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CHAPTER ONE: DIGGING
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Each blind step clattered in the mine’s darkness, catching and shifting to save his balance again and again from the tricks of the rugged footing. Only the sheath of skein over Colin’s body blocked out the impacts and let his guiding fingers scrape along the side to keep him moving.

Eric’s footsteps had dwindled in the blackness ahead—getting away! But those sounds were swallowed by Colin’s own steps, and the harsh shouts of the police behind him.

Even with Bea staying behind to explain. But Eric’s latest victim was lying back there too, and the police blamed them for one murder already.

A muffled moan sounded in the darkness ahead. Colin risked flicking Bea’s flashlight on.

The two homeless women and a man still lay in the tunnel. Their threadbare clothes looked as worn as the rocks now, where they showed through the heavy chains around them... and the smears of silver-green skein Eric had laid over them. Two were still straining in gagged agony, as the stuff slowly consumed more of their flesh to feed itself and grow. Sweat and fear hung thick over them.

Then Colin was crouching down beside those two, saying “Help’s coming” and laying his hands on their skein before he wondered if he could control it. Bea had already saved the third of them.

Let them go, stop, rest, now... His thoughts pounded against the greenness with all the strength he could throw at it—it had to work.

Or the hunger in that skein could spread to his own.

But somehow their muffled grunts softened. They breathed easier, as the skein’s feeding ended.

Colin forced himself to turn away and step past them—removing the skein now could start them bleeding. And Eric would do this or worse if he’d found where Colin’s mother and sister were hiding, and Terri was too weak already. No, he could only leave these three to Bea and her fellow cops. He pulled away with his feet dragging.

Ten steps deeper in, the tunnel began branching. Left and right, but which side had he come up through? Nothing looked the same from this direction.

Light moved behind him. The police closing in.

Colin plunged into the left path. He switched his flashlight off and willed his skein to flow over it too, to twist at light and wrap him in cooling invisibility. But in the narrow shaft, the cops wouldn’t miss the faint mirage-outline he’d still leave... and the infrared scopes they carried would pick him out easily. With those scopes to let them move in the dark, they’d be more invisible than him.

He pushed on, trying to keep his breathing steady. He still had enough focus to work the skein’s stealth, but he was too worn out to rouse the better-than-human strength it could move itself with, that could have made it carry him. But I still think I can fight Eric and all the skein magic he’s wrapped in?

Every step ground away more doubt, more of his excuses. No, the next time they met, he’d have to use the spell Eric had used on his prisoners, that would turn his skein to feed on him—and rouse any skein I’m wearing too. Or else I take my own protection off, and try to survive getting close enough to land the spell’s touch.

It was one more reason he needed Bea, to let her strike with the spell while he grabbed Eric. And instead Bea was stuck back with the police explaining the corpse of Gardner Development’s CEO, when their own Lieutenant Hoyle had ordered them to leave Gardner and the tunnels alone.

Eric’s footsteps were long gone. He might be all the way through to the mine’s other end by now, and heading for Terri.

The voices of the police behind Colin had gone still too. He tried not to think how IR-sighted cops could close in and get a glimpse of him at any moment, all hidden in the blackness.

A quick flash of his light ahead caught the tunnel giving way to broader shadows.

He stopped at the rim of the strange cave basin, that this shaft and the opposite tunnel both reached into. Down at the bottom lay the pile of rocks and the new stones he and Bea had dislodged when they came through here.

And under that...

He needed an edge against Eric, and here it was. They’d left it there before to keep its secret, and Eric must have been too busy with his “experiments” to follow up his suspicions about the mine. But now Colin was alone and Terri needed him stronger...

Or Eric could be watching right now. Colin played the light around the cave, but he saw no glimpse of his enemy. Even a near-invisible figure would have shown up as a halo-outline to him, with the skein over his eyes. And he was losing time.

Colin trotted and slid down the basin’s side. It was still hard to believe, that under those rocks was the source of their fight with Eric, and incidents going generations back—maybe why the doomed mine had been dug at all.

He slid a rock aside, and another. Until he saw it.

Glinting in his light, a hint of green. All clinging to what they’d seen were long, winged bones of a dead thing that had to be a dragon.

Colin reached into the rocks. Bea had apologized to the remains of the beast when she’d taken a fragment... Now he strained and pulled at a whole armful of the dragonskin they’d known as “skein.”

It lay still. He pulled and willed it to come loose and join him, and the great fleshy mass of it never stirred.

Colin clenched his fingers, focused his need. Disturbing this creature wasn’t right, but he needed its strength or Eric would only keep killing...

I’m worn out. I can’t even make my own thin sheathe carry me, and I want to make this mountain of it respond?

