass it over.
His own business? Just like that?
I made a face at the windshield. “Sucks.”
“Yup.” He didn’t say anything else about it.
I rode along with him in silence, angry with Alice and how, with just one phone call, we were already tense again, already trying to figure out what we should do next. I was angry at the Academy for pushing us out. 
Here Brandon was, giving up everything he’d worked for. The severity of what leaving meant was settling into my stomach like a rock. A rock I wanted to throw at Alice. In her eyeball.
It felt so wrong. Was this the only way to protect everyone? To give up everything and leave?
I understood now why Corey felt so down. He probably knew this was going to happen. What else would have to change?
I glared out the window like Brandon, unwilling to say anything. Unwilling to or else I’d scream and make him go back and tear up all that paperwork.
And maybe that was why he wasn’t saying anything. He was stopping himself from doing the same thing.
We shouldn’t have to live like this.
Brandon, meanwhile, took care of getting us some late lunch at a fast food place, and then drove us back to the Sargent Jasper.
The building was just an ugly block of brown, a contrast to the posh neighborhood it sat near. It was in a prime location, overlooking Charleston harbor on one side and on the other a small, manmade reflecting lake. The building itself didn’t fit the surroundings…although to me, that made it all the more interesting.
Seeing it now, getting back to it after what felt like forever away, carried a sense of nostalgia and an unsettled feeling in my chest at the same time.
When we left this place… would I miss it?
I was still eating fries, the last of his batch, as he pulled in to park. My eyes were glued to the apartment building, dazed at the brown brick and dirty windows. “How come you all don’t live in those neighborhoods? Like the one you put Jack in?”
“We didn’t want to,” he said. “We wanted to be downtown.” He turned off the SUV but didn’t get out. He turned, his eyebrows up, focusing on me. “Don’t you like the apartments?”
“They’re fine,” I said. “But shouldn’t we not be here?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, yeah you might be ready for Alice to show up here, but it feels…like we shouldn’t let her know where we are.”
“That’s the next step,” he said.
“It’s just that she got to us last time… Isn’t obscurity better than security?”
He blinked at me and frowned. “Are you worried it’ll happen again?”
I swallowed thickly, putting the fry box back into the fast food bag and wiping my fingers on my pants. “Aren’t you?”
This snapped a wave of sadness through his eyes, the depth of which scared me. “I’m more worried about you.” He chewed his lower lip for a second and then shook his head. “I mean... while we were still on the ship...I thought maybe you’d take off with Blake instead of sticking with us...”
“What?”
“You would have stayed with him if we hadn’t come with you,” he said, and that sadness and depth he had in his gaze affected me in a way that hurt my heart. “I feel like without us, you and him would have been dead. I keep almost losing you.”
I wondered how long he’d been sitting on that one.
And part of it felt like a complaint, that I would have chosen Blake over him.
I breathed out slowly between my lips. When I was in the hospital, it was the topic we all ignored because I thought I was dying. But now that I wasn’t, it was still left on the table.
I couldn’t stop myself. Not when he brought it up. “Did you not mean it?” I asked. “When you told me it didn’t matter about the others? That you...”
He reached out to me then, which made me pause. His hands stretched out, took me by the shoulders, drawing me in.
I leaned into him, and from the first moment when he put his arms around me and held me, I realized it had been long...so long... since I’d felt him in such a way. It felt like eons, even if it had only been a couple of weeks while I was in the hospital. He’d touched me on occasion, hugs and other stuff, but not like this. Not like he’d missed me too. He held tight enough that we could have melded together. In the car, it was a bit awkward, but it didn’t matter.
I hadn’t realized how much I needed to feel that.
And maybe he needed it too. He needed this because he just let his shop go. It was sinking in what we were leaving behind.
Brandon’s lips were close to my ears, and I felt their movement as he whispered to me. “I’m sorry. I want to talk about it, but let’s wait a bit.”
“I don’t want to wait,” I said. “That’s all I’ve been doing.”
He pulled back and looked me in the face, the depth of his eyes changing into something I didn’t understand. Unlike the usual sadness, it was replaced by something like concern and determination. “I just need you to know I’m not...I mean... I do love you. A lot. And I just need you to know, no matter what, I want to follow you wherever you go, as long as it’s safe for us.” He breathed out slowly and then pressed his lips together for a second. “We told the Academy we were just dating to keep it simple. I mean, hell, it’s just dating, right?”
I blinked at him, trying to figure out what he’s trying to explain. “So, it’s like dating without the commitment to just one,” I said. “Right?”
He nodded vigorously. “Exactly.”
“Do you want to just date?”
He stilled, then gave a slight shake to his head. “No.”
I paused. “Me either, but that’s me saying that with the others…” I groaned. “You know what sucks? I want to talk about it, but I keep dodging and tiptoeing around it because I don’t want to hurt feelings.”
He blinked at me. “I don’t have anyone to talk with about this either. I mean the others want to brew on the idea, which I get, but…”
I scratched absently at my elbow. “Can you talk to me?”
He shrugged and looked away from me out the windshield. “Rather you than anyone else.”
“Can you handle if I talk to you openly about the others?”
“I think so.” His eyes drifted to the Sargent Jasper. “Maybe not sexual things? Not yet at least.”
“Let’s keep it simple,” I said. “When I’m with you, and not talking about this, I’m with you. Okay? It’s us. And I’ll avoid doing things with them in front of anyone else.”
He nodded. “As long as we get time alone together.”
“Whenever possible.”
It seemed an easy agreement. Maybe this wouldn’t last forever between all of us. Maybe this was circumstantial and once we were out from under fire, it’d be different.
For now, this is what we were. Together, in a weird cluster with me at the center in a way. “Let’s just not bring anyone else into the mix right now,” I said.
“I don’t think I’d survive dating someone else right now,” he said. There was an edge of a smirk on his lips, amused. “I mean, I know you’re a married woman now and everything...”
I snorted. I’d signed a marriage certificate for Raven to keep him in the country. It was weird to think of myself as married at all when it was just a piece of paper. “I don’t even know what to do with that.”
“Yeah, me too.” He reached out again, putting a hand on my forearm. “I just wanted to tell you...I still love you, and I know it’s weird. But we’ll figure it out, okay? Let’s get Alice away from you-know-what, the others… We’ll get out of Charleston and away from her, and we’ll figure it out.”
I agreed with this. It would be weird for a while. After all the catastrophes that had happened over the last few weeks, we didn’t ever give ourselves time to exist in a space together and just figure things out.
Maybe running off where Alice and others couldn’t reach us for a while would, and give us a chance to sort it…maybe we needed it.
He kissed me once gently on my brow. “I got off track on what I was meaning to talk about.”
“I’m sorry about your garage.”
He shook his head and sighed loud. “I’m not.”
“Why?”
His brow and lip twitched at the same time. “You were worth it.”
It was a moment where time froze and what he said repeated in my brain a million times.
It was the determination in his gaze, steady and unwavering, the sadness gone. That’s what had me feeling he meant it. For whatever reason, he knew we had to get out of town, let go of things, and he went and sold his shop.
To get us out.
To keep us safe.
His sacrifice.
I hated this. I loved him, but I hated it. I hated that this was what it was coming to. Letting go.
How could I hesitate now? I had been thinking of my brother, but they had so much they were letting go, too.
My jaw hurt as I was clenching so hard. My emotions were too out of control to answer him.
He pulled away from me and opened his door. “Let’s get find out how to get out of Dodge.”
♠♠♠♠♠♠
We left the SUV and headed up to the apartments on the seventh floor. The Sergeant Jasper was the nicest building I’d personally lived in, even though it was run down a bit. The lobby was fake marble flooring with ugly, white panel ceilings and some columns and stuff to make it fancier looking. It was all aged and showed it.
However, now, instead of a single security guard at a podium, there were two, plus cameras obviously pointed at every entrance, a metal detector arch to walk through, and an extra guard who stood by the detector. He was actively searching grocery bags from some lady as we entered.
“This is ridiculous,” the woman said. “Why is this all here?”
“It’s for your benefit,” the guard said, finishing up his inspection and waving her off.
“I’m not paying for it,” she said and stormed off toward the elevator. “Expect me to make complaints. I don’t want my rent to go up for this.”
I stuck with Brandon, doing what he did. He had to empty his pockets of phone and keys into a bowl and then go through the metal detector arch. I followed behind him.
The guard held a hand out for me but hesitated as I went through. The light on the metal detector arch went green.
He raised a dark brow. “Where’s your phone?”
“Don’t have one,” I said.
“Oh,” he said and he moved his hand out of the way. “Sorry. That’s usually…sorry.”
By the time we got to the elevator, it was empty. I was grateful when the doors closed and we were alone again. It felt like guard watch us go in, but I refused to look at him. That was awkward. Yes, I was too poor for a phone. Didn’t bother with one. The guys gave me one at times, but I left it behind so much because I wasn’t used to carrying one with me yet. In the hospital, I’d never thought to even ask for another one.
“Did you do that?” I asked. “Was that what you added? More security? A metal detector?”
“Yup,” he said. “We’ll take it out when we leave. And I’m not sorry.”
“Don’t be,” I said. The guard had been right.
It was for their protection.
Up on the seventh floor, Brandon used his keys to open the door to the apartment shared by Marc, Axel and Raven. Inside the three-bedroom apartment, not a whole lot had changed. The dining nook had desks and a couple of computers. The living room and kitchen were tidy. The three bedrooms’ doors were closed, the two bathrooms’ doors on either side were open.
It was oddly quiet now. The only sound was the gentle whirr of an air conditioner. The apartment was a bit on the cold side. It was cool outside, so it baffled me as to why they had the air conditioner running.
Brandon called out after we entered. “Anyone home?”
There was rustling behind a door and a moment later, Raven emerged from his bedroom, wearing only pants.
My heart skipped. For some reason, I knew he’d be getting out of jail today but I hadn’t expected him.
Raven was broad from the shoulders all the way down to his waist. The tattoos over his body depicted a lot about a past life that he told me about. He had his lip ring in. I wasn’t sure, but it looked like he’d added a new smaller tattoo to his chest. It stood out because it was a little crude, not as elegantly done as the others. I couldn’t see it until he got closer and into the light.
A scarab beetle. Over where his heart was. 
Mark of a thief, he had told me once.
The button of his jeans was undone. I got the feeling he’d been in his room naked and he just slipped them on for presentation.
“I didn’t know you were out yet,” I said.
“This morning,” he said, his Russian accent thick.
There was a pause as we inspected each other. I was itching to say something, like I was glad he was out. Only I couldn’t think.
He came toward me. He put his arms around me, and I put mine around his shoulders.
I punched him in the back while I was holding on to him. It was an awkward punch as I was at a bad angle. “That’s for you pushing me off the boat.”
He swatted me on my lower back, close to my butt, just has hard. “You already hit me for that.”
“I meant the second time.”
“Oh.”
“Stop hitting her,” Brandon said. “She just got out of the hospital.”
“Oh,” Raven said again, and then backed off and released me. “Right. Forgot.”
“How can you forget? She was there for weeks,” Brandon said.
“I was out of commissioner.”
“You mean commission?” I asked.
“Same.” He paused and thought about it. “Wait. No, not really. I used the wrong word.” He reached back to me, tugging me toward his bedroom. “Do you need to lay down?”
“I’m fine,” I said, resisting. At that, Raven stopped tugging.
“Where’s Axel?” Brandon asked.
“Meeting,” Raven said. “In your apartment.”
“You’re not with them?”
“I think it’s about me. And her.” He nodded toward me.
He frowned. “They aren’t waiting around now, I guess. I’m going to go check. Stay with Raven,” Brandon told me.
We watched him go. His head was down, and he avoided looking at me as he left.
It made me uncomfortable. They were having a meeting about us. We weren’t invited…
“What’s wrong?” Raven asked me. “What did he do?” He motioned to the door where Brandon had disappeared. “Why does he look like that?”
The numerous questions picked at me like beestings. I didn’t want to be the one to say it, but maybe it was better from me than Brandon right now, who didn’t want to talk about it. “He sold the garage. So we could leave.”
Raven frowned. “Oh.”
“Yeah.”
Raven turned to me, tugging me to the bedroom. “Come talk to me.”
“Shouldn’t we go listen in on what they’re talking about?” I asked. “It’s about us, right?”
“No. They’ll tell us afterward.”
“Is it about...what we did?”
“No, it’s about what to do with us.”
I frowned, disliking that. “Shouldn’t we be involved? Shouldn’t we be talking?”
“It’s not...” He grunted and shook his head. “Come on. Let Corey explain it.”
“Corey?”
I followed him to his bedroom door.
Corey was inside, just lowering a T-shirt onto his body, the lower hem falling low over his boxers. It wasn’t fast enough to hide bite marks along his torso.
I blinked in at him, at the room. Most of it was familiar, but the bed in the far corner looked ransacked and there were pillows all over the floor. The blanket was half hanging off.
I got that feeling like I was walking in on something I probably didn’t want to ask about. But also, I got a feeling like I wanted all the dirty details.
Corey realized it was me in the doorway with Raven and flashed an awkward smile. “Not what it looks like...”
“We had sex when I got in,” Raven said. “Hope that’s okay. Since we’re married.”
Corey rolled his eyes. “Okay, so it’s exactly what it looks like...”
I held a hand up. “Hey, um...I don’t need details.” Yes, yes I did. I wanted anything to cheer me up after today. I wasn’t even sure it would work, but I wanted to distract myself and talking about their relationship had me feeling better.
“Axel said we can’t hide relationship information anymore,” Raven said.
“I don’t think he meant she needs a report about what we do,” Corey said, and then spoke to me. “I mean...um...look, it’s weird. I know.”
I kept my hand up and started waving it. “I’m not jealous or anything. Don’t apologize.” How could I make up some weird rules about who they could or couldn’t hook up with? I was the one who was married to Raven, interested in all of them, and Blake. And I’d just told Brandon I didn’t think I could handle open dating just now but I was okay with this in a weird way. Maybe because I knew about it before…
And in a way, I was happy to see this. I’d known Corey had a crush on Raven. And I’d learned recently Raven had a crush on him, too. They’d been holding back for this long. It was about time they hooked up.
Corey seemed to brighten at this. “Really?” Then he frowned. “I mean, I’d like to... you know... date you, too.”
It was odd to hear him say it. After earlier, I wondered if he’d told Raven what we did at the hospital. “I know it’s complicated,” I said. “And the others…”
“And we’re married,” Raven said, putting his arm around my shoulders, but looking at Corey. “So you can date her because I said it’s okay. If she wants to. And the others can. Only when I say so.”
Corey groaned at this. “I’ve been trying to explain just because you’re married, it doesn’t mean...you know... you’re married. Russia’s a bit different when it comes to relationships.”
Raven shook his head, released me and went over to Corey. He put his hands on his shoulders and looked him in the face with the sincerest of gazes. “If they’d let me, I’d marry you, too. But they won’t let us.”
Corey’s face flushed instantly. “Raven...”
“I’m not supposed to lie about relationships,” he said. “I’m trying to tell the truth.”
Corey made another grunting noise and looked at me for help. “He’s been saying this all day. I can’t get him to stop.”
I waved at them shortly, trying to redirect the conversation. “What are they talking about in the other apartment? Can’t you listen in?”
“I’m not supposed to,” Corey said.
“Why not?”
“It’s not like we’re in trouble. It’s more…strategy for what to do next.” He motioned to the bed. “Want to sit down?”
He spread out the blanket on top of the bed properly. I crawled onto the foot of the bed, collecting a pillow to hold against my body. Corey sat up against the wall the bed was pushed close toward, his knees up and his elbows resting on them.
Raven started by sitting on the edge near the head of the bed, but then moved over, throwing a leg through Corey’s bent one and rested his heel on my leg. “Remind me to get a bigger bed. For three.”
Corey blushed at his comment but ignored it and focused on me. “Anyway, don’t worry about them in the other apartment. You aren’t in trouble.”
“Why would I be in trouble?”
“Because...” He paused and then shrugged. “No reason, really. It isn’t you, it’s us.”
“Dr. Roberts hinted that there were some issues with the Academy. And Axel said something earlier...”
“We broke our own rules,” Raven said. “So we get into trouble.”
“It’s not about being in trouble anymore,” Corey said. “We kind of knew we’d get in trouble over it. And Alice making that call didn’t help because it just proves to them us disappearing is the right call. But it’s a question of do they basically tell us to go and stop associating with us or how much help they can give. Giving any at this point really puts them at risk. The longer we keep in contact with them, the more likely she’ll figure out what the Academy is.”
“They probably would have kicked us out anyway since you’re my wife,” Raven said. “And also the others with you.” He tilted his head and seemed to consider this. “Like other husbands, but not officially. Boyfriends? What’s the word for more than boyfriend but not officially husband? Is there an English word for that?”
“Why do they care who you date?” I asked.
“It matters when the group of us are willing to jump onto a ship to keep you and Blake out of trouble.”
“Oh.”
Corey shifted his hands up, in an I don’t know expression. “It might not be so much us, but Blake? Blake’s the problem…not that he’s a problem. But he’s loyal to you, not to the Academy, and they’ve a lot to risk if he’s willing to give them up for you.”
“We can’t let them find out,” Raven said. “Alice. She can’t know.”
Corey nodded. “They don’t want to leave us in danger, but we put many more people in danger if any one of us get caught by her. Leaving is the only option, really. Cutting ties.”
“So this is the end? You’re out of the club?”
“Yeah.”
I pondered this. “So we arrest Alice, and then we can come back?”
Corey laughed shortly. “We need to find her first. She’s probably not working alone—”
Suddenly, a phone on the floor came to life, a dull thudding vibration with a few beeps. A text message coming through.
Raven leaned over, fished it up and looked at the screen. “They’re done. They want us to go camping.”
Corey made a strange face and reached for the phone, checking the message. “That was fast. It looks like they want us to maybe hang out at a campground somewhere.”
“Wait,” I said. “Camping? Like…literal…tent and stuff?”
“Less chance to get caught,” Raven said. “Out of trouble.” He nudged me with his foot. “My thief doesn’t cause trouble, though. They’ll see.”
“Probably part of the bigger plan,” Corey said. “But they first have to figure out a secure place and probably set up a few false trails.” He frowned. “I don’t like this. This isn’t her chasing us. This is them dealing with it.”
The three of us were silent for a moment while it sunk in. I didn’t like the plan either. I thought of the kid at the garage, the one that waved to me as we were leaving. I thought of the people at the hospital, Dr. Green.
It really was like leaving them behind to deal with this.
It was our mess.
“Can I ask you all something?” I said.
“Shoot me,” Raven said.
Corey chuckled. “I think you meant just shoot.”
“Same.” Raven sniffed and then made a gun with his fingers, pointing it over his heart and pulling the trigger. “Shoot me.”
“How obligated are you to the Academy? I mean they provide you with stuff and then you do work for them?”
“It isn’t like that,” Corey said. “Not...normally.”
“It’s exactly it,” Raven said.
Corey made a face. “We needed them when they found us, but they saw us as like a bunch of kids who tried to do good but did it in the wrong way. It was a risk because of our criminal history. They normally try to be discreet with who they help. I think the original goal was just to quietly help us and nudge us in the right direction, but they decided to make us a team. I wanted to be here to do some good.”
“I’m with them because of him,” Raven pointed at Corey. “And now for you, too.”
“Would you be with them if you didn’t owe them anything?” I asked them both.
Corey nodded.
But Raven…he hesitated, looking to Corey, then to me, which surprised me. He wasn’t often unsure.
Corey seemed interested in his reaction, too. “You don’t think so?”
“I like doing good,” he said, but he waved to the phone. “I don’t like going in not knowing what we’re doing all the time. And…I don’t like limits.”
“Like not blowing places up?” I asked.
“Sometimes it’s needed.” He paused. “But I know why they don’t want us to.”
“Because we make a mess?” I asked.
“It’s not about us,” he said. He shook his head and put a finger to his lips. “I can’t tell you. But there’s others…in the Academy. It’s bigger than you think. And involves a lot of people. What we do affects them as long as we’re with them.”
Exactly what I was thinking.
It put a weight on my heart, a realization about my actions. I’d thought I was the only one at risk at certain points, and I was willing to take that risk.
But with them, because of the Academy, there were benefits, but also limitations I couldn’t even imagine. It made sense. They worked in secret for a reason.
And we had been messing with bad people. People who could find out the Academy existed, what it was about, and possibly exploit it.
Or bring it down.
There was a lot I needed to learn. About the Academy. About their relationship with it. About what they wanted for themselves.
Deep inside of me, I knew this couldn’t be how it ended. Disappearing into a tent in the woods and waiting for them to sort it.
They wanted to protect us.
Somehow, I knew, it had to be the opposite. We had to protect them. From people like Alice.
Which meant we couldn’t bail.
 
 



WE DON’T RUN
Raven, Corey and I went back into the living room after they’d gotten properly dressed again. We were waiting for someone to get back, to fill us in on the details. The secret meeting we weren’t allowed in on continued for a while.
We were back in the living room watching some mindless TV when the door to the apartment burst open.
Axel walked in first. He was wearing dark pants and a drab olive shirt and combat boots, like he was ready to go kick ass. He wore a hard expression that was completely unreadable, set into his dark eyes and high cheekbones.
Without a word, he walked right past us on the couch, going into his bedroom, and shut the door, only slightly less than a slam.
Marc appeared in the still open doorway and strolled in, his hands in his pockets, his shoulders lowered. When he realized we were on the couch, he murmured. “Meeting didn’t go so good.”
As he was saying it, the tornado in Axel’s room started. I thought maybe a shelf had fallen off the wall after the slam, but the drop of books and notebooks and other objects from wall to floor continued.
I shot up, heading to Axel’s door.
Marc inserted himself between me and my target. “Wait,” he said. “Just wait.”
“Is he throwing a tantrum?” I asked.
Marc shook his head and said nothing. The noise continued behind the door at his back, but he stayed still, listening. Without anything to do but listen and wait, I watched Marc for signs of what to do. His hair was growing out, almost framing his cheeks, and he’d shaved underneath around the base of his skull. He had some rock star style that was very appealing. He’d a few extra black plastic and leather bracelets along his wrists, and the silver sand dollar hanging from a cord around his neck sparked off the light in the living room.
There came a moment in the crashing of stuff in Axel’s room where it didn’t lessened as much as it slowed down. Like when popcorn was almost ready in the microwave.
Marc nodded and kept his voice down. “Normally, this is when I go in, let him yell it out with me. But I mean…if you want to…”
Someone needed to vent. I got it. They let me do it to them, it was about time I got a chance to return the favor. “Anything I should know?”
“Don’t help him,” he said. “Let him do it. Just stand there and listen.” He turned the handle and slid over, giving me enough room to pass by. “Come back out if it’s too much. I’ll take over.”
I wasn’t sure I was ready for this, but I owed it to him. There was no one I owed it more to.
Prior to this, Axel’s bedroom was more like an office, with a foldable table in the middle set up like a desk and hundreds of notebooks, books and binders along with paperwork on shelves, on the desk and everywhere. There were tanks of animal specimens on a dresser, and the bed was shoved against the wall to make more room for the office part.
When I entered, the tanks were completely fine, their various species of animals safe.
For the rest of the room, he’d gone all around the shelves and taken down every book and notebook and thrown them all to the floor.
Axel stood on the bed, reaching for the last of some on a shelf, and was throwing them, one by one, onto the floor near the bed.
I stood by, watching him as he stretched out trying to reach some that were pretty dusty. He was more careful to create less dust falling onto his sheets.
“You’ve been here in this room a while,” I said.
“I just got in,” he said, without much feeling one way or the other. Not really sounding angry, just talking.
“I mean you’ve been living in this space a while. The dust on the books…”
“It’s a dusty place,” he said, finally reaching the last one and dropping it on the pile on the floor. It didn’t look like he was sorting them, just getting them all in the same general area.
When he turned and looked at me, he paused. He’d taken off the shirt and was just wearing a black tank shirt. His shoulders and arms were flexed and engaged while he was balancing on the bed. His dark hair was tied back in a very short ponytail at the crown of his head. With the way his face looked, and maybe because of odd lighting, it just accentuated the Native features of his face. Just darker skin, high cheekbones and an expression of …not peace. Not like he normally was, a breath of calm against chaos.
He was expressionless. No feeling. Empty.
I was still by the closed door, my back to it, and I didn’t know how to continue. Not when he looked at me like that. Hollow.
He jumped off the bed and went to the closet, where he pulled out a flattened cardboard box. He opened it up and started assembling it, taping the bottom so it’d hold things.
“So it’s true,” I said. “We’re actually moving?”
“No,” he said, his voice still calm, which was odd to me with his flurry of activity. He placed the box near the side of the table. “This isn’t going with us.”
“Then what’s…I mean…”
He moved to the other end of the table, opposite the box, and then lifted, tilting the table heavily and letting the paperwork, the files, the books, even a jar of pens slide hazardously in one swoop into the box, with some of the stuff falling to the floor.
There was enough noise at once that Marc opened the door behind me, taking a peek and asking with a look what was going on. I waved him off, and he closed the door again. At least I knew I had backup. Just in case.
When everything had slid down and the table was clear, he let it drop. It ended upright again on the floor, a bit cockeyed from where it had been.
With that, he breathed in slow and then let out a breath. “They let me go.”
“From the Academy?”
“From my job,” he said. He turned to me, his dark eyes meeting mine.
A wave of anger he wasn’t expressing in his tone filtered into me, making me angry. “You mean…the animal hospital thing? From…”
“Yes,” he said. He tilted his head. “Too high a risk. I’m exposed. I risk the people around it since it’s such a public venue. It doesn’t have the security. They can’t expect a place like that to carry the cost of higher security just for one person…” He rattled it off, although there was sarcasm in his tone by the end.
My hands were now clenched into fists. The Academy made him quit. Or got him fired.
Because of other people.
People who had kidnapped us. Now with the phone call from Alice, it was confirmation we were still on their radar.
It was just like Brandon giving up his garage. They were all having to let go of everything they’d worked for. Only, apparently Axel hadn’t been ready to let go just yet.
This wasn’t our fault. We didn’t kill people. We weren’t the bad guys. But we were suffering for it.
“What do they want us to do then?” I asked him. “Lay low? Not talk to anyone? Live in a bubble, camping in a tent in the woods?”
He approached me, his hand pointing sort of in the direction of Brandon’s apartment where they’d had their meeting. “They want us to be happy. And safe. And if we’re with them, helping them out.” He closed the distance between us until we were toe to toe and his nose hovered over mine. “They want me to take you away from here…,” he said, his voice dropping down to a shallow whisper.
The change in his tone surprised me. An odd sensation drifted through me as I sensed Marc at my back, probably listening through the door.
“Do you not want to leave?” I asked.
He backed up a couple of inches. His gaze went to the wall and then down to his feet. He put his hands on his hips. “I don’t like running.”
It was hard to argue with the Academy on why he needed to leave work, but I didn’t agree with the approach. “If we run, they may chase us.”
“We could get away from them,” he said, looking up at me.
“I know we could. Live in the woods. Cut off contact. Pretend we don’t exist.” I hissed at the last part. “Is that what they want us to do? Fly under the radar and hope we don’t get noticed?” I touched at the center of my chest. “I don’t like being told where I can and can’t go.”
“They aren’t telling us…”
“I’m not talking about the Academy,” I said. I don’t know how it happened, but I felt I was saying what Axel wanted to say. I knew what he was thinking and had the guts to say it out loud. “Sure, they want you protected. Maybe the Academy genuinely wants us safe. But right now, that means giving those bad guys exactly what they want anyway. What do they care if we’re dead or gone, as long as we’re out of the way? While all those bad guys we kept exposing, they’re going about doing whatever they want and hurting people. It gives them control. Not us.”
“If Alice and old Mr. Murdock find us—"
“If they are still chasing us, why not let them find us? Alice didn’t even know I was in that hospital. It didn’t sound like she was even looking for me. We know they might look now, but let’s just be on guard and watch and see who shows up. Then we’ll know. We can find out who still cares about killing us off or whatever and then get to them. Or even better, let’s do your secret spy things and find them.” I smirked. “Or are you not spies like I thought you were? Are we just a bunch of snitches who run at the first sign of trouble?”
He leaned over me again, this time with hands on the door on either side of my shoulders. He looked at me, the hollowness fading out, replaced with something else. Something brewing just under the surface. “Go away, Marc.”
“Got it.” There was shuffling behind the door and footsteps fading away.
With that, his hand slid down the door until he reached around me and locked it.
His nose touched mine. I closed my eyes as he was too close to look at.
The hand drifted from the handle of the door to my lower back.
“The Academy wants to turn us into ghosts, Kayli,” Axel whispered, his warm breath against the skin of my cheek, close to my lips. He tilted his head forward, until he was whispering in my ear. “Ghosts that can disappear and can’t be hurt. Because when those bad guys decide to come for us, it won’t be to kidnap. There won’t be a warning. They’ll kill us.”
“They tried before…”
“They’ll be smarter next time.” He pulled back, focusing on my face, looking into my eyes. “Because they thought they were dealing with normal people. Now we’ve shown we know the game. They won’t send a team with guns in an obvious drive by. It won’t be some punk in the street with a knife told to stab us. It’ll be discreet, and it’ll be permanent. They’ll bide their time for the right moment. They were willing to do it by poison last time. They tried to kill us while they still talked to us and promised to let us go if we just listened to them. They’ll lie while sticking a needle in your back, willing to walk away without telling us what they’d done. Next time, it might be the same. Subtle. We won’t even know it’s them.”
He was right. It almost took us too long to discover what they’d done to us. We were lucky the Academy even had doctors and a hospital at their disposal. One advanced enough that they could discover what was happening.
So maybe the Academy wasn’t wrong to be so cautious. “So you want to move? You want to turn into a ghost?”
His lips twitched but went back to the stoic expression he usually carried, nearly unreadable. “We’ve got time to think about it. From what you’ve said, Alice didn’t even seem to be thinking about you when she called. You were the afterthought.”
“Did you get Blake’s brother and his wife out of town?”
He frowned. “Let’s not talk about that.”
Something must have happened but apparently nothing bad enough if Axel was here and not with Blake. It wasn’t really like him to not tell me anything I asked about. “What do we do next?”
He turned away from me, putting a hand to his mouth, wiping at his lips. He paced a bit in front of me.
“If we ghost”—he slowed his pacing—“it’s not because I want to. And if we do, it’s completely over. We can’t work for the Academy. We would have to do what they say, stay underground. Wait until Alice and others have been arrested by authorities.”
I frowned. “But you don’t like running.”
His eyes widened. “I hate running.”
“So what do we do? What do you want?” I didn’t want it to come from me. I wanted him to say it.
He quieted. From the way his eyes danced back and forth, from my eyes to my nose to my lips and back, he was thinking.
“We can’t tell the others,” he said.
He didn’t have to say more. He had a plan. I was with him. I crossed my fingers over my heart. “Hope to die.”
There was just the faintest glint of amusement in his otherwise stoic face. “Which means we’ve got a lot of planning, too.”
A loud thud shuddered the door at my back, making me jump into Axel in reaction. The thud was followed by voices, at first like harsh whispers, then getting louder.
Axel pulled me away from the door so he could open it. He blocked the doorway, so I had to stand on my toes to look over his shoulder at what was going on.
Raven had Marc in a vice grip against the doorframe. Marc struggled to get an arm free to wedge himself out of it.
Raven stopped saying whatever he had been saying to look at Axel.
Axel said nothing. It seemed like he was waiting for an explanation, but since he had his back to me, I couldn’t see his expression.
Raven released Marc, who immediately started rubbing at his throat and coughing. “Sorry,” Marc said through his coughs. “He wanted to listen. Was trying to stop him.”
“I’m in,” Raven said directly to Axel. His voice deep now. His expression was dark, almost frightening.
So much for not telling the others.
“I thought we didn’t listen in,” I said to Raven from behind Axel. Axel moved out of the way and opened the door further.
Raven smirked. “That’s just Academy meetings. Anything involving my wife, I’m involved in, too.” He redirected his gaze to Axel. “So I’m in. What do we do first?”
“Me, too,” Marc said, standing up straight, still rubbing at his neck. “I can’t believe you’d keep it from us.”
Axel’s face was that blank slate he always seemed to wear. “We’ll be going against what the Academy wants. Again.”
“So?” Marc said. “We seem to have that reputation lately. Once more won’t hurt.”
“I’d rather hurt their feelings,” Raven said, “than risk our lives.”
Axel grunted. “You know if we leave, we won’t be risking anyone’s life.”
“Yes, we would,” Raven said. “We’d be leaving the Academy behind to deal with them, and they can’t handle it. Not like we would…” His voice dropped to a harsh whisper, but he leaned into the three of us as he spoke. “Alice, that old fucker with her, everyone one of those shits, they’re the sort you put down. Because they don’t stop. Only worse now when they were almost caught, since they can’t show their faces.”
“We’re not murdering anyone,” Axel said.
“Then they need to be deported,” Raven said. “To Russia.”
“Alice is from Germany,” I said.
“But she needs to go to Russia. They’ll take care of it.”
“None of that,” Axel said. “We don’t need a conspiracy to send people to execution. We’re in enough trouble as it is.” He waved a hand shortly and then put out one finger at a time to count off. “If we’re doing this, we have to agree to not tell anyone at the Academy. But we must protect them all. We pretend to pack up. We find our exit strategy to leave town. We yes, sir anything they ask. And maybe once this is over, they’ll forgive us if we’ve sorted it ourselves.”
“So we can’t work with anyone else,” Marc said.
“Right,” Axel said in a lower town. He looked at me. “Obviously, first choice is Blake.”
“It may mean exposing some Academy things to him,” I said.
“He already knows,” Axel said. “More than I’d like, but he trusts you. I think he trusts me and the rest of us. Especially now.”
I wrinkled my nose. “What happened? Is this about how his phone got stolen?”
He twisted his lips. “Let’s just get ready. Okay?”
Again, he wasn’t answering.
Something was going on with him. It involved Blake. I wanted to know.
For now, I nodded. “Yeah. Let’s pretend to get out of town. Let’s go find some tents.”
 
 



PREP WORK
Step one: Get ready.
Step two: Leave town, making Alice and even the Academy unable to find us.
Step three: Sneak back and deal with Alice ourselves and make sure the Academy isn’t discovered. 
How? I wasn’t sure. 
I took a quick shower and changed into my own jeans, a shirt from a laundry basket and some boots I dug out of Marc’s closet.
While Marc was helping Axel box up his stuff to get that to his workplace, I was sent to Corey’s and Brandon’s apartment to find them and let them know what we were up to. It wasn’t likely we’d be able to get away with doing this without them, and it was their choice if they were going to be in on it.
I’d volunteered to go while the others talked strategies, but the moment I was facing their apartment door, I was regretting it. Would they be upset we were going against the Academy again?
I didn’t have a key, so I knocked and waited.
It was Corey who answered, peering out at me with a curious brow lifted in question. “What’s wrong?”
Was it my face that gave it away? “There’s uh…change of plan.”
“What?” he asked, opening the door further and ushering me in. “What’s going on?”
I sidestepped into the tiny hallway space and then further into the living room area. His computer monitors were on. One of the screens seemed dark, until a blue outline of a person walked across it.
Trying to figure out what he was doing was distracting me. “Uh, well, they decided to try to find Alice and do something about it ourselves.”
Corey’s mouth opened wide for a moment. “They said that?”
“Yeah. For the most part. We fake leaving town but then come back and try to get to her. They’re working out how right now.”
He then closed his mouth and nodded. “I’m not totally surprised.”
“Not a good idea?” I asked.
“It’s probably the best calculated move,” he said. “At least at this point.” He did something with his hands, making numbers like he was writing out a formula in the air. “Best case scenario, we find out where they are, catch them in the middle of something, and point the police at them so they can take care of things.”
“What’s the worst case scenario?”
“I don’t want to do that math.”
I didn’t want to ask further. “They need to know you and Brandon are in on this.”
“Oh, we’re in,” he said. He went back to his desk, watching his monitor that was dark for a second and then looking at a second one that had some program running numbers and formulas, and those were flying across the screen quickly. “Brandon’s not going to want to be left out.”
“Left out of what?”
My heart jumped at the familiar voice.
Kevin was standing just outside of Brandon’s bedroom. I would have thought it a bit suspicious, as he was never around, but I knew they sort of let their own team do whatever, trusted them.
It was just hard to think of him as on the team.
He stepped forward, his face turning from curiosity to something bordering angry as he faced off with Corey. “Don’t tell me…”
Corey stood up. “It’s not what you’re thinking.”
“It better not be.” He waved his hand around. “I can’t do this again, man. I’ve been laying low just like everyone told me.”
“It’s for your own safety.”
“And Mindy is asking questions!” He pressed a palm against his forehead, and then brushed at the tight curls, cut short against his scalp. “I can’t keep this up.”
Corey looked at me and then back to Kevin. “We’re doing what they are telling us. Leaving.”
Kevin squinted his eyes at him. “That’s right we are. I’m taking my fiancée with me and we’re getting out of here. She’s already pissed I’m asking her to move and leave her family without telling her why.” He walked around Corey and then me in a wide circle to get to the front door. He pointed a finger at me as he left. “I don’t want to hear about any more schemes. No more running around.”
Corey frowned. “It’s not that simple.”
Kevin stopped short of exiting and approached him in an aggressive rush, enough to have Corey back up a step. “It is that simple,” he said. “It was always simple. Do what they said. In some cases, it was to not do stuff. Not doing stuff is the easiest.” He angrily switched his gaze to me. “I should have known this was all a bad idea.”
I’d never seen him so angry. 
It was my fault.
Corey stepped between us. “We can’t change what happened.”
Kevin stopped glaring at me to simply frown at Corey. “I trusted you all. You told me it was important. You told me we needed to. I believed you.” He headed to the door again. “Maybe when Mindy and I leave, we’ll just go on our own. Seems safer.”
Corey only looked at the floor, letting Kevin walk out.
I bit my lower lip, unsure what to say. I couldn’t blame Kevin at all for anything he’d been saying. He was scared. We’d pushed him to do highly dangerous things. Now he was being forced to leave this life, possibly for good.
“He’s not happy with any of us,” I eventually said.
“He’s got a reason. They want to get married and have a family.” He went to his computer and tapped a few times at his keyboard and then brushed a palm across his lips. “To be honest, he’s been drifting away from us. He started out just like us, but he’s…”
“Gone straight,” I said. “He’s about to be a family man. Doesn’t want to take risks.”
Corey smirked and refocused his attention on me. “Sometimes I think it’d be better if we did the same. If we left all this and went off and just…did stuff for us.” He shrugged. “But then, that’s selfish.”
“Because we’re leaving them behind to deal with it.” I waved my hand through the air. “Yeah, we know…”
“No…actually, I wasn’t thinking about that.”
I blinked at him, unsure of what he was saying.
He stood up, taking a step closer to me, but his eyes were…different. Happy, yes, always cheerful, but there was a weird mix of emotions just under the surface. He reached out and took my shoulders and held them in is palms. “I feel a bit guilty bringing all of this on you.”
“I know. You shouldn’t.”
He nodded shortly. “I can’t help it. I feel responsible.”
“It’s not your fault.”
“It is exactly my fault.” His eyes shifted as he looked into my face. “That recruiter, Eddie… the one who came around when you first came over that one day, remember him?”
I nodded. He’d wanted to speak to Corey in secret. He said something about a job. Last we’d heard, he was captured by the police. “What about him?”
“I should have known what he was there for and prepared for it. I was just…distracted.” He lowered his head a bit, looking very pointedly at me. “By something I felt was much more important.”
Although I was feeling the rippling emotions coming from his touch and his stare, I tried to be coy. “You really wanted to catch Blake.”
He smirked just a bit and then shook his head. “I wasn’t really worried about that.”
“Yes, you were,” I said and poked him in the stomach. “I saw your formula. You worked on that one and wanted to catch him.”
He laughed and play-slapped at my hand to bat it away. “Fine, I really wanted to catch him. I wanted to show the Academy we were ready to do what they were training us to do.”
The way he’d said that surprised me. “You mean that was the first time you all did something like that?”
“The first time we took a direct approach with a criminal…well, after you of course.” He waved over at me with a hand after the comment. “The Academy generally works without making direct contact at all if it can be helped. Especially if we know the person can retaliate.”
I put my hands on my hips. “So what do they do exactly? I mean we’ve been pretty direct. They sent us to Florida…”
“Yeah, on a suspicion a woman spent all her money on a pyramid scheme, which turned into a kidnapping. Which lead to guns blazing and a car chase and all kinds of hell. I think that’s why we were the experiment. We are able to dive in where the Academy wouldn’t have been able to. We weren’t afraid to face off with kidnappers. And every time, they have to cover our tracks and clean up. Face it. Our time so far with the Academy has been a disaster.” He sat down again at his office chair, rolling it toward his computer so he could focus. “And now we’re about to defy them on purpose. Probably for the last time.”
I felt bad for the guys. The Academy had done a lot for me, including looking out for my brother and now my dad. It was hard not to feel like I was going to let them down.
“But what else can we do?” I asked. 
Corey didn’t answer for a long time and went back to looking at his monitors. I came up behind him. Those numbers were moving around pretty fast on one of his screens. On the other, he was looking at some sort of outline of a map. He flipped to another page and there were dots on the screen. Most were moving around the map.
It took me a minute to realize it was a map of the apartment building. I could see out to almost the parking lot on one side, and then almost out to the small lake on the other side. It was of the ground floor. Security was lingering around in the lobby. There was an office, and a laundry center and gym. The only one that had any moving dots was the laundry.
“What are you doing, exactly?” I asked him.
Without looking at me, he spoke. “Do you remember when I was telling you about how I tracked Blake with his cell phone, how we managed to figure out he was heading to the wrong side of town all the time and we couldn’t figure out why?”
“Is he doing it again?” I asked. “Is he here? Is he in the laundry room downstairs?” I pointed to the area on the screen.
He arched an eyebrow. “That’s not him.”
“Is he standing at the security podium?” I was about to ask him another question when another blue dot started to come in from the parking lot side. It went by the podium, through the metal detector and headed to the elevators and then shortly disappeared. It made me realize he wasn’t just talking about Blake specifically. “Are you tracking who comes in and out of the building?”
“Erm…”
Yup. I puzzled things over for a minute, trying to come up with the answers he wasn’t giving me. “You’re tracking people by their cell phones? I thought all you had was an alarm that alerted you to if someone was way out of consistency of pattern.”
“Well, now it’s set for anyone who comes within parking lot range of this building,” he said. “As long as we’re in it, we’ll need to keep an eye out for anyone coming in or out.”
“What’s wrong with the security team downstairs?”
“It’ll give us a chance to warn security if there’s any trouble.” He motioned to the screen. “Blue dots are people who live or work here. Green dots…” Just as he said it, a blue and green dot appeared on the screen, lake side this time, and they stopped just outside the doors, like they were waiting around. Corey tapped at his screen once just to point to the green dot. “They’re known numbers that have been around the last several months. People who are probably friends or something.”
“Any other colors?”
“Reds are people no one seems to have a connection to.” He motioned to the other screen. “I get a phone number and an associated name and some data, like if they’re local, who they work for, etc. Usually pizza delivery or someone’s new date.”
“What if they aren’t carrying a cell phone?”
“Most everyone does.”
“I don’t,” I said. “Children don’t.”
“We’re not looking for kids.” He waved to the monitor again. “But those come up purple, but only in view of the actual cameras. And there’s a camera in the elevator put there by the building’s security. I tapped into it. But we won’t have to watch it unless something blips the screen purple or red.”
“How often does that happen?”
He shrugged. “Not as many kids as I thought live here, but I’m still working on it.”
I smirked. “So you’re still having to sit here and watch.”
“Yeah, but I’m not likely to miss anything this way. And I don’t have to waste brain power trying to figure out who most people are or recognize faces.”
“Are we going to have to take turns?” I asked.
“Brandon and I can handle it. But if you want, we can put you into rotation.”
“Where is your bother, anyway?”
“I think he’s taking a nap. Long night. He’ll take a shift at this sometime later.”
Is that why Kevin was coming from Brandon’s room? What happened there?
Was he really tired or if he was more depressed about losing his garage? I had to wonder. Maybe he needed alone time.
I sat in the other office chair, stretched my legs out and tried to get used to watching the monitors with him. “What are all the numbers there?” I motioned to the screen with all the moving numbers.
“That’s just the algorithm working. I’m just monitoring. Fixing any blips if I come across anything.” He turned in his chair until his knee was touching mine. “If a red comes in, it pauses to show me the number and everything.”
While I was watching, his green and blue dots moved inside and to the elevator. He tapped a button, flipping the screen to an overhead camera view of the elevator, showing it to me. A couple of teens were headed up. “Simple enough, yeah?”
“What happens if Alice or her goons show up?”
He turned off the camera view and went back to his dot screen. “I don’t think they would. This is just in case.”
“They did once.”
“And they probably suspect we are watching now. They’d have to be really crazy to try again. It’s the only reason we are staying here for now. It’s giving us time to decide the next move. We put in security. Too many witnesses. They’d have to send an army.”
“So we commit a felony following people by their cell phone numbers to catch the bad guys.”
He smirked. “I don’t think it’s a felony.”
“Are you sure?”
“Look, if there’s a line between right or wrong, we’re…walking the line pretty close.”
“Which side?”
“This line is pretty fuzzy. It’s more like a mile-wide gray area. Room to roam around a little.”
I wasn’t going to push buttons on his semantics.
Suddenly, Marc materialized behind us. I didn’t even hear him come in until he was on top of us. He had changed his shirt into a nice blue, collared, long-sleeve one and his hair was combed back respectively, looking like the charming boy next door. He karate chopped Corey on the head. “What are you showing her now? You should know better.”
Corey waved off his arm and guarded himself against another chop. “She can do security monitoring.”
“We’re not even supposed to be doing that.” He aimed a finger gun at me, square between the eyes. “Tell anyone, you’re dead.”
I harrumphed. “Who do I talk to?”
“Coaltar.”
“Besides him.”
“Future. Or Fortune. Did she change her name again yet?”
“Besides her.” I popped him on the back of his hand so he’d get it out of my face. “Why are you here?”
“Came to get you.” He snapped his fingers and pointed to the door. “We’ve got to get you ready to go.”
I pushed myself out of the chair to follow him. “Get ready for what?”
“For leaving.”
“I thought we weren’t leaving.”
“We’re pretending to leave, remember? But to do that, we need supplies.” He spun on me just as we got to the door and then aimed his finger gun at my face again. “Also, what we’ve said in here, don’t say anything out there when we go places, okay? People can listen even from far away, so don’t talk about the Academy or about anything. Try to pretend to be normal.”
I looked around the apartment. “Think they’re listening now?”
“Nope. We’ve got that taken care of. But outside of here, zip it on everything. We’re just going shopping.”
 