Focus. He dug into his need and forced the doubts and the aches from his mind. There was only clear, cold purpose, and every moment he’d spent controlling the skein and facing down Eric... and he needed it now, his strength had to be enough... but the skein only clung in place...

Footsteps. Quick, guarded footsteps spilled through his concentration, coming from what had to be the tunnel behind him. The police.

Colin let the skein go, defeated. All he could do was fall back and protect his family, and not let the cops slow him down. Softly he set rocks back in place to cover the gaps in the cairn.

Two quick flashes of his light let him pick his way up the far slope, to the opposite tunnel. His feet on the stones were too loud.

He scrambled into the shaft, part of him bracing for some crushing punch out of the darkness—it would be just like Eric to hang back and catch him at a secret again. Instead he heard a low come on back where the cops closed in. Colin flicked his light on and headed away, anything to draw them on past the rocks.

One step after another, he rushed on through the cramped tunnel. There’d be so many more steps ahead just to get back to town. And Eric would only be pulling farther ahead.

Colin jogged on. Think of Terri—my sister’s broken body survived for years in Eric’s captivity, while he tried using skein to heal her. She’d never lost her defiance, and now Eric could be on his way to take her back.

And Zara—my mother’s turned all of her tireless inspiration that’s held the neighborhood together, into getting help for Terri. And they were both alone with the corrupt Lieutenant Hoyle, them and Terri’s nurse, and even she’d been part of Josh Gardner’s conspiracy to control Eric.

Now Eric had killed Gardner, and he sounded more unpredictable than ever.

More footsteps echoed behind him, farther back now. Had Bea’s explanations and the skein-mangled prisoners slowed the cops down at all?

The shaft pinched in ahead, the narrow stretch he remembered. He wiggled and scraped through it, the skein saving him from losing skin. Skein, skin—how could we not guess that was what it always meant?

Then he stepped out into the open air.

A cooling breeze flowed over the high hillside, with the sound of birds drifting within it somewhere. Still evening, still the long summer evening, even though his time in the mine had felt like years.

And down the hill stretched the whole long, dusty way back to the roads and then the town of Rayo Hill. Colin’s feet dug into the earth, one well-braced step down at a time.

Then he paused to glance back. Around the broad, rugged side of the hill’s crest would be the other mine entrance. He could still come around behind those cops and keep an eye on Bea...

That kiss, in the mine, after everything they’d been through together. How can I leave her back there now?

But, it was her choice to stay and explain to them, cop to cop. And if those IR scopes got a glimpse of him lurking around, he’d only make it worse for her.

He looked at the slope down again. There were aches in his muscles that wanted nothing more than to turn and watch, argue, fight, anything but begin the long way back. And either Eric already knew where Terri was and he was closing in, or they were still safe—did this choice even matter?

“...careful with...”

A distant shout, not quite swallowed by the tunnels. Bea’s voice. And that warning sounded more concerned, angry, than in danger herself—probably watching the cops handle Eric’s victims.

Bea was fine, for now.

He started down the hill. He’d messed up Bea’s life in so many ways... but right now his family needed him first, and Eric was still out there.

*   *   *
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The Bacara Hotel looked mockingly still, in the deepening night. A single police car sat out front—too few to mean Eric had rampaged through here. And yet, more neighborhood cars clustered in its parking than Colin had seen since they’d made it their safe house.

He tightened his will’s grip on the pull, the magic shifting that the skein could exert on the light around him to blur him from sight. He crept in the familiar back door.

So, Gardner and Hoyle hadn’t told Eric where to find Terri? The relieved thought pushed through the exhaustion in his head. Terri might either be back at the hospital or else their drugs hadn’t put her at risk at all, and that could leave this place quiet—

Then he heard the voices. A murmur of sounds together, half a dozen or more, and then he turned the corner and saw them.

“Just let us see Zara!”

“Is Terri alright?”

Clarence, Dr. Maza, the del Toro brothers... not quite a crowd, but his mother must have called some of her most loyal and influential friends down here. The two uniformed cops needed their fiercest glares to keep them away from the doors of the suite.

Colin grinned. Did Hoyle really think he could keep Zara da Costa a prisoner here?

A plump woman stood behind the police, and they kept one eye on her as she cringed back against the wall. Nurse Setter’s fingers were twisting a necklace that peeped out from under her coat, more frightened than ever—she should be, when she was the one Gardner had used to drug Terri for his threats.

All of them stood on the far side of the suite’s doors, except one cop stood watching Colin’s side. That left the space around the doors the eye of the storm.

Colin edged toward them, sidestepping beside the wall. He’d be just a faint glint of light to them, some odd reflection that barely moved. The cop he passed never even glanced over.

The taller officer ahead looked at his partner. “You think they really got Simms?”