 



SHOPPING
Marc and I were stuck in the black SUV between an empty school bus and a very large semi with a big red sticker that marked the contents as explosive while trying to get downtown. The after-work traffic was backed up all the way to I-26, and I was suspecting a pileup ahead of us.
“We could walk faster than this,” I told him. I was eyeballing the semi, which had a few too many dents and scrapes to my liking. I didn’t trust it not to roll backward into us.
“Then we’d have to carry stuff back to the car that much further,” he said.
Good point. “Do we have to go to this one? Where are we going anyway? There’s no Walmart downtown.”
“I’m not going all the way out to Walmart. We’re going here. There’s clothes here. I’ve bought some before from this place. Besides, do you see this traffic? To get anywhere else besides downtown, we’d have to get on that Interstate into that traffic mess.”
I hiked an eyebrow up. He said supplies before, didn’t he? “We’re getting clothes?”
He lifted his gaze off of the back of the explosive sticker on the truck and looked at me with those mismatched eyes he had. “We’re starting with clothes for you. Although I think maybe we should start with boots.”
“Why me?”
“I’m literally running out of shoes and clothes because someone keeps borrowing them. And then leaving them all over the state. Sometimes out of state. Or out in the ocean.”
I looked down at the T-shirt and boots I was wearing right now, his. Usually always Marc’s because his clothes didn’t fall off my body most of the time. And everyone else had way bigger feet.
When we got out of line from behind the explosive truck, it wasn’t much better than a crawl all the way downtown. Even with taking side streets and alleys that might not be technically designated as roads, any cross traffic on the other lanes was bumper to bumper.
“What the hell is going on?” Marc asked. “Everyone forgot how to drive today.”
Eventually, Marc parked us near an outdoor tourist market along King Street. I’d been there a few times, including when I got picked up by Dr. Roberts. In December, it was decorated in Christmas displays. The sweetgrass basket weavers had their wares decorated with ribbons. The crowds were in smaller numbers than in the summer, mostly locals coming downtown to eat and stopping by the shops on a day out.
We remained in the car while Marc shuffled with his cell phone, poking a message out on the screen. “Are we buying tourist clothes?”
“There’s some, but there’s normal stuff, too,” he said. Eventually, he put the phone away and looked at me. “Ready?”
I scratched at my forearm absently. “No.”
He lifted a brow slowly. “You’re not afraid of a little shopping, are you?”
“No.”
He squinted at my face. “I think you’re lying. It’s harder to tell when you only say one word, but…I’m pretty sure.”
Okay, so maybe I still was uneasy with the idea of them paying for anything more than they already had with me. “I don’t really need clothes.”
“If you’re taking other people’s clothes, it’s because you need more.” He reached out to stop my scratching and still my hand.
When he touched me, it was like a shock to my system. It was jarring to be alone with him now. I’d been in the hospital for a while, and they’d been completely hands off. But it felt like whenever they touched me now, I was a wild set of emotions.
He seemed to feel it too, and giving in to impulse, he tugged me by the collar of his shirt I wore and kissed me.
For a minute, my senses completely blacked out and I gave in to it. Forgot where I was. Forgot everything we were doing. It was just his tongue thrusting into my mouth and his hands running over my body, tugging at me like he needed me too.
It was a hot moment, right up to when he was tugging me to get into the back seat.
That’s when I had to pull back, catch my breath. “We’re out in public,” I said.
“We could not be,” he breathed out hotly against my ear before he kissed it.
Tempting…
I gripped at his blue shirt. I had things to say to him, and I couldn’t think of how to put it together into words. How there was more than just him, and I was confused by feelings and I had to say something so it was just out in the air.
He pulled his face around to look at me. Those blue and green eyes opened wide. “Is it too weird?” he asked.
“The weird part is that it doesn’t feel weird,” I said. I let go of his collar and pushed a hand to my temple. “Like I’m alone with you here. It feels…good. But then when I’m…with someone else…” I trailed off, because I didn’t want to say anyone’s name. Not while I was right in front of him. “Not that just anyone…not that I’m doing things with everyone.” I made a face. This was making it sound horrible.
He smirked and shook his head, his eyes drifting around my face. “It was weird at first when I thought about it. But I don’t know…” He looked me directly in the eyes then. “When I’m with you like this, it feels right, too. And I’m not angry when you’re hanging out with the others. Maybe Coaltar…”
“You just don’t like him.”
“I’m trying.” He paused and shrugged. “But are we ever going to get to where we’re not talking about it and just make it a thing?”
“I don’t know what this is,” I said, trying to tug away from him just a little. Not that I really wanted to let go. I didn’t want to really talk feelings either. But I needed to figure this out.
He resisted letting me go a second but then pulled back into his own seat, leaning against the window with a palm over one eye. “Christ, let’s just all get married.”
“I think that’s illegal.”
“It doesn’t have to be real,” he said. He lowered his hand and put it on the wheel as he spoke to me. “If we’re going to do this, let’s just do it. Thinking about it is what’s killing me. Let’s just do it.”
I knew what he meant. “I guess I’m not wanting anyone to feel awkward about it,” I said. “I don’t want to hide things.”
He nodded vigorously. “Right. I agree.”
“And I don’t want anyone fighting.”
“No,” he said, he put his hand over his heart. “Promise I won’t fight with them. Well, no more than the usual.”
“And we’re not adding in anyone else,” I said. “I know that’s not fair. But I really can’t handle anything right now. I should…I mean I know about open relationships, but I really…I can’t…”
In an instant, he was on me again, but just to cup my cheeks in his hands to get me to look right at him.
He spoke in soft tones, so close to my face that I felt his breath on me. “No one else,” he said. “I couldn’t handle it, either. And I don’t want to. I can’t talk for the others, but I…” He paused, just looking at me, and then suddenly burst out, “I’m so fucking in love with you.”
It was on my lips to say it back, and I think my mouth moved, but no air escaped my lips. Just my lips making the motion.
I felt it too.
I think I had for a while and was never going to tell him about it. Not when I was so conflicted by similar feelings for the others. Not when I thought telling him I loved him but I also felt the same for others would break his heart.
And when I couldn’t say what I wanted out loud, I just leaned in and kissed him.
The kiss was different this time, less desperate for sex, more needing to feel he loved me and the reassurance this attraction between us wasn’t just sexual.
While he kissed me, he took my hand and placed it over his heart. It was beating just as fast as mine.
I wanted to feel free to have sex with him or get any sort of affection I wanted with him, but I was becoming aware that we were in public.
He seemed to sense it too, in particular when someone parked really close to us and walked around our car to get to wherever they were going.
He pulled away but kept his eyes on me. “Will you let me get you some damn shoes, please?”
“Just the basics,” I said in a soft tone. I wanted to comply. Not that I didn’t enjoy wearing some of his things. Sometimes I did it because he got annoyed with it and that made me happy. But in that moment, I didn’t want to fight about this. I wasn’t asking him to do this. He was offering. If we needed to do this to get out of here, that’s what I wanted to do.
♠♠♠♠♠♠
Instead of heading into the outdoor market along King Street, Marc pulled me toward another building, one which I’d never been in before. All I knew before today was that really wealthy people went in. It could have been an office building for all I knew.
So I was surprised when we were inside and I was looking at shops. It was sort of like the mall, but all the shops were smaller boutiques with fancy signs hanging over the doors. The window displays were done up in the best of the best the store had to offer, with jewelry displays, mannequins showcasing the latest fashions, and gift shops with big, glittery expensive stuff.
All the halls were window displays. There were security cameras currently being installed at nearly every few feet. A security guard was posted near the entrance and he tipped his head in our direction as we entered.
A thief’s worst nightmare. Nowhere to escape to if I lifted a wallet. I hadn’t even known this place to be a mall, which was probably a good thing. I would have been far too tempted by the challenge and the idea these people wouldn’t miss their money as much.
Good thing I didn’t do that anymore.
But out of habit, I kept my head down and tried not to look people in the face. I already felt out of place in the clothes I was wearing. Street rats shouldn’t be here.
Not that Marc’s clothes were street rat, just me wearing them made me feel like one.
It was hard to keep my head down. The whole hall, the window displays, they were all decked out for Christmas. Some had gift-wrapped boxes as if to show that this shop could giftwrap your purchased items.
“I think we’re in the wrong place,” I said, unable to peel my eyes off every dazzling, sparkling thing.
“There’s normal stuff,” he said. He tugged at my wrist and pulled me away from watching a Christmas train in a display going around some expensive vases and gift items. “Come on. There’s a girl shop up here, I think.”
There was a bright pink and peach clothing shop to the left, and he walked me right into it. I hovered just inside the doorway while he checked out what was on the racks.
The clothing was oddly shaped to me, and when he pulled out a dress, the front material hung over on itself.
The lady working the counter, busy with a woman carrying a toddler on her back, seemed to be eyeballing us.
Marc put the dress back. “Wrong section?”
“Wrong store,” I said. “This is maternity clothing.” I tried not to grumble. It wasn’t his fault, but it reminded me again of what I’d probably never have for myself. I hadn’t ever thought about a kid before. I wasn’t ready to deal with it. I was just angry at the option not being there for me.
He blinked and looked around. “Oh. So…nothing you like here?”
I rolled my eyes. But the lady behind the counter was leaving the customer to come talk to us.
Marc waved to her. “Sorry, I was trying to get her to buy something nice.”
“Haven’t shopped here before?” she asked.
He scratched the back of his head. “Not for girls.”
“Need any help with that?” said a voice behind me, nearly spooking me out of my boots.
I turned to find a mousey haired girl, her hair cut short. Her face had tiny features. She was dressed plainly in a turtleneck sweater and slim, dark pants and high heels and with a wildly colorful sash around her waist.
The shop attendant for the maternity store called to her. “Gretchen! Good to see you. Sounds like they could use your help.”
“Sure, if you’ve a minute,” Marc said, seeming eager. He walked up beside me and motioned to me with a palm. “Thing is, Kayli here needs some clothes. What’s a good place?”
“What kind of clothes?” she asked.
“Nice ones?” Marc said. “Girly?”
“Nope!” I said, although a little too loud, in protest. “No,” I said a bit quieter. “Just street clothes. Normal clothes. Nothing fancy.” I wasn’t going to get stuck with just evening gowns and skirts and fancy things. If he tried that, he was going to wake up tomorrow with all his stuff hidden and only a maternity dress to wear.
Gretchen eyeballed me and then Marc and then me again. “Are you sure?”
“Very,” I said. “I need to be able to run in them.”
Marc coughed once.
“And do normal stuff,” I continued. Not like I could explain the need to randomly run in street clothes, but I wanted to get across the point. No fancy dresses. If I was going to have to fight for my life with Alice and take her down, I didn’t want my legs caught up in a skirt.
Gretchen looked me over head to toe and then motioned for me to follow her. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s get you fitted first.”
Fitted? I followed like she wanted me to, but when I stepped up beside her, I gave her a questioning eyeball. “What?”
“When was the last time you were measured?”
Was this a trick question? “I think I’m a medium,” I said, not even sure if that was true. I didn’t often check sizes. I just guessed and put things on.
Gretchen guided the way down the hall, speaking to me. “That’s fine. It just lets me know where to begin. And with you, at the beginning. If you’re going to be running in clothes, you need them to fit well.”
“I’m not saying it’s all running,” I said.
“But you need certain types of clothes because you’re an active person.”
“Only some of the time. Short bursts.”
She waved to my attire. “Is this your preference?”
I shrugged. “It’s okay. To be honest, I’m pretty basic.”
“She doesn’t really have any clothes at the moment,” Marc said behind us. “She’s been borrowing mine.”
She seemed to consider this and nodded. “So we need to start from the very, very beginning. Basics. I think I’ve got some ideas for you. Luckily, I had a cancellation, so I’m free. You’ve got perfect timing.”
Cancellation? I thought she was just going to show us some shop that fit what I needed. “So…who are you?”
Before she could respond, I got distracted. The hallway had ended, and we arrived at an expansive room where two elegant marble staircases nearly encircled the largest Christmas tree I’d ever seen. Bedecked to overflowing with Christmas decorations, displays of wrapped Christmas gifts and a bigger train, big enough to carry children if you fed it a couple of quarters. A large chandelier hung over the Christmas tree, nearly touching the tip, looking like an upside-down crystal tree itself. There was a piano playing somewhere, and around the edges of this large room were restaurants and more shops. Another hall matched the one we were leaving on the other side.
She headed for the staircase. “My name is Gretchen, but mostly people call me Gretta now. My shop is up here.”
I couldn’t help but gawk at the idea. “You own a shop?”
“A clothing boutique. I’m a designer and make custom outfits.”
I wanted to pause, but I felt like I was floating up the stairs with her, following her in shock.
Custom clothes.
A fashion designer.
I was way out of my league.
So was Marc. He couldn’t afford this.
I left Marc a very long, very scared look. We were going to have to say no. Couldn’t she tell we weren’t going to be able to afford this? She should know better than to invite just anyone up to her shop.
He seemed completely oblivious, and also curious, urging me to continue. I was going to say something. What did I care what she thought of me? It’s not like I’d see her again.
Only, he motioned me to continue and nudged me with a finger when I tried to defy this silent request.
This was going to be a disaster.
Gretchen led the way along the second floor of the mall, passing by other boutiques and a spa before arriving at one shop that didn’t have any window displays at all. It was striking in its simplicity compared to the other stores. The door was frosted glass with “Tissu
Deux.”
“This is it,” she said.
“Tissu?” I asked her.
“It’s French for fabric.”
“And the Deux?”
“It means two. This is the second Tissu in existence.”
She owned two? “Where’s the other one?”
“Far away,” she said. She held open the door for me. “Come on in.”
The lighting was much dimmer as we entered, so it took a second for our eyes to adjust. But at first it was just a short, dark hall.
Once we got to the other side, we were in a large room with dark curtains hanging along the walls like a theater would have. There was a small stage as well, with some lights focused on it.
Besides that, there were waist-high black pedestals. The tops were glass and the bases were lit up to shine light on fancy mannequins in outfits. There were about twelve of these in a semi-circle, all lined up just ending before a few white couches that faced the stage.
While there were a couple of very fancy dresses and skirts on some of the mannequins, some had what I considered normal clothes. One was jeans and a white T-shirt, just the shoes were high heels and the purse looked expensive.
No racks of clothes.
Nothing you can just pick up and take to a cashier.
No cashier at all.
Worse than I thought.
Gretchen came up beside me, as I’d stopped at the mannequin that had the plainest clothes. The white T-shirt one. “Is this more you?”
“Without the heels,” I said.
“Do you like any heel?”
“You can’t really run in heels.”
“Some you can,” she said. “Short bursts. I’ve dressed dancers in long heels. Although we had to get them balanced and make them super lightweight since they do kicks and twists and things. Some need to be heavier and wider to keep balance better. It depends on what the situation is.”
I raised a brow. “You dress celebrities?”
“I dress everyone. But yeah, some.”
I grimaced and suddenly felt dirty and ugly in the clothes I was wearing. “Maybe we shouldn’t be wasting your time.”
Marc had been looking at several of the displays, studying them. When I spoke, he was instantly at my elbow. “We’re not sure how this works. Do we point to what she’d like to try on?”
I stuck an elbow in his rib. “He means we’re probably not your usual clientele.”
She seemed genuinely curious and motioned for me to follow her. “Why don’t we just get started? I’ll measure you, and then we’ll work out the type of clothes that suit you.” She waved a hand at Marc and then pointed to the white couches near the stage. “Why don’t you get comfortable? This might take some time.”
I glared at Marc. Don’t you dare leave me.
He went right for the couch like an innocent pup and sat down.
Traitor…
Gretchen had me follow her to one side of the stage, where she pulled back part of the curtain hanging from the wall and revealed a door. I followed her though and down another hallway. There were doors that were open on the left. She skipped two doors and then entered the third, flicking the light on.
I startled myself looking in on mirrored walls, seeing her reflection and mine repeated so often under the lights. There was a plush rug on top of hard dark wood flooring. Near the door was a large wood and iron, antique coatrack and then a long table to one side. All of this reflected in the mirrors a few dozen times in on itself.
“Wait here a second?” she said to me. “I’ll go get my kit.”
Kit?
I grimaced, already highly uncomfortable, and was tempted to run for the door while she was gone.
 
 



A DIFFERENT WORLD 
When she got back, I spent a half hour turning around, lifting my arms, bending over and going into all sorts of positions while she held a tape measure to my body.
And when she couldn’t get accurate with my clothes on, she had me take them off.
So I was standing around in my underwear while she was doing all the measuring and taking notes.
I gazed over at her clipboard where she’d written things down. “Did you really need to know my ankle size?”
“I like to get everything down on paper,” she said. She studied the numbers on her clipboard like it all made sense to her.
After she was done, she left and brought back clothes.
That’s when it felt like I went into robot mode. I did what she told me, putting a variety of shirts and pants on while she marked some notes, only to take them off again at her say so. I wasn’t even sure what I was wearing at times. Pants, jeans, T-shirts, some blouses, a skirt, one dress. Sometimes with shoes, sometimes without.
How she got me to be so patient with her, I’d never know. If anyone else had done this, I would have been setting them on fire. When we were getting to jackets and outerwear, I was wearing down.
“How much more do we need to do?” I asked. “It’s been fun, but…this is a lot of clothes.” The table and the coatrack were covered in all the outfits she’d had me put on, some tossed aside as not for me, some she approved in a different pile. I couldn’t tell you which ones. I didn’t pick them, she did.
“Yeah, we’ve been at it a while,” she said. She sat back on her heels on the floor and brushed a palm against her forehead to wipe away some hair. “It’s been months since I’ve put together an entire wardrobe for someone.”
My eyes widened. “Wardrobe? I…don’t need much.” I nodded to the pile of clothes. “The T-shirts. A pair of jeans…I don’t even want the dresses.”
She flicked her hand at me. “No, I just wanted to see those on you. Although the chartreuse has your name all over it.”
I gazed at the tennis ball colored dress. The shape was okay, but the color was nope. “You’re kidding.”
She got up and held a jacket up to her own body and then to me. “If you’re wearing your boyfriend’s clothes enough he wants to buy you your own, I’m guessing you basically don’t like anything you own and need everything new. So we’re getting you everything. A capsule wardrobe. You’ll be able to mix and match everything and you can add in whenever you like. But you’re covered for every occasion.”
“Erm,” I said. “Look, I don’t know if I can afford this. I didn’t know we were doing all of it. I can’t ask Marc to pay for it all.”
She sighed a little. “I know. But look, all of these”—she motioned to the collection of items—“were created for people who tried them on and decided they didn’t want them. Most were headed to the donation bin.”
“Why?” I asked. “They’re perfectly good clothes. Why don’t you put up some racks and sell them?”
She smiled in a way that she seemed amused. “Like the other shops around here?”
“Kinda.”
“I’m not really a factory,” she said. She held up the jacket and motioned to it with her other hand. “These are custom. I used to operate like everyone else, but not everyone fits in the same manufactured piece of material. Some need different fabrics, different shapes, colors. I was frustrated with limitations.”
“Interesting,” I said.
“Plus, people pay booka moola when something is this custom.” She put her jacket on the table with the other clothes. “Rarity increases value.”
She was smart and creative. Hard not to be jealous. “Huh,” was all I could say. Custom clothes. A talented fashion designer. “I don’t know how we can pay for any of it.”
She waved her hand quickly at me. “I’m going to make a few adjustments to some of these, but then I’ll only charge the cost of materials.”
I raised a skeptical brow at her. “For real? Why?”
“You’re not the first girl to walk in here without a clue or lick of fashion sense. And I always appreciate when you’re willing to play model and let me pick the clothes. Most people try to tell me what to do and what they should be wearing.” She pressed a hand to her chest. “Designers don’t sell trends. They create them. Maybe you’ll stop by again and do some modeling.”
I snorted. “You’re insane. I’m not a model.”
“I don’t really like working with size zero models. The fashion industry does it for…reasons. But I work directly with clients, not with bulk buyers for fashion outlets, I can’t really operate the same way. People need to see outfits on figures that match their own to make decisions.” She went back to the pile of clothes, particularly the ones she’d put aside for me. “I’m going to make a few adjustments here, but by tomorrow evening, I’ll be able to deliver them to you.”
I found this amusing. “You offer delivery?”
“Often I get paid extra to display the new garments in closets. For me, it gives me a chance to match what I’ve prepared with what they already own and see who else they buy clothes from. It also gets me out of the office.”
I gave her the address. Just before I was going to get out of the last pair of jeans and a light sweater combo she’d given me, Marc emerged, poking his head in through the doorway.
“Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to interrupt, but you’ve been gone an hour.”
Had it really been that long? He probably also needed to get more supplies than just clothes. Whoops.
It was the look on his face that scared me.
“What?” I asked.
“We have to go.”
“Now?”
“Now.” He frowned as he looked at Gretchen. “I’m sorry. Really. But it’s an emergency.”
She eyeballed me curiously and then him. “Is this part of the ‘running’ you all were talking about.”
“Exactly,” he said. He pulled out his wallet quickly and handed her a single credit card. “Whatever we owe you, here, use this. Hang on to it for me. I’ll be back for it.”
Before I could ask, I was practically carried out by Marc, wearing the jean and sweater combo and him carrying the boots of his that I’d worn into Tissu Deux.
 
 



I AM NOT WAITING
We got to the SUV and pulled out of the parking spot.
“Gotta go, gotta go,” he said, his arms shook, and he rocked his head forward and back as he steered.
“What happened?” I asked.
“It’s Coaltar,” he said. “Sorry. I mean Blake. You know all that traffic this morning?”
My heartbeat sped up. “Was he…in an accident?”
His lips pursed for a moment, like he debated telling me. “His house…there was some explosion. I don’t have the full details, but...His house is kablooey.”
I was up on my knees in the seat and reaching for his shoulder to tug. “What about him? Was he inside?”
“I don’t think so. But I don’t have full details yet.”
I was in there at least an hour, and who knew how long ago it started if it affected traffic downtown then. I put my hand on the wheel. “Let’s go find him.”
He shoved me back into my seat. “Are you crazy? We can’t go there. It’s a crime scene right now. We can’t be anywhere near it.”
“The police don’t know who we are,” I said, suddenly in a panic. “We have to find out where he is.”
All I could picture was Blake’s face earlier. I’d gotten the sense that something was wrong. He was worried. He said not to trust anyone but each other.
I aimed my body at the door, ready to pull the handle. “Get us there, or I’ll walk there.” We were already headed down the road, slow traffic but still, it would hurt to jump.
He reached for me again, holding my arm. “Don’t you dare.”
“Just drive by,” I said. “As close as you can get.”
“We’ll not be able to get anywhere near it. And even if we could, no one will tell us anything.”
“Try. We need to find out…”
He blew out a breath between his lips and stared at the traffic ahead.
Then suddenly, he was turning around across a double yellow line and barreling the SUV through an alley.
I got a little lost when he made turns, but before I knew it, we were backed up along the road. It seemed all of the South of Broad area was a confusing mess of traffic, people making illegal turns to try to go back the other way, only to get caught in the middle of halted traffic.
“We can walk faster,” I said.
“I can’t leave the car,” he said.
“I’ll go scout ahead?” I touched his arm, trying to get his attention. We weren’t moving, and it’d take forever to get there this way. “Find a place to park and come find me.”
“We’re not supposed to separate right now, not in public.”
“Isn’t public safe? Who would come after me now? Alice? I could scream bloody murder and there’s a thousand witnesses.” I gripped his arm a bit more. “Just let me go look. I just want to make sure he’s not hurt.”
“Corey is trying to locate him,” Marc said slowly. “Blake had his phone stolen by Alice earlier, remember? He’s even harder to track down now.”
The weight of guilt made it hard to breath for a second. “This could have been Alice. She was aiming for him. And we did this to him. She’d no idea who he was until I dragged him into our mess.”
Marc sighed. “Go,” he said. “I’ll park the car.” Before I could turn to jump out, he tugged my arm to get me to sit still a minute. “Don’t disobey the cops there. Usually, there’s a crowd around looking at what’s going on. Blend in with them. Don’t cross the line. Don’t get noticed.” He reached into his pocket, pulling out his own cell phone and passed it to me. “Whatever happens, you answer this phone if it rings. It’s probably Corey calling with info.”
“What about you?”
“I’ll come find you. And there’s a spare cell in the car. I’ll use it.”
I jumped out, tucking the cell phone into my back pocket and made a dash down the road. The new clothes were light weight and didn’t impede my jog. I was immediately grateful for Gretchen.
The smell of acidic smoke became stronger the further down the road I got.
Tell me it was an accident.
Tell me it was a stupid experiment.
Tell me Raven blew up the kitchen again and it just got too far.
It was stupid to think about, but I went through scenarios like that, hoping it was something crazy and Blake was okay. That this wasn’t Alice. That this wasn’t a murder attempt.
Or that he was dead inside.
Axel’s words echoed in my mind. That they were smart and realized we were, and that this time they, would be smarter and it would be permanent.
Blake’s white house was on South Battery, just across the street from White Point Garden at the tip of the Charleston Peninsula. Once I was close, the number of people on the sidewalk increased, some going to check out what was going on, and some walking away like they’d seen enough of what was happening. A small group had crossed the street to the park, looking on and talking to themselves.
There was a barricade, like Marc said, and police trying to tell people to go home, that if they lived beyond the barrier, they needed to talk to him.
I stopped to ask a random person in the crowd. “Is anyone hurt?”
“There’s an ambulance but it’s still here, so they haven’t found anyone hurt, I think,” the elderly woman said.
I tried to blend into the crowd like Marc had said, but most people weren’t moving and I couldn’t get close. I circled to get to the park side of the street and assess the damage. I stood up on a nearby bench to look over the people.
But there was nothing to look at.
My heart stopped as I looked at the hole in the neighborhood, the spot that used to be Blake’s house.
There was nothing but black ashes, some still smoldering. It was an odd blank hole in the ground, surrounded by a bit of yard. The wood frame was crumpled on itself. There was a pile of something in the back, all black, I was pretty sure that was where the kitchen was. Pieces of broken wood and glass were in the neighboring lawns. Everything was dripping with water, but nothing was left to salvage.
However, it wasn’t bad. The homes next door weren’t blown out. They were clean except for the flying debris.
It was almost too perfect. Blowing up the house without destroying the ones next to them.
My heart in my throat, I tried to swallow.
The destruction…if he was inside, it could be they hadn’t found a body of any sort yet. He could be black ashes amid the rest and it would take a while to find.
I tried not to think like that, but the complete missing house left me in a panic mode, growing as the moments went by and I didn’t have any answers.
I moved in a daze toward it, until the barriers around the street were at my stomach. I was at the very front of the crowd, looking in.
A police officer gave me an eyeball, and I couldn’t help but ask, “Did they find anyone?” 
It was the first time I’d ever spoken with a police officer in my life in such a way. I needed him to let me know. For once, I wasn’t trying to hide from him. I needed his help.
He looked at me with a frown. “No.”
“Not a body in…there?”
“No. Did you know who lived here?”
I nodded.
He seemed sympathetic to this. “There doesn’t appear to be anything to indicate anyone was inside. But…you should stay back.”
I looked beyond him, to the blacked-out bit of property that now was the only indication anything was ever there. My heart was in a grip in my chest. For the longest time, I couldn’t move.
I didn’t believe him. How could they know?
I held to the phone in my hands, hoping it would ring, hoping Corey would tell me he had found him. He called in. Maybe the police took him in to talk to him about his burnt down home.
I hoped Marc would come, to see the damage and to share the anxiety I felt, as if it would make it better.
My mind was blank, what to do, where to go.
How to find him now?
Doyle. Blake’s Irish friend. The hacker.
He’d know.
He’d tell me. He knew everything about Blake. I needed to find him.
I continued to wait because I didn’t know where Marc might have parked the vehicle and suspected he’d be here at any moment.
When too much time had passed and with no new information at the barrier, I realized Marc hadn’t arrived and backtracked the way I’d come.
At the corner of each road, I checked up and down the cross street. At the end of one lane, traffic was once again piling up by a black SUV. The vehicle was getting pulled up into the bed of a tow truck. There was a policeman talking to the driver.
I double checked the vehicle, but I was almost sure the SUV was the one we’d come in on.
I was about to approach it and ask what was going on when the phone in my hands rang.
I answered.
“Where are you?” Corey asked.
“Just left Blake’s, the house was leveled,” I said and then tacked on. “Where’s Marc? Is he in trouble? I think the car is getting towed.”
He made a grumbling noise. “That’s what I was calling about. Don’t go near it.”
“Why?”
“Marc was just picked up for questioning about the SUV. Someone reported it stolen.”
My breath caught. I didn’t see a police car anywhere on the street. “How can that happen? You all own it, don’t’ you?”
“We do, but someone reported it for us anyway. It sounds like a mix up. He’s having to go downtown to straighten it out. Technically, his name isn’t on the vehicle. Brandon has to go down there and take care of it.”
What in the world was going on? “Is he okay?”
“He’ll be pretty safe. He’s with police. Probably safer than we are.”
“But who would report it stolen?”
“I’m working on that. I’m getting into where the report came from.”
A tight knot formed in my chest and hovered. There was nothing I could do for Marc. I was just here. I could have ended up with him. How did the police find him so quickly?
“Is someone following us?” I asked. “Like via this phone.”
“Probably not your phone. I’ve got it secured,” he said. “Maybe they put a tracker on the car, but we usually scan for those.”
I hadn’t noticed anyone doing that today. “Brandon took it a few places, including to the hospital. I didn’t see him scanning.”
“Hm,” Corey said.
“What can we do for Marc?”
“Nothing,” he said. “There’s nothing you can do. Brandon is taking care of it.”
“What should I do next? I need to get to Doyle. We need to find out what happened to Blake.”
“First thing you need to do is to get back here. You’re not far.”
I debated getting a taxi, but waiting for a taxi might take just as long in the backed-up traffic down here. “Do you think this was Alice?” I asked.
“I don’t want to make guesses,” Corey said. “Do you know how to get here from where you are? I’ll meet you halfway. If you walk fast enough, I’ll be on the other side of the lake next to the apartment building. Stay on the phone with me.”
I jogged, staying on the line with him. I was sick to my stomach thinking I was abandoning Marc to fend for himself with the police, but I wasn’t sure what else to do.
The only thing left was to keep looking for Blake, and hope he wasn’t dead.
 



UNSETTLED GROUND
Corey met me on the sidewalk a block past the lake. We hung up on the phone when we were within hearing range, and we headed back to the Sargent Jasper.
He was wearing jeans and a blue Star Trek shirt and sneakers. His cheeks were flushed. His lips tight and his eyes downcast, tense.
It was confusing how he looked so much more like his brother these days.
“Do we have another vehicle we can use?” I asked.
He walked with his hand at my lower back, monitoring the cars going past and paying attention to any alleys and anyone approaching us. “Yes, but we should be careful. Whoever reported the one, they could report the others. We shouldn’t travel in anything we personally own. Not until we can get to the bottom of this. Axel would say no one is going anywhere.”
“So we can’t go?”
“He hasn’t given a direct order yet. So technically…”
“Let’s get another one. Maybe a cab?”
He pondered what I was asking. “Do you have the number to your friend, Avery?”
“Avery? I have one, but I’m not sure he does taxi service anymore.”
“I’d just hate to call in favors from other people right now. If this is Alice, let’s keep the circle closed. And let’s not get into cabs with strangers.”
No Academy. No strangers. We had limited numbers. It wasn’t going to be easy handling this. But it was the only way to get answers, and we had to go direct to the source. I couldn’t just call up Doyle. I wasn’t so sure he’d answer anyway.
I crossed my fingers the old farmhouse hadn’t been blown up as well.
We had to go back inside the apartments for me to find the card Avery had given me at one point. I met Avery in high school, and I’d barely remembered him when we met again. The pot-smoking cab driver had moved up since, working alongside Mr. Ethan Murdock, heir to the Murdock Empire. He more or less kept an eye on the naïve CEO.
I borrowed a burner phone Corey took out. Limiting cell phone use from their main phones for a while seemed a good idea. He took Marc’s phone and stashed it.
Avery answered on the first ring. “I got you, but I don’t do taxiing anymore. I can redirect you to--”
“Avery,” I said quickly so he wouldn’t redirect the call. “It’s me.”
Pause. “Kayli?”
“I need a favor. Are you in town?”
“A little busy. Mr. Murdock has been up to his neck in,” he paused again. “I don’t know if I can say. They don’t want us talking to anyone. I think the police are on to finding his dad.”
That was good news. “I don’t need to know,” I said. “Sorry. I was just hoping for a ride.”
“Where to?”
I told him the approximate location. “We’re at the Sergeant Jasper.”
“Right. I got you. Let me get myself out of here. I need the break.”
♠♠♠♠♠♠
Within twenty minutes, Avery arrived but in a brand new Tesla.
I got into the front seat next to Avery. He was looking sharp, his hair trimmed back away from his face and his clothes a dark pants suit and dark dress shirt.
The car had just the slightest hint of weed smoke. I suspected he’d partaken while on the way.
Corey whistled as he got into the back seat. “Nice ride.”
Avery’s face lit up, maybe not just from Corey’s compliment. “I miss my tank, that old steel car I had before, but this will do.”
“Where is your old car?” I asked.
“Ethan is getting it redone for me.”
I smiled at this. “He’s really nice. It’s great you’re getting along.”
“Yeah,” Avery said with a strange glint in his eyes. “You could say that.”
I caught there was more he wanted to share but when he didn’t say anything, I left it Not for me to ask. “Anyway,” I said. “Got time to take us?”
“Are we going to get shot at again?”
I almost said no, however, given what was happening…I hated to make any promises I couldn’t keep.
♠♠♠♠♠♠
Later, we were heading through back roads and past forested areas. Somewhere in the rural areas of Hannahan, we turned down a lane of an old farmhouse surrounded by furrowed land, reclaimed by grass. The house was two stories with peeling paint and two, old red brick chimneys on either side of the house.
Out on the lawn, between the old barn and the dangerously slanted garage, were strewn boxes, computer cases, a file cabinet and other office equipment.
Doyle was carrying another box out from the main house to add to the collection. He’d a mop of unruly hair and a cigarette hanging from his mouth. His pale nose wrinkled, and his eyes squinted at being out in the sun.
When he spotted our car in the drive, he dropped the box at his feet and rolled his head back. I could almost feel the slew of curses against all our mothers he was uttering. Or maybe he was praying, I don’t know. He just didn’t look happy to see us.
Avery parked near the house, a bit away from Doyle’s collection of stuff.
Doyle approached us, waving his hands and doing some sort of imitation of flight crew trying to direct a plane. “Go,” he shouted at us. “Just get going.”
I jumped out before Avery could switch off the engine. “Where is he?” I called to him.
His lips dropped the still-burning cigarette to the ground, and he pointed a finger at me. “Listen here, harpy! You and your friends, they need to go.”
I circled the car. Corey was getting out but before he could get to me, I was nose to nose with Doyle.
“Where is Blake?” I said, trying not to breathe in too much of the smoke cloud he was puffing into my face.
“Easy,” Corey said. He took my wrist to draw me back, but I ignored him.
“None yer business,” Doyle said to me, almost mimicking an American accent before sliding right back into Irish for the next part. “See what I’m doing here?” He waved at the computer pile he’d made in the yard. “This is your fault.”
“I didn’t pile your computers out here.”
“This is worst case scenario. It’s been initiated. Abandon ship. All hands bail into the water.” He leaned into me until our noses touched. “You did this.”
Corey weaved an arm around my shoulders, tugging me away so I was out of hitting and spitting range. “What’s going on?” he asked. “Why the self-destruct mode? Is that what happened to Blake’s house?”
I hadn’t put the two together, and suddenly I realized he was right. The house was too cleanly destroyed to be a complete accident, or even done by someone like Alice. That kind of explosion required planning to do as little damage as possible to the surrounding neighborhood. Hope rose in me. “This wasn’t an accident?”
“Of course not,” Doyle said. “You think he’s that stupid? You all should be doing the same.”
Relief washed over me. Whatever his reasons for blowing up his own house, I didn’t care. I was just grateful he was alive. “Where is he?”
“Doyle! Honey!” A high-pitched masculine voice shouted from the porch.
I squinted up at a short miniskirt, tube-topped, mocha and blonde ex-bounty hunter. “Future? What are you doing here?”
She held up a file box, causing the tube top to drop a little too low across her left boob. “Girl! What are you doing here? Where you been?”
“I could ask the same. Are we Future or Fancy today?”
“I don’t know,” she said. “I’ve been working on a new one. What do you think of Fairy?”
I shrugged. “Like in an ironic way?”
“There, you got it. See, he didn’t get it.” She nodded her head to Doyle. “And also, I was thinking glitter.” She shook the box she was holding. “We’ve been having fun. We about to bomb fire this motherfucker before we head to Jamaica. I bought marshmallows for the occasion.”
Doyle hissed through his teeth. “Shush, woman! You don’t tell the enemy where we’re going.”
She dropped the box on the porch and clunked down the stairs in her platform sandals. It was December, and while she might have forgot to dress for the occasion, her nipples knew it was cold and might have been the only things holding up that tube top. She put her hands on her hips. “She ain’t no enemy. That’s Kaaay-leeee. She’s part of this Bitchin’ A team.” She approached me, reaching for a hug. She spoke while she had her arms around me. “We’re practically twins.”
I pleaded silently to Corey over her shoulder. He shrugged and sheepishly brushed a palm across the back of his neck. No help at all.
Doyle turned back to me. “Christ help me. Two against one now.”
“I thought you were working for Mr. Murdock,” I said to Future.
“Naw, he’s got too many rules. Gotta stop cursing. Gotta stop carrying a gun. Gotta put more clothes on.”
“He does have rules,” Avery said. “But that’s because—”
“Of the stiffs, I know,” Future said. “One too many of them reached up my skirt and felt both of my guns. He had to let me go. I said it was for the best. There was about to be some marital disputes among his C. E. Hos.”
Avery rolled his eyes. “And she couldn’t talk to anyone.”
“Fuck those rules.” She turned to me. “So I asked Blakey and he said okay. At least he loves me for who I am.” She paused and blinked at me. “Hey where you get that sweater? You’re looking all classy.”
I’d forgotten about the clothes. It’d been a long day already. “Where is Blake?” I asked instead of answering. “I keep asking, but is he okay?”
“Oh, he’s somewhere,” she said. “He gave the execute command, and when that happens, we’re supposed to stay away from everyone. Except I’m going with Doyle. You all wanna come with?”
“No!” he said, crossing his arms in an X in front of his body. “No, no hellbeast.”
“You’re saying ‘Kayli’ wrong,” Future said.
“I don’t care. It’s just us. Follow the plan. We clear this out and we get to…where we’re going.”
“So Blake’s headed to Jamaica?” I asked.
“No,” Future said. “He’s… hmmm…” She sauntered up to Doyle, putting an arm around his shoulder and pushing her breasts into him a bit. “What you think, honey? Where might he be going?”
This seemed to calm Doyle out of his rage, and he ended up with eyeballing where the edge of the tube top kept lowering on her body. “We’re not supposed to know. You just pick a place and don’t talk about it. Like you weren’t supposed to tell them about Jamaica. Now we’ll have to pick another place.”
“Like Paris?”
“If you tell them, we can’t go.”
“Let’s just say Paris and then go to Jamaica. And then Paris. Come on, honey, please? Pretty please?”
I eyeballed them. “Are you…two…um…?”
Future wiggled her eyebrows, and Doyle’s normally pale face reddened immensely.
I coughed. “Sorry, I just…didn’t picture.”
“Look, it’s simple. She’s a woman, I’m a man. She’s got big boobs and likes to show them to me. What can I say?”
“What about her second gun?” I asked.
“Don’t judge me,” he hissed again through is teeth. “It’s modern times. I like her for who she is.”
Future pinched one of Doyle’s cheeks coyly. “And he loves my ass.”
I shared a side glance with Corey, who was grinning at this whole thing. “What triggered this execute mode?” he asked. “Something we should know about?”
He snorted. “Are you kidding? Alice is back. Old Mr. Murdock is in town.”
“We’re on to old Mr. Murdock,” Avery said. “Police are on to him. They’re looking for him now.”
“Yeah,” I said. “And we know about Alice. She called me.”
He stopped ogling Future’s boobs and looked right at me. “Alice called you? Where?”
“While I was in the hospital.”
He continued to stare at me. “Tell me what she said? What happened? When was this? Why didn’t I pick it up?”
I blinked repeatedly, looking at Corey. He shrugged, but I did my best to hide the fact that the hospital was Academy and told him everything else. “Blake walked in and said it should have been for him.”
Doyle blinked rapidly and then lunged for the box on the porch that Future had dropped. He threw it at the pile and then kicked the computer he’d dropped to the pile.
I got a little closer, chasing him. “What does it mean? What are you doing?”
He held up a hand to me, indicating I should stop. He took out a Bic lighter, and another cigarette from a pocket in his clothes. He lit the cigarette and took a few puffs before he held it to a sheet of paper he pulled from the pile. He lit the paper with his cigarette, taking forever with it, before putting it in the cardboard box. The fire went out quickly when a gust of wind picked up. “Shit,” he said.
“You need gasoline,” I said. “Or turpentine.” I paused. “Why isn’t this house rigged to blow up?”
“It’s an antique,” he said. “Predates your Civil War. You don’t blow up an antique.”
“Blake’s house was an antique.”
“His house was a remodel. Got destroyed during the war and a couple of hurricanes. It’s the only way he could make it over so much. Historical society just gave up.” He looked back at Future and Corey and Avery, who were talking together near the car. “Do me a favor?”
I blinked rapidly in surprise, catching a bit of his smoke scent and also cold air in my lungs and coughing a little at it. “Me? You’re asking me?”
“Get out of town. You. Your friends. You might want to split up a little.”
“You’re the second person today to tell me this.”
“It’s a good idea.” He gave me a concerned look, something I’d never witnessed from him before and that scared me to my bones. “Alice and old Mr. Murdock are organized crime. And they’ve made a few friends with some people high up and in hell, too.” He nodded toward the others. “Help me get them out.”
Maybe we were wrong about staying behind. Maybe we were wrong about fighting this. “Shouldn’t we do something? Shouldn’t we stop them?”
“We’re not prepared for this.”
“We keep burning our stuff, we’re not going to be.”
“Don’t you get it, hellbeast?” He raised his voice at me. “This isn’t about money anymore. It isn’t about them trying to get away with something.” He approached me again, gripping at my forearms to keep me from stepping back. “Alice was the investor.”
On the ship, we were trying to figure out who the investor was, and I pretended to be the investor because it seemed no one knew. “Alice?”
“She’s behind everything. And she’s a soulless demon who is now just pissed off you’ve been trying to infiltrate. She’s having to get rid of all witnesses. She’s even killed off her own people. That guy on the boat. The loose end.”
I blinked at him, “Sam? Wasn’t he arrested?”
“Yeah, but he’s dead now. Happened a couple of hours ago. While in jail.”
My body went rigged. “How?”
“Friends in hell.” He grunted. “She probably assumes we got involved to take over or something stupid.”
“Shouldn’t we stop her?”
“Not our territory. This is something covert ops should be doing. FBI level.”
I smirked at him. “We’re not FBI level?”
“Below my paygrade,” he said. He released me. “Get out of town. Take them with you. Cut your ties.”
“I don’t know if I can do that.”
“I’m not asking you to. Blake is.”
I pressed my lips together. “Are you in contact?”
“Not since before he blew up his house,” he said. “But it’s the last thing he said to me. Get her out of town. I was going to go see you after I took care of this.”
I stilled, looking at the pile of rubble, thinking about the blown-up house in South of Broad.
Thinking about Alice and her phone call, and the dead body she tried to pin on Blake. And now Sam, her own thug that admitted to the murder, was dead.
She’d tried to kill us. Blake was so scared he was in self-destruct mode.
She wasn’t afraid to do things I would never do. To kill someone. The police weren’t catching up with her just yet.
So we couldn’t leave. Because if she wasn’t after us, she’d be after innocent people next perhaps. Academy people. Anyone who had helped us. She’d find them to find us, then kill them.
Raven was right. She needed put down.
And running like this wasn’t a good idea. It separated us. It made us weak. She probably wanted this. Pull us apart, and she’d off us one by one.
It’s what I would do.
 
 



WITH BATED BREATH
On the way back to downtown Charleston, I slumped in the back seat, crossed my arms at my torso and glared at the roof of the Tesla. For a few miles, I was silent, contemplating what I wanted to do.
“What were you two talking about?” Corey asked.
Avery angled the rearview mirror to look at me better as he was driving. “Yeah, what’s the plan?”
I hadn’t said much other than we should get going when we’d gotten into the car to head back. I was trying to think. “Is Marc okay?” I asked. I looked toward Corey. “Can you confirm?”
He tilted his head and blinked at me, but then pulled out his phone. “Just a quick call I think.”
It only took a few minutes.
“People say he’s fine,” Corey said and hung up on whoever he was talking to. “He’s not actually in a jail cell. He’s in an office doing some paperwork. It’s just going to take a while. They were backed up with reports and short on staff, especially with the house explosion downtown.”
My heart settled down a little. If she got to Sam, she could get to us. I was trying to formulate the picture in my mind. If I were her, what would I do to make sure the people who tried to screw up my business and life…what would I do to them?
“Every time we’ve failed, it’s because they’ve managed to split us up,” I said to him. I tried my best to show some confidence in this theory. “Axel wanted to pretend to hide. I think we should get ourselves out of town a bit. I don’t think we should split up like they said. We need to stick together.”
“I don’t know,” Corey said. “I want to agree with you, but she could also put us in a space together and get us in one go.”
“I don’t think she can. There might not be that many on her side right now, and that’s why she kept trying to get us apart. I think we need to stop letting her bait us into separating. We can still hide until we can figure out what to do next, but do it together. As many as we can get.”
“The water would be the best idea,” Avery said. “A ship. Something small you can navigate.”
“Not a car?” Corey asked.
“I usually prefer a car myself,” he said. “But take a boat out into the middle of the ocean and sit a bit. A big enough boat would keep you all together. You can pull into any port. You can run a lot on the water, and no one knows where you are. Especially if you leave off GPS and phone signals. Buy new ones in every port if you want some sort of connection.”
Corey smirked at him. “Look at you, planning an escape.”
Avery made a cheek-puffing grin. “I’m learning.”
“You’re not wrong though,” Corey said. “Waterways are the best option if we’re going to do this.”
My lips twitched. It was on the tip of my tongue to say more, but I held back. Avery was here. He had enough to deal with getting back to Ethan
The way back into Charleston, the sun was setting and the roads had cleared up.
Doyle and what he said echoed in my mind.
Organized crime.
I knew they had to be now that he said it. They’d kidnapped Corey for some elaborate plot, a lot more sophisticated than just random thieves.
Out of our league. 
I was a pickpocket. A no one. Corey was just trying to be a better person. We had no idea who they all were, just that they were very dangerous.
However, I couldn’t help but think they were still human. And it seemed like if Alice and old Mr. Murdock were still out there, they were the ringleaders, everyone taking orders from them.
And if that was the case, it was cutting the head off the snake, right? The body dies after that. We didn’t need to get everyone in the organization. We get them, that’s all that mattered.
“The police are already looking for them,” I said. “Shouldn’t we just find them and lead the police to them?”
“She may have a friend or two with the police,” Corey said. “At least I think so. Someone let that one guy get killed under their protection. We need someone higher up.”
I leaned forward, putting my chin near his shoulder as I stretched over the back of his seat. He was sitting back, gazing out the window, but turned his head a little when I was close.
“Don’t you know people?” I asked him.
“Personally? No. But I might know a guy who knows a guy.”
It wasn’t long before Avery had us back at the Sargent Jasper. He dropped us off at the door.
“You go right back to Ethan,” Corey said. “Don’t leave him and have security around at all times. Don’t get caught alone.”
“I got you,” he said and touched two fingers to his forehead in an awkward salute.
Before I went inside, Corey stopped me and turned me to him. “Listen,” he said. “I think you’re right.”
My jaw twitched as it tightened. “Shouldn’t we talk about this inside?”
He frowned. “I just think convincing the others might be a bit difficult. And I think we need more people. I’ve been doing the numbers in my head.” His hand twitched, raising up and making motions like writing numbers with his fingertips. “I’d like to work on it though. Can you give me some time to figure it out? Don’t mention it until I’ve got something.”
I’d never really witnessed him doing his math calculations for this sort of thing. I was interested in watching.
I didn’t know if he’d be able to do it soon enough, because I wasn’t very good at hiding what I was thinking from people. “Tell me how math helps you figure out solutions to things like this?”
“It’s complicated,” he said. “Let’s go in. I’ll get started.”
We had to get past security, but what surprised me was that Corey had to undo a small gun that he’d tucked into a holster at his waist.
I hadn’t even noticed.
I’d been so stressed since we’d been running around after Marc got picked up. This scared me because this was Corey toting around a gun. Anyone else around us could have been carrying and I was just too out of it to notice.
I didn’t say anything about it until we got to the elevator.
“When were you going to tell me about the gun?” I asked.
He shrugged, the material of his blue shirt bunching up at the shoulders. “Raven said I need to if we’re going out.”
“It’s weird,” I said, crossing my arms and leaning against the side of the elevator. “I thought I was taking this serious before. But just the last few hours, I feel like I was playing before and now…”
He pursed his lips and looked down at the floor. “We underestimated her before. No chance this time.”
“What are you going to do? If you see her, you shoot her?”
His blue eyes lifted, meeting my gaze.
“Seriously?”
“She’s already tried to kill us. It’s what she wants now. We see her, we shoot.”
I frowned. “Can you do it? Kill her?”
His lip quivered. “I don’t know.”
It was something I was hoping we wouldn’t have to find out, but he was right to think we might have to. But Corey wasn’t a killer. “Maybe we let those friends of a friend of yours in on this sooner.”
He didn’t answer, but he seemed to consider what I was thinking.
The elevator door opened on the seventh floor. The hall was empty.
“Do many people live on this floor?” I asked him.
“Just a few now,” he said. “As people moved out of this floor, they haven’t moved anyone else in. Just for now while we’re getting ready to move out. I think our people wanted to give us space…you know, while things were happening these last few months.” 
“Are there others like you here?” I didn’t want to say Academy just out here.
“Not that I know of.” 
We went to the apartment, and Corey used a key to open the door. “Is it possible someone could be and you wouldn’t know?” I asked.
“It can happen. It’s a big building. Sometimes we can walk right past another Academy member in town and we don’t even know. We don’t know everyone.”
This surprised me. I don’t know why. Axel once told me there weren’t as many Academy people as I was thinking, but every time I heard comments like this, I second guessed their numbers.
Maybe it was to protect them while I was still new.
Inside the apartment, the space was silent. No lights on inside to indicate Raven, Marc, Axel or anyone else was home.
“Everyone’s out of the house, I think,” Corey said.
“Are they getting Marc out?”
He shrugged. “I need to find out. You should get some sleep for now.”
I pressed my lips together. The apartment being so quiet was eerie to me. “He needs to get away. We can’t trust them right now.”
He turned to me, shadows playing over his face, and he touched my cheek briefly. “He’ll be okay. I need to go monitor my setup. But you should eat and rest. Let’s go.”
I trailed behind him as we headed to the apartment he shared with his brother. After he let us in, I crashed on my back on the couch. He checked the fridge. “Not a lot here. I should have gotten something from the other apartment. Marc usually keeps it stocked.”
“Meh,” I said.
He drifted over to the computers. “I could order a pizza.”
I rolled over onto my side. “I might just be asleep before it gets here.”
“Not that hungry?”
“Hunh.” Not much of an answer. I was too busy overthinking to really consider food. Maybe I thought better with a full stomach, but for the moment, I was overwhelmed with what to do next, wondering where Marc was, hoping we could get out of there soon.
Occasionally, I would hear him typing at something or clicking the mouse. He did it quietly, his angled face glowing under the different lights of the screen.
Eventually, I was on my back, watching the glow of the monitors on the ceiling in the dark space.
It was tempting to rest while I could, but it felt impossible to achieve. There was no sleep for me tonight. Alice. Old Mr. Murdock. They needed to be removed. Quickly.
They’d had us poisoned.
Tried to frame us.
Tried to have us all killed in various ways.
It scared Blake bad enough he was running around blowing up his own house to avoid her.
I had to get to them, before they discovered the Academy and what it was, and before they could hurt us any more.
And the more I thought about it, I knew I couldn’t do it alone.
Being arrested, they could still pull strings. They would always chase us.
I couldn’t tell Corey. He wouldn’t understand. I was sure. But Raven was right to have him carry a gun and to say if you see them, shoot them. They’d kill us if they could. They were just waiting until they wouldn’t get caught.
So how did we find them before they got their chance?
I sensed movement and opened my eyes. Corey hovered over me, a knee bent on either side of my hips as he crawled on top of me. He held himself up in a push up. “You grind your teeth when you’re thinking too hard, you know?”
I hadn’t noticed, but my jaw was starting to ache a little. “Isn’t that what we’re supposed to do? Think?”
“No,” he said. “You should write it down or something productive, not destroy your teeth.” He leaned in, tilting his head, his blue eyes inches from mine. “We’ll make sure everyone is safe.”
“She’ll keep coming after us,” I said. “Even if we put her in jail.”
He shook his head. “No. There are some places people can go where that won’t be possible.” He nudged me, and I inched over, giving him enough room to lay next to me on his side. He placed a palm on my stomach and tucked an arm under his head to prop himself up. “One day, this is going to be done. Probably sooner than you think.”
My lips twitched. I couldn’t imagine. It had only been weeks, maybe a couple of months, but it felt like we’d been together for years. Through the whole time, we’d been running in fear, chased, kidnapped…
His hand twitched at my stomach, gripping lightly. “I know it’s hard to stop thinking about it, but…try.”
“I don’t know what else to do,” I said.
His lashes swept over those light blue eyes that glowed, reflecting light from the computers nearby. “Can I just say that it’s weird to be with Raven and still want you, too? Like I think I know how you’ve felt for a while.”
I bit my lower lip gently for a second, his train of thought jarring me from my cloud of despair. “Caught between people? Not wanting to hurt anyone?”
“Yeah,” he said. “Plus, with everything going on, every moment feels like…it’s not the right time. So it makes it worse because there are these long stretches where you want to tell someone that…you really like them. Like romantically.”
Heat radiated from my face. It was an odd sensation. I didn’t blush often but this, with how his eyes became so intense and so full of something I hadn’t realized was there before, a desperate longing.
“Do you think everyone is really okay with this?” I asked.
He picked up his hand from my stomach to make light circles with his fingertip over the shirt material. He did it slow. It was soothing rather than ticklish. “I think someone would have said so if they weren’t. Maybe it isn’t what they pictured. I know at the start I wasn’t sure what to do. Since I didn’t know how Raven felt, I didn’t think that would go anywhere. And I kind of thought you and I…I mean eventually after things settled down, I was going to ask you out on a date.”
“But things never really settle around here.”
“Not really,” he said with a smirk. His hand drifted down, until he was lifting the edge of the shirt and moving it aside to do the small circles of his fingertip against my bare skin. “I’m not totally sure my life has normalized at all since starting with the Academy. It’s like every moment is now, there’s some crisis that needs to be dealt with. But I don’t want to let moments go by anymore. Not when…” He paused and his hand stopped. “Not when we never know when we’ll get another moment alone.”
“I agree,” I said, soothed in knowing he knew exactly what I was going through, that he’d been confused as much as I’d been about it all.
He hovered close.
I closed my eyes.
We’d kissed in the hospital earlier. In a way, it was rushed and desperate because of the circumstances.
This time, it was like I imagined it would be, and better. He started soft, and then slowly deepened the kiss. He scooted his arm until it held up my head, close to his. He used it occasionally to pull me in closer in the kiss.
His palm remained at my stomach, slowly drifting up.
It was like being a younger version of myself and the first time a boy kissed me. The excited feeling in my stomach, the listening out in case someone came around, the promise of much more if no one ever did show up.
And like a couple of teens, his hands went everywhere, and mine did, too. He lifted my bra under my shirt and cupped and rubbed and pinched. I moaned and bit at his lips then slid a hand down between his legs.
He did the same, although he paused in his kiss. “Keep clothes on, just in case?” he whispered.
I sort of murmured a yes. I thought I did at least. I was a little caught up in things. Maybe it was being in the hospital for weeks without a lot of touch, or maybe it was all the moments like this one where I couldn’t go too far and now there was really no one here but us.
He dove his hand in, unbuttoning my pants and shoving my underwear out of the way to get to me.
He rubbed at me between my thighs. “This way?”
I showed him, angling myself a little so he could continue.
He leaned over and kissed at my mouth, before lowering his face to my exposed breasts.
I reached over again, stroking through his clothes until he let go of me long enough to slide himself out between his zipper.
Neither of us lasted long. Just with our hands on each other. After, I rubbed at his body, touching everything, like finally being able to do so after holding back for so long. He did the same, exploring everything on me with his fingers.
He kissed me hard. “I want more.”
“I’m not stopping you. Do we need a few minutes?”
He inhaled sharply through his nose with his lips close to mine. “I could go again…” He stopped and lifted his head up, groaning.
I hadn’t noticed until he stopped, but something was vibrating on the desk.
“Tell them no,” I said.
“Can’t,” he said, making a grunting noise as he pulled himself away. He lifted his shirt off to quickly wipe up and passed it to me to do the same before getting to the phone. “Yeah,” he said into the phone. He blew out a breath. “Yeah, yeah, I can do it.” He sat down hard at the desk. “No, I was…Don’t worry about it. I’m on it.”
I rolled onto my back, adjusting my clothes after cleaning up. “Tell them to go away,” I said in a whiny tone.
“Kayli says hi,” Corey said. “Axel says hi back.”
My heart did a lurch. I could have guessed it was one of them, but for some reason, picturing Axel had me feeling like he knew. I was pretty sure he did after the way Corey answered the phone.
I wasn’t sure how to handle it. Was this our life? Finding bits of time together with one of them and trying not to feel guilty about it? How long would it take for us, after the crisis was over, to figure out how to live like this?
 
 



WHAT YOU MEAN TO ME
At some point, Corey replaced his shirt and tossed the other into the laundry. I stayed on the couch. He had to stay at the computer, and I didn’t want to distract him. I managed to get up and take a light shower and then got back into borrowed T-shirt and boxers, I wasn’t sure whose. I ended up back on the couch and drifted into a light sleep.
It was Brandon who eventually lifted me off the couch. I’d heard him come in, but it was the first thing he did after closing the door behind himself.
“Why’d you let her sleep out here?” Brandon asked his brother, still at the monitors. I wasn’t sure what time it was, but I didn’t struggle as he carried me.
“Probably better right now,” he said. “Since we were by ourselves. We need to stay together, right?”
Brandon grunted as he lifted me. I was too lazy to offer to walk myself, but I made it easier by holding on to his shoulders. “I couldn’t sleep,” I mumbled.
“You looked asleep.”
“Meh.”
Brandon nudged his bedroom door open with his foot and went in. He placed me in the middle of his bed and then walked out.
It wasn’t long before he was back, nudging me to get under the blankets.
“You shouldn’t have given up your auto shop,” I murmured to him, half drowsy. “Whatever you call it.”
“My business?” he said and settled next to me, nuzzling my shoulder with his face. His voice was muffled, and his breath was hot on my body as he spoke. “If we can get back, I can get it back. It’s just for now, if we have to go for a long time. I want to be ready.”
I still didn’t like it. “We should send them to Russia.”
“You’re talking like Raven.”
“I’m serious.”
He sighed, the breath hot against my body and making me too warm. “You really shouldn’t wish people would die.”
“I don’t think I’d feel guilty about this.” I said this and sat up, pulling away from him. I tugged off the shirt and the shorts in quick motions. Down to my bra and underwear.
He watched me do this. “I thought you were always cold here.”
“I think I’m adjusting. The hospital was super cold.” When I was horizontal on the bed again, I stretched my arms over my head, an inch away from him for breathing room. “Is it just me? Am I feverish or something?”
His palm swept over my forehead, moving a strand of hair out of the way, before pressing and feeling. “Doesn’t seem like it. But now that you mention it, it does feel warmer in here. The air conditioning for the building might be broken.” He quieted for a moment. “I don’t hear air flowing.”
“Great,” I said. “Maybe we’ve got good timing. Getting out of the building just as it’s falling apart.” I sighed. “I’ll still miss it.”
He propped his head up higher on his arm and watched me on my back. “Me too.”
“It sucks to leave.”
“Yeah.”
“Shouldn’t we have left by now? If we’re going to go?”
“Not yet. It’s kind of like we’re trying to give ourselves a head start. If we linger a bit like we’re going to stay, and shift people around slowly and leave, then we’ll stand a better chance of her not catching our trail. She’ll probably still catch on we left, but it’ll take time to follow. We want to be as ahead of her as possible. Sometimes being patient is lifesaving.”
I groaned, ending in a short grunt. “I don’t like waiting around.”
“I’d rather get out from under her radar quickly, too. But if we all disappear at the same time, it’s too noticeable. and room for error in this.” His hand stretched out until a palm rested on my stomach. “I think we’re leaving first.”
“Just you and me?”
“You just got out of the hospital, and we both got sick for so long last time. They don’t want to risk us getting caught and getting that again.”
I glared at the ceiling. “No one should get that again. Never…”
His grip on my stomach strengthened a little, for his fingertips to dip into my skin a little. “We’ll stop her.”
I turned my head, only to find his hovering close, nose to nose.
I had a brief moment of déjà vu. Having done things with his brother moments ago, and now here he was. Maybe it was one thing in concept to date multiple people at the same time, as he’d put it earlier, but given they were brothers, twins even, I was on edge.
Did they need to hear every little incident between myself and the others? In a way, I was coming to understand maybe the way this would work better was to acknowledge if they asked, but don’t push the issues or insist on talking about it.
And it was much easier to forget all about everything else when Brandon hovered over closer, his lips tracing at my mouth.
“How are you feeling?” he asked. “Now that you’re out of the hospital?”
“I’m not bleeding any more,” I said. “Although I think I’d like to take it easy…”
He started to pull back. “How easy?”
In reaction, I reached for his wrist, putting his hand back, and lowered it slowly downward. “I mean let’s not do any acrobatics or anything…”
There was some hesitation from him. I couldn’t tell if he was ready for this sort of thing with me. We’d danced around it so often.
I was learning to shut my inner critic up about the situation. Are we doing this, or are we going to talk about it all the time?
What if there wasn’t a next time?
I kept his hand on me, and it seemed to encourage him.
He leaned in and kissed me.
In some ways, it was like he’d never really kissed me before. This was different. This was like the depth of him, who he was, finally broke out and consumed every bit of me.
I tried to do things here and there, touch him, tug off his clothes.
He patiently put aside my hands. “I’ll take care of you,” he said every time.
Given how sleepy I really was, I let him.
It started with his hands, and eventually he switched to where he was cupping my body and using his mouth for everything. At some point he put a pillow under the small of my back and hips and gave himself better access.
After that, I was between ecstasy and lulled into relaxing almost to sleep. I only needed to guide him a couple of times, and he knew just the right pressure to keep his mouth and suck or lick and it was enough.
Every time I orgasmed, I could hear him getting very excited, but he never pushed to do anything else and took care of himself. For the moment, he was giving me everything, showing me if I let go, he’d forever be pleased with giving.
When I couldn’t keep at it any longer, he laid beside me, an arm around my chest and a hand between my thighs, and he just cupped where I was most sensitive. He massaged gently, allowing blood to flow but not to excite me, just relaxing.
He kissed at my neck. “I’m in love with everything about you,” he said.
My heart surged, until I wasn’t so sure I wouldn’t orgasm at his massaging touch with just hearing what he was saying. I whispered I loved him too, although I wasn’t sure how loud I was.
I thought I’d feel more guilty, but after having talked with everyone and understanding they knew, and knowing they could have stopped themselves but haven’t, it made all the difference.
It’s what I hated the most about the situation we found ourselves in. Just when we were figuring out how to manage this strange relationship conundrum we’d found ourselves in, with me dating them at the same time, it was like the outside world was making it more difficult. Every moment with him, I was listening out for someone to warn us something else had happened. I was aware that any second, someone could burst in.
Knowing the others could be just outside the door, I kept myself quiet, and he did, too. Even with music playing, there was always caution, things to be aware of.
I yearned for a time when that wouldn’t be the case.
 



TIME’S UP
It was only then I actually slept hard. The moment I was under the blankets with him at my back, I was out.
Maybe I needed to feel safe.
In the morning, I smelled coffee.
I was tucked into Brandon. The blanket was gone. It had gotten too warm for it. I was still sweating slightly when I woke up. He had a leg hooked over mine and an arm shoved around my hip.
“Who is awake making coffee?” I mumbled.
“I don’t know,” Brandon said. His face was red, but his eyes were closed. I thought the color might be from sun, which was odd because his tanned face didn’t seem to get sunburn. He must have been outside for a while to get it in winter. “It’s probably Marc.”
I tried to sit upright but his arm and leg around me had me falling back into place. “What? He’s back? Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I didn’t know, but he’s the only one who makes coffee around here. The rest of us go out and buy it.”
I wedged myself out from under his body, but it took him a minute to get off me and turn over, finding the blanket to cover himself up and go back to sleep.
I slid off the foot of the bed, threw on a folded clean set of shirt and boxers he had in a laundry basket nearby and peeked out of the door.
It was Marc in the kitchen. He was making eggs at the stove.
I floated over, barefoot. I’d never watched Marc cook before. I knew he did; I’d had his food. He was good at it, but I never saw the magic.
It was sort of like watching a cooking show. He did things kind of fast, just without the commentary. He managed to flip already made bacon, cheese and some spinach into an omelet.
“Ew, spinach,” I said.
“You won’t even taste it, but we all need the vitamins and energy right now.” He plated it next to some fruit that was already prepared.
The space was extra hot given the air conditioner still didn’t seem to be working. “How are you cooking in this sweat wave? And how is it this hot in December?”
“People must be running their heaters full blast or something. Not everyone likes it as cold as we do.” He left his pan warming on the stove and moved to the opposite counter, where he’d set up a small brewing station. He topped a latte in a paper mug with frothy milk and handed it to me. “Don’t drop this. Go sit at the coffee table.”
He followed me to the coffee table, carrying the plate, fork and napkin. He placed them at one end.
Axel was already here. I hadn’t even noticed walking out. He wasn’t wearing a shirt. In only black pajama pants, his hair was down, partially covering his face. He sipped his own coffee over a plate of omelet. A blanket lay over half the couch, crumpled. Another stretched out on the carpet where one or the other might have been sleeping on the floor.
“How’d you know I’d be out?” I asked Marc. “Isn’t this yours?”
He wiped his hands. “You were just next to show up. Someone else will come out in a minute.”
“Who all…” I wanted to say more, but my brain wasn’t working yet.
“Raven’s in with Corey,” he said. “And Blake.” He went back to the kitchen. I could kind of see him from the floor but turned back when it became difficult.
I blinked rapidly at Axel instead. “He’s here?”
“He’s on the floor,” Axel said, his voice still grumbly. He coughed once to clear his throat. “He doesn’t have a house right now.”
I wasn’t sure I was awake enough for this. “Why are we all here? What about the other apartment?”
“It’s occupied.”
“With who?”
“We need to talk exit strategy,” he said, ignoring my question. “Today. We’re going today.”
I frowned. I’d been going over it all night, but it sounded like something happened. “Did you hear about Sam?”
He nodded slowly, eyeballing me. “How’d you find out?”
“Doyle. Did he leave?”
“Yes. And I made Avery leave too with the younger Mr. Murdock. Might be bad timing for the company investigation, but we need them out of reach for now. We gave them Blake’s sailboat. Thankfully, Doyle grew up with Blake and knew how to use it.”
My head hovered over the plate, the smells of egg and coffee permeating my senses, but my brain wasn’t in food mode yet.
So I told him what Doyle told me. That Alice was the investor.
He bobbed his head and put his coffee on the table. “Taking care of loose ends. She’s tried to go after Blake. Now that he’s with us, we’re next.”
“And she’s got help,” I said. “She didn’t just walk into a jail and kill Sam. She has people working for her.” I sucked in a sharp breath and looked over my shoulder toward Marc still in the kitchen. “They could have…” I didn’t finish.
“I know,” Axel said. “Whoever got to Sam, could have gotten him, too. Luckily, we’ve a few friends as well. They didn’t have him wait around in the jail until we figured out what happened.”
I frowned. “How well do you know your friends?”
He picked up his coffee again. “I have every confidence.”
He said it so nonchalant that it threw me. It must have been Academy people, but Blake’s words still haunted me.
Be careful who you trust.
Before I could say anything, Axel perked his head up, over me, but toward the computers. A smooth dark eyebrow lifted and he rose, taking his coffee with him.
Marc took a step out of the kitchen, looking toward the computer. “Red heading inside, stopped at security.”
Axel leaned over the keyboard and tapped a few times at it, bringing up some screens, rewinding and checking a few numbers flying by. Suddenly they stopped, and a phone number lit up along with some data on the screen. “Gretchen. From Tissu?”
“Oh shit. Gretta. She’s early,” Marc said, wiping his hands on his pants but then looking at his half-cooked omelet. “She has clothes for Kayli. I forgot we gave her the address.”
“Yeah, but still. This is a really early delivery, isn’t it?” I asked.
Marc shrugged. “She’s probably dropping off before she has other appointments. Right? I mean, we weren’t really expected.”
“I think the heat is affecting the infrared readings,” Axel said. He pointed to the static screen and then switched to an actual overhead camera view. It was dark. He frowned. “Lights are dim at this hour. Too dark to see with the normal security cameras. The sensors he’s got working are interfering with it.” He paused and checked the numbers and some more data. “She’s being held down there. Security probably has a lot of questions for her coming in at this hour.”
I got up from the table, heading to the door. “We should go down to the first floor and meet her so she doesn’t come up here. We’ll just get the clothes and thank her.”
“I should go,” Marc said.
“I’ll go,” Axel said. “With her. Wake the others. Wake Corey. I know we’re leaving but I don’t want this problem. Get him working on a way around seeing when it’s that dark and hot.”
Axel and I headed out and walked into the elevator together. In Brandon’s clothes and barefoot, I wasn’t totally sure Gretta would appreciate the clothing choices, but it was super early. Would she judge me for what I slept in?
Arriving downstairs with Axel instead of Marc would probably throw her off. And how would we explain we knew she was down there? I was consumed with self-conscious thoughts and tried to form explanations.
What a mess our lives were. How would I explain to anyone else what this was?
Suddenly, the elevator stopped with a jerk, enough for me to end up with my back jarred up against the elevator safety handlebar. Axel stumbled, his shoulder meeting the wall before he stabilized himself.
 We waited a couple of long minutes. I’d assumed some sort of temporary issue at first, waiting for it to resume.
The elevator didn’t move. Axel smashed his fingers against buttons on the panel. “Fuck,” he said. “Damn thing decides to quit on us now?”
“Is there a phone?”
He opened a panel.
The phone inside had been removed, the line cut.
His eyes widened. “We have to get out of here.” He went to the door and tried to force it open.
“Maintenance around here sucks,” I said. “Maybe it’s good we’re moving out.”
“I don’t think that was maintenance,” he said. He huffed and managed to get an inch of the door open. Once that happened, he could wedge an arm through and squeeze through. We were three quarters of the way between floors, caught between the second and third floors. He crawled up, then reached back in and grabbed at my arms to pull me through.
This hallway was quiet. I imagined most people were still sleeping. The lights were still dim, and only every other light was on, making it oddly dark. I wasn’t sure what floor we were on, somewhere between seventh and the first.
He pulled his phone out, touched some red button on it and it called out. “Someone fucked with the elevator. Get everyone out. Now.”
There was a moment where he listened and then slowly pulled the phone away from his head. “Something’s wrong.”
My heart and brain were electrified with panic. “We have to go back…”
He nodded and kept the line open, holding it in his hands while we raced toward the stairs.
The stairs were pitch black.
He grumbled. “Someone shut off the lights in here. This is sabotage.” He raced ahead of me up the steps.
It was fear that propelled me, following his phone flashlight. It was the only focus I had. Follow Axel. Stay together. Find out what was going on.
When we got to the right floor, the door was stuck. It took a minute to get it pushed aside.
Axel head straight to his own apartment, he tried the handle, and then used his key, shouting at it. “We’re coming in.”
When we got inside, it was dark, and when he flipped the light switch, it remained dark.
But the glow of outside lights from the window was enough to be clear something had happened. The computers in the dining area were on the floor, broken glass glittered across the carpet.
The silence was the eeriest part.
Followed by the smell.
Axel tugged at my arm, holding me at the door. “Stay here.”
He didn’t give me a chance to follow him, and I hesitated because of the glass. “Who was staying here?”
He crossed the room carefully, using the light from his phone to shine over the space. It reflected over the destruction. He moved his bedroom door further open. The tanks were smashed, water flooded the floor. The fish and other creatures in them already dead.
We’d just missed this, I kept thinking. We weren’t gone that long…
He sucked in a breath and turned away to cross to the other bedrooms. “We had people here watching over them. Blake’s family. My cousin… and… You…” He paused as the light swept over a bloodstain across one of the walls near Raven’s door. “Your father…”
It stunned me they had brought them here. To protect them? At the same time, my brain was registering what I was seeing.
The blood.
The silence.
There wasn’t anyone here. She’d taken them.
An overwhelming surge of anger swept through me, starting with Blake’s family and full tilt at the thought of my father being here. “Why…him…”
“He’s had contact with you within the last twenty-four hours…” He stopped when we heard the sound of sirens in the distance, coming closer. He came back to me, pushing me out the door. “We have to go.”
“Where could they have gone? Gretta…”
“Someone got to Gretta,” he said. “They got her phone to distract us maybe? We’ll check on her later.” 
We raced toward the other apartment.
But this door was open.
Lights never turned on.
Blood smeared across the wall.
Empty.
We headed to the stairwell again and down, the whole way, to the bottom floor. He spoke into the phone, breathless. “Self-terminate.”
That was it. I wasn’t sure who he was talking to or what it meant, but I didn’t have the breath to question.
We hit the ground floor and emerged just as alarms started blaring in the building. The night guard that was usually around was missing. The extra security that had been in place, whoever they were, weren’t there.
Where was everyone? Did they run away? Escape?
Brandon…Marc…the others…
Axel had me follow him out the back door. I was already breathless from running down the stairs, but the fear inside me kept me going. It was like I couldn’t breathe in the building anymore, and outside I was just trying to suck in as much cool air as possible.
And then when I looked behind me, above at the windows, I caught two bright balls of fire.
Self-terminate. They had to get rid of every evidence before the police arrived. No connection to the Academy. Nothing to leave a trace.
The blood. It just hit me again that there was blood on the wall.
Was it a set up? Designed to put us all in jail? To handle us like she did Sam?
Whose blood was it?
Axel jogged out into the night, toward the pond, toward homes not far from where the building was. Police had pulled into the parking lot of the apartment building. More were on the way.
Who knew if the others had gotten out?
As we ran around the pond in the back, he broke his phone in two and threw the pieces into the water, leaving no chance to track us in such a way.
Two blocks down, I was dying, out of breath. “I can’t keep running,” I seethed, bending over to clutch a stitch in my side.
He went up to a street parked car, something that was pre-2000. He used a rock to smash the window and leaned in, starting the engine after a few seconds.
“Get in,” he said.
Within minutes, we were heading up the road, away from the sound of sirens, away from the Sargent Jasper.
I never thought leaving forever would be like this, in terror. Yesterday, I hated the idea, now I was doing so on pure instinct.
If we got caught, we were dead.
My heart was in my throat. Feeling the wind from his broken window didn’t help.
My breathing slowly normalized. I don’t know why, but after driving a while, it struck me hard. “Did we just steal a car?”
“I hear pot talking to the kettle like she’s never done this.”
“Not a car.”
“Only enough money to buy a car.”
I didn’t have an argument for that. I couldn’t help but talk just to keep my brain from shutting down. “The blood….”
“Not enough,” he said. “Not enough for someone to be dead. It was a swipe. Something to give a reason for the police to drag us all in for questioning…” He growled as he spoke, his usually stoic personality replaced by an angry storm I’d yet to witness.
“Do you think they got out?” I whispered, terrified of the answer.
“No way to know.”
He didn’t stop until we were in a neighborhood that might have been somewhere between North Charleston and Hanahan. He pulled over to where there was a sketchy phonebooth near a sketchier looking closed gas station. He tried the phone and then dialed out.
I waited in the car, my legs refusing to move for the moment. My body seemed numb after what happened.
His voice became loud enough that I could hear.
“Get them all out,” he said. “Everyone. Start with people connected to us at any moment directly. Eventually, get them all out.” Pause. “No, we’re staying. We’re staying and we’re taking care of this, but we’ll wait. We’ll wait until they’re all out. Then we’re coming back. No. I don’t expect you to agree. We never would agree to this, but you know it’s the right thing. I won’t say it.” Another pause while he listened.
In that moment he was quiet, I knew.
He knew what I did. That if Alice had the others, they could already be dead. We had to find her and put a stop to this, or it would never be over.
This wasn’t something we could let go. If we ran, they’d always chase us. They would eventually find out about the Academy. They would find them and take them down.
We had to stop it.
There was only one way to do it, too. We had to let go. We had to disconnect from the Academy as much as possible and take care of this ourselves. We couldn’t wait this time, not when there was a chance they had the others.
Eventually, he spoke. “I know. I’m sorry it came down to this. We all understand.” He hung up.
He motioned to me. “Get out of the car. I’ve got to hide it. They’ll come get it.”
I waited by the phonebooth while he parked the car behind the old building of the gas station. He found a tarp and used it to cover the front of it, making it look like some old wreck that was just left behind. I helped him shove a trash bin nearby it.
“You don’t think the police will see it?”
“They’ll come for it,” he said, suggesting the Academy. “Our prints and hair are probably all over it. They’ll clean it and leave it somewhere to be found. They’ll find the owner and make sure they get a new vehicle and if they have anything important inside, they’ll get it back.” He looked around the gas station and then tugged at my wrist. “But let’s not do that again. We need to disconnect from them now, and every time we need their help to cover our tracks, it makes it worse. Come on. We have to change our clothes.”
The air was cool, which was enough to keep me numb—to my own feelings and in general. It allowed me to focus on following him down the sidewalk. The neighborhood must have been familiar to him, because within a few blocks, we were at the parking lot of an old diner with a thrift store next door. The diner was just starting to open. Only a couple of people were inside, one sipping coffee at a booth, the other pouring over a breakfast platter at a table.
It wasn’t until we were sitting that I started shaking. Anger, fear, simply being exhausted…it all sunk deep into me, and my bones rattled.
Jack. She could have taken Jack. She may have taken Blake’s brother, and his pregnant wife. And Axel’s cousin.
She could possibly have Marc and the others. Or they escaped. We had no contact, no way to know. Either they got out, or they were with her now and we were out of time. The one place we thought we’d be safe from her until we could find a way out, and she took her chance. 
“I didn’t know you had a cousin,” I said as he flicked open the menu. He wasn’t really reading it close, as his eyes seemed dazed and glossy. He was trying to control himself.
Like I was.
“He’s only fourteen” he said. “I’d been trying to work with him since his dad is a lot like mine. Just not as extreme. I’d contacted him within the last twenty-four hours of Blake’s phone falling in with Alice. He had recommended we all do similar, keep them safe. Anyone we’ve talked to in the last twenty-four hours, find them first, get them safe…” He grumbled out a gravelly sounding sigh. “Bringing them in together wasn’t enough. She took them. Even with our people watching them.”
“Who was there?”
He sighed. “A couple of people I’m not sure you’ve met yet. We had them staying in the apartment with them. If Alice took them, she was good, and fast, and had enough people to get them all out. We weren’t but a few minutes behind and they were gone. It must have been a lot of them. And no warning…” He paused. “Maybe they tried. Gretta’s phone…”
“She probably has Gretta too?”
“No way to know,” he said. “But I’m thinking she used Gretta to get in the building and then got to the first apartment. We must have crossed paths or something when we got into the elevator, and they got out quick enough…something like that. I feel like somehow Gretta’s phone signal was a warning for us. If it hadn’t been for that, we would have remained in the other apartment and they would have taken us, too. We got stuck in the elevator.”
“Where would she take them?”
He grunted. “With that many people…” He paused and dropped the menu as the waitress came over for an order. “Coffee and the eggs special.” He pointed to me. “Coffee and the pancakes mega platter.”
“I’m not hungry,” I said as she walked away. I hadn’t gotten to Marc’s omelet, but I was way too angry to eat. “I want to leave. I want to find her.”
“We’ve no starting point. Trust me, it’s my priority, too. I told my contact we won’t start until essential people are out of the city. That might take two hours. The rest can follow later, if we don’t find them by then at least.”
“We can’t just sit here.”
He leaned over the table, his palms clasping together as he looked over them at me. “Just until the thrift store opens. We’ll need supplies. New clothes.” He squinted at me. “We need to do something with your hair. Different appearances. The police will be looking for us even if we’ve destroyed the apartments. They’ll want to question us and the others, so the whole city will be looking for them. If we’re going to stay and look for them, we have to change and be as lowkey as possible. We also need as much energy as we can get. Starving only helps her to get what she wants.”
At the thought of that, I was suddenly very hungry. He was right. This was going to take a while.
“She’s not going to murder them…at least not yet. She’s got at least ten people in one swoop. She’ll want them alive to lure us out.” He considered this. “If she transported that many people out of the building, then she needed a really big vehicle. We might have gotten lucky there…” He trailed off.
I hoped he was right. Only, I didn’t trust Alice. “She probably gave them all a needle right off.”
“Which means we have to do this today. We need to get them to a hospital. Especially Blake’s sister-in-law. A baby couldn’t handle it.”
It was hard not to leap from the table and go tear a blazing trail through all of Charleston just to find them, to rip out Alice and whoever had done this and get them.
It was Axel who put a calm, steady hand over mine, drawing it partway across the table, holding on to it.
“I know,” he said. “And we’re going to.”
 