Bea? Colin twisted toward them.

“Maybe. The thing is, will Hoyle get her out of it this time?”

Colin leaned closer.

The second cop’s head turned, moved to follow his motion.

Colin froze. The officer blinked, turned back to the people ahead.

There it was, the same problem. Hoyle had refused to tell his men about skein and actual invisible intruders, so the police kept looking past what could be glimpses of real danger. And yet if word did get out, how many other people would swarm in to abuse the skein’s power?

Colin moved back to the suite door, and sank down to huddle on the floor, down below eye level. With his ear pressed against the door he could just catch the low, sharp voice inside:

“Prisoner. Ms. da Costa, you told half the town my lieutenant was holding you prisoner?” That gruff voice was Commissioner Walters, a model of half-leashed anger.

“For days it was protective custody, but then Lieutenant Hoyle called it reviewing our knowledge of the case here. He turned out to have his own agenda.”

The calmer voice of Colin’s mother was swallowed by a ripple of the crowd outside. Colin tried to think; if Zara was there, it meant Terri was still there too, and safely recovering from whatever drugs they’d slipped her. Everyone was safe.

“You may have misunderstood,” added another, smoother voice. Hoyle. Colin’s fists squeezed—Walters let the traitor in there, still?

“Tony Hoyle is an honest, valued member of this department,” Walters said.

Liar! This afternoon you ordered Hoyle to come see you, and he defied you, all to keep squeezing us for Gardner’s schemes. But now the commissioner was just closing ranks to protect his own.

“I’m afraid it’s not so simple as that.” Again Zara’s voice was the quietest in there, and Colin lost it in another murmur of sounds in the corridor.

“You think you can just accuse him?” Walters kept his tone tamped down low, when the pressure within it must want to blast the words to the rooftops. “Lieutenant Hoyle was reviewing your information, and he’s led the hunts for the cop-killer. You’re spouting crap about him staking out the hilltop or holding you prisoner—you think you have the right?”

“I heard the lieutenant, acting on the same orders that Nurse Setter was—”

“You heard?”

“Taking his instructions by phone.” Zara’s steady, unhurried answer brushed Walters and his intimidation aside. “I had to pose as unconscious to hear it. I’m sure the doctors will confirm that there was something slipped into my water glass, as well as Nurse Setter slowly drugging Terri—and we can only hope that didn’t do lasting damage to my daughter.”

Wait, the doctors did take Terri away? And Walters was still keeping Zara here? Cold fear spiked through Colin’s rage.

“I tried to help you and your family,” Hoyle said, with what must be a smirk bending the edges of his voice. “I set you all up here where you’d be safe. I even indulged your son’s concern about Terri’s kidnapper. I tried to keep an eye on him, in fact I bent over backward... unprofessional, but I sympathized. Even after he and Eric Rowe were the only ones at several killings—”

“Colin is not your killer. But he knew about Eric first, and Josh Gardner too.” Zara’s voice rose as she said it, louder, loud enough that outside—

“Gardner? What about Gardner?” A surge of sound came from the people outside. Clarence and two others pushed forward.

The two cops blocked them, muttering “Please step back” and the third cop moved past Colin to join in. If their orders were to give Walters privacy, it was a losing battle, when Zara could “be overheard” any time she wanted to remind them she had friends outside.

And the cops had left the suite’s second door unguarded. Colin slipped back to it.

He pulled the key card out from under his skein—and Nurse Setter stared, as it “appeared” in the air. But the others only glanced back as the door swung open, and Colin closed it behind him undisturbed.

After all, it had to be just someone inside peeking out and already back in—what else could it be, with nobody in the corridor? Colin found himself wishing they’d spot him, if it finally got their eyes open for when Eric made his next move.

Now he slipped from this room to the suite’s other one. He eyed the three people ahead, and crouched the blur of his body down behind a well-padded chair.

“We will investigate Nurse Setter.”

That broad-shouldered shape had to be Walters, staring down at Zara and folding his doughy arms as if he could smother her curiosity and his own anger with the same compressed motion. Lieutenant Hoyle stood at his side, lean and silent, standing as close as if his schemes were already forgiven.

Walters went on “And I’ll look into what Hoyle’s done and the rest. You should go and see your daughter. And, I’m sure your son is innocent, but we can clear all of this up better if you stopped involving yourselves.”

Until the next time Eric comes after us? Does Walters think he can cover this up? But the commissioner simply waved her toward the door.

Zara didn’t move. She only smiled back, and the necklace around her throat—the one Nurse Setter’s imitated, he realized—gleamed as she faced him. “Of course you can. Making implications is easy, and you’ll find that the hard facts are that Eric Rowe is fixated on this family among other things, and that he keeps evading you. Somehow,” she added, rather than talking about the skein.