 



WAITING IS THE WORST 
When our food arrived, I shoveled everything at first until Axel told me it wouldn’t help if I threw up from eating too fast.
I started taking a bite and then taking a breath. “Maybe they all got out,” I said. “Marc was awake. He was waking up the others. Corey might have figured it out.”
“Maybe,” Axel said. “It’s best case scenario. We can’t take the risk and expose ourselves.”
“Not even to check in and see?”
“I did just now on the phone, but we can’t keep checking in.” He sipped at his coffee. “We need to prepare first. And we do it for the worst case scenario.” 
I was mostly a space case, contemplating what to do next. When the coffee finally hit and the food started working to fuel me, I was annoyed with the waiting.
“Did you tell Jack?” I asked. “Did you tell him why he had to be there?”
“I said there was a gas leak in his neighborhood. We were giving him a place to stay until it was cleaned up.” 
I made scratch marks into the table with my fingernails. “He believed it?”
“I don’t know. But the next step was offering a better job with a better place to stay. Somewhere else.” 
This made me uneasy. Just when he was getting on his feet, with help from them, they had to take it away. It was cruel. And now he might just be with Alice somewhere. The only thing stopping me from going crazy was that they could be with Raven, Corey and the other Academy guys somewhere. Even if she took them all…they were together and could fight.
The more I thought, the deeper I made scratch marks. 
His strong hand covered mine, getting me to stop instantly.
I lifted my head. “What are we doing?”
“Waiting,” he said.
“For what?”
“We need a change of clothes and some supplies. The thrift shop doesn’t open for another fifteen minutes.”
It’d been a while since I’d been in a thrift store. Mostly because you need extra spending money to go, and I didn’t have it most of the time. Plus, the one on my side of town was more expensive than just going to a discount box store and getting a shirt for a dollar. “Why are we at this one?”
“I just know it doesn’t have any security cameras and they have cell phones and will take cash. And on this side of town, they’ll have what we need.”
When it did finally open, he seemed to know his way around the shop. He found us a set of backpacks for carrying everything. We picked out just a couple of shirts, pants, a pair of boots for me. 
He found a bedroll and a selection of camping gear: metal plates and a canteen, flashlights and one Swiss army knife. There must have been a campground around here or camping was a really popular local hobby.
I picked up something that looked like a shovel packed into a carrying case. I was oddly enthralled with it. “Do we need a shovel?”
He took one look at it and seemed to debate on it. “It looks nice. But cash is limited.”
I grumbled, and before I put it back on the shelf, I opened the case it came in and the little brochure for it came out. “Oh man, it’s got a harpoon. And flint and steel for fire…and a whistle. And the blade is an axe.”
“I know what tactical shovels are,” he said without turning around to look at it. He was pilfering through some other supplies in a bin marked half off.
I was imagining harpooning Alice in the face. “So is laying low camping?”
“It might be, or we might hobo it around town. I don’t know yet.” He looked up shortly from sorting toward the registers. “They keep the phones behind the counter. I need one to check out the police scanner without being traced back, but we need to be prepared to hide for a while.”
“Is carrying a harpoon being prepared?”
“We need to be on the move,” he said. “The police are corrupt, at least one of them is. We know this.” He paused his sorting again. “We’re going to need more cash. I have to lose my wallet eventually, especially when we might get caught.” He looked at me pointedly. “I never ever wanted to ask you to do this again.”
I frowned but nodded. It’d come to this. Back to being poor and stealing to survive. “Not here.”
“No, not here,” he said. “But that’s our next stop. We should keep some cash on hand.”
We got into line for the cash register with our gear.
“So do we try to find Marc and the others first, or go after her?” I whispered to him, not trying to alert anyone else around us.
He frowned. “We have to find the others, that is a priority, but if she has them, we waste time not looking for her. There’s a meetup spot my team is aware of for emergencies, but they know better than to show up this soon so they can’t be tracked. We check the police records to see if they were brought in. But either way, I need to take care of her immediately.”
I frowned. “Lure her? Or you mean get her to talk to us? And by us, I mean you and me…”
“They did enough to you.”
I got louder. “You mean us, yeah?”
He turned and glared at me, avoiding looking around to some people I’d startled. “Stop it.”
“No,” I said. “She gets to us by separating us. So no one goes alone.”
“We might not have a choice.”
“If she has the others, we’re just the last pieces she needs to finish the job. What stops her from just shooting us on sight?”
He growled at me. “If she has them, they might already be dead. If we’re lucky and I find her…”
“You think you can stop her? Or she’ll stop at you? If you’re dead, how are you going to help me get rid of her and protect everyone else?”
He fumed where he stood. “Either way, I’m going after her first. I’ve had enough of this.”
I tightened my fists as I focused on the line ahead of us at some woman buying twenty pairs of sneakers at once, grumbling, wanting things to hurry along. If we were going to do this, get rid of Alice, we needed to move fast. I had a feeling this was a get her before she got us scenario.
I was preparing for the reality. That Axel was planning to kill her.
We’d become murderers. 
He sighed as he watched me make that connection without uttering a word. “I should never feed you. Then you can’t cause trouble.” He took the stuff from my arms. “Go get your damn shovel.”
I went for it, regretting finding it because now all I could imagine was the many ways I could hurt Alice with it, which wasn’t practical in any way. It wasn’t realistic. I wasn’t going to harpoon her in the face. 
But I got it anyway.  
He paid for everything with what cash he had. We took everything outside with us and sorted it.
The supplies we put together in our backpacks. Once he folded down the bedroll and put it between his pack and his back, it looked like an ordinary, slightly full backpack. 
Except for my shovel. That kind of stood out, but I angled it in its container between my back and the backpack.
“It ends up looking like an instrument or something?” I asked him.
“Sure,” he said. “Just never take off your bag, ever.”
“What about that other team? The guy on the boat?” I drifted as the name slipped my mind for a second. “Liam.”
“Him?”
“Yeah. Where are they?”
He shushed me by putting a fingertip to my lips. However, he didn’t say anything for a minute. Eventually, he lowered his finger. “I don’t know. But they should be taken out of the city if they aren’t targets right now. They’ll make that determination. From this point on, no more talking about anyone else.” 
Right. We weren’t safe anymore. Maybe they couldn’t hear us inside the Sargent Jasper, but out here, we couldn’t take chances. We had to forget they existed for a while. 
We were alone from this point out.
It was better that way. No witnesses.
 
 



THIEVING NEVER CHANGES
The Citadel Mall was a location I hadn’t been to in a while but was the closest to where we were. Which meant an inexpensive bus ride. The mall was also smaller, with fewer crossways to duck into in case I made a mistake.
Still, it would have to do.
Axel worked with the cell phone he picked up. He was wearing a faded local softball T-shirt and jeans. He wore a baseball cap, too, mostly hiding his face from cameras where possible. Wearing all this, his features somewhat changed. His body was masked by the bulk of the out of shape T-shirt, and the cap hid the length of his hair and changed the angles of his face. Some of the scruff on his face was growing out, as he hadn’t shaved that morning. He blended in pretty well.
“There’s reports about a fire at the Jasper,” he whispered to me. “No arrests, just questions.” He lifted up his head, squinting to look out the window. “The police don’t have them.”
“So they got away or…”
“That was over ten people,” he said. He counted on his fingers. “Our people, your father… the guards, maybe Gretta. All of them.” He shook his head slowly and then waved the phone in my direction. “No reports about missing people. None.”
My heart raced. “Like they disappeared?”
“How do you get rid of that many people?” he asked. “No witnesses, no one asking where they are now.” He blew out a short breath. “They do have them. It’s the biggest cover up I’ve ever seen. She must have more on her side within the department than we realized.”
I absently scratched my arm, looking around the bus at a few other people. Most looked asleep or had headphones on or their cell phones in their faces. “So we need cash to help us get to her?”
“Yeah.”
We arrived at the mall and walked in quickly along with a few others who had gotten off the bus with us. We got away from them as quickly as possible. 
“What do you need me to do?” Axel said.
“Ideally?” I said. “Turn off the cameras and send the guards home. Maybe even turn the lights off on cue. Or make everyone pass out.”
He coughed shortly once. “I can do one of those things. Stay here.”
I sort of hoped he was going to make everyone pass out. Picking pockets of people who were unconscious would have been so much easier.
When he returned, he motioned to me to walk with him down another hall. “We’ve got maybe an hour before the security guard catches on that the cameras stopped recording. Maybe more if he’s super lazy today.”
I wanted to ask him how he’d done it, but it didn’t matter. “If you can keep an eye out for guards…”
“I’ve got your back.”
With Axel as my lookout, I kept an eye on people, watching them open their wallets for whatever they bought. If they used a card and I couldn’t spot any green, it wouldn’t do any good to waste a lift. Some card users never carried cash.
It was getting harder for cash-seeking pickpockets these days. I’d forgotten how long it took to spot a potential mark. And when I spotted my first one, I followed him, looking for an angle in.
This was going to be harder to do with a shovel on my back. I was heavier, bulky. Slipping along quietly and going along unnoticed was going to be difficult. I rubbed my hands against my thighs, trying to stop my shaking.
I couldn’t remember being this nervous before. Maybe it was knowing Axel was watching. It served as a reminder that this was wrong.
When I checked behind myself, looking for Axel, I didn’t spot him. Wherever he was, I hoped he wasn’t too far. If this guy caught me…
I tried not to think about that.
I walked right behind the guy and waited for him to pause.
He did just in front of a mall display to look at some sales banner.
I collided with him.
Bump.
Lift.
I put my other hand on his back, trying to look surprised. 
He turned and blinked repeatedly at me, seeming annoyed. “Watch it.”
My heart raced, and I almost stuttered a surprised remark back at him, until I remembered I wasn’t wearing what I usually did, a low-cut top to help out. I wore just a T-shirt and jeans and boots, and my hair was up in a cap. I probably didn’t look exceptionally distracting. I might even have looked like a boy. 
Without being too obvious, I darted away from him, and when I could, ducked into a shop to get out of eyesight. I slipped the wallet behind the backpack and jarred up with the shovel.
Because I was in a shop, I waited, ready with the wallet in my back pocket. Unfortunately, without a cross hallway in this mall, I was stuck with a lot of waiting and hiding, hoping he didn’t put two and two together with my face.
Normally, I’d wait, then put the wallet in the food court where security could find it after I took some cash out. Usually, security found it before my mark even noticed it gone, and by the time they found the security office, it was already there waiting for them. They got so relieved, they didn’t even notice a twenty or two taken out.
Today, I had to leave it in this store and not in the food court. Walking around with it too long… I tried not to think about getting caught.
I pulled some cash out, just sixty out of over a hundred, and left the wallet on the floor near the men’s section in the back of the store.
I needed to get to the other side of the mall and find Axel. And then I realized our problem. This was all we could get today. They’d notice the cameras were off once he reported his wallet missing. It would take too long to locate the wallet stuck inside a store somewhere. They’d turn the cameras back on quickly and they wouldn’t find the wallet before the guy left the mall.
We had to leave. A second attempt, a bump from me being suspicious, with a second report, we’d be toast. 
I was rusty, unprepared. We needed another location.
♠♠♠♠♠♠
As soon as I found Axel, I told him as much and we were on the first bus outside the Citadel heading into downtown.
“It’s not much,” I said, holding out the set of twenties. I’d taken my hat off and tied back my hair in a bun at the base of my skull to keep it out of my face and to give myself a different look.
He flipped his hat around to get the bill out of his line of site. It was weird seeing it like that on his head. He took the cash from me. Then from his back pocket, he pulled out another wad of cash, a few hundred dollars in twenties. “It’s enough.”
I wrinkled my nose, my mouth gaping in surprise. “What the hell…”
“Realized the same thing when you were hunting for someone. So I went to go do my own hunting. Luckily, someone in a jewelry store was an idiot and left the cash drawer open while showing someone a set of rings. They clearly hadn’t followed protocol and emptied it when it’d filled with a lot of cash.” He coughed once. “I don’t think they were running a legitimate business. No one pays for diamonds with cash. Not like that.”
I dismissed the idea of the business not being legit. It wasn’t something we needed to deal with. I lifted a brow. “So you didn’t have my back?”
He quickly grabbed me by the front of the shirt and tugged me close. “You didn’t need me,” he said in a whisper. “But I always have your back, and every other part of you.”
My insides tightened and my heart raced. “What do we need all this cash for?” I said, not letting him distract me. “Can we bribe the police to give us information?”
He let me go. “No. We need to get word to Alice where to find us. And without our contacts”—he meant Academy—“in this city, we have to pay other people to help us.” 
“Lead her to us?”
“We want her to meet us on our terms, not hers. We want to let her know where we’ll be.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Meeting spot?”
“Yeah. And it’s obvious we can’t rely on the police to catch her. So we’re going to have to get creative.”
My heart was pounding as I sat back on the bus seat, turning to watch the traffic. It was afternoon now. We were taking way too long. “You know they’ve got a needle in all of them by now.”
He didn’t say anything.
It bothered me how things had happened. We were in the only elevator. The stairwell was dark when we got to it. Could they all have gotten down the stairs so quickly? 
Maybe with a gun pointed at their heads. But the apartments being empty when we got back and then left again, and the blood on the walls, the explosions and the police showing up… How could they all just disappear without even a police report to follow up on them? 
Something wasn’t adding up for me. The whole setup… I just couldn’t quite figure it out yet.
The bus took us only as far as a rundown part of Charleston, the outskirts surrounding the tourist areas where no one came often. We were in a warehouse section where a lot of tall brick buildings constantly shadowed the narrow roads between. 
Axel headed right into those streets, and I followed.
“Who are we finding here?”
“Stay close to me,” he said. 
I walked beside him, sometimes behind him when he took an alleyway. He kept his head up, those dark eyes focused. 
In the front of the large warehouses were office buildings, only these appeared to be reconfigured into some apartments a long time ago. These were run-down as well, with boards over most of the windows. What glass was left was covered by blankets or newspaper taped to the inside. There were rows of these run-down converted apartments on either side of the street for several blocks.
He went to the first one he came across on the left. At the door, he leaned in and sniffed. He reeled back, shook his head and moved on to the next one.
He sniffed that door too, rejected it similarly and then continued.
“What are you doing?” I whispered to him. I couldn’t help but feeling someone might be watching us.
“Finding a clean one.”
I couldn’t even fathom what he meant.
Eventually, he came to a door that he seemed satisfied with and knocked briefly. No answer. He did it again, louder.
The old, peeling door opened slowly, and one tired, bloodshot eye peered out at us. “Who are you?” the guy asked. “What do you want?”
“You don’t do meth?” Axel asked. “No crystal?”
“Hell no,” the guy said, opening the door further. He was shorter than me by a few inches, and lean and wiry. He had a gray beard and was wrinkly from head to toe. “No, I don’t do that shit.”
Had Axel sniffed for places that didn’t have a drug smell? How could he tell when everything in this neighborhood smelled like hot garbage?
“Good,” Axel said. “I’m here to help you.”
His eyebrows went up in surprise. “For real?”
“Did you want to get out of this neighborhood?”
“Sure do.” He took a step back and ushered us in. “Must be my lucky day.”
Axel didn’t hesitate. I tried to, because I couldn’t imagine what the inside smelled like. I only went in as I didn’t want to be alone on this street.
However, besides the dingy wallpaper and the dust layer along the edged, the space was relatively organized. It was dark because the windows were mostly covered in paper and there wasn’t any electricity. It took time for my eyes to adjust to the dimness. The tiny front hall had a side table that held a collection of cardboard signs with different phrases, begging for money. The rest of the single room was a bed on the floor. It was surrounded by books and newspapers, and in one corner stood two metal grocery carts. Each had aluminum cans and other collected dingy items. 
The smell was pretty rank, like three-year-old BO and vomit mixed together into the wood rot.
“How’d you get the carts in the door?” I asked. 
Axel gave me an eye like I shouldn’t be talking, especially about stealing carts.
But the guy shrugged. “Took the door off the hinge. I’ve got one cart around back for everyday use, but if I leave anything in it, it ends up gone. All that work cleaning the streets wasted…”
“Anyway,” Axel said, finding some room to stand near the bed that wasn’t cluttered with stuff, “we’re here to help.”
“I was just saying yesterday I needed to get out of this place,” he said. He wore a pair of old jeans and a polo that was dingy in the armpits and had holes around the collar from being worn so often. “Are you from that agency I applied to? What’s the name…”
“No, but one connected to it, “Axel said quickly. “To get rental assistance, right?”
He snapped his fingers. “My lucky day. I thought I was on an eight-year waitlist. It’s only been three.”
“You’ve been moved up,” he said. “I’ve been working some loopholes in the system for certain candidates.”
The guy beamed at this. “You magnificent person. Doing the Lord’s work.”
“Do you have some paper and a pen or something to write with here?” Axel asked. “I was supposed to bring stuff with me, and I forgot.”
The guy quickly found a working pen and paper, and Axel used a couple pieces of his cardboard signs for something stable to write on while kneeling on the floor.
I kept my arms folded at my stomach, waiting. There was no clue why we were here bugging this guy when we needed to go find Alice or the others.
The old man looked at me while Axel was quiet. “You’re helping him?”
“I’m new to this,” I said, trying not to sound too sarcastic. “What’s your name?”
“Carl. You?”
“Susan.”
Axel made a half snort that I took to be choking down a laugh.
Carl held a hand out to me. “Nice to meet you. Doing the Lord’s work. Bless your soul.”
I shook his hand shortly and made sure to let go and take a step back. “How’d you find this place to live?”
“Got lucky,” he said. “Technically, I don’t live here. But no one else does and I’m pretty sure there’s squatters rights, no one can really kick me out…” He turned to Axel. “Right?”
“If you really want to stay here…” Axel said without looking up.
Carl blinked a few times and then shook his head and put a palm to his cheek. “What am I saying? My brain doesn’t work as well as it used to. A little slow. No, I don’t want to stay here. I just didn’t get rental help yet…Not to mention my pension is on hold. My caseworker was supposed to be sorting it out.”
Axel stood up, handing him two sheets of paper he folded neatly. “This one.” He held it up, showing him a big number one on the front. “The one means do this first. You need to walk into the police station…”
Carl’s eyes went wide. “What?”
Axel coughed once and then shook the folded paper at him. “I’m giving you cash to take a cab and go to the police station. I need you to take it to Roger. The woman behind the counter at the station will know who I’m talking about. I wrote the precinct number on the back. Hand it to her, tell her it’s for Roger. It’s part of the process.”
Carl seemed surprised. “Really? I never heard of this part.”
“Next,” Axel said, holding up the second paper. “I need you to take the cab again and go to the address on the back. They’ll be the ones to get you the new house. You should pack anything here that’s important to you to take with you. You might not be back for a while as they get you set up.”
Carl blinked rapidly, bewildered. “I thought I had to…the paperwork…”
Axel shook his head. “Like I said, it’s a different department and you’ve made the shortlist. It’s your last day in a place like this, if you want it.” He held the folded papers toward him. “If you don’t take it, I have to go to the next person on the list.”
I imagined the next person was probably another apartment down, someone else Axel would pick out at random. It’s why he needed someone clean. Not only someone who would do what we asked and not just go buy drugs with the cash, but also someone who wouldn’t freak out walking into the police station.
Carl nodded slowly and took the papers from him. “Okay. Okay…right. First, police station. Second, go to address.”
“Right. Hand them the papers.” Axel went over it again and again until Carl could recite the whole process. He was slow on the uptake, but he wasn’t stupid. Once he had it, he repeated it to himself under his breath while he went around trying to figure out what to take. 
“What about my cans here? My carts?” he asked.
Axel motioned to them. “I’ll give you enough cash for what they are worth. You can leave them with me.”
“You’ll get them to recycling?”
Axel smirked and nodded. “Sure.”
He blew out a breath between his lips. “I hope so. It takes a lot of time to clean up the streets. Would be sad to see it go to waste.”
Axel gave him the cash after Carl collected his things into a couple of plastic grocery bags and carried them to the door. “We’ll stay behind and get that recycling out.”
“If you wait until Wednesday, Larry works the shift and he’ll often slip in another dollar into my take. He’s a nice guy.”
“I’ll look for Larry,” Axel said and patted him on the shoulder. “Remember the routine. Go up the road to a phonebooth and get to it.”
I lingered, not knowing what to do next, while Axel watched from the door as Carl ambled up the road with his few belongings.
“We stole all that money just to give it to him?” I said to him.
“Sometimes cash is enough to get people to believe something.” Axel closed us back into Carl’s little apartment. “And now we have our space to hide until he gets things rolling.”
I groaned, looking around the room, the collections of various trash. “Oh, you’re kidding. We’re staying here?”
“We need to rest,” he said. “This next part, we’ll need all the energy we can get.”
 
 



HOMELESS
We spent the next hour tidying up Carl’s spot as much as we could. I had no idea where Carl used the toilet, because it had been removed from the very small bathroom. Someone had removed the sink, too. There were just pipes in the open, broken wall. The shower’s plumbing had been removed, but the dingy tile and the doors remained. There was no kitchen, either. Just the one room. 
For some reason, when living in the motel with my brother and my father, I’d pictured living in the street but never considered a place like this. This could have been us, the next step after they kicked us out. One room like this, with a bathroom that had been pulled apart, the water turned off, no electricity at all. Just a bed on the floor. Maybe we’d even collect cans and beg like Carl.
The motel was luxury, compared.
Axel removed Carl’s bed and put it up against one wall. He laid out our bedroll on the floor and brought out a small lantern, he left it unlit for now while the sun was still up. He made a pillow out of his bag.
I took off my shovel and pack and joined him. I didn’t like being this close to the floor and kept thinking it wouldn’t take much for the creepy crawlies to come scurrying out.
“Keep your shoes on in case we fall asleep,” Axel said. “We may have to leave in a hurry if someone comes around.”
He didn’t have to tell me again. “Wouldn’t mind leaving now. A park bench is more appealing.”
“Too public. This is private.” We were nearly on top of each other sharing the bedroll. Since it was on a hard surface, it wasn’t very comfortable. 
“I don’t think I can sleep here,” I said.
“Just close your eyes and don’t move for a bit. Resting is enough if you can’t sleep. We need to conserve energy.”
“What are we doing? Why did you send him to the police station?”
“That was for Alice,” he said. “It’s the only place we know she’s got a contact. We need to get a message to her to meet us later. The person I sent it to will make sure anyone who is a traitor in the station will see it. At least they’ll get a lead on who this person might be. And we get Alice’s attention.”
“And the second location? Where did you send Carl?”
“Emergency contact,” he said. “Sort of like you-know-what, but not connected. I know the woman who runs it. If he’s actually willing to stick to it, he’ll get mental health treatment and a place to stay for free while they try to figure out what to do with him.” He rolled over, facing away from me. “This is where we’ll have to agree that I’ll meet Alice alone.”
“I thought I told you we’d stay together.”
“They aren’t going to give up the people they’ve caught for just me, and we can’t risk anyone else going in. You might be the last person they need to capture, and it’s better if they don’t have us all.”
“Then this is a very bad plan.” I got up on my elbows. “So your plan is to get caught and let them needle you?”
“Someone needs to so we can figure out where they are. That’s the plan.” He pointed two fingers at my chest. “You want to help? Follow wherever they take me. Find out where they’re keeping us. Then go back to the police station, ask for Roger and help us escape. I’ll be working from the inside, helping people to escape or at least trying to keep everyone alive until you can get there.”
I relaxed again, putting my hands on my stomach. I didn’t want to let him get captured, but his plan was making sense. We couldn’t just arrive and expect anyone to give us the people that they took. “Where are the others supposed to be waiting for us?”
“It’s not a known address, so I have to draw you a map,” he said. “It’s just outside of town off an old highway no one uses anymore. You follow where they take me and then wait a few hours to make sure they don’t take me somewhere else. When you’re sure, write it down, give it to Roger and then follow the map just in case anyone did get away.” He leaned closer to me again. “Don’t get caught, or it’s over.”
I swallowed thickly and then breathed slowly, feeling my lungs fill up completely before I let out a long breath. “We should have left ages ago.”
“We were told to go,” he said. “We didn’t. Because we knew if we left, you’d be left behind…” He shifted onto his back next to me, an arm stuffed under his head and he gazed at the ceiling. “And now I don’t think I made the right decision.”
“Were they asking you to leave me behind?”
“Yes. And not asking but telling us to. No one wanted to.”
I fumbled for something to say. I didn’t want to be happy they stayed behind for me, because it was clear the threat had been hovering closer than I thought for a long time. I’d just been kept in the dark. They could have left a while ago, and maybe Alice would have chased them. All this could have been avoided.
I tried to appear to be resting for the moment, but mentally, I was fuming and working out all the angles where this could have been avoided. As worthless as it was to bother with, I was in a cycle of overthinking things that didn’t matter anymore.
We were here now. 
Axel’s palm slowly moved over my body, resting at my stomach.
“I don’t regret staying behind,” he said. “I should have made the others leave.”
“And then what?” I said. “We would have been the ones she took.”
“We might have left right from the hospital,” he said. “I should have done that.”
“We’re past what we should have done,” I said.
He grumbled a little. “I’m considering doing that now.”
“Leaving the others with Alice?”
“I can’t help but wonder if bringing you with me like this isn’t going to get us both killed. We could just be chasing ghosts. Jumping in without looking…that’s not how they do things, but it’s how I’ve been doing things. Look where it’s gotten us.”
“We’re not caught,” I said. “We’re alive. And maybe we can get them back. Maybe they aren’t dead. If they aren’t, we can’t leave them.”
He didn’t say anything, but turned away, looking up at the darkened, stained ceiling.
Something shiny and round that I thought was a quarter fell out of his jeans pocket, but he didn’t seem to notice and remained still. I scooped it up out of the bedroll folds to look at it.
A diamond ring.
My brain was confused by the sight of it, a shiny, expensive object in my fingers, in this place. There was a crazy moment of thinking this was just a nightmare, a sign of odd things happening and I should wake up.
Axel caught my hand, holding it. Not looking at the ring, but at me.
“I would have bought one,” he said. “I don’t know how you feel about something like rings.”
He was in a jewelry store earlier… “You stole it?”
“The money for it and what we took will go back.” He gently squeezed my hand and then removed the ring from my grasp. He moved it to my finger. “It was a valid distraction for what I needed. I didn’t know your size.”
It fit. A little snug. Diamonds and their value were beyond me, something I never really thought about. This one appeared big, but simple. A single round stone on a gold band. 
“With Alice after us…” I mumbled.
“I don’t want to wait,” he said. He sat up on one elbow, holding my hand with the ring on it. He lifted it to his lips, kissing my knuckle. “Not when, at any minute, something can happen and I’ll regret every second I didn’t spend near you.”
I’d been worried before his feelings would change after knowing at several points of time I’d been with the others. This relieved a lot of that bottled up worry I’d had. I bit my lower lip for a second. “I don’t know what this is supposed to mean. The ring…”
“I wasn’t sure, either. Which is why I didn’t give it to you earlier,” he said. “Not that you married to Raven would have stopped me from…” He trailed off and just looked at the ring on my finger. “I don’t imply ownership with this.”
“I know.”
He squeezed my hand gently again and pulled it to his chest, over his heart. “If something happened, I didn’t want you to think—”
Suddenly, the front door shook hard, cracking and splintering at the frame.
Axel was up in an instant. I scrambled, leaning with my back against the wall to pick myself up.
There was another slam. The door shook harder and a crack formed. 
“Someone knows he left,” I whispered. “Those neighbors are after his recycling…”
Axel picked up my shovel and took it to the back wall of the apartment. There were some exposed boards here. He used the shovel to wedge between them and make a small opening. The back wall had been basic plyboard and was easy to move.
We scuttled through with our bags in tow just before the front door shattered apart.
As the apartments had been made up of offices connected to warehouses, we wedged ourselves into the wide-open space, the remains of the warehouse section. The ceiling was falling in on this one. Holes allowed beams of light to shine down on exposed, cracked concrete.
But where it was dark, it was horrifyingly dark. The brighter beams of light made it harder to see.
Axel ran right for these dark spaces, taking me with him. I held my breath, as if breathing too much of the darkness would contaminate me. We darted through the dark. I kept a hand on his back to be sure I didn’t lose him.
Once we were in shadow, he moved carefully and quietly in an S-pattern, aiming for the rear of the building. 
Behind us, there were voices, but I couldn’t make them out. Footsteps. More cracking of wood, probably from the hole we made in the back.
There was the echoing sound of a gun’s safety being taken off and a hammer cocking…
After that sound, Axel moved faster with his weaving but remained quiet. If their eyes were trying to adjust like ours, they couldn’t see us.
When we got to the rear, a light shone behind us, a bright LED beam. There was a shout, and an echo followed. “Don’t move!” 
Axel crashed through an exit door on the far side, and I followed.
More loud shouting. “Around back!”
Male. Authoritative.
Once in the alley, we ran. 
♠♠♠♠♠♠
It was blocks of mad dashing and weaving between buildings before we finally broke into residential blocks. 
I was out of breath and came to a stop in someone’s yard, but Axel pulled me until we were between two houses.
We kept our backs up against a wall. Axel scanned the neighborhood while I clutched at my chest, trying to breathe.
“I don’t think that was the neighbors,” I huffed out.
Axel muttered curses under his breath. “I thought it was police at first, until the gun. It couldn’t have been them, which means Alice is looking for us.” 
“She did get someone killed in jail, right?”
“There might be a bad cop among them willing to look the other way, but the police are generally on our side. They’re not going to pull a gun in the dark and not alert people that they are the police.”
“Should we go to the police?”
“You might end up doing that once we find where they’ve got everyone, but it’s likely whoever is working with her in the precinct would tip her off if they’re on the way. She’s gone this long not getting caught. This might be our only chance.” He brushed his forehead and wiped away sweat at his temple. “We shouldn’t have stayed. Carl must have told them about where he’d been living.”
I wiped my brow. “He didn’t hand the note to Roger?”
“Maybe after he handed the note to Roger, someone stopped Carl and questioned him.” He huffed and leaned his head back, gazing up at the sky. “I should have told him to leave quickly. Gave him a timeline…”
“We can’t think of everything. Maybe he tried…”
“I can’t keep ahead of this.” He blew out a breath and then checked around the corner of the wall we were leaning against. “We need to keep going. They’ll be doing sweeps through this neighborhood.”
This time, we walked quickly and weaved between homes until we were on the edge of where North Charleston met downtown Charleston.
“Too close to the more upscale neighborhoods and we’ll get caught in street cameras,” he said, motioning further down the street. “We need to get to the location.”
“The police aren’t going to figure things out and be there waiting for us? What would you write down that gets the message to her without alerting the cops to where we’ll be?”
“It was in the note to Roger. If Carl did get the note to him, it’s something Roger relays to the right people. If it got picked up by someone other than Roger, then it won’t matter. Because I’m not picking the location. Roger is.”
“How do we find out?”
“Phone call. Maybe some other way. They’re smart. They’ll get it to us. We also need a car to get there.”
It was late afternoon, and being December, the shadows were already long and it was starting to cool off. After all the running, I was sweating through my T-shirt and I’d lost my hat back at Carl’s place. I raked my hair back behind my head, making a temporary ponytail to cool my neck. “If it’s around Charleston, won’t the police be looking and come pick us up?”
“He’ll pick a location that’s out of Charleston. Different jurisdiction,” he said. He turned to me and removed a ponytail holder out of his pocket, passing it to me. “Need this?”
I raised an eyebrow, taking it and using it to stuff my hair behind my head in a sloppy, half-done tail. It was enough to allow the colder air in the shadows to reach my neck. “Teach me how to steal a car.”
“You want to know?”
“It’s been useful.”
He breathed in slowly and then blew out a breath. In between the homes, it was pretty dark. The shadows made the lines of his face deepen so he looked depressed. “Funny how the more I try to pull you out of that life, the further we dive into it. And now it’s the only card to play when we can’t…”
He trailed off, but I knew what he meant. The Academy. Without them, without their network, we were resorting to crime to get by. The moment we stopped pretending to be good guys, we turned right into bad ones, justifying stealing and other things for survival.
I moved to him, putting a hand on his chest. “Maybe that group, they saw things happening they couldn’t touch. Things beyond them. They wanted to help, but didn’t know how. Maybe you were the experimental group, but being good isn’t always a straight line.” I smirked a little thinking of what Corey said. “Sometimes there’s a gray area.”
He seemed to consider this. “Maybe there is a way to make this easier, more light gray than dark.”
He took my hand, turning me to the road. His head held a little higher, and his gaze steady. I only hoped we could finally be one step ahead of Alice.
 
 



BETTER THAN STEALING
The sun was setting when we descended on the back lot of Henshaw Customs. It took a few bus rides and then miles of walking, but we took a path around to the rear of the property once we got close. 
We were huddled in a tree line about ten yards from the edge of the back lot. We waited until we were sure the last of the people had left, the garage doors closed, the office locked up and dark. There was no sign of movement for at least a half hour before we emerged from the woods.
“Keys are kept in the office,” he said. “But there’s cameras. And the feed is monitored.” He motioned to it. “Should be secure…It’d be our people watching.”
“Why couldn’t we approach them during the day when they were still there? They aren’t going to give us to Alice.”
“We don’t want any chance of Alice or someone else thinking we’re connected and that they helped us. This will make it appear they aren’t with us. I think. Might show we don’t trust them enough to approach. If she’s even watching.”
Breaking into the office wasn’t difficult. He knew the window that was left just a little unlocked so that if he shook it enough, it’d actually slide right open. I kept a lookout at the front of the building while he rummaged for keys.
He returned shortly with three sets.
“What are we borrowing?” I asked.
He scratched at his cheek for a moment. “We’ve got to think of the plan in reverse. When we pick them up, how do we get them out together, that sort of thing. Work our way backward.” He pointed to the RV in the back.
“So we have to take that?”
He nodded. “Biggest thing here. Ever driven something that big?”
“Nope.”
“If we take it with us, we’ll have to stash it somewhere. It’s conspicuous, and Alice might want to take it from us.” He dangled another set of keys. “We’ll tow a truck, and I’ll take a bike too. We’ll park the RV, wait until it’s time. Then we’ll drive to the meeting point. You tail me. Wherever she takes me, you follow. Then go back and get the RV. Park it nearby. I’ll start working on a way to get them out from the inside.”
“What do I do after I park the RV? Should I try to get in and help?”
“If we’re not out within a few hours, you’ll have to call the police in. Warn them there’s hostages.”
Axel walked out to the RV, used the keys to start it and pulled it close to the closed garage doors.
From there, he parked, got out, and found a small truck. He pulled that one up behind the RV, super close and then got out, showing me how to hitch the two together.
When he was done, he had me go with him to open one of the garage bay doors.
“We’re not worried about the cameras at all, are we?”
“They aren’t going to stop us,” he said. 
It was a compromise. Why risk stealing from any more actual people we’d have to repay? Not when we could get away with borrowing what we needed from Academy people.
Besides, the bikes belonged to Brandon, right? 
Inside the garage were a few ready to go ones. 
At first, Axel moved to the moped, the one the kid was working on a couple of days ago.
“Not that one,” I said.
Axel looked at me. “It’s lightweight. Easier to fit into the back of the truck.”
“Just pick the next best one. Besides, last I was here, the electrical wasn’t working on that one.” Also, I felt bad taking the kid’s bike. 
Axel had to go back in for different keys, but he came back to a bike that I didn’t recognize but was put aside. He didn’t turn the bike on, just took it off the breaks and started rolling it toward the truck. “Grab that ramp.”
There was a lightweight plastic ramp that I brought around to the back of the truck. Within minutes, we had the bike secured to the bed of the truck. We couldn’t lift the tail of the truck, so we had to rely on the straps to keep it from rolling out.
When we were done, we loaded into the RV. I got into the passenger seat, looking behind us into the space. There was a couch near where we were, a kitchenette, a tiny bathroom and beyond that, a single bedroom in the back. It’d be enough to fit a load of people. 
He was about to start the RV when I touched his elbow. “I still want to learn how to hotwire a car.”
“Sure,” he said. “We’ll practice on the truck.”
“Do you know where we need to meet yet?”
He was about to say something when a vehicle appeared on the road, a black Jeep. It slowed down for just a minute to roll down the passenger window and toss out a plastic bottle right at the start of the drive for Henshaw’s. 
“Looks like it just got here,” he said, turning to watch the Jeep head further up the road, disappearing behind one of the other warehouses down the block. 
He started the RV. When he got close to the plastic bottle, he had me go out and get it.
I scooped it up out of the grass it had rolled into. It was just a sports drink. I’d thought at first it’d be a message in a bottle sort of thing, but there was no paper inside.
On the outside of it was a sticker price tag. Bert’s Market. Folly Beach.  
Smart. If anyone else picked it up, they wouldn’t know there was a message. Looked like trash. I kept it anyway and brought it along. I showed the sticker to Axel.
He nodded. “I know the place.”
♠♠♠♠♠♠
There was a 24-hour grocery store on John’s Island, the island just before getting to Folly Beach’s island. The parking lot was huge, and there were a lot of customers when we arrived.
“There’s still probably cameras pointed out here,” I said when he pulled into the lot.
What I hadn’t noticed was the number of other RVs parked nearby, in the furthest outside lot. He tucked ours cleanly between two other very long RVs that made ours look puny.
“They’ll give us cover,” he said. 
I stretched my arms over my head, flexing my body. It had been hours of moving around, on the brink of getting caught, and still there was so much to do. “I’m going to be nervous pulling out in this big thing. I just hope this plan works,” I said.
“It’ll work.” He unbuckled the seatbelt and sat back, brushing his palms across his face. “Are you doing okay?”
I wanted to say I was fine, and technically, I was. “I’m fine compared to the others. I’m trying not to assume they’re dead, but when we aren’t hearing from them…”
“It’s not like they can just call,” he said. He reached over, placing a reassuring hand on my shoulder and squeezing gently. “This way, we find Alice and make sure we catch her. If they are dead or alive, we’d want that at least. That’s why I’m here, making sure this ends and we don’t have to do this ever again.”  
Not thinking about it was the only way I could move forward now. There was hope that what we were doing, trying to rescue them, would be successful. We’d no idea if she had anyone at all or if they’d been shot and killed and we were chasing ghosts. The only thing we could do was hope to figure this out quickly.
Axel checked under his seat and through pockets hidden around the RV interior. “Bert’s is open at all hours. Witnesses, but they’ll be minimal and limiting what Alice will be able to do. But I’m going willingly, so she shouldn’t cause too much trouble. Still, we’ll go after midnight. Less chance of anyone else getting hurt.”
The RV had basics already in place, including bottled water, some crackers, cans of tuna and soups. We managed to make tuna salad with crackers and heat up some soup and make a meal out of it. We split a box of cookies.
When we’d eaten and we still had hours to wait, he showed me how to hotwire the truck, that the red wire was the battery and to twist it around the brown or yellow wire and how to unlock the steering wheel. 
“Older vehicles are less likely to have security measures. Still, you might trigger an alarm,” he said.
“How do you turn it off?”
“Usually don’t bother. Just hurry up and finish and drive it out of there. On an older vehicle, people will wait to see. Is it their car? Is it someone else’s? Got about two minutes usually before someone will look. And when it silences after you’ve started driving it, they probably won’t bother to check.”
I looked at the parking lot beyond where we were, with people walking around. I missed being that oblivious. I’d been stealing to survive for a while, thinking people were ignorant of the world, and yet I was still so far from where I was now. 
Suddenly, a figure appeared between the two large RVs we were parked between. I was sitting in the driver’s seat of the truck, and Axel was standing next to me with the door open. I didn’t think anything of the person, because the parking lot was busy, and I assumed people were in the RVs next to us. I didn’t recognize him, either. Not at that distance.
But he approached us with some confidence and seemed to recognize Axel.
Axel pulled away from the truck, going to him. “Can I help you?”
He got closer, and I realized it was Liam. He had a woven beanie hat on, making him look different with it was hiding his ginger hair. He wore a brown jacket, jeans. He had an intense look, concerned. He kept his hands in the jacket pockets as he approached.
“Thought I could help you,” he said.
“How’d you find us?” Axel asked.
“GPS in the RV. You didn’t think we’d have one in our vehicles?” 
“I figured,” Axel said. “I just thought none of you would follow. You know what’s going on. We’re trying our best to keep our distance.”
Liam tried to smile, despite his worried expression. “We’re very bad about letting things go. Better me than anyone else, and believe me, they wanted to send as many people as possible. But Alice knows my face. I was on the ship, too. It’s possible she’d come after us eventually anyway.”
Axel looked from him to me. “I don’t know. This is beyond what they are ready for.”
Liam took his hands out of his pockets, showing us his palms. “We can’t help it, Axel. No matter what, we can’t give up. Call it a character flaw. If it wasn’t me, someone else would, have come out and want to help and you know you wouldn’t be able to stop us.” He looked from him to me as he approached. “How’s it going, Kayli?”
I had to give some credit to the Academy. Despite everything I tried to think of them, they seemed genuine, really trying to help, even when it wasn’t in their better interests. I sighed. I was kind of glad it was him.  “Have you heard anything?”
He nodded. “Sure. Take me along and I’ll tell you about it.” He looked to Axel. “Don’t make me follow you anyway. You know we can. Besides, she’s got some of ours, too. Don’t do this alone.”
Axel shook his head and then lowered it, considering. “If you follow, I can’t promise…We have to do what needs to be done. There’s going to be blood spilled.”
“Our inaction can cause the same,” he said. “I’d rather be there. We’ve let it get this far because we’ve been afraid to act. We tried not to cross the line.” Liam put his hands on his own chest. “We should have been doing this together from the start.”
“She can do a lot of damage,” Axel said. “She already has.”
“Which means you were right,” Liam said. “We need to take care of this. And we can. We have the numbers, she doesn’t.” He stepped a bit closer and lowered his voice a little. “Let’s use the advantage that we have.”
Axel said nothing, staring at him but seeming to consider what he was saying. I couldn’t believe he was hesitating, but I knew why. We weren’t sure if the others were dead or not. Asking anyone else to join us, it was asking them to risk their lives. We were willing to, because going after Alice and making sure she never came after us again or rescuing the others, that wasn’t optional.
“Maybe we aren’t as alone as we thought,” I said. I tugged gently at Axel by the wrist. “We keep trying to do this on our own, to handle it. The only way we’ve ever gotten out of these situations is with them, not fighting their involvement every step. Maybe it’s time we started actually acting like we work together.”
“She’s got a point,” Liam said. “We try to encourage independence, but this isn’t the time to trade favors or anything like that. This is beyond that sort of thing.” He stretched out his hands toward us. “Don’t make me call them all in.”
Axel sighed and motioned for him to follow us. “Like you said, not like I could stop you.”
♠♠♠♠♠♠
 We were on a road together in the truck, heading out toward Folly Beach’s island. The bike was in the back. The plan was to park the truck not far from the meeting spot, and I’d watch what went down with Liam. We filled him in on the way: trail Alice hopefully to where she’s keeping the others. After we found the location, we could get back to the RV and contact who we needed to rescue them.
I hadn’t been this far out in a long time, but little had changed on the road between Charleston and Folly Beach. The further out we went, the fewer buildings there were. It was eventually a long stretch of road with marshland on either side. 
“Who contacted you?” Axel asked once we were out of the city and we were sure cop cars weren’t following us. 
“Dr. Roberts,” Liam said. “Before Roger got the note, I’d been out looking for you, her and Raven.”
“There’s more missing,” I said. “My father, Blake Coaltar…Marc. Brandon and Corey… We didn’t know if she actually got to them or not.”
He nodded, frowning. “I know, but we know they didn’t get you two and they didn’t get him. We’re still looking for the others, but my job was to find the ones that showed signs of life...basically.”
“Raven didn’t go to the safe meeting spot?”
“I was told no one showed up.” 
Axel’s hands twisted on the wheel, and his chin lowered. “So she might have him, too.”
“No, there’s been activity. He’s been leaving a trail. They thought you two were with him up until you showed up at Henshaw’s.”
I sat back in the seat. “Is it bad? Are there explosions? Is he in trouble?”
“He’s been talking to some unscrupulous people around the city. He’s trying to find Alice, too.” Liam adjusted since he was sitting in the middle and we were a little cramped together. “It’s bad enough there’s a leak in the police department tipping her off. Every time someone thinks they have a location, it’s empty.”
“Might be false reporting. To throw you off.”
“Could be,” Liam said. “But every report the police get, they have to follow up on. They’re getting stretched thin.”
Axel adjusted the mirror to look behind us as he drove. “So how is it the police reports aren’t talking about the missing people? The kidnapping? The explosions at the Sargent Jasper? There’s nothing in the news feeds.”
“It’s being reported as the floors were empty, an accidental fire. No one’s filed missing persons reports on anyone, so there’s nothing to report. The police are just looking for Alice and Mr. Murdock and anyone associated with them. The only APB has been for Raven. And you.” He looked at me. “They’re trying to find his wife for answers as to where he is. He’s still a witness.”
“He should be under witness protection,” Axel said.
“Once they get to the bottom of who’s let someone get killed in jail, that’s where he’s headed. I can’t believe they let him go home.”
Axel frowned. “It’s what they wanted. Alice. They waited to do this when he was home. To get us all at once.” 
Liam brushed his hand against his cheek and then rubbed at his eyes. “I’ve been reading up on this whole thing, learning as I was looking for you. One of our first assignments was dealing with corruption and I’m back in the middle of it now.” He stopped rubbing and looked up. “Seems like things don’t change much.”
“It’ll be dealt with,” Axel said. “Nowhere is perfect. Unfortunately, it can take a scandal like a few murders to expose corruption.”
I peered out of the front of the truck. The sun was setting low behind us. Ahead of us was streaks of dark clouds, the swamps between the mainland and the island. We were getting close, but it’d be a couple more miles before we got to the start of Folly Beach. “I keep thinking about how she did it. How she got so many people out of the building…”
Axel nodded. “I was thinking about that. It had to happen while we were in the elevator.”
“But we weren’t in there that long. They trashed the entire of two apartments during that time and got so many people down the stairs, plus security guards to…do what? Unless there was a bus or a truck outside…” I shook my head. 
“And where do you hide so many people?” Liam asked.
Axel blinked rapidly. “The cameras inside the building had been messed with. They weren’t working so we couldn’t see downstairs, which is why we went to the elevators. When she and I left, there wasn’t a bus on the back side of the building.”
“I didn’t hear anything about a big bus or truck in the vicinity,” Liam said. 
“I don’t think they left,” I said. “The floor was empty, but did you check all the apartments?”
Liam pressed his lips together hard and shook his head. “It’d have been an easy thing to miss if the police were told no one lived in one and the fire hadn’t spread that far. If they knew the other apartments were empty, they might not have checked.”
A big beam of light brightened up behind us. We were on a stretch of bridges going over the swamps still. There hadn’t been many people on this road going either way. The brights were blinding.
Approaching at top speed before Axel could react.
Suddenly, the car lurched forward.
The next few moments were a haze for me. I blacked out. When I came to, I was upside down, my arms dangled over my head. We’d flipped the truck. I was disoriented. The airbag had gotten me in the face, and half of my head felt hot, like there might be blood. The front window had broken and was no longer there. Cool air hit me in the face, stinging.
Liam was unconscious, his jacket covering part of his face. The airbag was propping him up a bit.
I couldn’t see Axel. The airbag was puffed out around him.
My ears were ringing. The air was cold. I tasted something metallic.  
Suddenly, my airbag was popped, and I was hanging heavier off of the seatbelt as I dangled. I tried to turn to look but someone covered my face while my seatbelt was cut away and I was lowered. I was being carried, broken glass underfoot. 
The hand near my face moved away. The last thing I saw was Axel still in the truck, dangling with his arms upside down and eyes closed, blood dripping from his brow. 
That was all before the black cloth bag covered my face. 
 
 



CAPTURED
The lump I’d gotten on my head from my last concussion was smaller than the size of the lump I’d just gotten from the car crash. It felt like my head had collided with someone else’s before we’d settled, restrained upside down.
I’d been taken to a bare room. Tile floors. White walls. A closet, door closed. There was one window high up. One would need to stand on something to see from it. The shades were drawn. The room was empty except for me and one camera by the door aimed into the room. 
I was tied, with my hands behind my back. 
Naked. 
I don’t know when they’d removed my clothes, sometime while I was passed out. I don’t even know why. Most likely to intimidate and also to be sure I had absolutely nothing to use against…whoever had captured me.
Alice, no doubt. It wasn’t like the police or even most other people would do something like this.
The lump on my head was sensitive, but I didn’t feel sleepy now. The pain seemed to wake me up, intensified my vision slightly, at least for a while. 
I twisted my wrists to try to pry the hand ties off, but when I finally got it halfway, someone in a black mask came in and hit me with the back of his hand across his face until I could taste blood on my lip.
“Don’t move.”
That was the last time I saw anyone for hours. I thought I heard a commotion for a bit on the other side of the wall, but it settled quickly.
I assumed I was dead. Needle in my back while I was passed out. Why they kept me in here, I didn’t know. Waiting for me to die? 
I’d no idea what happened to Axel, or Liam.
Apparently, I was permitted to lie down or sit up as no one entered when I shifted around. I did both at times, uncomfortable in each position. The ties around my wrists were plastic, hard, cutting off circulation to my hands. I wanted to get them to my front, but I was afraid doing so would bring another guard in.
With the light always on overhead and the high window covered, it was hard to tell when morning arrived, but I suspected it was into the next day before the door opened.
A body was thrown in, black bag over his head. 
A large man hovered over the body. He was burly, with a beard and tattoos on his forearms. He looked down at the nude male form. “Try anything funny and you’re a dead man. And so is she.” He reached over and yanked at the black mask.
I didn’t know the man. He had dark hair, cut short, dark skin. Older, maybe early thirties. He struggled to get up and scoot to the opposite wall and cover himself with his legs, positioning away from me. There were bruises around his back, red marks like he’d been struck around his neck and shoulders.
The door closed, and my new roommate looked at me over his shoulder. “You’re Kayli?” he whispered.
I wasn’t ready to talk to anyone I didn’t know. Was he someone they sent in to get cozy with me and get some secrets out of me? Nice try. I just glared at him. I wasn’t going to be intimidated because I was naked and tied up. There was no way I would allow anyone to trick me into saying anything.
He swallowed thickly. “I’m Cornelius Buble. I was watching over the people in the other apartment. One of them was your father. Jack, right?”
He was one of the Academy friends who was supposed to help protect my father and the others? “Why are you talking?” I asked.  “They have ears on us.”
He looked up toward the camera and then back down to the floor. His dark eyes shifted like he was trying to think. “It might not matter at this point. They only have one more to catch before they’re done with us.”
“Catch? They want us alive?”
“I don’t know why. And it might not be for long, either.” He swallowed again. “I was with the others in a different room. No water, no food and Natalie… she’s pregnant and it’s not going well.”
I rolled my head back against the wall, shaking it back and forth. I didn’t know him, I didn’t know Natalie. She could be the one that Blake was talking about—his sister-in-law? Buble could be telling the truth or a lie, but I couldn’t know and there wasn’t anything I could do about it from where I was.
So I didn’t say anything, waiting him out. My hair was still in the half made up ponytail from earlier, all a mess, some locks had fallen out around my face. Half of my head on one side tingled with where I had a bump. I shifted around, trying to use the wall to help get strands of hair out of my face but it hurt to put pressure anywhere on that side of my face. 
He closed his eyes, licking his lips shortly. “They can’t hurt all of us. All of these bodies dead, it’ll get discovered eventually. And they can’t hide us forever. At least not here.”
“Why did they bring you in here?” I asked. If I kept asking them questions, I couldn’t possibly reveal anything.
His lips twitched and he lowered his head. “I tried to get out. The window…I didn’t realize we were…”
“Still in the Sargent Jasper?”
He looked up shortly and seemed startled, seeing me naked across the room and tied up like him. He looked away, staring at the floor or the wall instead of looking directly at me. “How’d you know? They knocked us out for a while, we were sure we were somewhere else.”
“How do you get ten or so bodies out of a building undetected?” I asked. “No one else was on this floor. They didn’t need to take you far, just into a different room the others wouldn’t recognize. Cover the windows, disorient you. Although it’s the only building with windows that high nearby I think.” I was nearly seething as I said the next part. “We weren’t protecting ourselves. We set ourselves up for them to come get us. Isolating ourselves to make us easier to capture without involving anyone else.”
He breathed in sharply through his nose and let it out. Buble lowered his voice to a stage whisper. “I’m not sure how much time we have left, and they’re holding on to us for a reason. I want to figure it out.”
The door opened again, jarring the doorstop to vibrate shortly and then stop dead. 
Another body, nude and tied up as well, but this one was familiar to me. The tattoos around his torso and arms, the piercings...
Raven.
He was motionless with the bag still around his head. There were bruises, cuts along his skin, some blending in with the tattoos. 
The man who threw him in looked right at me. Dark face, two-day growth, deep shadows under his eyes like he hadn’t slept in a while. “He should be out for a few hours. Had to tranq him or he’d…”
Someone behind him hissed. “Don’t talk to them.”
He took a step back, but I never saw who spoke. The door closed.
I scooted across the floor, butt sliding until I could get to Raven. I used my feet, hooking my big toe into the black bag, trying to loosen it. 
“Who is it?” Buble asked. 
He didn’t recognize him? “My husband,” I said and pulled the bag away from his face.
Raven’s lip was bleeding, the ring had been ripped out, causing a gash. There was another one, still bleeding at his brow. More bruising, especially around his temple, like they were trying to beat him into unconsciousness.
It was hard to tell if he was even still breathing. I flipped around, leaning over him, listening.
It was quiet, but still there. I tried to nudge his face with my head, but no response. If he was going to be unconscious for so long, then escaping would be that much harder. It wasn’t like I could carry him out.
Buble breathed out slowly, his lip trembling. “I should have…” He shook his head, mumbling. “We should never have done this.”
“What do you know?” I asked. Seeing Raven like this, passed out, beaten, I strained against the binds behind me, nervously looking at the camera. I was positive they could hear, but if I didn’t talk about anything, especially not about the Academy…I wanted as much information as I could get. It was the only chance to find a way out. “How many are there?”
“I’ve counted four,” he said. “But there are more. There has to be. There’s someone who gives orders but never shows his face.”
“Not a woman?”
He shook his head. “No. Sounds male to me.”
I bit my lower lip. “Were any of the people you saw…red hair, bright blue eyes?”
He blinked repeatedly. “There was a woman like that with us. In our group. Captured.”
I raised a brow. “Tied up?”
“Yeah. Alice. She was the one trying to help me escape.”
I bit my lip harder, pulled away from Raven to turn around, cursing and tightening my fingers into my numb hands. “She’s one of them.”
His eyes widened, seeming confused. “What? She couldn’t be.”
“She triggered this whole thing. She called me two days ago and started coming after us.”
“She can’t be,” Buble said in a much more assured tone. “I watched them beat her when she demanded giving the pregnant woman some water. I watched her get dragged out by her hair and come back with cuts and…” He blinked rapidly again and shook his head slowly. “No…She can’t be one of them.”
I laughed shortly. “She’s tricked you. Or you’re one of them trying to trick me.”
He swallowed thickly and shook his head. “Or you’re one of them…”
I glared at him, but he could be right, as far as he knew. He guessed who I was, but did he really know? 
“Maybe that’s what they want,” I said. “Get us all confused. Start talking to each other. Start giving up information between each other.”
He breathed deeply and nodded, inching closer to the wall and looking toward the door. “You’re right. You were right…we shouldn’t talk.”
Good idea. Maybe he was innocent. Maybe he was one of them. I wasn’t going to snitch about anything.
But they had us. They had me, Axel was probably somewhere, and then there was Raven here. They had all of us now.
So what was next? Why were we waiting? Why were they guarding us together like this in the abandoned floor of the building?
And something wasn’t right with Buble. I couldn’t pinpoint it at the moment, but I had nothing to do now but wait and see how this played out.
♠♠♠♠♠♠
We spent a while in silence as Raven slept on the floor between us. It was hard to tell time, but I was tempted to sprawl out on the floor next to Raven and sleep for a while, too, if I could.
Rest, like Axel had said. Even if I wasn’t sleeping, to conserve energy. No water, no food, how long did starving to death take? My mouth was dry but I wasn’t too bad yet. Hungry, but that’d only get worse the longer this went on.
Buble often had his eyes closed but then kept looking at the camera, usually not at me or Raven.
Waiting wasn’t working for me. My stomach was hurting from being hungry. No noises, no answers.
I got up on my knees. “Hey,” I said to Buble.
He picked his head up, looking over at me, and then quickly looking away. “What?”
“Help me out?” I pushed myself against a wall until I was standing up. They’d tied our arms but my legs weren’t tied tightly. I could walk but an inch at a time. If they weren’t going to come talk to us, then I’d give them a reason to come in here to hopefully get more information.
Buble seemed confused but knee crawled over to where I stopped, just underneath the camera. 
I motioned with an elbow. “Can you get me up to where I can kind of reach it?”
“What are you going to do?”
“Why give them time to figure out how to kill us?”
“They’ll just knock you out. Like him.”
“Sure,” I said, “but I’ll take the damn camera out first.”
If someone was paying attention or listening, they’d be in here in a second. I moved my tied arms until they were down below my feet and shifted them in front of me. I helped him get into the same position with his hands in front of himself and motioned to Buble to get on his knees. I stepped on his back. 
It was enough for me to reach up. The camera was hanging on the wall close to the ceiling.
I simply hung on to it with the plastic bonds around my wrist, placing it on the neck of the metal. “Get out of the way.”
He rolled out front under me. Our door opened just as the weight of my body was too much for the camera. It broke and I dropped to the ground. The camera slapped against the wall, dangling by a couple of wires, snapped out of place by a break in the metal.
At the door was the tired guy, looking frustrated. “Cut that out,” he said. He pushed me away from the wall until I was on my butt on the floor. He picked up the dangling camera, checking out the damage.
 He wore jeans and a simple black T-shirt. He wasn’t carrying anything, no weapons in his pockets. Cell phone in the butt pocket but that was about it. Beyond him the door was open, but it only revealed the rest of this apartment we were in, an empty wall. Whoever had spoken to him before didn’t show himself. “They left you alone here with us?”
He didn’t seem too worried about me and focused on the camera, trying to reattach it to a wall but the metal had broken and there wasn’t a way to repair it. “Don’t think of running out. There’s guards posted in the hallway. Everyone else is in the other apartments, but they’ll hear if you try anything.”
“What are we waiting on?” I asked. He didn’t seem too peeved about the camera, which said a lot. “We’re not staying?”
He dropped the camera, letting it dangle against the wall, causing a couple of scratches in the paint. “Naw,” he said. “We’re not staying. Just waiting until dark.” He looked over at me, his tired eyes blinking. “Look, I’m under orders not to hurt you all, but if you keep breaking stuff, they’ll come in here and do to you what they did to him,” he pointed to Raven. “He was causing so much trouble. That wasn’t us beating him, that was self-defense. The tranq was the only way to keep him from killing us.” 
Trying to be nice guys when he’d hit me before for attempting to untie my bonds? “I just don’t know why I’m here,” I said. “What do they want? Why hold us?”
He seemed confused. “They want your boss.”
I lifted a brow. “Boss?”
“Yeah,” he said. “We get someone hired you all. A group doesn’t work without a leader. Someone is in charge. We just want to talk to that guy.” He moved to me, crouching about two feet away. “We’re really trying not to hurt anyone here, because dead bodies just make things worse, you know?”
“You all tried to kill me before,” I said. “Poisoned us, remember?”
He seemed confused by this. “Poison? What?” He rubbed a palm over his face and shook his head. “No, nope. I get it. Alice.”
“She’s yours,” I said.
“No.” He lifted a thick finger, blackened with grease around the nail. “Not us. We got her, too.” He stood up. “Listen, someone called in a favor. We came, we got everyone, but we need to find the boss. Okay? You’re only in here like this until we can move everyone safely to somewhere that we can keep everyone secure until this is sorted out.”
“What if it doesn’t get sorted?” I asked. 
He smirked. “I don’t know. I’m just looking out for you right here, right now. What happens after that, it’s not my business.” He stood up again. “The camera is down, but I can still listen. Just don’t do anything funny or I have to move you, and I don’t want to have to carry you out, okay?” He backed up and left us, closing the door.
Really relaxed security. One overtired guy and now a broken camera he wasn’t even worried about? 
Buble hadn’t even bothered to talk.
I turned to Buble, but he was looking at the door. “Do you have a boss?”
He rolled his eyes. “Doesn’t everyone? But I’m not talking.”
I didn’t know if that was accurate for someone in the Academy. I was trying to remember things that Axel and the others told me. I often asked them who paid them, but they always told me I just didn’t understand, it didn’t work like I thought it did. I’d not realized there could be someone at the head of it all…I thought maybe Dr. Roberts, but he didn’t seem to be the one, as he often said things were out of his hands, talking about committees and such.
I flexed my hands, a little swollen after having the circulation cut off for so long.
That’s when I realized the ring was still on my finger. They took my clothes off but didn’t think to remove it.
It was stuck on my finger while it was swollen, but I hid it from Buble and worked on my circulation. “So now we know. They’ll wait until dark and then move us.”
“Sure, if you believe that,” he said. “And if you believe everything else, they’ll just let us go whenever they get who they are looking for.” He shook his head, and his tongue moved over his dry lips. 
“I thought it was him,” I said, motioning to the still sleeping Raven. “I thought he was the last one. I don’t know anyone else they’d be looking for.” While I was talking and listening to him, I worked the ring off and held it in my fingers in my lap. I was trying to figure out how to use it to get through the plastic holding my wrists together.
“Again, if you believe them, they clearly think we’re working for someone and there’s someone else in charge. They don’t think it’s anyone they’ve caught.”
“How would they know? No one knows me.”
He shrugged. “They got some photo IDs from most of us, probably searched through some databases. Not that hard.”
“I didn’t have an ID.”
He lifted a brow. “Nothing?”
“I don’t even have a cell phone. And the only one I was trying to get away from was Alice. She’s the one who was part of kidnapping me before this. If they really have her prisoner, if you believe them, then I don’t know who they are or who they’re working for.”
He blinked rapidly. “I don’t know if I believe you.”
“Who were you with?” I asked him. “Your group. Who else besides Natalie?”
“There was a boy, maybe fifteen. Your father…”
“Jack.”
He nodded. “Natalie’s husband. And then my partner. Another teen. She helped the teen boy get here. He didn’t want to come over.”
“No one else?”
“I think there’s others, but they weren’t in the room with us. I can guess they’ve got everyone in separate spaces like we are.” 
“So they put Alice in a group of people who didn’t know her and she had no connection to previously?” I wrinkled my nose, shaking my head. I backed up until I was next to Raven, nearly sitting on his body, like I could protect him that way. “I don’t believe you. I don’t believe someone like you could get debriefed about Alice, be brought in to protect our people from her and not know that was who we were in hiding from originally.”
“There’s a lot of women named Alice,” he said. “I know a few.”
“Sure,” I said. “But the people I know, they aren’t stupid.” I motioned to the door. “I know they’d know Alice, they’d know to keep quiet and just find a way out and not talk. But you’re not smart like that. Just like your friend out there wasn’t too concerned I’d rush him after I broke the camera. He was too confident. He had you as backup.”
The man raised an eyebrow and then scooted closer to me. “You think I’m not who I say I am?”
That’s when I noticed the bruising around his face, the discoloration was off. I’d seen this before. “Not when you’re using makeup instead of actually manning up and getting really beaten to try to trick me.” I motioned to Raven behind me. “That’s what a bruise looks like. I know the difference.” 
He sighed slowly and nodded. “I guess we’re on to plan B.”
It took a few quiet minutes of us staring at each other to realize he was waiting for the plan to happen wasn’t going to tell me about it.
The door opened quickly. Another male body was carried in, this one lanky, bag over his head. And another followed, pale and bruised all over. Both seemed unconscious.
Buble was grabbed by the elbows by our guard to haul him up. “I was sure she’d crack easy.”
“Don’t underestimate any of them,” he said as the guard cut his bindings. He turned to me. “We don’t want to hurt any of you. Honestly. Torture is for amateurs and doesn’t really get anywhere. We don’t want to kill anyone because dead bodies are messy to dispose of. We don’t want you, compadre. Just talk to us about who is in charge. That’s it. Think about it.”
The accent had changed. The compadre… Hispanic? Alice worked with a lot of Germans before, which doesn’t mean she couldn’t switch things up…But the way they talked about a boss and he’d talked about her, I was questioning everything.
Still, I had no idea who he was talking about. It was probably a good thing I didn’t know anything about the Academy. If they had tried torture or something worse, I wasn’t sure how easy I’d break, not that I’d want to. Dr. Roberts…He was as high up as I knew, and it sounded like they didn’t know anyone else.
I was left alone with the additional two bodies, both unmoving. I didn’t recognize either offhand. 
After that last bit, I didn’t want to be tricked again. Besides, I wasn’t going to get very much information out of unconscious people. For the moment, I left the bags over their heads.
There was nothing to do but wait and see who woke up first. For now, I was alone.
 
 