The last person they’d trusted with that secret had been Hoyle.

“The facts are that it was Colin, and Detective Bea Simms,” she went on, “who found Terri, and rescued Jessie Chapman and more. And tonight it was Lieutenant Hoyle who tried to cover up what Josh Gardner and Eric were doing at the mine. I’m certain talking to his men will prove that, and talking to Nurse Setter will tell you more.”

“That is enough,” Walters growled. He leaned over Zara, and Colin felt his own fists tighten.

Zara’s smile didn’t waver. “If you want. But I do hope you have some kindness for the nurse. She was terrified by one of Eric’s attacks, and now someone else has bullied her. I’m certain she’ll be glad to come clean if you give her a glimmer of hope.”

Walters blinked. “You... you’re worried about... Well, we’ll look into it,” and he cleared his throat. “But I mean it, this department does not appreciate being bullied by mobs. We can’t give you special treatment, Ms. da Costa.”

“It’s Zara. And I’m not asking for any—”

“Aren’t you, Zara? Hoyle’s been guarding your daughter like it’s the only way to catch the killer. I say if we stopped pampering you we could have run Eric Rowe down days ago!”

It could have been the steady stream of denials and contempt that Walters poured out.

Or just the idea that Eric was no threat.

But the next moment, Colin found himself by the window and smashing his invisible fist through it, savoring the harsh sound of breaking glass.

Walters and Hoyle spun around in shock, grabbing out guns as Colin dropped to the floor. Of course they left Hoyle his gun, even now. Zara ducked backward, then a frown crossed her face.

“That’s... no gunshot,” Walters breathed. “Some bastard threw a rock in here—but there should be more glass—Hoyle?”

The lieutenant was backing away, gun shaking in his hand. Fierce satisfaction pounded in Colin’s head; at least Hoyle did remember how any sound could be an invisible Eric closing in.

I wanted... I guess I wanted them on alert again...

Or I could stand up and reappear, and tell Walters what he’s really up against. And go back to trusting a cop with the skein’s secret, and praying he didn’t sell them out?

One motion, one word, one release of his skein, would start that again.

I can’t.

“It... it’s not safe here...” Hoyle said.

“I know.” Walters holstered his gun. “Ms. da Costa, you go see your daughter, and think before you start any more trouble.”

Just like that, he mentioned Terri—if Eric were listening he could follow them right to her. Colin gritted his teeth.

Walters added “The lieutenant and I have someone else to see.”
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CHAPTER TWO: RUNAWAYS
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The cop they sent off beside Zara shot nervous glances at her supporters outside, but she only led him along with a few reassuring motions. Colin couldn’t even slip in and whisper to his mother, only scramble after them and then move down the night street watching the police car pull away. Only a few other cars moved on the night streets now.

He’d jogged half a block before he realized where they must be headed. Of course it was the Lovato, the same hospital they’d kept Terri in before hiding her in the hotel. Of course they were back to that—Terri was still hurt, and Eric could still take his invisible time choosing a way to get at her.

Colin’s eyes ached with the strain of holding them open. He might be keeping watch over Terri for hours, days, trying to still be ready when Eric struck next. His last answer to that had been to trust Hoyle, and instead Hoyle went to Josh Gardner... and the lieutenant was still there with the cops trying to pin murders on Colin. This time I can’t even let them see me.

He trotted on down the sidewalk, weaving around the few people out before they could walk into him. The idea floated in his mind to slow, to reconnect his phone’s battery and call Zara, but Hoyle’s people had detected that phone before.

Instead he made his way to the hospital.

He knew the night crowds and the wide, cream-colored corridors here, the brisk compassion of the staff and the sometimes-suppressed fear of the people who might bring someone in here after dark. Finding where they looked Terri over was even easier—Zara’s friends were already here, sitting and pacing around the chairs outside a Visitors Restricted door. Zara herself would be somewhere beyond there, no matter what the visiting hours were.

“How’d Rowe get his hands on her again?” That was one of the del Toro brothers, slumped in a chair.

Clarence said “Not him. It was that cop, locking them all away...” The old man’s voice faded and he glanced up toward where Colin watched.

Colin froze, waiting for them to ignore the odd flicker standing in the corner.

“The nurse.” An older woman—what was her name?—shook her head. “Eric must have terrorized her and made her do it. If it was Eric at all. But there’s no way in hell it was Colin, no matter what they say.”

Her words were a small warmth after the many shocks of the day. Clarence sighed “You think the police will listen?”

Colin edged back up the corridor. Eric could be picking his way around the far side of this wing right now. I should take a look, get to know the routes around here again... but I’m tired.

He reached out to slump against the wall. His blurred hands cheated his grasp of distance, and he thumped against the side.