TRAITORS, ALL OF US
It took probably a good hour of sawing away at my binds using the sharper edge of the ring before the ones at my wrists broke free. My unconscious companions didn’t move. One of them snored a little for a bit, but that stopped and it had been quiet since.
While I was working on the binds of my feet, I tried to make some sort of plan. Going out the window was probably useless since we were so many stories up. Going out the door, I knew now there were at least four, that Buble guy and his tired guard and one more out there that had shushed tired guy before and the guy who helped carry in the two new unconscious people. If they were right about there being more guards, that was a lot of people to take on. And just because the two didn’t have weapons on them, that didn’t mean they had none to work with at all.  
After my legs were free as well, I put the ring back on and checked out the fallen camera without getting into its view. There was no telling if it still worked but at least it was pointed at the ground. It’d been attached to the wall with a bracket—now broken-- and the wires went through the wall to I guessed some power source. 
The bedroom’s single closet was locked from the inside, but looking underneath the door, it appeared empty. At least, the floor was bare. I’d need something to break into it, a flat card or a bobby pin… but unless there was an escape hatch in there, it was useless to bother with.
Escaping by myself was one option, which could be tricky, if they were right and there were guards in the hall. Another option was trying to get word to people outside we were in here and needed to be rescued, again tricky. If this wasn’t Alice, it was likely her people could be out there, too…I was having a problem with trusting anyone right now. I wasn’t sure if this was Alice or not. It was hard to figure out from in here.
They’d said not to trust anyone, both Axel and Blake. These new people already tried to trick me once for information I didn’t have anyway. But they believed I knew something, or else they wouldn’t bother. Joke was on them. If they wanted someone high up in the Academy, I was the wrong person. The only other person in the room I knew would know was Raven, and they kept him unconscious.
If I left, would they let Raven basically starve to death while unconscious? I wasn’t sure I could leave him like this.
As I was examining the window, trying to figure out the best way to remove the coverings and at least see outside, one of the bodies behind me started to move, the pale, severely bruised one.
I went to him, waiting and watching.
The outline of a face struggled a bit, the cloth going in and out of the mouth as he tried to breathe. He mumbled something like, “help”.
I debated on this, but then hooked my fingers into the neck of his black hood and lifted up, just enough to get the bag over his face. 
He blinked rapidly at me, squinting up at my face. He coughed shortly. “I think I know you. Your picture…”
His bruises were real, as was the bleeding from the edge of his lip, swollen. His face was as pale as the rest of him otherwise. Short, dark hair, strong nose. No one I remembered meeting before. “Who are you?” I asked. 
He gazed at me and hesitated like he was trying to decide to tell me. He had marks on his nose like he usually wore glasses but they’d been removed. Maybe he thought he knew me but couldn’t see that well now. “Cornelius.” He coughed and sucked down air like he was trying to prevent himself from puking.
I blinked at him. “…Buble?”
He seemed surprised by this. “You know me? Did they tell you?”
I left the hood up on his face but backed away, again hovering over Raven, checking for any signs he’d wake up soon. “I’m done with this game,” I said to this Buble. “Is this round two?”
He struggled to sit up on his own, but as he did, his hood fell back over his face. “What?” he mumbled through the cloth. As he did, he coughed, the material making it worse as he was sucking the cloth into his mouth as he inhaled. He spit to get it out. “Get this off.” The demand was striking. A tone similar to what Axel would use when he barked orders.
Might as well let him talk. At least it was something to do. I went over, hooked fingers at the neck and lifted until the bag was removed. “Are we trying again, Buble? How many of you are there?”
He blinked rapidly at me, and then at the window, his binds, and then the other two unconscious on the floor. He focused on Raven. He started breathing rapidly, shaking. “Tell me he’s not dead…Eugene Ravenstahl?”
I was stunned by his use of his real name that I didn’t answer him.
When I didn’t respond, he got visibly angry and seethed. “Talk to me. Is he dead?”
I shook my head, confused by this Buble. “No,” I said. “Not dead. Just unconscious.”
He seemed to calm down. “The other one? Who is he?”
“He’s not dead, but I don’t know who he is,” I said. I sat near Raven, using my knees pressed up to my chest to somewhat mask my nakedness for the moment. “Unconscious like you were.”
“Why don’t you remove the mask and find out?” he asked.
“Because they’ve already tried to trick me once,” I said. “I don’t think I know him. I certainly don’t know you.”
He continued to blink and squint at me. “You should remove it. It’s difficult to get enough air through the cloth. He’ll have a hard time recovering if he can’t breathe freely.”
“How do I trust you?” I asked. “If it’s another one of their people, I may as well leave the hood on.”
He shook his head and looked around the space. “How did they trick you before?”
“He said he was Buble… Are you saying that’s you?”
“It’s my name,” he said. “I was with the others.”
“Was Alice with you?”
He turned to look at me, his eyebrows going together. “Alice? The one we were hiding from? No.” He licked at his dry lips. “They didn’t give us water?”
“No,” I said. “They keep saying they’re waiting for dark to move us.”
His eyes shifted, calculating and then looking toward the wall. “Is that a camera?”
“I broke it. It still works but it’s pointed to the ground.”
“I can’t really see well. You’ll have to be my eyes.” He twisted his body. “How did you get like that?”
I think he meant untied, but he wasn’t saying so out loud. He wasn’t giving away the fact that I was free. He was smarter than the last one. “They dragged me in here like you,” I said carefully. Maybe that was the trick. A couple more people to keep an eye on me. But the way he squinted, blind, and also just his presence, actually bruised up and way more distressed and careful than the last guy… “But I was able to get my hands to the front at least.” I left it at that.
He twisted his body, and then pointed to me with his feet, legs partially up off the ground. “Maybe you can help me with that?”
“Why don’t you ask your friends to come in and help?” I asked.
He raised an eyebrow. “You think I’m with them? Because they tricked you?”
“I don’t know who to believe anymore.”
He sighed and then looked toward the masked body on the floor. “You should take that bag off. He could be awake listening to us. Maybe that’s the new trick.”
He could be telling the truth. “How do you tell if he’s faking?” 
“Just open one of his eyes,” he said. “I’ll tell you if he is.”
I went to the lanky body. I hadn’t really recognized it, but now looking at it, it was odd to see some old scars along his shoulder and at his lower back. Scars that were familiar to me, as I had similar…
I touched the black bag on his head but the moment I did, the body jerked around, coughing, body gyrating like he was retching.
“Get it off!” Buble called to me. 
I gripped the top of it and yanked up.
My brother’s face appeared. Wil. Eyes wild, his mouth contorted as he was trying to breath in the fresh air.
I couldn’t believe it. 
“Who is he?” Buble asked.
I wasn’t sure what to do. My own brother. They’d found him. They’d brought him here. This Buble… I didn’t know him. It could be another trap. If they didn’t know who he was, then I didn’t want to tell them.
I didn’t want to risk his life, thinking they could get to me through him somehow.
 “I don’t know,” I said. I looked up at Buble, trying to focus on him, looking upset. “Someone else I don’t know. Someone else thrown in to try to get information out.”
Wil scanned the room and then me, shaking his head and looked over at Buble. “Who’s that? Where are we?”
“Long story,” I said. “Why don’t you start by telling us who you are?” I put a hand on his bare shoulder, squeezing just enough and giving him a long look. Just go along with this. Trust me.
He seemed disoriented and tried to sit up, only to realize he couldn’t get there on his own with his hands tied behind his back still. “What the hell…”
“Easy, kid,” Buble said. “Just take it easy. They caught us, too. But who are you?”
“William,” he said carefully. His full first name. He looked at me as he said it. “What’s happening?”
“We’ve been tied up, and we’re being kept here.” I motioned to Buble. “He was brought in when you were. Do you recognize him?”
He looked over at Buble. Like Buble, Wil normally wore glasses and he squinted to see his face. “No. I don’t…I don’t think so.”
I helped him sit up. “Do you recognize me?”
He blinked rapidly and a little more high pitched, he said, “No?”
At least he caught on. “Okay, so let’s start at square one. How did you get here?”
“I was…” He stopped short and looked over at Buble. “I think I was at school?” He swallowed thickly and then looked at his nude body. Instinctively, he tried to turn himself and then looked at me and realized I was naked, too. “What did they do to you?”
“Nothing,” I said. “They just brought me here.” Did I have bruising? The car crash did more to me than the one slap across the face. “I was in a car accident. But I think I’m fine.”
“We’re not fine,” Buble said. “We’re tied up, and they’ll attack you if you try to escape or make trouble, believe me. I have no doubt our sleeping companion here did something very similar.”
“If we’re all being honest with each other,” I said, “they said they don’t want to hurt us.”
“But they do want something,” Buble said, He nodded to Wil. “If neither of us recognize him, then he’s got to be with Alice. He is the trick to get us to talk.”
“Alice? Is she here?” Wil asked.
My eyes widened. “You know her?”
“Sure,” he said. “I mean if it’s the same person. Red hair. Blue eyes. Like late twenties or something like that?”
My insides were on fire with anger. “How long have you known her?”
He blinked rapidly, seeming surprised by the question. “For weeks. At least? Ran into her and she asked a few questions about something.”
I gripped him by the shoulders. “Like what? What did she ask you?”
“I don’t remember,” he said. “Nothing bad. But she helped me with some problems I was having at school. Then I said I’d help her.”
“And then what?”
“I haven’t heard from her for a while. Until you mentioned her.”
“She tricked you,” Buble said. 
“She wouldn’t do that,” he said. Wil looked at me, motioning with his elbow. “Get me out of this? How do we get out of here?”
“We need to bide our time,” Buble said. “Wait until the right moment.”
“So they can move us where they want us?” I asked as I helped Wil move to where his hands were in front of his body by moving his legs enough. He scraped part of his feet on the hard plastic ties as his legs were a bit longer. It was more difficult to do, but it eventually worked. “Waiting just gives them time they want. That’s why they want us in here.”
“What do they want from us?” Wil asked. He sat back down on the floor pulling his knees up and using his tied hands to hold his legs to his body. “Why us?”
“They’re looking for information,” Buble said. “It’s the only reason to detain us.”
“Someone,” I said. “They want someone who is in charge.”
“Who someone?” Wil asked. “Who?” He paused. “Is it that Academy? It’s not that, is it?”
Buble coughed roughly. “They’re listening still. Even if the camera is broken.”
Wil seemed confused. “But is that who they want?”
“What are you talking about? What Academy?” I asked him carefully.
“Alice,” he said. “She told me about them.”
I wanted to curse, but I did my best not to give anything away. “Some school? What does that mean?”
“I don’t think it’s a school.” He turned those big brown eyes on me, wide and fearful. He then looked at Raven on the ground. “Who is that?”
“It’s Raven,” Buble said. “Her husband.”
It was something I hadn’t told Buble, but if he knew Raven enough to know his full name…if he was Academy, he’d possibly know that, too. Just like my face was familiar. But was he? Or was he one of them, sent to confuse us more using the same name, and he was just better than the other guy?
Wil choked and coughed once. “What?”
Surprise, surprise. “He was knocked out like you two.” I didn’t give more away. We were supposed to not know each other right now. There was no time to explain it. “He might be out for a while. They drugged him enough to keep him like this. It was the only way to keep him contained, apparently.”
Wil rubbed at his face with his palms, the wrist ties tightening to indent into his skin as he tried to pull them apart. “They just want to know a name? Why can’t we just tell them one?”
“They’re looking for a boss,” I said. “At least that’s what they say.”
“So who is it?” Wil asked. He looked at me. “Who leads this Academy?”
On instinct, I looked at Buble, unsure how to answer. Could that be who they were looking for, for sure? They hadn’t mentioned the Academy once, just Wil did. 
Buble’s lip twitched as he said, “I don’t know what he’s talking about. What Academy school? With kids? Explain this to me.”
He was lying about not knowing. I don’t know how I knew, but I did. Still, it could mean he was one of the bad guys and knew who they were, or he really was Academy and had to lie for whoever was listening. 
Wil looked from me to Buble and back. “You don’t know?” he asked me. “Do you know the Academy?”
“Not really,” I said. Wil could tell when I lie, he was the only other person to be able to tell. If they were listening, they’d hear this but he’d know the real deal. “Rumors, maybe. I don’t really know. Some sort of school?”
“So why did they pick you up?” Wil asked. “What have you been doing that would make them think you’d know?”
“I’ve been scraping by, picking up odd jobs.” I remembered the note I left for him—and he never picked it up—and confronting Jack about it and the aftermath. He never checked in, according to the Academy. “You’ve been at school?”
“For the most part, yes,” he said. “Lots of tests. Taking some computer science stuff.”
I tried not to show surprise here. He hadn’t been to school. The Academy brought me there to look in on him, and he’d been basically signing in at school and leaving, not showing up for classes at all.
Buble looked from me to Wil and back. “So we’re all here, normal people, with no connection? So why would they put us in a room together?”
“Someone knows something,” I said. “They’re waiting for one of us to say what they want.”
Buble nodded. “So we don’t talk. If we don’t say anything, we have a better chance to someone looking for us to find us.”
“Or we can just tell them something,” Wil said. “Anything we actually know. Maybe we don’t know what’s going on, but we could piece together information. Give them what they want.”
“So they can just shoot us?” Buble asked. “No. I’d rather not.”
I went to check on Raven again, kneeling next to him. I opened one eye of his, but it didn’t look back at me, still unconscious. “William,” I said. “Who…who else was around Alice?”
“No one,” he said. “She always came around alone.”
“No one else?”
“No.”
“Not some people who spoke German?”
He blinked at me. “No.”
“She didn’t tell you her real name?” I asked and turned to look at him. “Anja?”
He seemed surprised by this. “What?”
“Or that she almost married Ethan Murdock, the son of the old Mr. Murdock, head of the Murdock empire? His father and Anja, which was Alice’s real name, tried to take over his son’s secret experimental cell phone network to use for nefarious reasons, at least until it was turned over to authorities. Not to mentioned kidnapping, attempted murder…”
Wil shook his head, his lips sucking in with a heavy breath. “I think we have the wrong person. That’s not her.”
I was livid, because if it was the same person—and I was pretty sure it was—she did get to him. He was here now, possibly because of her connection to him. 
Maybe this wasn’t about us… Maybe it wasn’t about the Academy at all…
I looked over at Buble. “You know, I haven’t heard one peep from the older Mr. Murdock after he disappeared. Just Alice. Just people that scammed a lot of money out of the Murdock corporation and invested it with them, supposedly with her as the investor. If there were two billion dollars at stake, hidden by an investor, people would be looking for that, wouldn’t they?”
Buble tilted his head, considering what I said. “And maybe…maybe to access that two billion dollars, they need Mr. Murdock? Because he was in charge of the whole thing.”
Wil scrunched his eyebrows together. “Two billion? Where do you get two billion dollars from?”
“Fixing the books of several companies from around the city,” I said. “I was looking for it, too, to get it back into the company.”
“But when other groups hear about two billion dollars up in the air,” Buble said, “they’re going to come out of the woodwork. They want it, too.”
“Including this Academy?” Wil asked.
I turned on him, twisting around while sitting close to Raven. “Why do you keep bringing it up?”
Wil shrugged. “You’re talking about groups. It’s one that’s involved. They aren’t trying to get in on so much money? Like you all said, anyone would make an attempt.”
Something in the way he was talking made my heart hurt, maybe because I didn’t believe that to be the case, and it felt like Wil was accusing them. Not once, not one minute I spent with that Academy team did they indicate they wanted money. 
But they got it from somewhere. There was an entire hospital, right? They bought out entire neighborhoods to fix them up. 
Yet, it didn’t seem to be the case. The guys lived in an apartment together. They helped people who were abducted…or like my father and that entire neighborhood they redid to help people like him. Greed didn’t seem to be the motivation for anything they’d done, so two billion, while it would help a lot of people, it didn’t seem likely they’d kidnap and torture people to get to it.
“It wouldn’t matter if this Academy group were interested in the money or not,” Buble said. “Without the elder Mr. Murdock, everyone would be out of luck.”
“But if he’s missing…” Wil said. “I mean, just think. Who has him? You said he’s been missing.”
I wasn’t sure how many lies Alice had told him, but I needed one little detail to prove something.
Avery said that the police had been close to finding Mr. Murdock, they were on his trail.
I got up, leaving Raven to move to the camera.
“What are you doing?” Buble asked.
I picked it up, looking right into the face of it. “Someone come in here.”
In just a few minutes, the tired guard came in. “Yes?” 
“What’s your name?”
He seemed surprised by this. “Joe.”
“Can I come out and talk to you, Joe?” 
“What are you going to tell him?” Buble asked. “We shouldn’t—”
“We don’t need to talk,” Joe said, cutting him off.
I raised an eyebrow. “What?”
“We don’t need information. We have a lead on who we want. Now we’re just waiting.” He smirked. “We’ve got more people, we just needed to find one who would crack. And we did.”
“Who?”
“Natalie wasn’t doing so hot,” he said. “So he traded information for getting her to a hospital. Her brother-in-law. And his friend. The guy we brought you in with.”
Axel? And Blake? “What are you talking about? Where are they?”
He put a hand on his chest. “Swear on my life, we’ll find the guy and everyone gets let go. Just give us some time. If they were right, we’ll be gone soon. Just go sit down.” 
“Wait a second,” I said, and gripped at his arm before he could shut the door.
He shifted quickly, taking just my pinkie and pinching it in a way that felt like it was going to break in half. He twisted my wrist until I was on my knees on the floor trying to relieve the tension. I cried out, wanting to bite at him, but I couldn’t get an angle in close enough.
“I don’t need any trouble,” Joe said. 
“I just wanted to know if you really have Alice,” I seethed out. “Or if you really work for her? And let me go.”
“She doesn’t know where he is,” the guy said. “She’s been looking for him. Thought you all had him.” He tightened the pinch until I squealed. “Now you get back in there or…”
There was shuffling behind him. “Let her go,” a familiar, stoic voice said.
I was released and was on my knees on the ground. But I knew the voice.
Behind our guard was Axel. He was clothed, in basic jeans and a clean T-shirt. He had a cut across his left eye, taped together for it to heal. He had bruises across his arms. 
“Look, she was causing trouble,” our guard said. “I didn’t hurt a hair, just like I said.”
“I’ve changed my mind,” Axel said. “She’s coming with us.”
“What? She’s a liability.” 
“She’s too smart to leave here,” Axel said. He looked in at the others. “And you should tranq the big guy again before we leave. Don’t let him wake up. Maybe even the kid, too.”
“He hasn’t done anything.”
“It’s her brother. He’s smart, too.” He nodded toward Buble. “We don’t need him. We can use her. She’ll help.”
I was stunned into silence. I refused to understand that this was him, that he was giving up information. But if Joe wasn’t lying to me, then this was a third party, some other group who was after the two billion dollars. 
It was why Alice was hunting us. It was why she hadn’t killed us. She thought we had Mr. Murdock somewhere. We didn’t. 
So where was he?
“Your brother?” Buble said behind me in a surprised tone. “You said you didn’t know each other.”
“And you said you weren’t in the Academy,” Wil said. “I know who you are. So we’re all lying here.”
“Enough,” Joe said. He grabbed me by the shoulder and pulled me out of the room. “You’re with us. The rest of you, just shut up.” He closed the room door.
Axel yanked me out of the guard’s grip and pulled me into him. “I’ve got her,” he said. “Get her some clothes.”
“You don’t think she’ll just run off first chance she gets?” the guard asked. 
“No, she’ll go with us.” His hand around my arm tightened like he wanted me to pay attention to this part. “Trust me. I know what I’m doing.”
“Look, as long as we find Murdock and we get what we’re promised, like I said, no one gets hurt.” Joe waved us off. “She doesn’t cooperate, it’s on you.”
The apartment they’d kept us in was similar to the one Axel, Marc and Raven had lived in, just empty. There were two more rooms on the opposite side of where I’d been kept. Those doors were closed.
The central living area had a setup like an office: folding table, simple office chairs, computers that were monitoring the cameras. There were four people in here, one was the old Buble, now dressed and cleaned up. The others appeared Hispanic as well, two with similar enough features they could have been family.
The moment I was brought out, there were eyes on us, me specifically. Axel stood in front of me to give my nakedness some cover. I was given a simple T-shirt and a pair of black sweatpants. 
“She’ll need to change again if she’s going with us,” Axel said. “Shoes and better fitting clothes.”
“We want this done quickly. Then she can wear whatever she wants,” Joe said. “She’s less likely to be trouble and run without shoes.” 
The old Buble stood up from his computer and came around to us. “Hey, roommate.”
“Was that the real Buble?” I nodded behind me, toward the closed room. 
“Yup,” he said. “My name’s Lupe. Thought you didn’t know him enough but might have heard of him.” He shook a long forefinger at me. “But you’re good. Ever want to work for us?”
“Who are you?” I asked. 
“They’re cartel,” Axel said behind me. He was close enough I could feel his breath on my hair. “When Alice caught up with us in the car crash, I sent an emergency signal Blake gave to me in case we got caught.”
“What?” I asked, too stunned to put together a reason to call in a cartel.
At that moment, from the other room, Blake appeared. He was dressed, too. He had similar bruises around his arms but his face was clear of any harm. He looked confused seeing me and did a short finger wave. “What’s she doing out here?”
“Axel said to take her with us,” Joe said.
Blake rolled his eyes. “I don’t think this is a good idea.”
“She was going to find a way out,” Axel said. “I was listening. And she could figure this out with us.” He turned to the guard. “I keep telling you, none of this is helping you. It didn’t help Alice and she had us all captured longer. And leaving her behind is a mistake. She’s my best one. You wanted to trade our lives for the money and help us get Alice out of the way, right? I personally think that’s a fair trade. We don’t give a shit who gets the money.” He had one hand on my back but used the other one to wave in the direction of the rooms. “You still have every advantage with everyone locked up. She was going to be more trouble. She can’t be intimidated being naked in a room. It doesn’t work on her.”
“She has been really crazy,” the guard said to Lupe. I gathered Lupe was in charge, at least out of everyone here. “She broke the camera. She figured you out in like two seconds.”
“I know,” he said. “Okay, she goes.” He waved a finger in my direction. “But listen, I don’t like messing with dead bodies, but I will if I have to. We’ve got your brother. We’ve also got your husband. They’re ours until we’ve got the money. ¿Comprende?”
I glared at him. Axel implied to trust him. Did they trust this group? I got the gist now. When push came to shove, Blake called in some backup, promising them the large reward for getting us safe and taking care of Alice. That didn’t mean they wouldn’t lock us up or harm us if we tried to stop them. In the meantime, we were racing the clock if Alice had poisoned anyone else, and it sounded like Natalie, the pregnant one, was already in trouble and rushed to the hospital. 
And if Alice thought we had Mr. Murdock, this could take a while. Since she didn’t have him and the Academy didn’t have him, someone else did. 
The cartel…When we found Blake, he was getting involved in drugs throughout the city. There was something about a cartel then. Must have been the same people.
Blake combed his fingers through his blond hair. “Okay, okay,” he said. “No one wants anyone dead. We’re working together on this.”
“We get our money, we let our boss know, and we leave town with Alice and her crew, however many we can find,” the guard said. “No more trouble.” He pulled an empty chair around and offered it to me. “Have a seat. We’ll be on the road in a few.”
I sat down, sharing glances with Axel and Blake. Blake seemed sheepish, but then grinned at me with a wink.
It told me a lot. So far, no one was dead. We were just held hostage. If that was the case, it was in our best interest to find Murdock and his money so we had no more reason to be kept here.
Axel was stoic, as always. He stood beside me with his arms crossed, waiting. Unreadable. 
The Academy was going to boot him for sure now, no matter how this went down. Bringing in cartel to steal stolen money and get rid of an enemy? 
If it came down to desperation, what drove them to this decision?
Me.
Or maybe when they finally had us all together. If she got us all, it was game over. So he called during the car crash somehow. She might have brought us in, but at some point, they took over, found us. 
But could they be trusted to keep their word?
 
 



YOUR ENEMIES ARE MINE
We were loaded into a black van just outside the main entrance of the Sargent Jasper as soon as the sun went down. No one had been in the lobby except one guard, and he only nodded once to us as we left. Apparently, he was a replacement provided by the new group. I understood the plan now. Even now, we passed by people coming in and out of the building, people who still lived here. Wait until late tonight, like they said, when everyone was mostly asleep, and move everyone out. Maybe if we got lucky, they wouldn’t move anyone if we got them what they wanted. 
Inside the van, Axel, Blake and I sat together facing three men I didn’t know, part of the cartel team. Lupe was driving. The guard, Joe, had been left behind with several other people to keep watch over who was left.
I was still in the T-shirt and sweatpants but barefoot. Everyone else was dressed in black, long sleeves and combat boots. Some had weapons, but they were small. Pocket knives and cell phones in their pockets. Only two had holsters with any sort of gun, and they had to be small caliber. Nothing exciting. Nothing pointed at anyone’s head. 
Everyone else was ready for action. I was dressed to wait in the van.
“Where are we going?” I asked.
“Do you remember Mr. Smith?” Axel said.
I had a memory of a tall guy, looking like Lurch with a tan. “One of the guys with Nightingale, the nonprofit charity that the board members might have stolen money from.” 
“He was looking for Murdock, too. Only he hasn’t been seen in weeks.”
“Checking out his place?”
“Alice claims she scared him off of looking, saying he won’t know where Murdock is.”
“But she lies.”
Axel nodded. “She lies. So we’re looking for proof.”
Lupe called from the front. “Just hang tight,” he said. “This will be over if we find him and we can get to Murdock.” He said this in an odd way, in a very odd tone.
Lying to me? 
After he said it, Axel gave me a long look. I didn’t totally understand him, but he was signaling something.
After dark, Charleston’s roads were nearly clear. I wasn’t sure of the day anymore. It felt like months since this started. 
Christmas lights were on in neighborhoods as we passed them. The sight of them was odd to me. They were too cheerful, too distant. How could the people inside have no idea what was happening in their city? Kidnappings. People starving, on the brink of being killed. A secret war between groups of people they never heard of. We were no one to them. We were invisible.
We could disappear, and no one would miss us.
It was hard to tell where we were going after a while, but I suspected we were in Mt. Pleasant, or close to it. The van turned into an upscale neighborhood, no security. The home we arrived at was void of holiday décor. The house was dark. It could have been empty. No curtains, nothing.
“It’s his address,” one of the men said. “Doesn’t look like anyone’s home.”
“He might not be here,” Axel said, “but there might be clues. Some things are easily missed.”
“Search the grounds,” Lupe said. He pointed to two of his men in the back. “You two, ask the neighbors. Try not to scare them.” He twisted more to look at Axel. “You’re with me.” He pointed to me next. “You stay here.” He turned his pointer finger to Blake. “You stay with her. No funny business.”
I didn’t understand Axel encouraging them to search an empty house. Was there something I was missing?
Everyone got out of the vehicle until it was just Blake and me inside. We weren’t totally alone. One of the men stayed just outside the front of the van, keeping guard. 
Even if we wanted to run, we didn’t have the keys, and they still had Axel.
Blake scooted over on the bench, touching my arm and looking me over. “Are you okay?” he whispered.
I gave him a sideways look. “Starving.”
“I know,” he said. He glanced out the front of the van, toward where the guard was. “We’ll get out of this soon.”
“Where’s Corey? And Marc and the others?”
“They’re in a different room back at the Sargent Jasper. They aren’t hurt. Raven was the only one I know got injured badly, and it was a fight just to get him to settle down enough they could drug him. He was so angry…” He looked back at me. His eyes were dim, with dark circles underneath. His face was covered in a short beard, darker than his natural hair color, shadowed in the dark. “They had to be called in, you know?”
I raised a brow. “Did they?”
“She almost had you two,” he said. “I told Axel, last resort, if the last of us get caught, one of us should make the call. Apparently, he felt he needed to.”
“Are they the cartel you interrupted their drug trade from before? The one that sent poison to this city?”
“Their rivals did that. Wanting to give them a bad reputation by killing off the clientele. You don’t kill off your buyers. It was a dumb move.” He leaned forward, putting his elbows on his knees as he looked at his feet. “I didn’t believe them for a while, but they were pretty upset with my interfering already anyway but considered what I did was a favor to them --getting rid of the last of the bad drugs-- it’s what they would have wanted. So maybe we give them some cash for saving us? It’s not the worst deal. They went for it, at least.”
“I can’t believe they got us all,” I said, rocking my head back and gazing at the ceiling of the van. “Even my own brother. Alice…she…”
Blake pursed his lips. “It’s my fault.”
I picked up my head to look at him. “What do you mean?”
He pushed a hand to his cheek, rubbing at his scruff. “I’ve been looking for him, since you’ve been in the hospital. Like I promised.”
“You were?”
“Yeah,” he said. “Only, when I found him, he didn’t trust anything I said. I didn’t know why. It was like he thought he knew me. So I told him I knew you. I was trying to get him to you because you were worried about him.” He bit his lower lip. “He said he needed to think about it. And when I left him, my phone was gone out of my pocket…I hadn’t even noticed…”
My eyes widened in surprise. “He stole it?”
“Gave it to Alice, obviously. I swear I didn’t know she’d gotten to him. I don’t know how…”
My heart raced. My lungs filled with air and I held it until it started to hurt. My own brother. Wil. No wonder he was talking funny, surprised to see me. 
What lies had she told him?
How long had Alice been sitting with that? Holding my brother to use against me at some point? 
I rolled my head back, pressing it to the side of the van. “Are you sure they aren’t going to kill us? These cartel?”
“I pinkie swear.” He picked up my hand. “This time, it’s the lesser of two evils. Don’t shoot me again, okay?” He kissed the knuckles. “Why do we care where two billion dollars ends up? If we’re safe, it doesn’t matter.”
I didn’t want to say it, because I wanted to say it didn’t matter, like them. Only it did bother me. “Because if it lands in with a cartel, it’s not going back where it belongs. Are we going to end up with more drugs because now they are well funded? Or worse? What if they do kill people? If they’re just as bad, we might as well let Alice have it. They are holding us hostage. They wouldn’t let the pregnant woman go until it was critical.”
He made a face. “But they did let her go. And it was Alice that made her that sick. Trying to get people to tell her where Murdock was. This group just wants us to sit quietly so no one can go to the police and stop them.”
“We can’t support a group that’s slightly better than Alice and her team. We’re just funneling the money from one set of bad guys to another.”
He sighed with his mouth still on my skin. “Sometimes I hate your damn moral sense.” He picked up his head and looked at me. “Especially coming from a thief.”
“I only ever took what I needed,” I said. “I’ll pay it back every day for the rest of my life. But who am I to just give stolen money to someone else?” I grumbled. “Just like I can’t kill anyone. Even Alice.”
“You were thinking about it?”
I pressed my lips together, grinding my teeth. “I’ve thought about it a lot. But I keep thinking about Corey holding a gun. About that look he gave me when I asked about it. We can’t turn into murderers. Our lives are on the line here. We’re taking a risk they won’t kill us after anyway.”
He pressed a palm against my back. “What do you want to do?”
“I don’t want to sit here.” I got up, bent over to slide into the front passenger seat.
This immediately got the attention of the guard. He came around to the window. “No funny business.”
“I’m not,” I said. “I want to help find Mr. Smith.”
“You should stay in the van.”
“He’s not here,” I said. I motioned to the house. “The inside is empty, and there’s no mail piled up in the box, the landscaping is bare. It might be in his name, but he doesn’t live here.” The more I spoke, the more I realized why Axel was here, and why we were still here. It wasn’t to scope out an empty house. It was a distraction. He was too smart to look at an empty house.
The guard lifted a brow. “You think you know where he’s at?”
“No, but there’s people who probably do. The rest of Nightingale. Some of them might even live in this neighborhood and might actually be home.” I motioned to the house. “You can tell the others. We’ll wait.”
He seemed skeptical but he walked around, heading inside the house.
These were street thugs. Newbies at best. How they managed to overtake Alice…that was beyond me. They must have surprised her. They had the numbers, and if Axel sent out a signal, knowing everyone was still at the Sargent Jasper, that was all they needed to bombard them and take over.
Which meant anyone in Alice’s group that wasn’t already captured, they might come back for her. We had less time to get out of this mess.
I scooted over to the driver’s side to start the van.
“What the hell are you doing, sugar?” Blake asked. He slid into the passenger seat. “You’re going to get us killed.”
“I’m not waiting for anyone else to save us,” I said. I broke open the steering column, looking for the right wires. “Get your seatbelt on.” I looked around. “Have a screwdriver or…”
He popped open the glove compartment and rummaged, finding a pocketknife. “Okay, that’s just stupid. They left us with a weapon in the car.”
I opened the pocketknife and I had the engine going, but the steering wheel locked up. I ignored it for now, using force to be able to back up out of the drive.
There were shouts coming from the house, but I ignored it all, jamming the knife into the key slot to break the steering lock. Once I could steer, I pushed the gas, peeling out of the neighborhood as fast as I could go.
Blake whipped around, watching behind us. “They’re going to be pissed. And we just left Axel.”
“It’s okay, they didn’t have any real guns. Axel can handle them.” I looked at him. “I think he wanted this. He knew. What kind of cartel are they? So far, they’re more amateur than me.”
He shrugged. “Might be just some locals ahead of the main team. It all happened pretty quickly. They didn’t need anything but a location and enough numbers to swarm the place.” He kept checking the rearview mirror. “Sweetie, I’m all for hitting the road, but they’ve got people. Your brother…”
“I know,” I said. “If they want this done, quickly, we can’t wait on the amateurs. Street druggies probably aren’t going to kill our people, but they definitely aren’t going to get to the bottom of this in a hurry.”
“More are probably on the way,” he said. “People a bit more…professional.”
“So we have to figure this out before they get here. But we’ve got a chance now to get our people out…my brother…” I wasn’t exactly sure where we were, but I just tried heading south and hoped we ended up on a main road back to Charleston. “They’ll have to steal another vehicle or find another way to get around. That’s if Axel doesn’t disable all of them somehow.”
Blake rolled his head back, shaking it. “What if I just give them my money? All of it. Think they’ll let us all go for… less than two billion?”
I threw him a sideways glare. “Maybe before someone told them there was two billion at stake.”
He held his hands up, palms open, showing me his hands. “You can’t blame me for trying. Where are we heading, anyway?”
“We’re going to call Avery,” I said. “He said before they were close to finding Mr. Murdock. Let’s find out if they’re any closer.” 
♠♠♠♠♠♠
It was harder to find a phonebooth than I thought. We ended up not far from downtown, which was a problem for us if we wanted to avoid being picked up by police and questioned. We crept up to the edge of the city in the van but ditched it before we got to the tourist districts.
“We should find a payphone around here somewhere,” Blake said checking behind us as we walked. 
I kept my head down, my hands in my pockets. My feet were still bare and the ground was cold. “Maybe I could find some shoes on the way.”
“Keep an eye out,” he said. “Cars we pass by parked by the side of the road might have some in them. Unless you’d be upset if we took stole them. Is that too much?”
I blew out a frustrated breath. 
“Honey, I’m not trying to be flippant. But there’s not a shop along this road. And besides, first thing they took was my wallet. And also my house is blown up now.” He pulled out his pockets until the material showed. “I’m a broke man. But I don’t want to cause a rift with you mad at me for stealing.”
I paused in my walking and considered what he said. “You know, when I first met you, I was intimidated because you had money. I thought you’d be some snob.”
“You don’t think I’m a snob now?”
“No.”
“What changed your mind?”
“Maybe it was learning about your obsession with Pop Tarts. Made you human.”
“I’d give anything for one right now.” He held a palm over his stomach. “Believe it or not, the money is new. I earned it.”
“How?”
He kept his hand at his stomach, his hand tightening at the material, bundling it in his fingers. “Probably not in the best ways. Helping people, like when you met me, only I took money for my services.”
“Is that a bad thing?”
“The only people who need help in exchange for money, at least in that sort of thing, were unscrupulous folks. People who usually got too far into the bad side of things and couldn’t get out. Good people usually don’t have that sort of trouble. Not that often anyway.”
I bit my lower lip and turned from him, walking away. “Guess you’re right. Honest, good people…they don’t end up like this.”
He approached me from behind, grabbing my wrist. “Kayli,” he said but paused. 
I froze, shoulders hunched, looking at the ground. “I tried to be. Corey tried to be. They all did. They changed, tried to be good people…”
The hand at my wrist tugged me until I turned and he put his arms around me. He held me until resistance faded and I had my forehead in the crook of his neck. “I’m just tired,” I said.
“Don’t apologize or excuse it. Because there’s nothing to apologize for. Maybe you were good. Maybe they were, too. But when you’re dealing with bad people, people who are able to legally walk the streets, evading police, sometimes it takes some questionable choices to take them down. It’s why the police have to pretend to be bad guys on occasion. Trap the bad people doing the bad things.”
I hadn’t thought of it that way. “We’re not the cops.”
“Did you want to be one?” he asked. He pulled back so he could look at me. “We’re something else. Or maybe when this is over, we’ll do something completely different.”
“Is it ever going to be over?”
“Has to be,” he said. “Soon. For us.” His hands massaged my shoulders. “I’d like to check in at that hospital if we have time,” he said. “Where they sent Natalie.”
“She okay?”
“Her and my brother got…it wasn’t good. She wasn’t doing so well when Alice was still trying to get information out of us. These guys let her go to the hospital, after disorienting them, before we figured out we were still in the same damn building. I just want to make sure she’s okay.”
I nodded. “If she’s at the same hospital I was at, they’ll take care of her. They know what to look for.”
His hands moved to cup my cheeks. “We just need to get everyone else out. It’ll be over soon. I promise.”
And then what? I had to wonder. This had gone on for so long. I couldn’t imagine going back to normal.
We moved on, and when we couldn’t find a phonebooth, we darted into a bar and asked to use the phone. 
“Local call?” the guy at the bar said. It was dim except for lights behind us over the tables and a few coming up from underneath the bar, making the bartenders look haunted. 
Blake nodded. “Just for a cab buddy of mine. Left my phone in his car when he dropped us off.”
The guy motioned us to follow him into a back office. The space smelled like leather and mold, with a single desk in the middle and a wide screen TV facing it in the tiny space. A phone was on the desk, underneath a pile of paperwork.
I used it to dial out for Avery while Blake distracted our bartender host.
Avery picked up on the second ring. “I got you, but I don’t drive anymore. I can redirect you to…”
“Avery,” I said quickly. “It’s me.”
He sputtered as he lost track of his spiel. “Kayli? Where are you?”
“I’m downtown,” I told him the bar. “Are you busy? Can you come get us?”
He was silent for a minute then came back. “Sure,” he said. “What’s going on? I haven’t heard anything except there might have been a small fire…the police were here looking for you…well, Raven, but you…”
“Long story,” I said. “Come pick me up and I’ll explain it.”
♠♠♠♠♠♠
It took a while, but Avery finally showed up in his old clunker tank.
“Got it back?” I asked as I slid into the back seat. Blake got in the front passenger side.
Avery smoothed his hand over the dashboard. “I just don’t really like new cars, apparently. They don’t drive right.” He pulled away from the curb and then turned to get us away from the tourist section of town. “What’s going on?”
“You said someone was close to figuring out where old Mr. Murdock was?”
“Yeah,” he said. “There’s a forensics team working on a trail to locate him. Apparently, they need him.”
“Because they can’t access the missing money without him?” I asked.
He used the rearview mirror to look back at me, wiping some of the longer locks of his hair out of his face. “How’d you know? Did I tell you?”
“No,” I said.
“We’ve got trouble,” Blake said. “Alice took people from our team.”
Avery frowned. “Who? Which ones?”
“A bunch of them. But it’s okay, for now. We’ve got people who overtook her group.”
Avery’s eyes widened. “So she’s gone?”
“Not really, no,” Blake said. “It’s complicated.”
“What’s the last lead you had on Mr. Murdock? Where is he?”
“Like I said, a forensics team is on to him,” he said. He shifted so he could pull a cell phone out of his back pocket. He checked the screen for messages. “I can take you to Ethan. He’ll know more than me.”
“We can’t,” I said. “The cops are looking for me.”
“Right,” Avery said, lowering the phone to watch where he was driving. He side-glanced to Blake. “So now what?”
“We could call him,” Blake said. “Might be risky…”
“Let me try,” Avery said. He picked up his phone, putting it to his ear. I could hear the phone dial out, the buzzing as he waited for someone to pick up, and then a voice. “Connect me to Ethan, please? Thank you.” Pause. “Hi,” he said. “No, everything’s okay. Listen, I know we’re looking for your father, but what’s the latest on that. I was just thinking of something. Kayli…you know that girl…Yeah.” He slowed the car until he was stopped off the side of the road. With the late hour, there wasn’t much traffic on this road. He focused on his conversation.
I watched behind us and ahead of us. Having been in an accident, I wasn’t sure I could feel comfortable in a car for a while. Especially at night like it was now.
Avery snapped at Blake and made a writing motion. Blake checked the dash and the glove compartment, finding a pen, but no paper. Avery grabbed the pen, and then Blake’s arm, and wrote something down. “Really? A boat? I always said the best way to escape detection was a boat. Right, having a hard time finding it…”
Blake shared a knowing look with me while Avery wrote things down. “I don’t have one left. And it’s just the three of us. Old Mr. Murdock isn’t going to be doing this alone. Everyone we know is tied up.”
“Didn’t Doyle leave on a boat?” I asked. 
Blake pursed his lips, sitting back in the seat while keeping his arm out for Avery. “He’ll hate me calling him back in.”
Avery hung up, motioning to the stuff he wrote on Blake’s arm. The scribble was hard to read. Avery squinted at it. “That’s the supposed make and model of the ship. They don’t think it’s left the vicinity.”
Blake pointed to a spot on his arm. “Does that say trawler?”
“Yeah.”’
He nodded. “The make’s old. Probably isn’t going fast or far. How do they know this is where he is?”
Avery shrugged. “I don’t know. The team’s probably captured everything else or something?” He looked around as someone drove up behind us, slowing, no doubt wondering why the car was pulled to the side of the road. They passed us and sped up. “Where can I take you? To the marina? Do we start there?”
“We should let you go,” I said. “But can you take us to John’s Island? I’ve got a vehicle there we can use.”
 
 



TOGETHER, TO GET HER
It must have been very late when we pulled into the grocery store lot. Parking was nearly empty. The line of RVs still remained parked in the back lot for the night. 
The one Axel and I borrowed was still there.
“Sure you don’t need anything?” Avery asked. 
“No,” I said. I’d gotten out and hovered over his window to say goodbye. “Get back to Ethan. Make sure he’s safe.”
He nodded and started to roll up his window but then stopped. “You know, I can do more than just drive.”
I smirked at him. “Yeah. I know. You’re smart. I think that’s why Ethan saw something good in you and hired you.”
He beamed. “You think so?”
“And I know you’d do your best to protect him. You’re good at your job.”
He bobbed his head a few times. “I like this job.”
I watched as he pulled away and then as he got onto the road and drove off. 
Blake stood beside me, putting an arm around my shoulders. “He’s a good guy.”
I felt guilty getting Avery wrapped up in all this, too. It felt like everyone around me was involved, in trouble, hoping for a miracle day when this would all be over. 
Behind us, there was a tap of metal slamming up against metal.
We turned, finding the door to the RV Axel had borrowed to be open. A woman came out, blond hair, unfamiliar to me. There was something off in the way she looked, like she was sad. It reminded me a lot of Brandon. She was older, mid-thirties maybe. It was hard to be sure in the dark.
She wasn’t alone. Another man was behind her. His face was shadowed.
Blake and I backed away, ready to head for the grocery store. We weren’t about to get caught again.
“Wait,” she called out. “I’m here for my husband,” she said. “Liam. Where is he?”
I shared a long look with Blake and then turned. “You’re…”
She approached me, her hands open, showing me they were empty. Her green eyes widened. “I don’t want to hurt anyone, but we haven’t heard from him in—”
Blake stepped in front of me, cautiously. “Lillian?” he asked.
She blinked at him. “You know me?”
“Your husband talked about you,” he said. He looked over her shoulder to the other man. “And that you had more than one…”
Her cheeks flushed, but she turned to look at the guy with her. “That’s got to be Blake Coaltar.” She turned back to him. “We can trust you?”
“You might not want to,” he said. “But we’re what’s left. Alice got to us.”
She came closer in a hurry, her face contorted into worry. “Where is she?”
“Tied up,” I said. “Also captured.”
She shook her head. “I don’t understand. What happened?”
I motioned to the RV. “It’s a long story, but can you trust us that what we’re doing, it’s to help?”
She pressed her lips together. “Maybe if you’ll tell me about it. We’ll make a decision together.”
♠♠♠♠♠♠
We loaded into the RV, with Blake and I sitting in the driver and passenger seat while Lillian and her other husband, Henry, got into the booth behind us. I did my best to explain things while Blake drove the RV and headed on out to Folly Beach.
“If they’re at the Sargent Jasper,” Lillian said after I thought I covered everything, “why are we heading the opposite way?”
“There’s a lot of them,” I said. “And more on the way. And what they want is old Mr. Murdock, who might be on a houseboat somewhere.”
“Last coordinates were off of Folly Beach, river side,” Blake said.
“You’re going to give him to them?” she asked. “So they can get the money out of him?”
“I don’t know what we’ll do with him,” I said. “We should pass him over to the cartel to negotiate. They said they’d let the others go…”
“Maybe after they’ve been let go, we can have that forensics team chase them,” Blake said.
“But first, we have to get our people out safely.” I motioned to Blake’s arm filled with writing. “They had a small team looking for someone who might know, but we don’t have time before the rest of the cartel shows up, people who might harm everyone they’ve got. We got lucky the local people are more hesitant to risk murder for this deal.”
Lillian made fists with her hands, looking at her husband and back at me. “Then we need information. Who all do they have? If you want to negotiate, we need a list.”
I rattled off everyone I knew. “Marc, Corey, Brandon…Axel’s with a team trying to find Murdock but still against his will. There’s my father…Jack. My brother Wil. Cornelius. Alice I think is tied up too, and whoever…”
“Wait,” Lillian said. “Did you say Cornelius? Cornelius Buble?”
She was Academy. So she must be familiar with their team members. “Yeah. He was tied up with me, before I got out.”
Henry huffed through his nose. He was handsome for being older, carried a more dignified look, so the noise was odd coming out of him. “If it wasn’t going to kill him, I’d say leave him.”
Lillian lightly slapped at his arm. “Don’t. Now’s not the time for that.”
I raised a brow. “What’s wrong with him? Who is he?”
“He is one of us,” Lillian said. “Only there’s been a bit of a grudge for a long time between my husbands and him.”
“Long story,” Henry said. He brushed a hand over his jawline. “Probably not worth mentioning, but the Academy didn’t see eye to eye with us on our relationship choice back in the day. It was bad enough they let a girl on a guy team at the time. They only found out because he snitched before we were ready to tell them. The Academy blamed themselves for what they saw was a mess of feelings and thought some of us would get hurt.” He smirked. “Joke’s on them. We’re still together. Wasn’t just a phase after all. Could have gone easier if he’d kept it to himself.”
“But that was years ago,” Lillian said. “We’re not going to let a disagreement get in the way of saving him.” She paused. “I was just surprised. Usually for jobs like this, one volunteers. I wonder why…” She waved a hand dismissively. “It doesn’t matter. The point is, if they are captured, we need to be prepared to invade. Just because we’ve got Murdock doesn’t mean they’ll just hand over a bunch of witnesses. And Alice…she’s still a problem. She possibly has people out there ready to do the same thing, go in and save them from this cartel group. Not to mention that forensics group probably wants Alice, too. And we haven’t even touched on the police looking for people.”
“That’s a lot of people looking for each other,” Henry said. “We should go back.”
“But we might have a lead on Murdock,” I said. “And overtaking the Sargent Jasper, it’ll take a lot of people. They’re watching. They could hurt everyone inside.”
“You underestimate what we can do,” she said. “And if you’re right about them being amateurs, then it’ll be easy. And like you said, we don’t have much time.” She reached over, touching my elbow. “We can do this. They’ll all be safe. We’ll have Alice and we can take her to the FBI. It’ll be over.”
I hesitated, rubbing my forefinger and thumb together. “Murdock will still be out there. And if we had him, we could possibly get people out without anyone getting hurt.”
“But that forensics team is on to him.” She smiled, nervous but genuine with a small spark lighting up those sad eyes. “And if they’re on to him, then it’s likely you’ll catch up with them before you find Murdock, and they’ll hold you for questioning. I know it’s hard to let go sometimes, but we do our job, and we trust that others will do theirs. We can’t save the whole world, but we do what we can. And the place to start is with family. We help them first.”
Maybe that was what Axel meant. Maybe he didn’t mean to put me on the hunt for the missing Murdock. He didn’t care about that, didn’t care about the money. 
Maybe that’s why he took them to an empty house. It was away from the forensics team and where they might be looking…And gave enough time for us to get away, to get help to get them out, just like he said to do. We found where they were being kept. That’s all we needed to know.
I looked to Blake. “Should we try?” I was at a loss, because it was just us. I was asking him to once again trust that this Academy team would help.
Blake looked back at us and then huffed as he turned on a road, only to back the RV up and turn us around. “Rather save our friends than try to find the missing money. What do we care where he is?”
I nodded, sitting back in the passenger seat. I just hoped we were making the right choice, that invading wouldn’t harm anyone further.