Eric had all the cards again. He could play his waiting game as Colin fought to stay awake, or he could smash right through him and kill anyone in reach again. He could have dragged Terri away long ago if she’d been strong enough to travel. Even that only made him more dangerous.

Colin looked around the corridor, watching for the outline of light his skein would show him if Eric crept up invisibly. But Eric could be anywhere, more people could be dying. He could be going after Bea—she was the one who’d wounded him before. A chill ran down Colin’s spine, then another.

He needed help, he needed allies who could track Eric down first... and Hoyle’s lies had torn all that away. Bea still had evidence about that, if they’d even listen...

I should go search the back corridors, I can’t slow down now...

A sharp footstep drew his gaze over to a uniformed cop, walking in beside Nurse Setter.

The woman’s rounded form curled in around itself, and he saw her avoid the eyes of an intern they passed. A nurse who’d betrayed a patient.

“Please,” she asked the cop. “Do I have to see her?”

“ ‘Fraid I’ve got my orders,” the cop said.

Colin watched them approach, starting to understand who her meant. Sure enough, they walked past Zara’s friends and on to the door where Setter’s victim would be. Colin drew back again from trying to slip past all those eyes—I should work my way around to Terri’s bedside, or go chase after Eric, if there’s even a way left...

Zara stepped through the door. She walked with the same regal confidence she always carried in public, and her voice swelled to tell her friends “Terri’s going to be fine. They tell me today won’t set her recovery back even a week.”

Cheers and cries of relief bubbled up around her.

“That woman they brought in?” Clarence asked. “Was that the nurse who—”

“Let’s not talk about that now. I’d rather just be grateful to the hospital for their quick response...”

Colin stepped back, blinking his eyes clear. Just that motion probably drew another uncertain glance from the crowd, but he made his way to a small nook behind a flowerpot-laden counter, and crouched behind it out of sight.

First was releasing the twist of light that hid him, like prying some mental fingers loose from a suitcase he’d been holding up for hours. Then the press of willpower that made the skein stir and slide up until the whole sheath of green had tucked itself out of sight under his cuffs and collar. I should reek to high heaven, after marching around in anything that tight—I must be reshaping it to make it ‘breathe’ better.

It, the dragonskin I’ve been wearing...

He stood up and walked out from the counter.

Here and there some staffers’ eyes glanced toward him, whether it was his face’s scars or his stumbling walk that drew their notice. The dark police uniforms were still rare enough to walk right past, if he made it quick. Zara and her people waited ahead.

The older woman at the back was the first to stare over. “Colin? Where have you been, Terri collapsed again!”

One of the del Toros added “They’re saying you kill—” He cut off.

Colin winced, but he looked back to Zara, and her face was shining as she looked at him.

He said “Glad she’s alright.”

“She is,” and Zara nodded—Terri’s stabilizing was more than just what people needed to hear, then. Zara added “And you are too. Have you heard from Bea?”

“Not a word.” He felt something catch in his voice, some small sign that things had changed between Bea and him.

And... Zara and I just said everything we need to.

“I should go,” he added, voice hoarse.

Clarence snapped “Hold on, you just got here—”

Colin spun away. His last glimpse of his mother showed her face creased with sad understanding.

All because of Hoyle and his accusations, all to cover up the lieutenant’s conspiracy with the dead Josh Gardner and Eric himself. The thought pushed Colin’s feet along faster.

Sure enough, one doctor he passed swung her gaze away from him and reached for her phone. Of course Hoyle knew he’d be here, of course he had them watching for him. Colin kept walking on to step inside a supply room, out of sight.

He started the skein spreading over him as he heard a quick, police-sharp jog closing in outside—

his skein slowed, stalled out and left his arms half-covered with green—

it wrenched to life again and flowed out to cover him, to wrap him in protection and twist him from sight again. A breath later the cop flung the door open and looked right past him.

Colin held his place as the officer ran out and moved on. There was no point arguing the evidence with one of the uniforms, when he’d already missed a chance to talk to Commissioner Walters himself. And even then, they always wanted him sitting in cuffs while they kept asking the same questions, time Eric could use.

And I still have to search this place. He pushed himself out the doorway.

Walking along the corridor’s side at a slow enough pace was easy. What was harder was to keep from drifting to a stop and staying there, and to keep his feet from some scuffing sound that would make people look at the “empty space” again.

But he passed several staff, and moved on toward the back of the wing and the different routes Eric could creep in here.

Any time Eric wanted.

While Colin just wore himself out standing watch.

Maybe I have to risk my phone, if I could get Walters’s own number and plead with him...

Two cops turned into view ahead, walking toward him.

He edged back, but they weren’t watching him or even moving faster than a stroll.