THE LUCKY SURVIVING FEW
The plan was simple. They could technically see us coming if they had cameras everywhere, that was obvious. But cameras and computers required power.
“Luckily we know a guy who knows a guy,” Henry said, putting in a phone call. We were parked on a street, within view of the Sargent Jasper, but on the other side of the reflecting lake. The view was tranquil for the late evening hour, but my heart was beating fast. I flinched at any car that passed us.
“Lights go out,” Lillian said. “That’ll be our chance.” She had a cell phone out and was texting someone. “I’ve got a team on the way.”
I’d found a pair of shoes, sneakers a size too big, while we were on the way back from the islands. We also managed to source some bottles of water and some of the last of the crackers in the pantry for Blake and me to consume on the way. “What do we do?” I asked her. “Storm through the back?”
“We’ll wait until they get here,” she said.
Waiting was more difficult than I thought. I counted windows on the building, assuming the floor without lights at all must be the seventh, the one our friends were on. I’d never worked with the Academy on anything other than through Axel and the others around. Our team had been impulsive, shoot first, set off a bomb, ask questions after the smoke had cleared. They had some vast experience.
So when the team arrived, I was surprised when out of the ten of them, three were kids. Young, like maybe thirteen. The rest were varying ages, from older teens to someone with graying hair at the temples.
They’d arrived in a couple of discrete vehicles but we used the RV to gather in. I didn’t get all their names, and I got the feeling to them, it wasn’t important to tell everyone who they were. With all of us together, it was cramped, but it was the only way to mask so many people from the road.
We weren’t able to circle each other, but some sat on the floor, while a couple of people listened from the bed area.
Henry waved his phone at people as he spoke. “I can turn the power out any time. I just need to give him a text. So whenever we’re ready.”
“I have a map,” one of the teenagers said. He was the oldest of the three. He’d scrawled a lay out of the lower floor on a piece of paper and then unfolded another sheet, showing the seventh floor. He pointed to the lower floor first. “Guard is here. Stairs are here. They’re likely to have someone at both the elevator and the stairs on the seventh to stop anyone coming in, and if the power’s out, they’ll call to ask what’s going on, possibly to their guard downstairs.”
“We intercept the call,” one of the others said. “Tell them we need a few people downstairs. That’ll thin out the group a bit. They’re already down a few since Axel is still out with them somewhere. Anyone they send downstairs, we can overtake them and then bombard them going up the stairs.”
“So that’s the plan?” I asked. “Take them out? And then go upstairs?” It was pretty bold. With so many people here, it actually seemed doable, as long as no one started shooting guns. “But how are you going to overpower them?”
One of them held up a gun. “Only a few of us are loaded, but we should be able to just flash them at the people without firing a shot. We’ll lock them in a room, give ourselves enough time to get away.”
Lillian nodded. “We can drive the RV up to the sidewalk on the other side, meet people at the doors. Load them in. We’ll have to keep a few of us downstairs to be lookouts. Take everyone to the hospital immediately. We’ll leave someone behind to help Axel get away when the others come back.”
“Then we should hurry,” Blake said. “They might be back any minute.”
Henry motioned to us. “If you don’t have a gun, you’ll be given some pepper spray. Don’t hesitate to use it, just be sure to not spray yourself and try not to spray our own in there. We’d rather you shoot than have to use a gun in any case.”
Lillian looked to the others. “If you’re going to bail out, or see a problem, now’s the time to speak up.”
No one said anything. It surprised me how she didn’t question the teens on how they got the map or balk at throwing them into the line of fire. In fact, no one thought anything of the largely diverse group of people, nor questioned what was said. It was a lot of trust in a group of strangers.
When it was silent and clear no one had any disagreements, Lillian motioned to me. “I need you with me. Depending on who is up there, they may not recognize me or trust me to follow us. Like you said, they were intimidated, nearly tortured for information and anyone besides you, they may not believe, everyone except Cornelius at least…”
“I should go,” Blake said.
“I need your eyes on the ground,” Henry said. “If they show up with Axel, I’ll need you to point them out. And help me stall them if our people are still inside.”
Blake pressed his palms together, rubbing. “Like asking if I want to be roasted or cremated.” He nodded to him. “Okay. I’ll stay on the ground.”
I wasn’t totally sure I was ready. My heart was racing. I felt a mess. Part of me was still considering if we should have been going after Murdock. Maybe we could have done this without the guns.
But was that the thief in me? Lillian’s plan had been wiser, more sensible in saving everyone’s lives faster. It embarrassed me that I didn’t consider everything she did. Axel had wanted to separate himself from the Academy to do it on his own. He’d hesitated on even Liam coming along. However, once they were let in on it, it was like we were more powerful, with multiple minds working the problem instead of just us.
I just hated the idea of us being wrong in how we had been handling things. Maybe if we’d let them help us sooner...
When the plan was in place, Lillian and I approached the back entrance of the Sargent Jasper and the others circled around front, getting into position. I’d been given pepper spray and a small flashlight. Lillian had a .22 revolver, with pepper spray and a flashlight, but she kept the flashlight in her hand alone. We waited, looking to be a couple of friends standing alone on our side. The others would approach the door on the opposite side while Henry moved the RV around and made the phone call.
We were to wait until the lights went out in the building. That was our signal to enter. We stood under a tree, next to the tennis courts. Loose leaves, brown and dead, tossed around in a light breeze coming up from the waterfront. I sucked in fresh, cold air, willing my heart to stop pounding so hard. My bumped head tingled, electrified by the excitement and the cold. If this plan hurt anyone, I wasn’t sure I could handle it. Going after Murdock at least felt like a chance to negotiate. This ambush seemed risky to me.
This Academy, maybe they didn’t go after big corrupt corporations, but when overpowering a few thugs holding people hostage, they didn’t seem a bit hesitant.
Lillian kept her hands in her pockets, looking up at the building. Two of the windows had been blown out from Axel’s fire he started. The one he created to destroy possibly any evidence of the Academy that might have been left behind. He did it to protect them. So much was done to protect them, yet they risked their lives to help us.
“Can I ask you something?” I said to Lillian.
She kept looking at the floors above us. “Sure.”
“Your group questioned Axel and the others…about our relationship a lot. Liam said yours was similar.”
She turned her gaze to me. “They’re your boyfriends?”
I shrugged. “I guess you’d say that.”
“They’ll never stop asking, you know?” She smiled at this and turned her gaze back to the building. “If they want you to join them, they want to put you on a girl team. They ask us about it a lot. Even this many years after we told them.”
“Why?” I asked. “Why stay with a group that’s just going to question every private decision you make?”
“It’s not like that,” she said. “It took me a long time to figure out that’s not what they were doing.”
“What are they doing?”
“I’m alive today because of them,” she said. “Just like we’re here today to help the others. Whatever they might ask, whatever they might drag up from your past or about your relationship, it’s always because…” She waved her hand toward the building just as the lights went out. “Because we need to know. I’ll have to tell you about it later.”
The entirety of this corner of the neighborhood went dark, making it look like a powerline issue. With the lights out, it wasn’t long before cell phones and other devices were the only things illuminating in the windows, the other residents were probably curious about what was going on, but if we were quick, the power could come back on and they wouldn’t notice anything.
We fell silent, approaching the building’s back doorway. Just inside, we paused, hiding ourselves off to the side, just out of view of the main entrance where the guard was supposed to be captured by another Academy team member.
We waited in silence, with the door to the stairs nearby. Two more team members lined up on the other side, one of the older teens and an adult, waiting. Both kept guns out, just in case. The teen held a pepper spray ready in her other hand.
Eventually, the door opened. A flashlight shone around, looking to us. 
The other team members started to jump but froze when the light illuminated her face, an older woman, clearly not who we were waiting for. They hid their weapons to their sides.
“Power’s out again?” she asked. She didn’t seem to catch what they had been holding.
Again?
Another of our team came around. “This guard here, he’s not…” he paused as he looked at the woman. “Uh, he’s not sure what happened.”
“Go figure,” the woman said.
“Come with me,” the team member said, urging her out. “There’s a maintenance room somewhere, right? Someone’s got to be there.”
She was nosy enough to come down, and the Academy member lured her out of the way. 
Down one already, just to guard a resident.
I shared a glance with Lillian. Something was wrong. A second power outage. The guard situation…
Lillian forged ahead, a wild look taking over. The plan was originally to wait for the cartel people to come down, but now that something went awry, she took to the steps, using a small flashlight to guide the way.
I followed, as did two others who had met us at the door. After the first set of stairs, I heard a few more joining us, taking up the rear. Blake and Henry had to be in position with the RV by now, ready to take us all out of here.
By the fourth floor, I was wheezing, but one of the others held me by the elbow. 
“Almost there,” he said.
I hated being this out of shape. Long weeks at the hospital and being held captive and in a car crash… it wasn’t helping matters. He was sympathetic, holding me the rest of the way.
At the seventh, the door was closed. Lillian shook the handle. “Locked?” she said.
One of the others pulled out a long metal crowbar. “Thought we might need this,” he said. He used it, although it was loud, shoving it at where the handle was to pry the door open. When he was able to get an inch, Lillian lowered herself to stick her flashlight in where the lock was and push it back into the door. Then she paused and held the guy’s hand who was holding the crowbar. “I don’t hear anything,” she said. “No one’s stopping us.”
“Did they move them before we got here?” I asked. “Are we too late?”
“We’ll go in,” she said. “But assume they are still here. Use every precaution.”
The hallway was dark, predictably. The doors were all closed on this floor from what I could tell. 
Something was off with the shadows down the hall. We’d gone in without light at first but Lillian shortly shone the beam of her flashlight ahead of us. Even as she did, I didn’t understand why some places were darker.
One of the guys with us rushed ahead of her, to a lump on the ground. “He’s dead,” he said, his face going pale.
The others rushed ahead. I froze in the door, my flashlight loose in my hand.
Dead. 
They were dead.
It took me a moment to see the other lumps as bodies, with pools of blood. Maybe it didn’t seem real to me, because of the dark, but my head tingled, my eyes slid from one shadow to the other. 
I wanted to throw up. We were too late.
I approached slowly, afraid to look but compelled to see, to prove to myself who was on the floor.
All of them I didn’t know, except one. “This was Joe. He was guarding the room I was in.” Because it was dark, I didn’t see the bullet holes or anything, but it was clear from the pools around them that they had been shot. No one heard the shots? The woman downstairs, she didn’t seem to have known.
“We’ll have to check the other rooms carefully,” one of the guys said. “They could still be in here.”
“I don’t think so,” Lillian said. “Too quiet.” She picked her head up, looking around the hallway. “If we had interrupted, they would have just come out and shot us by now. None of ours are out here, though. Where are they?” she asked me. “Which one were you in?”
I pointed to one of the apartment doors. “I think it was that one.”
We entered carefully. Tables were overturned, one dead man on the floor. Computers were destroyed.
“It couldn’t be the cartel,” I said. I only then noticed the smell, previously too shocked and numb to notice much of anything. It wasn’t like a long-dead rotting body or anything, just very off, gross. “They wouldn’t kill their own teammates.” 
“Has to be Alice’s team,” one said. 
“Check the bedrooms.”
I went to the one I’d been in. One of the guys went with me. He approached the door, telling me to step back. “On three,” he said. He motioned to my flashlight. “Shine the beam in but protect yourself with the edge of the door. I’ll cover us.” He held his gun ready. He must have been one with it loaded as he took the safety off.
I waited with the flashlight. When he wedged the door open, I stuck the light inside, sweeping the space, allowing him to be able to see in.
Two bodies on the floor. Neither moving. I almost dropped the flashlight, afraid to know.
“Who was in here?” he asked. 
“Cornelius and—”
One of the bodies sat up instantly. “Present!” he said. “What happened? Let us out.”
We went to them. It was him, still bound but he’d been near Raven, still unconscious, but breathing.
“What happened to you?” I asked, kneeling while my partner helped cut his ties free.
“There was a black out, then a rush, a little shouting, but then silence,” Cornelius said. “I pretended to be passed out but no one came in. Lights came back on, then went out again and same thing only no shouting.” When his hands were free, he rubbed at his wrists. 
We must have been just behind them. “What happened to Wil?”
“He was taken before it all happened. I don’t know where. But he was trying to use the camera, break it off the wall to use the wires or something. They came in and moved him to somewhere else.”
I checked Raven, opening an eye. “They’ve been keeping him under?”
“Kayli!” someone hissed from the other side of the apartment.
I left them, rushing over to the bedroom doors on the other side of the apartment, now open.
Inside was my father, a teenage girl I didn’t know, and Corey. All nude and tied up together like us, only huddled against the far wall. 
“They could be tricking us again,” Jack was saying.
“Tell him you’re with us,” Lillian said.
“It’s okay,” I said. I pulled Lillian’s light away from her to shine it toward my face so they could see us. “We’re here to get you out. We should hurry.”
Corey seemed to react to this, holding out his wrists to us. “What happened?”
“We don’t know,” I said. “But we’re here to get everyone out.”
“We have to get everyone who’s still alive,” Lillian said. 
Corey retracted his hands. “What do you mean still alive?”
She went to him, a pocketknife ready, cutting his ties. “We don’t have time to explain. There’s an RV downstairs waiting for us. Someone needs to stay behind to call the police.”
“We can’t call them in,” I said.
“This is beyond us,” she said. She sniffed hard and focused on cutting Corey’s legs free. “We get our people out, we leave. Murder is not for us to deal with.”
“Who’s been murdered?” Corey asked, speaking louder. 
“Joe,” I said. “The…cartel people. I don’t know who else.”
The teen girl was breathing funny, loud and fast. 
“Don’t hyperventilate,” Lily said to her, working on her next. “Breathe slow, you’ll be okay.”
“Kayli,” my father said. “I’ll stay.” He was still bound, but other than the fear on his face, seemed untouched. They hadn’t been too much trouble I guessed. “I’ll call the police.”
“No,” I said.
“Kayli,” he said, more insistent, reaching for my arm to tug at it. “I understand it now. Not everything, but I know they’ve been helping me. Let me stay behind. I’ll tell them I was looking for my daughter who was in the hospital but the lights went out. They’ll ask me questions, detain me. I’ll tell them you were living here but I found the dead…called them in.”
“We won’t be able to hide from them forever,” Lillian said. “We’ll all be called in for questioning for this eventually.”
“Maybe,” Corey said. “But we can make sure we all get out and find out what happened, and not be dead in the process.”
“Someone has to stay,” Jack said. He lifted himself up after Lillian cut the binds. He crouched a bit and used his hands to hide his nudity. “That’ll be me. I won’t say anyone else was here. I promise.” He focused on me. “Let me do it.”
I didn’t know how to respond, sure that we all needed to leave. Dead…they could come back and finish this.
“He won’t be alone,” Lillian said. “I could have one of our lawyers here quickly. Raven’s lawyer. He’ll be protected while we sort things out.”
The other guys on our team reappeared, this time shirtless. “We’ve got Marc and Brandon and the teen boy. There’s also a lady named Gretchen and the guards we’d used before Alice took over. Liam… They’re here to lift Raven down the stairs. We don’t have enough clothes on us unless we start taking it off some dead ones.”
Corey came to me, urging me out. “We don’t have much time. Police might be close because of the power outage.”
“That was us,” Lillian said. “But you’re right. We should go. The moment he makes the call, they’ll be here. And it’ll be harder to explain why we’re leaving with unconscious people.” She took off her shirt, wearing just a tank top underneath and handed the shirt to the girl. It was long enough to cover the girl’s butt, enough to get us out of the building. “Let’s just get out of here.” She paused and then thought again, slowly looking around. “He’ll need clothes the most. You can’t be here completely naked. It’ll be too hard to explain.”
We sorted out an extra shirt and pants for Jack, leaving Academy members in boxers to be able to give some cover to those who were naked to get out.
We all headed toward the stairwell. Some of us naked, but in the dark it didn’t matter too much. We just needed to hurry. 
“Wait,” I said. “Where’s Wil?” I hadn’t forgotten but when someone said teen boy, I thought that was who they meant. Instead, it was someone I didn’t know standing in the hallway.
“I checked the other rooms,” one of the Academy said. “Alice is gone, too. As is anyone else that was here.”
“Dead?” I asked.
“No, just gone. No bodies. Nothing.”
I froze, unsure. Either they got out or… “If this was her people, she left without killing the others?”
He seemed to nod gravely at this. “Most likely. They killed anyone in their way. Your brother… I don’t know. Maybe he managed to escape in the middle after she left. But as soon as they got to her, they must have left. Everyone else was tied up, not a threat.”
I didn’t want to leave. I wanted to check all the rooms, just in case. “Are you sure?”
“I’ve checked everywhere.”
“Even the closets?” I asked.
He nodded slowly, frowning. “I opened every door. He’s not here.”
“Kayli,” my father said. “He’s not here. But I’ll keep an eye out. He’s not dead. They would have left the body. But I’ll check again.”
I was urged toward the stairwell. I didn’t want to leave. I didn’t trust them to have checked, to look…
I lingered at the door to the stairs while Jack held on to a cell phone, an extra passed to him by someone from the Academy. “You wait,” I said. “You wait and don’t leave until the lawyer shows up. Doublecheck the rooms.”
“Don’t worry,” he said. He chuckled. He patted me on the head. “Did I ever tell you that you look just like your mother?”
I was holding together but just that one sentence and I started to fight tears. “Don’t…”
“I never told you. Maybe that’s why I got drunk so much. A reminder…not that it was your fault. I just…it was hard.”
“We don’t have to talk about it now.”
“Might be the last time I see you for a while.” He urged me out. “Go.”
I left.
I regretted it with every step I took down and every mile we drove out of Charleston. 
We’d arrived way too late. 
 
 



JOIN US OR LEAVE US BE
Days passed after we left the Sargent Jasper. We tossed our phones to be untraceable. Lillian and Liam disabled the GPS in the RV before we got too far out of Charleston that night. They called the Academy from a payphone, relaying the entirety of what happened. They were told to get everyone out of town.
All of the Academy was leaving, especially after the dead count rose and the police had been called in to figure it out. No chance to be tracked after that. There was no contact from the outside world for a couple of nights. From that point on, we wouldn’t be able to get in the middle of the cartel and look for the missing Mr. Murdock. 
We boondocked the RV out on public land, limiting electricity usage to what could be gathered via solar panels on top of the vehicle. Anyone might have questioned why there were so many of us in an RV out in the South Carolina countryside. One of us ventured out to get food and supplies, reducing the chance that all of us would be discovered.
No word from Axel. 
No word about what happened to Wil.
I asked every day. I insisted on going to a phonebooth to be able to call in. I spoke with Dr Roberts personally several times.
“Nothing,” he said. “For Axel, that’s probably a good thing.”
“What if he’s dead?”
“If he is, he’d be found by now, I’m sure,” he said. “In this line of work, no news is good news. And your brother, if he was working with Alice, she probably saved him. There’s some suspicion he escaped on his own, before Alice had gotten free.”
I stuffed a hand toward my mouth, biting at my own knuckle, hoping it relieved some of the anxiety. But it wasn’t enough. “How do you know?”
“Just from what the people there have said versus what was discovered among the dead…” He paused. “Your father’s searching for him, too. After he helped the police…We’re working with him. We’ve got our best people on it.”
“Are we going to be called in?” I asked.
“Eventually,” he said. “Just relax. No one’s in trouble.”
I wasn’t sure I believed him. 
There were a lot of questions by Gretchen, the guards and among us all. We sorted out what we could. The only things we didn’t know: who had taken Alice, and if Wil was with them. 
After a few days, Lillian and Liam used a phone to check in, and the guards and Gretchen were allowed to leave.
“I don’t understand why they wanted me,” Gretchen told me as they packed up a small car picked up at a lot just outside of a tiny town south of Charleston I didn’t even know the name of. It’d been left behind by an Academy member just for this group to return to the city.
“I don’t know,” I told her. Gretchen wasn’t let in on a lot. Only that there was some confusion with local gang members. “We were all just caught in the middle.”
She pressed a palm to her forehead, the only place she’d been struck. A cut was still prominent there. “I’m not sure if I should return. I might get out of town for a while…”
“You shouldn’t have to,” I said. “They didn’t need you for anything. They only caught you on your way in, right?”
She sighed and nodded. “It’s easy to forget things like this can happen in this world.” She chuckled a little. “Now I understand why you’d want to be able to run sometimes.”
I didn’t know how to explain it to her. “Sorry,” I said. “I feel like it’s my fault. Maybe we should have gotten normal clothes…”
“Maybe I’ve got you on the hook now for that modeling? And maybe to help me with some deliveries? We might call it even after that. It’s not as exciting, usually.”
I wasn’t sure how to promise I could. After what happened, it was sounding like the Academy wanted the majority of us to disappear for a while, and possibly leave Charleston for good.
I wasn’t going to argue with them this time. Not about this.
Very early the next morning, I was still in the RV with Marc, Raven, Corey and Brandon after most others had left, some to escort Gretchen and the guards back to the city, some to fetch more food. We’d taken turns in the RV, and some had gone to buy camping gear, tents and supplies. Our camp was a mishmash of the RV, a portable charcoal grill, and various seating arrangements and tents. There was someone on guard, watching. Blake was out with someone else to go get more food.
Marc was massaging a leg while sitting in the passenger seat. He’d turned it around to face us. “I’m getting cramps, sleeping on the ground.”
It was the leg I’d shot him in a while back. I didn’t want to look at it, but the scar was noticeable.
Seemed like forever ago…
“When do you think we’ll hear about Axel?” Brandon said. He sat next to his brother at the table. “It’s making me nervous not hearing from him in so long. And Wil.” He looked at me. “They’ll find him, but it’d be nice to hear details.”
“They’d let us know if something bad happened,” Corey said. He was slumped over against the wall while sitting down, his arms folded across his stomach. “I think we’re just slow at communication right now, what with just a phone call a day to check in.”
It’d been days and days of so many people around, it took me a minute to realize it was just us in this moment inside the RV. 
Raven came out of the bathroom. He skin was still patchwork of bruises all over his body, wearing a T-shirt and jeans we’d picked up for him. He poked Brandon in the shoulder as he approached. “Smell that?” he asked him.
“You stinking up the place?”
“It’s the smell of success,” he said, beaming. “Get it?”
I groaned. “Where’d you learn that?”
“Jail,” he said. “Funny joke.”
“At least you’re feeling better,” Corey said. He sat up as Raven nudged me over to sit next to me in the RV’s booth. 
“We’ll be on the move soon,” Raven said. 
“How do you know?” Marc asked behind him.
Raven stayed positioned with an arm around me but spoke to Marc over his shoulder. “Heard someone talking. They really did get the rest of the Academy out of the city. Almost all of them. They found a campground not far from here. I think we’ll be joining them.”
Brandon raised an eyebrow. “Is that a good idea?”
Raven shrugged. “Sure. All together, we’re stronger.”
“What if Alice is looking for us?” Corey asked.
“I don’t think she is,” I said. “Not with a cartel pissed off that her team killed a bunch of people, not with the police and forensics out there looking for her. We’re the least of her problems. We for sure don’t know where Murdock is. She tried to torture it out of us, and it didn’t work. We don’t have him. I think that’s the only reason she was looking for us. Since we didn’t know, we’re not important right now.”
Corey brushed his palm against his face and then slumped against the wall again. “I just don’t feel like it’s done for good. Hard to feel that way when we don’t know where she is…or where Mr. Murdock is, or what’s going on. Like we started it but it’s not settled.”
“Might be a while before we shake that feeling, no matter what,” Brandon said. “I don’t think they’ll let us back still, just in case.”
We fell silent. It was hard to think our time in Charleston was over. I’d never lived anywhere else, only temporarily been away from the city.
Would I ever be back? It was hard for us to get to Alice, and it was only when she was looking for us that we managed to find her. The police might be looking for her, but until she was found, we weren’t safe. We knew that now more than ever. She’d kill. She’d do anything to get what she wanted. 
“We won’t know their plans until we talk to them,” Marc said behind us. “Probably at this thing they want us to go to. Their campgrounds.”
I didn’t really want to go. It felt like the last stop before we disappeared forever. I was sure they’d tell us to disappear. Maybe it was a good idea, but it didn’t sit well with me. Gretchen…I owed her a favor. My brother…and my father… I had a lot of unfinished things to leave now.
I kept hope that what they said was right. That if they’d been found dead or seriously hurt, they’d let us know.
And every moment we didn’t hear from them, it was like they must be still alive.
Raven rubbed his hand along the base of my neck. “Don’t look like that. We’ll find everyone. We’ll keep us safe.”
Brandon eyeballed him, and then looked pointedly at what he was doing to my neck and looked away.
I flexed my hands under the table, looking out of the window toward the woods outside our RV. Maybe it bothered him to see Raven and I close and he was resisting coming over to touch me, too. This was a situation I wasn’t really prepared for. Corey, Brandon, Marc and Raven…if Blake and Axel had been here, it would have been more awkward.
How were we going to exist once this was over? 
I kind of wished I could talk to Lillian and Liam again. How did they manage to make their relationship work? 
To stop myself from thinking too much on it, I tried to drum up something we could talk about. “This is probably a stupid time to bring it up…but if we’re going to this camp…I mean, am I supposed to get sworn to secrecy or something?”
They all seemed to consider this for a second.
“They didn’t send you back with the others into town,” Brandon said. “I think it means they trust you enough to let you come along.”
“Maybe they want her to join,” Marc said behind us.
We all turned to him, me and Raven looking over our shoulders.
Marc had his head tilted back on the headrest but looked right at me. “Best way to keep you on our side, maybe? Have you join? It’s what they did with us.”
“Won’t they make me join a girl team?” I asked. I remembered what Lillian said. 
He raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know. There’s all sorts of teams. Liam…”
“I think they were an exception,” Corey said. 
“She said they didn’t want them together,” I said. “I don’t know what happened.”
“You choose your team,” Raven said. He pointed to his chest and then to each of us. “I choose all of you. And Axel. And Blake…”
Brandon snorted. “They won’t let him join.”
“Blake joins,” Raven said. “He’s on my team.”
“You didn’t even say Kevin,” Corey said to him with a nudge of his foot, that I could feel under the table.
“He’s not here,” Raven said. “He’s been gone for a while. His wife…”
“They aren’t married yet,” Corey said.
“Same,” Raven said. “It’s just paperwork now. But he’s been gone. It’s not bad. He gets what he wants.”
I didn’t have an answer to this, but the others seemed to be lost in thought about it. 
I’d be joining their team. I’d finally figure out what they were about.
Did I want that?
What would it mean if I joined?
It was then that Brandon’s gaze had me redirecting my thoughts to what he was looking at.
The ring, still on my finger. I’d forgotten I was wearing it. I fiddled with it, with my thumb, making it spin on my finger until the diamond was hiding palm side in.
While the others talked, I looked at Brandon. I didn’t know how to tell him it was from Axel. That it didn’t mean I didn’t care about him…
I needed help and time to figure out how to tell them all, that I cared about them. That I didn’t want our individual relationship dynamics to change, even if it was unfair that I was asking them all to be involved with me in this strange way. 
♠♠♠♠♠♠
It wasn’t too long before Liam came back.
“I’ve got details,” he said. “We need to pack up. We might actually be on time.”
“For what?” I asked.
“Their campgrounds aren’t far,” he said and didn’t really answer my questions. He got into the driver’s seat and turned the key to check the gas level. “We should be able to get there without stopping.” 
I got out. Others were around, undoing the tents and folding them back up.
I went to help one rolling up some sleeping bags. He’d been with us since the Sargent Jasper invasion. Dressed in dark clothes and with long hair. He had almost feminine features, but everyone used male pronouns around him. He was young, maybe fourteen or so. It was hard to tell. “Need any help?”
He shrugged. “Sure.” He nodded toward the sleeping bag on the ground nearby. “Just got to get these in the RV.”
I picked the other one up, starting to just fold it over.
He waved a hand to stop me, and undid his to show me how to really roll it up. “Like this.”
“Oh,” I said, fixing what I’d done.
“It’s okay,” he said. “They just showed me how, too.”
“What’s your name?” I asked.
“Lake,” he said. 
I blinked at him. “That’s a cool name.”
He smirked. “Not my given, but I like it.” He leaned over. “I’m not supposed to say where I’ve been. I’m not supposed to tell anyone. But we’re going to a camp where I’m not supposed to lie. And I’m new to this…the Academy.”
I was surprised to hear that. “You’re related to Axel, aren’t you? You’re the cousin?” 
He seemed surprised at the reaction. “Yeah. You know him?”
“I think he mentioned you. Before this.” I paused. “Your family…he said your parents…something like they are like his?”
“You mean controlling and manipulative and nearly dangerous?” He snorted. “Yeah.” He moved a hand over his body. “I dress too much like a girl, won’t join sports…get into a lot of trouble. They sent me to a therapist since I’ve been trying to figure myself out, and it happened to be Lillian. And Axel had been talking about my potential.” Lake rolled his eyes. “I don’t know about all this, but I promised Axel I’d at least listen. I usually don’t fit in anywhere.” He hesitated. “Do you think I’ll get in trouble if I lie about all this?”
For someone who wasn’t sure about joining the Academy, he was really nervous about doing well. “I think we should be careful who we tell,” I said. “Protect them. Don’t offer any information unless they ask. If they need to know, let the others tell them.” I wasn’t sure how many people needed to worry that the cartel, Alice and other people perhaps were looking for money, killing people, the kidnappings…
He nodded to himself. “Don’t offer…okay. I’m just nervous.”
“Yeah, me too.” I wasn’t sure what I was nervous about, more about hearing what was going on. Hopefully, news of my brother, if he’d been found. “Can I ask you something?”
Lake nodded. “Sure.”
“Why do you…what would make you want to join this Academy? From what you know about it?”
“I know it did a world of difference for Axel,” he said. “And they’ve done a lot for me. It’s dangerous, like this past week… but they take care of you.” He shrugged. “That’s all I know. I’m still figuring out. But they’ve done more for me than my own family. Except for Axel. He’s always helping.” His eyes looked away, toward the ground. “I’ve got to fit in somewhere, maybe?”
I reached out to him, holding his arm with a light grip until he looked at me.
“If they don’t let you in, if you don’t fit,” I said to him. “You come find me. If they won’t take you, they sure as hell won’t take me, either. We’ll start our own team.”
He seemed pleased with this, and even chuckled.
But I was serious. Even after he went off to finish with the cleaning up, I hated to think what would happen if the Academy wouldn’t take me.
And was it worse if they did?
People returned, including the guy who went out for supplies with Blake. I scanned the area, looking at the people, counting off. “Where’s Blake?” I asked him.
He hesitated to answer me. “He had to go. Back to the city.”
 I was surprised to hear this. “What? Why? Is he in trouble?” I was thinking the police were demanding him for questioning.
“It’s his brother, and his wife. I overheard. Something happened. He left to go to that hospital. That’s all I know.” 
Maybe the baby had arrived. I supposed if it was at the hospital the Academy owned, he was safe enough going back. 
It bothered me though. He didn’t even stop to tell me. He just left. My heart was beating wildly, worried about what was going on.
If he couldn’t come back to tell me…I was worried it was for the worst.
♠♠♠♠♠♠
An hour later, we were on the road and approached Hunter’s Island. It’d been a long road, and the further we went, the less we saw of civilization.   
The campground gates were open, with no one in the booth watching who was coming in. We were surrounded by tall pines. There were narrow lanes going around to different parts of the grounds. There were signs, some pointing to where the beach was, a couple pointing out trails to hike.
Liam was driving slow to be able to take the turns in the RV. “I think we need to park in the back,” he said. “I heard something that RVs were further out.”
We rolled in, and Marc, seated in the passenger seat, pointed out the wooden signs. “RVs that way. There’s arrows on those poles.”
When we got to the RV grounds, we were parked by a few others RVs hooked up in various spots. Liam parked. From the windows, there were other people in view, walking around, setting up.
More Academy.
I was a little intimidated leaving the RV amid the others. I stuck close to Corey, following him like a puppy.
I counted some of the RVs, fifteen that I could see. That seemed like a lot. 
“We’re supposed to go to the center,” one of them told us. “You guys are just in time for the welcome session.”
“Isn’t it fun they picked camping this year?” another mentioned. “Last minute, but I see why. Good excuse to come out.”
They hadn’t been told, at least the ones we talked to. They thought this was some Academy camping experience. A little get together. 
Maybe Lake had a right to be nervous. How were we supposed to hide that we were the reason they were here in the first place?
That we were hiding from people who sought to possibly kill more than a few of us?
Liam and Lillian and a couple of others stayed with the RV to unload and set up. The rest of us went on to the campground’s meeting spot.
On the way, we were joined by other people, all headed the same direction. I zoned out, just following the others. I wasn’t sure what to expect from this, being amid all these people within the Academy.
Would they want a thief? Would they want someone who brought in all this trouble? 
Did I want to join? I didn’t even know if I should be here. What if I didn’t want to? Would they separate me from the guys?
I was still inside my mind, trying to make a decision until Brandon said loudly, “Axel?”
Someone ahead of us turned.
He was wearing glasses, and his hair was pulled back from his head in a short ponytail to keep it out of his face. He waited for us to catch up with him.
The others moved in on him, but it was Raven who beat us all, reaching out to embrace him in a hug.
“Didn’t know you were back,” Raven said, squeezing him around the midsection.
Axel spoke like he was out of breath. “Let me go.”
Raven didn’t. “I’m sorry I fought with you.”
Axel raised an eyebrow. “When?”
“All the times.”
Corey approached, dragging Raven back away from him. “Let him go, he was in that car accident, remember?”
“Oh,” Raven said. “Right.” He released him.
“I’m fine. Just a few bruises.” Axel scanned them and then looked to me. He stood still, like he wasn’t going to approach me. “I’m sorry,” he said.
I was confused. “What?”
“I couldn’t find him.” His shoulders slumped then, something I’d never seen him do. His expression was dour, defeated. “I had to leave before I could find your brother.”
He stayed behind to find Wil. My heart went wild, both sad about the news but happy to see him and that he was alive. “He’s probably okay, isn’t he?”
He nodded slowly. “I’ve a feeling he’s fine. It’s just the trail went cold. I’m sorry.”
I reached for him. 
He reacted then, like he hadn’t been sure I’d let him. But now that I made the first move, he hugged me, hard. Enough that my breath escaped.
“They didn’t tell me you were coming this early,” he said. “I heard it would be later. I was brought here immediately.” His hand smoothed over my lower back and his other hand’s fingers threaded through my hair.
“Liam wanted to get here as soon as possible,” I said. 
He breathed in through his nose, like he was sniffing my hair. “Don’t talk about…us…the relationship. Keep it simple. For now. Just tell them you want to stay with our team. That’s it.”
I remembered what Lillian said. “They already know.”
“Now’s not the time for it. If they ask, redirect to the main point. We can’t separate now. We have to stay together.” 
It was a warning. Why was it even mentioned right now? This made me think they were going to do what they did to Lillian, like she said. Encourage me to join another team.
I couldn’t. 
I wouldn’t.
I didn’t even know if I wanted in, still. They’d done a lot for me. They were trying to track down my brother. They helped my father.
But there were a lot of things I still didn’t know. 
We moved on together as a group. There was a gathering area, sunken into a slope that evened out at the bottom. There were wooden benches surrounding the bottom to overlook a staging area. The center of it all was a firepit. A little campfire was going, some smoke drifting up, not enough to warm anyone, more like a signal to draw attention.
As we approached, my heart beat faster and the more confused I became.
Kids.
Young teens.
Lots of them.
There were more that were older, but the majority that were here, they were kids. Mostly boys, a solid group of girls.
Tears sprung into my eyes as I realized how many there were, some filling the seats, some still coming in. I couldn’t count their numbers, at least a couple hundred.
Their voices rose together, many of them cheerful. 
As we approached, Marc slowed down, stopping to tap one of the younger girls on the shoulder.
“Hey, it’s the little doctor,” he said, a grin on his face. “I remember you.” 
She seemed startled and didn’t answer right away, her cheeks flushed. 
It was odd to me he knew her. Now seeing the size of this group, it made me wonder how many they actually knew.
Axel stepped ahead of us, scanning the seating. He stretched out an arm, pointing. “There’s space for us down there,” he said.
Marc continued to talk to the younger girl when she didn’t respond. “I’m Marc, remember?” 
“Sorry,” she said. “I was just...looking...” 
“You’re with the doc, aren’t you?” 
“Have you seen him?” she asked.
“Not yet,” he said. He looked over his shoulder as I passed him to be able to keep up with the others already headed down the slope. I was more focused on not getting lost and looking over the numerous other people.
I didn’t know why, but this…all of this, it made me angrier.
So many younger people.
This was the Academy?
This? This was it? I’d thought Dr. Green to be strange to be so young and be a doctor. I thought Lake…and the kids Raven was teaching to use guns. I didn’t know…I didn’t know that their Academy could literally have been a school for how many young ones there were.
I looked back once, noting the younger girl joined Marc, following him. She was looking a little lost, too. 
Marc was being sweet, walking with her, offering her the seat next to him when we got to a row and sat down.
I wondered where Lake had gone off to. I lost track after finding Axel.
“Kevin,” Axel said. 
I perked up, finding Kevin sitting on the other side of Axel.
Kevin looked perturbed, his arms crossed over his body. “Hey.”
Axel didn’t say anything. I looked at my feet.
“Good to see you,” Raven said to him.
Kevin didn’t look at him. I hadn’t noticed he was sitting there until Axel said something. Did he sit here on purpose near him?
He was probably mad at us. I hadn’t heard from him until now.
I wondered how his fiancée was doing.
Maybe after people getting killed, maybe that was the last straw for him. I couldn’t blame him.
That was when I saw Dr. Roberts in the pit, centerstage below us. He looked a bit tired. I wondered why he was here. Who was back at the hospital with Blake’s family and the new baby?
Someone near him lifted an air horn and used it, loud and blaring, to get everyone to pay attention. I shivered, the noise giving me a slight headache. We’d been a quiet group for so long that the chatter and the horn together was a bit much.
Dr. Roberts waved his arms, motioning for people to sit.
An elderly woman, thin with cheeks a little gaunt, stood beside him. She was a cute old lady, looking like a cheery counterpart to him.
She was holding the airhorn, beaming like she was enjoying the power. She blasted it once more, shorter this time, looking ready to laugh about it.
The crowd found seats quickly and settled down. Everyone fell silent enough we could hear the trees rustling in a light breeze. It did surprise me that unlike when I was in high school during class or assembly, everyone knew to get quiet and listen. Everyone was so focused, even the youngest kids.
Dr. Roberts and the older woman took several steps back, allowing an older, dark-haired man, with white patches at his temples, to take centerstage.  The group of them on stage did appear older. Were they…was someone the leader? Was it this one that came forward?
He waved hello. “Welcome, everyone!” he said into a microphone, a huge speaker on the stage blaring out his voice. A few in the crowd waved back but everyone remained silent. “I am Mr. Duncan. My associates and I would like to welcome you to camp. Thanks for coming. I know we’re all anxious to get on with camp activities. I’m excited to let you all know we do have an arts and crafts section set up in a picnic area. Archery, hiking, fishing and some of the other usual activities: first-aid training, et cetera. are all available. You know the drill: do a circle around the camp, find a flag, it’ll take you to a station to learn something new.” 
A murmur rippled through the crowd, and then everyone settled down. 
Camp. He was acting like we were all at camp. Like a normal one. In December. When it was cold. No one questioned this? No one wondered why there was a last-minute request to get everyone out of the city?
“There’s no need for appointments,” he continued, “or to even stay with your teams. This is your vacation, a chance to learn new things and even meet a few new people. You don’t need to try to get to everything, but I encourage you all to try something you’re not familiar with. You never know; you might find something new you enjoy. 
“We’ve got several new people, whom I want to welcome...” 
A thunderous applause erupted. My heart was beating just as loud. I wondered if from among all of them, they could tell when someone was new. That I didn’t belong.
The man with the microphone waved once and the crowd settled. “You can meet them all through the week,” he said. “I just wanted to say hello.” 
The more he went on, the more my heart raced. Was this to keep the younger ones calm? Don’t worry kids, no one is coming to hunt us down here…I was sure they hadn’t been told the truth. Most of them thought this was just a get together. 
It made me scared at how I hadn’t known the risk I’d been taking before. 
All of them.
All these kids.
And the Academy thought they’d dabble in the world of drugs with Blake like when we first met them? That they didn’t pull back more when Alice appeared and people were getting kidnapped?
Maybe I had been risking them, their lives, but I hadn’t known. They’d all known. They could have told me what was at stake.
Mr. Duncan continued. “New people, this is your chance to get to know us. You were invited to our Academy for a reason. You’re smart. You’re capable. You have a desire to help others. It’s that simple, folks. I know it looks complicated from the outside, but this is your chance to learn it from the inside. We’ll help you find your place and then we’ll all work together to help others. 
I glanced down at the ground, at my feet. I wondered how much I would have changed my actions prior had I known anything at all about them. But now they were showing me? 
So I wouldn’t risk them any more?
“I don’t want to take up any more time unless we have any announcements?” He turned, looking at Dr. Roberts, who shook his head, but the older woman started signing at him. Her hands moved fast, and I had no idea what she was saying.
“Oh, right,” the man said and turned once again to the audience. “Most of your team and family leads will be in the cabins as we need to go over new protocols and train new leads for the year. If you need them, find the cabins. Maps will be handed out to you as you leave here. Grab two. Remember the rule of two.” 
Rule of two? Have two just in case you lost one?
How long were we supposed to be here? Were they going to keep me here?
“Before everyone leaves,” he continued, “I need all the new people down here with us. We’d just like to say hello and get to know you.” He clapped his hands over his head and then spread them out. “I think that’s it. Emergency information is on the map. We’re all family here. Have fun.” 
They had to be kidding.
“Camping?” I cried out, trying to keep it between the guys but unable to control my shaking. “Are you serious?” I motioned to Axel. “Team leads, is that you? Are you in a cabin? What is this?”
Marc approached, and the others circled around me.
“It’s not that bad,” Corey said. “It’s an Academy introduction thing. Gets new people to know what we’re about. It’s good. They’re wanting you to find out so you can see if you want to join.”
“Isn’t this just a cover for what happened?” I asked. “There’s people getting killed out there…”
Corey looked from me to Axel.
“Yes,” Raven said. “Same.”
 That’s when I got distracted by Dr. Roberts pointing at me. “Miss Winchester. Would you please join us?” 
I frowned, leaning into Axel. “I’m a new person so I have to stay?”
“Protocol,” he murmured. “Just go with it for now.”
I didn’t want to, but I allowed it for now. I used the benches as steps as people had cleared out, the center was busy with people talking and leaving.
At the last one, I jumped off the bench and shifted to stand next to Dr. Roberts. I didn’t know anyone else. 
The girl that Marc had spoken to, she came up, using the center isle and squeezing around people, and stood next to me.
She looked embarrassed to be there, blushing. She must be new.
Like me.
There were lots of kids that were leaving. They must not have been new, but something like fifty of us were left behind, waiting to hear whatever this part was.
Axel, Marc, and the rest of the guys hadn’t moved, and sat on the benches together, watching and waiting.
I kept my arms folded, feeling ready to run off if this was stupid.
I shouldn’t be here playing camping. My brother was back in Charleston. My father saved some of us from getting wrapped up in the police. Was he allowed to go home? Would Alice find him?
Blake was gone and the baby… I wanted to know what happened there.
Mr. Duncan clapped his hands, and we all turned and focused on him. 
He smiled. He had a broad body, wide shoulders, and a protruding stomach, like a younger Santa without the beard. “Welcome,” he said. “I know you all must be really confused.” 
He had to know. I guessed he was in charge, maybe? 
“Tell me about it,” one of the younger teen guys said. “I’ve got questions.” 
“Me, too,” one of the young girls said. Most of the ones that were new were younger than me, or appeared to be. She stood tall and put her hands on her hips. “Why are we here? And what are all these rules they can’t tell me about?” 
Do they even know what the Academy is? How new were these new people?
Mr. Duncan spread out his hands and smiled. “That’s what you’re all here to learn about, although it’s a lot to go over. You will be free to ask any questions you like.” When the dour guy started to open his mouth, Mr. Duncan cut him off with a hand wave. “Hang on to your questions for now until after we’re done here. We want to get to know you individually and have a discussion.” 
“If you all would get in a line,” Dr. Roberts said, stepping forward. “We want to know your name, where you are from. You might have met one of us before, but we’d like to introduce you all formally now.” 
That’s it? Like a rollcall? Registration or something? It was an uncomfortable place to me, especially in the middle where everyone still on the benches was watching. I wasn’t usually intimidated by things like this, but this was a lot to take in.
The others shuffled into a line but Dr. Roberts stopped the younger girl who had sat with us. He pulled her by the elbow, and then tried to shake her hand. “Hello there, familiar face.” 
She didn’t say anything and looked worried.
Dr. Roberts ducked his head to catch her eye and kept a firm hold of her. “I have some more of those candies if you’d like one.” 
What the hell was he doing? She nodded at the mention of the candy though.
Dr. Roberts handed her a foil-wrapped strawberry cream candy he’d pulled from his pocket. She opened it and stuffed it into her mouth. Maybe she was hungry. I moved away a bit to get in line with the others but kept an eye on them.
Dr. Roberts glanced at the line again and then winked at her. “Sorry,” he said. “Looks like you’re last to get in line. But don’t fret; last is not least here.”  
He walked toward the line, seeming to size up the others. He approached me, and without a word, he dragged me by the elbow from my spot, toward the middle, and drew me back to the rear of the line, putting me last with the girl he’d given the candy to. Then I remembered he had candy and took one out of his pocket before he could walk away.
He didn’t seem surprised by this move. 
I was surprised to see the strawberry candy. It was the type I’d seen him buy downtown in Charleston. I knew where he’d gotten it. 
I opened it and put it in my mouth. So he wanted me and this other girl last in line. Didn’t bother to sweettalk me, just put me where he wanted me to be. 
The question was why were we last?
I was finished with the candy before we moved very far.
“This is so stupid,” I said in a low voice. I clenched my hands, digging them deep into my pockets. “Why not just tell us? Why separate us out?” I wasn’t sure who I was talking to, but waiting like this, it bothered me. The more time passed, the more irritated I got.
It was a waste of time.
I should be heading back to Charleston right now.
People talked to the kids in line, one at a time. As they finished, they left, joining one of the groups still sitting in the benches. Slowly, the benches emptied as groups left.
Teams?
Were those their teams? I tried to pay attention as the line got shorter. Boys went with boys. Girls went with girls. 
Some didn’t go to a team and instead were directed to sit on the bench closest to the stage area, waiting. They didn’t sit close together, although some of them talked. Maybe they didn’t know anyone.
Lake was among them, sitting alone. From the distance, he looked more feminine, or maybe because his hair was hanging down? If it wasn’t for the others using male pronouns, I would have asked him for his preference.
Lake turned his attention, and I followed his gaze. Axel was waving to him and then gave him a thumbs up.
Lake did a short wave but stayed where he was.
I hoped Lake took me up on my offer and, if he didn’t feel fit in, would come find me. But if Axel was encouraging him to be here…he knew his cousin and the Academy better than I did. Maybe he belonged here?
There were ten adults with Dr. Roberts making up his circle. They were all middle-aged and older. I hadn’t noticed anyone else older, which made me think they were in charge. But still, there were more than a few of them.
The questions just piled up.
They would have the person at the front of the line step forward, then they’d surround the person to talk to him or her privately. 
When I was next, I kept my hands in my pockets. Dr. Roberts stood beside me in the circle. “I believe I’ve told a few of you about Miss Kayli Winchester. She’s a very special recruit.” 
“I’m not a recruit, yet,” I said. “I want answers. That’s all. No promises.” I took my hands out of my pockets, but my fists were still clenched. Damn right I wanted answers. I didn’t want to give too much away to the kids that were still here, like the girl still behind me. Maybe they weren’t telling them what happened for a reason.
But what was I supposed to do? I wasn’t here for this, to join up when I didn’t know the details yet.
“We never hold anyone against their will,” Dr. Roberts said. He then turned toward the group, introducing Mrs. Rose, the older woman, and then the others, but there were quite a few of them.  
“And you’re a local, like me, aren’t you?” Mr. Duncan asked, standing with his hands tucked behind his back. “Born and raised in Charleston?” 
“I’m sure that’s what my file says about me,” I said. “I know you’ve read it.” Did they not know how much I knew? I didn’t know what they wanted me to say to all this. It seemed so crazy.
Mr. Duncan bowed his head and pressed his lips together. A middle-aged woman with fine wrinkles around her eyes looked me dead on. “I have,” she said. “You’re welcome to peruse mine if you’d like.” 
Was this a trick? “I...yes,” I said, assuming I’d be calling her bluff. “I’d like to read it.” 
“I’ll bring it over sometime,” the woman said, smiling.
Silence followed. They weren’t going to say anything? “Well? Was that it?” 
“Sure,” Dr. Roberts said. “Unless you had questions for us.” 
“Tons,” she said. I didn’t want to get sent with anyone else, so that was my first priority. “But most importantly, I want to stay with my current group. I understand that’s possible.” I wasn’t going to get timid about this sort of thing. Axel said to say to stay with them. I was going to go with that strategy. Just say it.
There was a pause as some of the members of the circle looked at each other. Some might not know what we’d been through. 
Dr. Roberts broke the long silence. “Sometimes it’s better to get to know other teams. You can learn more by simply getting to know...” 
He’s got to be kidding. They were considering breaking us up? “No, thank you,” I said quickly. I motioned back to Axel and the others. “I’ll ask other people, but if I’m free to get straight answers from my team now, they’ve got a lot of explaining to do.” Did they know more than they were allowed to tell me before now?
And not that it all mattered. Couldn’t this all wait until after I found my brother?
“As you wish,” Mr. Duncan said, looking at me steadily. “We hope you find what you’re looking for.” 
I turned to leave, but Dr. Roberts followed me. He leaned in, saying, “I hope you’ll remember, nothing you see or hear while with us here should pass your lips once you leave. Not even to Blake Coaltar.” 
“He can be trusted,” I said. 
“That’s yet to be determined,” he said. “But I’m not asking for myself. I’m begging you, for the safety of these kids here. You cannot comprehend the potential for tragedy if the wrong people get wind of this.” 
He was protecting them from Alice. “Then maybe my team should explain it to me. From the outside, it looks like a cult that just happens to blend in with the rest of society, so no one notices.” 
He swallowed thickly and pulled me close, speaking to me in low tones. “Just know that’s not what this is. You should stay, you know. Learn about it. You’ll understand. You could do well here. Thrive.”
I wasn’t sure I could. 
But I did understand why they’d been so fearful to let us do what we needed to do before. All these kids—there was more to protect than I ever imagined.
Which meant only one thing.
We had to go back. We had to end this. And it could only be us. They were safe here together. This was our opportunity. Make sure this Academy was never discovered. I had to find my brother. I had to make sure he knew they weren’t evil. He’d asked questions. He knew about them. He led Alice to believe they might have Mr. Murdock. “Is there any news?” I asked Dr. Roberts. “What’s going on back in town? Do you know anything?”
He sighed and then turned me toward him. “Listen… I didn’t want to be the one to tell you…but the baby was born too early. It’s in critical care.”
“Natalie’s baby?” 
He nodded gravely. “It’ll be okay, but Natalie herself, she’s sick.”
“Was it Alice?”
“We don’t know. But her husband has it, too. And if Blake…if things get any worse, Blake might go after Alice himself, despite us probably being unimportant to her now.”
He might need to be talked down. He’d go after her alone if needed. “And my brother?”
He shook his head.
“Any other news?”
“Your father is in good hands. The lawyer, he’s made sure he’s in the clear.”
“But we can’t go back.”
He pressed his lips together like he wasn’t sure he wanted to tell me.
“Out with it,” I said.
“He’s dead.” 
I waited for him to continue, and when he didn’t, I spoke. “What? Who?”
“The older Mr. Murdock. His body was found in the river. The coroner said he’s been gone for weeks.”
I puzzled over it. “But…”
He grabbed me by the shoulders, shaking me. “I don’t think Alice knows yet, and it might be the only advantage we have right now. The information has been sworn to secrecy.” He paused, swallowed thickly and loudly, making his Adam’s apple bob visibly and then released me. “Without Mr. Murdock, the money is as good as gone. If she can’t access it alone, she just doesn’t know it yet. But now she’s got a cartel after her for murdering their people, not to mention the police. They’re moving in to find her in revenge, but…it’s likely without the money, she won’t be able to get far. They’ll find her and it’ll be over. We just need to wait.”
I shoved my fingers through my hair, combing back strands out of my face. “Are they sure it’s him? That it’s Mr. Murdock?”
“Yes, and they don’t know why they were able to find the body now and not sooner. The river is used frequently by boaters. I think he was moved.” He stopped and looked out toward Axel and the others. “I can’t stop you,” he said. “But I wish you’d stay here. With us. We can make this right. We just wait it out and it’ll be over.”
I wasn’t sure how they could stand by. Looking at Axel, at the grim look on his face, it was like I could read his mind.
He wasn’t going to rest until we found my brother, got him away from Alice. “I can’t leave Wil. And Blake, I have to make sure…”
He nodded. “I have to get back but…I wish you’d change your mind. I’d do anything to help…”
“Then let me go.”
He shook his head and walked away. “I don’t think I could ever stop you.”
 