One was saying “No, it was a bit of fire at the Gardners.”

The Gardner building? Colin strained his ears.

“Fire? Not a bomb?” the other said.

A young doctor swung his head toward them. “Bomb? Hold on, what bomb?”

“Nothing, sir,” the cop said. “Just rumors, and shop talk, that’s all. Old cases.”

Sure, nothing to see here. Colin let the officers walk by and moved into step behind them, but they said nothing more.

The Gardner Development building... the last thing Josh Gardner had done was confess to Eric he’d kept all his information in the room with its old servers. Was that why Eric had already broken in there once, and why Dennis Fields died there? And now Eric finished the job?

Did that mean Eric was across town wiping out his partner’s records on him, not even trying to reach Terri tonight? Colin clamped his throat tight to keep from moaning.

The two cops halted outside a doorway. “Trouble, sir?” one of them called inside.

Looking past them, Colin could just glimpse Walters and Hoyle—and Bea, her calm face a beacon in the crowd—all squeezed into the room, and a woman patient stretched out on a bed. Chairs and medical monitors stood heaped to one side there as if the rest of the room were more crowded still.

A young doctor in white stood beside them, almost vibrating in place. “No trouble, no trouble, I just mean we need to identify this substance—”

“We’ll keep it safe,” Walters rumbled. “I’ll tell you when we’re done.” He nodded to the two uniforms.

They stepped forward and motioned to the doctor. He blinked, then let them lead him out. “You make it quick. I don’t think I’ve seen anything like this...”

Colin stood flat against the wall and let the three pass by. Whatever Walters was doing, at least he’d brought Bea there as well as Hoyle—instead of locking her up based on whatever lies Hoyle was spinning.

A couple of steps closer let him peek around the doorway into the room. The patient there was one of the three, the three homeless people Eric had dragged to the mine to dissolve into more skein. All three lay there on the beds, pale and worn under their bandages, but alive. Their eyes were closed, or their heads kept turning away from the police, squirming uneasily under their attention.

Two more people were crowded in there: the frightened, silent Nurse Setter, and the cop who’d escorted her around before.

Walters stepped toward her, herding her toward the only male patient there—Wesley. And Walters asked him “So you woke up in the mine. And then?”

“I... I don’t remember. Sorry. Just, pain.” His voice was cracked but strong enough to be heard.

“You have to remember.” Walters spun toward one of the women. His rough voice was softer this time, almost too low to follow. “You said you saw Detective Simms?”

“I guess... all fuzzy...” the woman croaked.

Colin shook his head. Did Walters think it would be easy, getting homeless, traumatized people to talk to the police—in front of this crowd of them too? And he had Hoyle lurking at the back of the group as if it hadn’t been his own orders that had kept the police away from this outrage.

“We found you wrapped up in this stuff.” Walters reached to a counter and scooped up a small plastic tub labeled Hazard. Two more cases stood on the counter. “Was this what burned you, or was it some kind of treatment for it? What is it?”

And he shot a pointed look at Bea, the one who’d known its secrets the longest and hidden them. She stood unmoved; of course she’d worked out her own reasons why holding out on the town’s head cop was the least dangerous choice.

The patient mumbled “I... don’t know...”

Walters grunted and twisted away. He yanked open the cabinet along the wall and shoved the case inside, then the other two. For a long moment he stood there staring at the shelves, and then he locked them with a tiny key.

And he pressed in on Nurse Setter with all his bulk to all but trap her against the wall. “These people were found beside Josh Gardner’s body. We already know you were willing to drug your own patient. But can you tell me you can defend this kind of torture?”

She said nothing. Her head twisted, trying to look away from his glare, from the victims.

“Go on. You have something to say to them, nurse?” The last word burst out like a slap across her face.

She gasped, something that had to be “No...”

“What’s that?”

Back behind them, Hoyle edged a step away, pale.

“Not... this. Not this,” she said.

And the nurse twisted away to stare straight into the wall.

“He said someone was dying! He had medical figures, different pieces of the case, I don’t know what condition he had but... And he said the patient I did have should be dead, she and her family were hiding the secret that saved her. And, he said that maniac would come back and kill me too! He said he would!”

“Who said?” Bea prompted. She knew, they’d heard all about those manipulations from the late Josh Gardner himself.

“Just, he!” the nurse said. “Or maybe she—all I got were emails. But they knew me. They said I had to push my patient, or this person would die, everyone would die. I... I told myself it was the only way,” she added softly. “I didn’t know it was this...”

She stopped. Shook herself.

“I, I think I want that lawyer now,” she said.

“Good,” Walters snapped. “Someone else can tell you how much trouble you’re in. You’ve seen how none of this is going away—now you can have some time in a cell to think what you’ve still got to trade. Go.”