 



~
A
~
Earlier
 
Axel walked through the crowd of people after arriving at the campgrounds. The woods and fresh air was a great change, and normally he’d be happy about this.
They were out. All of them. In a space where Alice, that cartel or anyone else couldn’t come within a mile of without the entirety of the Academy there to assist. 
If only he could keep them all there. Safe. 
Days of searching the city had proved fruitless.  
There was only one thing he cared about finding now.
Wil. 
He was gone, and Axel knew this was going to be the key to getting her to stay out of trouble, the one thing that would send her back into Charleston. If she went, his team went. He didn’t blame them, but now it put everyone in danger. More than ever…
If he’d been easier to find, Axel would have dragged him here, even if kicking and screaming the whole way. Unfortunately, there’d been no trace of him. Wherever he was, he was good at hiding, whether with Alice or not.
The flow of people from where he’d parked to the campground’s central meeting pit had him questioning if perhaps he’d missed her. He’d heard they were on the way. He turned toward the direction they were supposed to be going. Maybe he’d go see if they’d sat down yet.
A text message came in, vibrating in his pocket. He checked his phone.
 
Dr. Roberts: Still no word about Wil, and school is out for the holidays so it isn’t like he’ll show up there. This isn’t going to end well. She’s no obligation to us. I can try to convince her to stay but she never listens. Will you try?
 
Alex Toma:  I don’t think I can stop her. Not for this.
 
Dr. Roberts: I know. But talk her into staying. You know when I tell her about old Mr. Murdock being dead, there’s going to be no holding her back…except maybe you.
 
Axel almost put his phone away. His gut instinct was to somehow put her in the hospital again, keeping her under Academy security until he could sort it all out. It had been his first mistake. Letting her out, urging them to release her before they found Alice… 
But this might be the only step to allow her to finally let go. He sent another message.
 
Axel Toma: I don’t want to.
 
It was going against everything the Academy did. Lay low, let authorities sort things out when they got involved. Now the FBI was in town, special teams hired to find Alice after the murder was uncovered. It was hard enough to get Kayli off of the list of people to question. 
He knew.
Once they had a meal, changed clothes, regrouped…they’d go back. He’d be lucky to get her to sleep before going back. 
They’d have gone for Blake, but he would be easy to locate. Wil, he wasn’t just missing, he was roped in with Alice.
He couldn’t ask Kayli to go. She’d go alone just to drag him out of danger. He knew it. If they didn’t go back with her, she was as good as dead. But that wasn’t why she needed to go.
A message came back.
 
Dr. Roberts: I don’t think we can help if you choose to go. I can’t ask anyone to do it. Not this time.
 
He put his phone away, sure that there wasn’t anything else to add to the conversation. 
If they didn’t catch her brother, he might get caught up with this FBI investigation, possibly sent in as an accessory to whatever crimes Alice had been committing.
He was only hoping that Wil hadn’t crossed those lines and had just been wrapped up in lies Alice was feeding him.
But…Wil had stolen Blake’s cell phone. He’d betrayed Blake. Brought Alice down upon them all.
The question remained, and he hated to tell her, that Wil could have betrayed her, betrayed them all…could have been part of things from the start. He’d been hard to track down for months. Somehow, amid everything, Alice had gotten to him, maybe into his head.
It was the hardest thing to believe, that your own family could betray you and to learn to let go.
Before they got back to the city, he had to decide, should he let Kayli find him?
Maybe it was better for the FBI to do so. 
Would she ever forgive him if he led the FBI straight to Wil, even if he was too far gone?
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PROLOGUE
 
Revenge planning took up a lot of hours. I’d barely slept.
Inside Tissu Deux, Gretta’s currently closed fashion boutique, five of us sat on plush white couches. Near us was a low wooden stage that Gretta often used as part of her designing process, modeling high-end and celebrity clients. Today, we’d pulled the couches together and faced each other. Behind us were mannequins on pedestals, each displaying outfits different from each other, from ball gowns to casual beach wear. The stage’s lights were on, the brightness diminished by the overhead lights way above us in the high ceiling. 
Gretta sat on one of the arms of the couches, poised in black slacks and dark gray blouse, a fashionable purple sash in her hair to give her some color. She always downplayed her own wardrobe, which I was familiar with, given our similar careers.
“Let’s get acquainted, shall we?” Gretta said. She pointed to a lanky girl sitting on the first couch. “Local debutant, or socialite slash local celebrity…and also the target of attempted murder.”
The girl grimaced. “Ahh,” Celeste said. “Kinda. Maybe.” She had a doll-like face, dainty features and lips that seemed always slightly puckered for a kiss. I wasn’t sure if that was natural or if she was more poised and at the ready all the time and used to it. She wore an oversized t-shirt where the collar had woven gemstones that glittered, another Gretta creation, along with some slouchy cotton pants. Refined, but cozy.
“No maybe,” Gretta said to her. “Don’t downplay what happened.” She reached out to her to touch her arm. “Not to mention when you uncovered some shenanigans within your own father’s company.”
Celeste frowned, making creases at her lips and between her brows. “I should have caught it happening.”
Gretta turned away from Celeste and motioned to me. I crossed my arms, sitting back on the couch, on which I sat alone. It was oddly sounding more like a therapy session. Maybe we needed it after what we’d been through.
I’d worn a loose-fitting, bleached cotton mesh top above a more comfortable halter tank shirt, and shorter jean shorts than I was used to, but Gretta thought looked cute. I also wore large sunglasses for the brightness of the room hurting my eyes, and also to hide dark circles that even makeup wasn’t able to hide.
I’d trust no one else to such opinions. I’d become more reliant on her picking out my clothes the last few weeks while my mind had been preoccupied.
Gretta introduced me. “Evelyn. Atlanta transplant. Fashion wardrobe coordinator and whistleblower for the industry.”
“I make no claim to the second,” I said, lifting the sunglasses to show her I was concerned with her phrasing. “I just spoke my mind.”
“And drew quite a lot of attention,” Gretta said. “Including the attention of someone who manipulated everyone around him using you as bait. Used you for his amusement while you went through some personal humiliations, one after another, and ruined your career.”
I retracted my head and rolled my eyes, and then slowly lowered the sunglasses to hide behind again. “While I might disagree with the phrasing, it is completely accurate.”
“And Rainee,” Gretta said, turning to one of the two girls on the couch furthest away. The taller one poised herself, crossed her legs at the ankles as her name was mentioned. 
The woman next her hooted. “You tell them,” she hollered. She was the only one that refused a fashion treatment by Gretta, instead choosing to mix and match to her own body some bright, tight clothing and a healthy adornment of gold jewelry. “She’s a crazy bi—”
“Future!” Rainee raised a smooth two fingers at her. With a calm and collected tone I was in envy of, she spoke. “Wait, cousin,” she said. “Remember, we’re amid local royalty here. I ain’t never seen a finer collection of high quality. We must be civil. Let’s practice some restraint on our language here.”
Future bounced her head a few times on her neck. “You’ve got that right. We are the finest ladies here in the city. Don’t mind the gun in my skirt, girls. Right now I’m joining your team. Team Kick Some A—”
Rainee sent her one terrifying look, and Future jerked her head and then mouthed the rest of the vulgarities she wanted to convey to us.
Gretta continued, “Rainee is the most well-known woman in local event circles. She’s part of every charity event, even for the local boys only clubs objectifying…” She coughed shortly. “Let’s just say romanticizing a history well not worth the effort.”
“That ain’t all,” Future called out. She elbowed her cousin next to her. “Tell her about the people we’ve had arrested.” She didn’t wait for her to talk. “All those hellions who wanted to bring her down because she was a woman. Or black. Or beautiful. Or sexy.”
Rainee wore a sarong dress, red and tied in such a way that accentuated her curves. She also wore her hair up, tied with a similarly colored cotton cloth, but open so her natural curls flowed out the back like water. She was the most poised, the most eloquent of us all, I felt. “My dear Future, we don’t boast about the misfortunate and misguided individuals.”
Gretta coughed once to get our attention. “Local social snobs tried to have her committed to an insane asylum.”
At this, Rainee looked away. “I barely escaped.”
“The point is,” Gretta continued, “we’ve a problem in this town. Some of the boys have been very, very naughty.” She straightened. “No one gets to misbehave in this town. Unfortunately, the ones we’re going after, the city sees them as perfect angels. And they’ve tainted our reputations. Time to return the favor.”
“Darn tootin’,” Future said. She pointed a long, red-painted fingernail at the armrest of the couch. “You’re lucky you called me in. Rainee had the common sense to get some help with this.”
“You’re very welcome to join us,” Gretta said. “And I’ve called in some extra help, so we’re waiting on them to arrive. In the meantime, I thought it was worthwhile if we caught each other up on what exactly happened, and who the major players are.” She motioned to me. “Evelyn, why don’t you start?”
I coughed delicately, unsure where to begin. “I don’t know. It’s a little unbelievable.”
Celeste shook her head and sat back in her space on the couch. “No worse than mine.”
“Did we not mention the insane asylum part?” Future said. “Did you hear that?”
Rainee leaned in, a sympathetic pout forming on her face. “Darlin’,” she said softly, “I understand if you’re nervous, but I think we’ve all been through some bad times. If you don’t want to talk about it now, I can go.”
“Nice of you to offer,” I said. “But I’ll go. I don’t mind sharing.”
And I did.
 



DUST
 
A couple months earlier…
 
I stood near a bus station sign on a gravel lane. Sweat soaked through my clothes. The snap to my Hermès Dogon Duo wallet was wearing down with how many times I opened and closed it, waiting for signs of life. The shorts’ pockets were too snug for it, but stuffing the wallet into my drenched bra could damage the leather. It was too big for that anyway. Holding it in my hands or leaving it beside me on the ground seemed to be my only options.
New life lesson number one: Hitchhiking might be the best way to disappear without a trace, but it comes with hazards.
My cheeks caught fire as I recalled the phone call I got from a friendly neighbor, warning me not to go home.
“The police are piled up outside your door, inside your apartment,” she’d said with disdain oozing from her voice. “There’s camera crews lined up around the street.”
Word was that my boyfriend—ahem, ex-boyfriend—was selling prescription pills when I wasn’t home.
I was floored when I heard and caught a live feed link on Twitter. The police streamed out of my apartment with everything I owned: my pink T-shirt Feral Childe dress, my cotton cashmere M. Patmos pants, and other precious designer clothing crumpled into clear little plastic bags to be locked away.
He’d kept his stashes in the pockets of my clothes and inside my shoes. I had to watch as garments were carried out. The ones in the very front, on display in my closet. Very special garments I wore with care, as they were the most expensive. Did he stash them in all of them? Did they have to take in the actual clothes? Couldn’t they just take the drugs?
What an idiot! We had a good life. I had a great job. He had a great bod. And he didn’t mind that I occasionally went away on weekends alone to some beach resort or sometimes to vineyards or spa retreats. It worked for us. He wasn’t for forever, but was my good for the moment.
There was no way my job would take me back after the fiasco ended up on the evening news. There was no way I’d take him back after destroying everything. Scandals weren’t in my five-year plan. I needed a clean slate.
And a better taste in boyfriends. Or did I even need one? 
It was as good a reason as any to make a sudden life change, only my dream of disappearing into the night to start a life somewhere else with a fresh slate wasn’t working out so hot.
More like too hot...
Miles from nowhere. Everything was baking, sweltering. The Georgia summer sun spared me no mercy. It was going to take a lot of damage control to fix my skin. I wanted nothing more than an aloe bath and a gallon of ice water.
Cell phone dead. Dust was somehow getting under the rhinestone cover. I hoped it wasn’t broken, and at the same time, I was tempted to leave it behind. I didn’t want to turn it on later to field the calls or be told I was fired.
I didn’t need to be told. I knew I was. 
Maybe I could sell it, but I’d still need to turn it on to delete the data.
I cried when one of my Valentino Rock Stud flip flops broke. Pure torture is piecing back together $300 shoes with a tiny bit of duct tape I recycled from a dingy truck seat.
Disappearing without a trace was costing me a fortune.
I debated walking or trying to wait things out where I was. It was around noon, so the heat was only going to get worse. I’d give anything for water and shade. I dipped my hand into my shirt, pulling the band of my bra to give my boobs some air, and raised my shirt all the way up to my chest. The more expensive the bra, the heavier it gets while sweating. I was tempted to take it off, but I didn’t want it to get dirty. I was hoping to salvage it. I’d need to look good if I wanted to land another job. Walking meant wearing the material out while it was wet, and I was already burned; I didn’t need rashes on top of it.
I sat down on a hump of gravel, propping up my arms with my knees and lowering my head. I needed to hide my face from the sun to prevent much more burning.
If I didn’t get out of this sun, I was going to die of heat exposure.
A far-off rumbling sounded like distant thunder, and my heart lifted. Rain? Perfect. I needed it.
Instead, in the distance, a cloud of dust was billowing, the source heading in my direction. It had to be a car.
Even better!
I sprung up and stuffed my dead phone into my pocket. I ran out into the middle of the road, waving my arms.
My heart thundered, echoing the sound of the car tires over the gravel. With the pot-holed gravel road, it was taking forever for the car to get close.
I was tempting fate again. It could be another jerk. The last person I climbed into the car with told me once we were out here in the middle of nowhere to give him a hand job. I refused, jumped out of the car when he persisted, and he left me stranded.
Maybe this time I wouldn’t refuse a hand favor if someone could at least get me to a town.
What had my life come to?
I waved more as the car got closer, and I put out a thumb. That was a sign for hitchhiking still, right?
The car seemed to speed up and turned slightly as if veering to go around me.
Was the driver going to try to pass me?
Don’t do this to me! Be a civilized human being, please!
I widened my stance, keeping to the dead center of the road. The narrow lane meant they couldn’t ignore me. There was a ditch on either side they couldn’t avoid unless they wanted to hurt the car.
Unless they planned to crash into me.
I clenched my jaw and waited, waved, and hoped.
The car zoomed toward me, and I suddenly felt like we were playing chicken.
Sports car. Old model. I made a wild, hopeful guess it was a man inside.
I took a chance and lifted my shirt, exposing my breasts to get his attention.
Desperate times...
If he wouldn’t stop to help out of kindness, I was pretty sure my boobs would at least get him to slow down.
When he was a few feet away and still rolling in, I was a breath away from leaping from the road. The driver jammed the breaks. The car skidded at the last moment and drifted sideways along the road. The side of the bumper stopped just a few feet away from me.
My pulse raced. An unpleasant taste took over my mouth. My hands shook. I could have died.
At least he stopped. I lowered my shirt and wiped my face to clear some sweat.
The car was a black Montego with shiny chrome trim around the underbelly, at the bumpers and around the windows. The vintage car was in great condition, besides the fresh white dust from the gravel roadway, enough to pile up around the Mercury logo.
The car door flung open and a guy popped out, a little over six foot with dark pilot sunglasses on his tanned face.
Brown hair, simple tapered to the nape style, with frosted blond highlights that stuck out in different directions, but it was hard to tell if the light color was natural from sunlight or dyed. Strong jaw with a stylish, two-day unshaven face, enough to make him look more mature and give shadow to his cheeks. 
The surprise was that he was super polished. I could spot cultured elite from a mile away, and he oozed it, from his hair style, to the way he was standing. What was he doing out in the middle of farmland?
His jaw was tight, with his nose flared. His disapproving scowl and heaving chest told me he was irate.
I retained my stance, drawing my head back to appear humble. I was desperate. I needed water. 
“Are you insane?” His voice was silvery, yet there was a huskiness, and I wasn’t sure if the rough edge to it was natural or it was because he was stressed.
I spoke delicately as I could over the rumble of the still-running engine. “I need a ride. Or water, if you have it.”
He tilted his head, scanning me down to my chest and then back up to my face. An eyebrow lifted enough to arch over the sunglasses, and he twisted his lips. “Didn’t your mother teach you modesty? Someone worse than me could have been out here.”
Worse than him? I scoffed, ditching my dainty tone for something practical. “It’s hot. You were the only person who’s come by for hours... And then you were going way too fast and acting like you were going to drive through me.”
He whipped off his sunglasses, giving me a startled glare with wide blue eyes. “What? I thought you were hurt. I was trying to get here faster to see what the emergency was.”
The light blueness of his eyes stunned me, how they clashed with the even, deeply tanned skin of his cheeks. He had a country charm to his face. What caught my attention more was the disarming feeling that settled into me as those eyes showed he was genuinely concerned more than angry.
I had pictured him as rugged and possibly uptight while he had the glasses on. The eyes softened everything about him.
I relaxed my shoulders and breathed out slowly through my lips, giving myself a chance to calm. The heat was making me snappy, and that wasn’t nice of me given I was asking the favor. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I was desperate. I’m sunburned and lost. If you have any water at all… A ride would be better, if you can.”
His irritated demeanor instantly evaporated and his face relaxed. His lips formed a loose smile, something on the verge of amused. He looked me over again, but this time he seemed more curious. My burned skin and dry, cracked lips proved I was earnest about being in danger. My dark hair was wild, as I hadn’t combed it out. The frizz levels had to be astronomical.
He fiddled with the glasses in his hand. “Where to?” he asked.
“I was heading to Charleston,” I said. It was as big a town that I could get lost in, but still held some refinement. I could find work. I could blend in. “But any place between here and there with water is fine by me. I just need to get out of this sun.”
“No kidding,” he said. “You look like a tomato.”
He might have been right, but he seemed to know just what to say to cause a surge of embarrassment through my heart. I bit my tongue and forced a pleasant smile. “If you can’t help me, if you could give me some water... Anything. Please. I don’t have much cash on me, but I can pay for it. And maybe put in something for me in Uber. Or a cab. Anything.”
His lips tightened. His gaze went to the fields around us, and I wondered if he was trying to figure out how he could drive around me.
“How’d you end up out here?” he asked.
“It’s a long story.”
He nodded slowly, replaced his sunglasses, and waved to me. “Come on, tomato.”
A small wave of dizziness crashed over me, and I hoped this wasn’t a mistake. I could take a few crude comments if it meant I made it out of this place alive.
I stepped carefully over the gravel to get to the car, the rocks easily biting at my feet through the thin shoes.
He sprinted to open the passenger door, a gesture I took with some surprise. He might have some rough edges, but he was still a Southern gentleman.
I studied him as I approached. He wore jeans, G-Star brand. The T-shirt I couldn’t place. It was simple, slight V-neck, light blue, no logo. Looked like cotton blend. He had some bulk around the chest, but with the way the clothes went around, it was hard to tell if it was bigger pecs than his rib section or just his broad arms making that appearance.
I leaned to get into his car until I spotted the seat. Leather. Expensive. I paused, looking back at him. “I’m sorry…”
He gazed at me, an eyebrow lifting above the ridge of his sunglasses again. “Stop being sorry and get in.”
“It’s just that I’m sweat covered and your seats.” I motioned to the leather. “I don’t want to ruin it. That stitching looks expensive.”
He wrinkled his nose. The gruff to his silvery tone continued, and I believed it to be natural. “I thought you were dying. You’re worried about the seat? What’s wrong with you?”
“I was...” I grimaced, unsure how he made it my fault for being nice. He made it so difficult to be polite. “Never mind, I guess.”
He harrumphed and nudged my arm, and I took a step back. He pulled a sports coat out of the back and showed it to me. “You prefer to sit on this? It’s all I’ve got.”
I grimaced at the Theory coat—wool and cashmere mix in an ebony color, easily seven hundred dollars. “Well, how much is it exactly to clean leather?”
“Not as much as the coat,” he said, and he threw it back into the rear seat in a heap. “Just get in, will you?”
I wasn’t sure if that was true or not, but I wasn’t going to argue any more. I did get in, sitting on the very edge of the cool leather, trying to make myself as tiny as possible. I dropped my wallet to the floor, tugged the phone out to join it.
I sucked in a breath to hold briefly, avoiding looking at his face as he got into the car. I was embarrassed by how I must have looked and my situation and didn’t want to see any pity.
He closed the door and smacked the dashboard to flick a dial. A wall of ice-cold air hit my body.
My muscles seized, taking in the change and adjusting. My mouth opened as I tried to cool off my insides, too. I opened my arms a bit, tugging the shirt away from my stomach and chest. I probably appeared insane, but my skin was sticky and I wanted to dry enough that I could sit back.
Then I realized I smelled awful. Ugh. I closed up, trying to prevent further assault to my senses. I could taste the dirt and sweat in the air, as horrid as it was.
He changed gear and started the Montego down the road. He started slow, but within moments was over sixty, and tilting toward ninety. He was skidding over the rocks and the potholes had me bouncing in the seat at first, until he was going so fast we were flying over them.
I gripped my door and reached around for a seatbelt. “Take your time,” I said. “I think I’ll be okay.”
He turned his head to me, eyebrow arched. “What?”
I snapped the seatbelt into place, deciding it would be wrong to be critical of his driving when he was doing me a favor. There was a water bottle in the console between us. I eyeballed it, licking my lips. “I don’t suppose you’ve got anything to drink.”
He reached down, grabbing the bottle. “Not much left.” He shook the contents and passed it over.
I took it, draining what was left, and then coughed when parts of my throat were still parched.
“You okay?” he asked.
I nodded, and then licked what I could from the inside of the bottle, shaking it for whatever drops I could get.
When I got what I could, I replaced the bottle in the holder and settled back into the seat. The sea of cotton and soybean fields around us stretched on for miles. We had a way to go before we’d reach civilization.
The inside of the Montego had been refurbished to something more exquisite than the original. I knew little of old American cars, but I did know the dashboard couldn’t have been originally in wood. The leather was also brand new, and not part of the original interior. He’d smashed together old vintage with new luxury finishes. “Did you rebuild it yourself?” I asked.
He laughed deeply, reaching to adjust the direction of the air from his vents my direction. “I might have made a few modifications.”
“It’s a nice one,” I said, and it was, even though it wasn’t to my taste. “It’s hard to find a sixties Montego in such good shape. You had the engine redone?”
His head tilted like he wanted to look at me but didn’t want to take his eyes off the road. “Usually you have to with old beauties like these. You can tell, huh?”
I wasn’t surprised by the question. I found a little joy in surprising people with what I knew, something I gained by reading widely or in deep conversations with people who had a passion for such things. A Montego was an uncommon choice to rework. “The old Montegos couldn’t reach ninety that quickly. The dash isn’t original, is it? I didn’t think they used wood.”
A playful smile made his attractive face light up. “You should see my other toys.” He drove with his left hand, reaching for me, open palm in offering. “Ace.”
I placed my hand in his, trying to keep it a light touch as my hands were clammy with drying sweat. I paused. “Em—,” I stopped short. My real name might be all over the news by now. If Georgia news reached out here to South Carolina and he’d been paying any attention, he’d have heard it. I hadn’t come up with an alternative name for myself, and the first one I could think of was Emily. Did I look like an Emily?
He clutched at my hand, keeping it in his grasp. “Em? Is that short for something?”
I flinched, glancing between the road and the speedometer. “Emily...” He wasn’t asking for a last name, so I didn’t offer. “Is Ace short for something?”
“Nope,” he said. He squeezed my hand gently but continued to hold on. “So, what’s your story?”
I slid my eyes forward in an obvious way to indicate the road. I tried to tug my hand back, but he held on. “What?”
“You’re out in the middle of nowhere in those clothes, and you want me to believe it’s just a coincidence?” His other hand turned the wheel. The car swerved.
I slid across the seat, first into the door and then into the center, the console stopping me from spilling on top of him. The only thing holding me up enough was his hand grasping mine, locking it into place. 
I cursed to myself. Good going, I just hopped into the car of a maniac. I tugged to get him to release me. “Let go. Watch the road.”
“Not until you tell me why you’re out here.”
My heart was in my throat and my stomach twisted into a sharp knot. “I was stranded.”
We swerved again, and I slid over. The car lunged toward a ditch, where the front tires almost went in, but he turned the wheel at the last moment. It bumped hard into a pothole, causing me to strain hard against the seatbelt.
His hand kept me steady at the console. I grasped what I could of the door with my other hand, bracing as best as I could in preparation for another swerve. “Stop it!”
His grasp on my hand continued to hold strong, and he frowned in my direction. “I don’t like being followed. I don’t like being filmed.”
The fact he feared for his privacy didn’t surprise me, something my wealthiest clients always complained about. His suspicion of me had me shaken. “Okay!?” I cried out. “Next time I see someone filming you, I’ll tell them Ace doesn’t like it. I get it, but I have no idea who you are and I wasn’t out there for a scoop or whatever you think I want.”
His mouth slackened, lips parting, revealing clean, even teeth that were almost too perfect. He was thinking. Did he believe me?
I huffed. In a brash move, I caught his hand holding mine with my free one and held as if I was going to hold him in place even if he wanted it back. He was clearly driving fine even with one hand. I wasn’t going to be intimidated. “Do you see my sunburn? Not fake. What was the likelihood I knew you’d be out here? I would have stopped anyone coming by. I just wanted a ride. I don’t care who you are.”
He tried to release me then, but I clung to him, angry that he’d gotten me so irritated and was so reckless, even if I was mimicking him now and calling his bluff.
“Let go,” he said.
Now he’s concerned? Slowly, I released his hand and he reclaimed the wheel.
He drove in silence, both hands on the wheel and focused on the lane. My heart quaked in my chest, unsure he wouldn’t try something else.
I kept my back pressed to the seat. Damn the leather. I wanted to hide my shaking and at least appear unfazed by this.
Minutes went by with his lips firmly pursed. “Sorry,” he said eventually. He wiped the tips of his fingers across his lips and then wiped his palm across his forehead. “I already ran into two today.”
“Two what? Reporters? Women standing out in the middle of the road asking for help who turned out to be carrying cameras?” I bent over to scoop up my phone to show to him, pushing buttons and still getting a black screen. “My phone is dead. I don’t have another camera. Not that I’d care to use one right now. If you don’t believe it, we can stick everything in the trunk. I don’t care.”
He relaxed his shoulders and then rubbed at his face, his fingers making scratching sounds against the gruff around his cheeks and chin. “I’m not crazy. It’s been a weird week.”
“How so? Besides this, I mean.”
“So far today, two girls dressed up as maids at the hotel I was staying at. They started snooping through my things while I was passed out in bed. Right in front of me. I woke up with one of them shoving a camera in my face and the other threatening to get into bed naked with me unless I answered questions. I eventually tricked them, trapping them in a bathroom and getting the hell out of there.”
That was very extreme, but I wasn’t too surprised to hear it. Amateur gossip bloggers, and sometimes gold diggers, showed up at my work way more often these days. It was too easy to find out who so and so hung out with, where he bought his clothes, etc. I had to deal with a few asking me what gossip I might have heard with the job I had. “They aren’t still trapped, are they?”
“I called security the moment I was out of there,” he said. “They’ll be lucky if they aren’t arrested.”
“Why did you pick me up if you thought I could be another one?”
He shrugged, the thin shirt bunching around the muscles of his arms and shoulders. “Just in case I was wrong. Don’t want to be that kind of guy, leaving someone out in the middle of nowhere.”
It was still a risk to drive so crazy, but it was also a risk to admit his problems to a stranger. “You’re a politician? Is there a reason they target you?” 
He frowned. “Don’t ask.”
“Sounds like I need to. Even for gossip, breaking into a hotel room is pretty audacious.”
He stared off toward the road. “They wanted Internet drama. The usual sort. Let people find out something is wrong with you, hell just anything, and it gets twisted until hate rains down. Doesn’t help when…” He paused. “Never mind. Don’t worry about it.”
“Your name’s not really Ace, is it?”
He smirked. “Why are you out here alone?”
I didn’t like not knowing who he was, but then, I couldn’t fully be honest with him, either.
At least we both had a similar desire to be out of the public limelight.
Let him keep his secrets, but first thing I’d need to do was get away from him. I didn’t need vloggers doing something stupid and roping me up in whatever they wanted from him. “Looking for God,” I said flatly.
He waited and then laughed “Really?”
“Does it matter?” I asked. “If you’re heading toward Charleston, drop me off as close as possible without going out of your way. I’ll stay quiet the entire time. I don’t need to know anything about you.” I placed a palm over my heart. “I’m not a reporter or a vlogger or anything. I don’t care about you. I can’t entrap you if I sit still and do and say nothing.”
He pressed his lips together and breathed out slowly. He nodded. “Okay.”
I suspected there was more to this than he was saying. Vloggers usually don’t pick random people to harass in such an extreme way, to the point where those two could have been arrested. To not have called the police on them was strange. I’d a feeling he had more to hide than he let on. I raised an eyebrow but kept my lips pressed, wanting to keep my promise to stay quiet, not ask questions, and let him take me as far as he could.
I had my own problems. 
I was impulsive and left town as soon as I’d heard there was trouble. My instinct had been to avoid the police—they were after my ex, not me. I wanted to stay out of the matter. I knew from movies to stay under the radar of the police, to not use my credit cards and to not turn on my cell phone or they could trace where you’re at. I had little cash on me. And I had no idea what I needed to do next.
I’d never been as scared for my reputation and dignity as within the last twenty-four hours. I was running low on steam and needed to find a place to cool my burning skin, to regroup and plan the next steps.
Suddenly, his head jerked back. His eyes widened as he stomped on the break. Hard.
I jerked forward, bracing as best as I could. The seatbelt tugged against me and held me in place at the waist.
The car skidded for a second but then stopped.
“What are you doing?” I cried out to him, sure that he was simply crazy now.
He ignored me and jumped out of the car, looking down toward the fender.
We had gone a few miles since he’d picked me up, and we were near farmhouses, two next to each other.
Ace bent at the knee, disappeared in front of his car for a minute. I waited, leaning forward, wondering if he was worried about damaging his car on something.
When he reappeared, he’d had a small Pomeranian in his hands. The little dog barked. He held a hand close to his nose so the dog could sniff. It did and then proceeded to lick at his fingers.
I pressed a hand over my heart. I hadn’t even seen a dog at all. It had sandy fur, nearly the same color as the road. He could have run right over it and not noticed.
Ace did a half jog toward one of the homes, I assumed taking a guess as to who owned the dog. He knocked, waited. Within a minute, it was opened and an older lady, looking surprised, spoke to him.
When he returned, he carried two plastic water bottles, grinning ear to ear like a sly cat.
“Apparently, he snuck out the back door earlier,” he said. He dropped one bottle in the cup holder and passed the other to me.
“You traded him for water?”
He chuckled. “She wanted to give me $20. I was going to just say no but…circumstances.”
“I didn’t even see him,” I said. “He’s the same color as the road.”
“Good thing I was the one driving. I’ve got hawk-like vision.”
I took the bottle he handed me, drinking all of it except for a splash I put into my hand to wipe at my face.
I stole glances at Ace as he drove. It was tempting to ask a few questions, but I’d promised to be quiet. Despite his craziness, I desperately appreciated his assistance. I wanted to know his real name so I could send him some sort of thank you later on, but respected his privacy enough to let it be. He wasn’t a bad guy, rather nice and thoughtful.
Nothing to do now but wait for him to drop me off somewhere.
The dusty road went on for miles. I settled back into the seat, staring out the window. Eventually, all the green and bright blue day blurred and was too much for my senses, so I closed my eyes.
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ABOUT C. L. STONE
Certification
	Marvelour of Wonder
	Active Participant of Scary Situations
	Official Member of F.A.M.E. 

 
Experience
Spent an extraordinary number of years with absolutely no control over the capping of imagination, fun, and curiosity. Willingly takes part in impossible problems only to come up with the most ludicrous solution. Due to unfortunate circumstances, will no longer experience feeling on a small spot on my left calf.
Skills
Secret Keeper | Occasion Riser | Barefoot Walker Strange Acceptance | Magic Maker | Restless Reckless | Gravity Defiant | Fairy Tale Reader | Story Maker-Upper | Amusingly Baffled | Comprehensive Curiousness | Usually Unbelievable
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