He waved, and the uniform who’d led the nurse around moved to take her arm. They started for the doorway.

Walters turned back to the three patients. “You three were wrapped in the same stuff we’ve seen on both our suspects—”

“What?” The cop beside the nurse stared, his pale face looking right at Colin leaning in the doorway, two feet away.

He lunged at him. Colin jumped back, somehow landing with just a soft clatter and holding the invisibility in place. The cop barreled out of the room, and Colin backed away up the corridor.

“What are you—” Walters roared, but the officer was already staring around and moving closer, and Colin turned and ran.

He wasn’t sure, he just saw something moving, he still didn’t get a good look... Colin made for the next corner, heard the cop pounding after him. Part of him thought, running must be some kind of reflex, when just stopping and showing Walters might still be the best chance to fix this. But he charged on up the corridor and slid around its corner.

Then he froze flat against the pale wall. One way or another, he’d know how much that cop had seen.

The officer burst around the corner, and kept going. He ran right past the “glint of light” against the wall and on up the corridor out of sight. Colin fought down a breath of relief.

Slowly he started back. He tried not to guess how long he could keep out of sight here—they weren’t giving him a choice.

Walters, Hoyle, and Bea were out in the corridor, striding away from the patients’ room. Colin closed in behind them, quick as he could keep his steps quiet. Where was Nurse Setter?

“...was torturing them,” Bea was saying, a sharp not-quite whisper to Walters. “You know what the media would say... and I thought Hoyle was leading the effort to stop him. You can’t let Hoyle do this—he was the one giving orders to cover this up, right as it happened!” She glanced around the corridor, then back to Hoyle.

“Not true—” Hoyle stopped to let a pair of nurses go by. “Mr. Gardner only said he wanted something in the mine, and that sounded unsafe...” He looked around again, and Colin froze behind them until he turned back.

Walters drew out a police radio. “Any news?” he said to it.

“Nothing,” came the tinny response.

“Better a paper-thin excuse than none, Lieutenant?” Bea said. “You ordered your hand-picked officers out there to support the man who bought you. They were security to let him meet Rowe and not interfere—even when they heard screams. And you would have sent them in if Rowe turned against Gardner, except that didn’t work out so well. The minute the commissioner asks your men some real questions, we’ll see you’re in this. Deep.”

“Not. True,” Hoyle said again. “I’ve been tracking Rowe for days. Don’t you bitch at me because I think your boy da Costa may be as unstable as Rowe—”

Walters cut in “We’re talking about you, Hoyle.”

His foot stamped down hard as he halted his walk, and they all slammed to a stop there. He leaned his bulk toward Hoyle, trapping him against the wall the same way he’d cornered Nurse Setter.

“I’ve seen the video Simms found—I know Gardner killed that man in the basement, not this da Costa. It’s the rest I don’t get. You needed money? How much did it take? Where does this green goop figure in, to make you sell out and made him conspire with a murderer?”

Walters stopped, pulled out a key—the key he’d locked the skein up with. He eyed it a moment, then spun to look straight at Bea.

“Well?”

“I wish I knew,” she said.

A perfect, straight-faced lie. That was Bea, as afraid of more people someday turning victims into skein as she was of Eric right now. And Hoyle could expose her denials in an instant.

“Oh, you wish?” Walters scowled. “You think you can cover your ass now, Simms? Maybe that da Costa woman will tell me more if I—”

He broke off. That had to be a hollow threat, when he’d just seen how fast Zara’s friends came to her rescue.

Instead, Walters held up the key again, turning it over in his fingers. “Somebody has to talk.”

“Somebody has to bring Eric Rowe down,” Bea said. “He’s killed Josh Gardner and four cops, for starters. He held Terri da Costa prisoner for two years, and Gardner still tried to control him by targeting her again. You know the lieutenant went over to their side, and we still have a murderer out there. All I want to know is, are you going to let me run Eric down or not?”

“That depends.” Walters turned back to Hoyle. “Are you a cop, or a traitor?”

“Sir!” Bea said. “You can’t let him—”

“I told you—” Hoyle began.

“I’m telling you,” Walters said. “I’m getting to the bottom of this, and I bet you’re looking at your last days with a badge. Right this minute, do you really want to say one thing besides ‘how fast can I fix this’?”

“I... no.” Hoyle hung his head. “I never thought it would turn out like this.”

“Finally.” Walters twisted back to Bea. “Now: Rowe was working with Gardner? You’re sure?”

“The two of them held us at gunpoint. I heard plenty,” she said, and Hoyle winced. “That means we might find where he’s hiding if we search Josh Gardner’s properties, or better yet any activities that could be keeping a place ready off the books. Before Rowe blows up any more of the traces.”

“All worked out? You’ve been planning for this moment, Simms?”

“Always, sir.”

Footsteps sounded in the corridor behind them—the cop who’d chased after Colin, stumbling his way back. Colin crouched and stepped aside into the corridor, and the officer’s pale face looked right past him. Now that he wasn’t walking right into him in a doorway.

“Someone... was spying on you,” the cop panted. “I know there was. And I lost him.”

“Of course you did,” Bea said.

“Not surprised at all, Simms?” Walters eyed her with a thoughtful frown. Then he raised his radio again. “All of you, report.”

“Negative.” “Nothing.” “No sign of the nurse.”

The pale cop stared. “That Setter woman—I let her go!”

From when he chased after Colin. That was why Bea’s group was walking, they were looking for her, or trying to as they argued.

Bea said “So can I join the search or not?” Finally, was the word hanging unsaid there.

Walters said “There’s something lurking around here. Go find our witness, all three of you. I’ll be watching,” and he gave Hoyle a hard warning look.

Then they scattered. Colin watched them separate, trying to think how to join the search. Walters thought Eric was creeping around the hospital, but he must have been off destroying records at the Gardner building... no, they couldn’t assume that.

The uniform headed off down the corridor, Bea moving up the other way. Hoyle made for a turn ahead and walked right past Colin without a glance; his eyes were sweeping the way ahead, and stealing looks back at the others—

Oh. Hoyle had sold them out, and now because Walters didn’t arrest him on the spot he just might try silencing the nurse who’d joined him in Gardner’s scheme. Colin followed him.

Hoyle walked quickly, head twitching to look around the different corridors and doorways he passed. Colin kept his distance and kept his own eyes searching too. Where would Setter try to run... would Hoyle spot her, or spot Colin behind him...

The people around shifted, from scattered figures here or there to several milling around the front counter and another knot of them at—

At the hospital entrance.

Hoyle sprinted for that door.

Colin dashed after him. He twisted around one woman, had to shove past a startled man and ignore that “Huh?” and hope pure speed would make them miss the blur darting past them. Hoyle was already out of view beyond the doors.

Did he spot the nurse out there? But Colin knew that wasn’t it, not for this sudden dash. The bastard was escaping.

Colin burst out onto the night sidewalk. He blinked at the sudden dimness, couldn’t make out Hoyle in the shadows.

Some kind of vehicle entrance was near his right, and he flung himself toward it. Was this how that cop had felt, losing Colin inside? He charged past two people on the way, letting the thin light hide his quick-moving outline.

One look in that loading bay showed that Hoyle hadn’t simply ducked inside there. He stared around the night. Hoyle hadn’t been glancing the other way, so maybe...

Across the pavement a number of cars stood in the open parking lot, and one figure, then another, moved among those. Colin charged across toward them. His breath came shorter now. If I were Eric I’d still have the strength to make my skein carry me.

That figure with the darting, nervous head must be Hoyle. Jogging between the parked cars, pulling out his phone.

Colin closed in behind him. He slowed as he did, thinking of listening in—but Hoyle’s head yanked around and looked right at him, tracking his footfalls on the concrete. Panic burst across his face like a blow.

Colin lunged forward. He smashed shoulder-first into the traitor, seized him, swept him forward and slammed him to the pavement... muscles burning to hit him harder.

The cop stared as Colin pressed him down, knocked his phone—a blank screen—away over the asphalt. Hoyle’s gaze swept around the lot, at the distant figures around it.

Colin growled “They can’t see me, remember?”

Hoyle’s terrified eyes went wider. “Da Costa?”

He thought I was Eric, until I spoke. Colin’s throat squeezed tighter and he forced out a low snarl: “Right. Not the murderer, the guy you tried to frame for it. The one with the sister and mother you held hostage. What did Gardner say, ‘hold off killing them for a few more minutes’? Remember?” He raised a fist.

Hoyle flailed out with a punch. A clumsy, obvious thing to block—Hoyle couldn’t even see where to aim it. Colin caught and twisted his wrist, with just a fraction of the pressure that hold could put on an enemy’s hand.

“Now, you want to talk to me? Or wait for—”

“You alright?” Footsteps, a man in nurse’s blues trotting toward them.

Colin climbed off of his prisoner, just enough to lean down and whisper “—or wait for the guy who did kill Gardner for threatening Terri.”

Hoyle staggered to his feet. He waved the nurse off with “Just... tripped. My head’s fine, everything’s okay.” He stumbled away, steps getting steadier as he rushed away from the nurse. Colin moved beside him.

When the nurse fell back, Colin leaned close to tell Hoyle “That’s better. Now, you want me to run through all the ways Eric or me can follow you everywhere? How we’ve bounced bullets—”
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