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To Isabella and Alexander

You make life shine


  


Chapter 1 - Greg




Greg Papilio wanted many things, and most of what his heart desired hinged on his impending metamorphosis.

Today, though, all he wanted was to pass the trig test that lay in front of him. But, to his mounting horror, it didn’t look like that was going to happen. He stared at the page. This final was kicking his butt. He hadn’t even managed to get past the first few questions. A drop of sweat slid off his forehead and splattered onto the paper, forming a gray circle. He wiped a hand across his brow and looked at his watch. Only thirty minutes left?

What?! That was it? Where had the last couple of hours gone?!

His mind was hazy, his vision blurry. Greg shook his head, trying to dispel the dream-like state that clouded his thoughts. Suddenly, he felt as if piranha teeth were biting the back of his neck. A shiver made his skin prickle. He straightened with a jolt and put a hand to the base of his neck. His fingers tentatively traveled down each vertebrae. Something bumpy and oozing blistered under his touch.

Oh, shit!

Not exam jitters. How stupid he was to confuse the symptoms with nerves. He had to get out of here. Now.

“Are you done, Mr. Papilio?” the teacher asked when Greg stood up to leave.

He shook his head. “No . . . no, I think I’m sick,” he croaked out in a hoarse voice. Greg crumpled up his exam, stuffed it in his pocket and wobbled out of the classroom under the disapproving stare of the teacher and the whispers of his classmates.

He staggered out to the school parking lot. Holding a hand to his roiling stomach, he started walking the short two blocks home. The backpack grew heavier on his back as he weakened. His head pounded and his joints felt as if they would come unglued.

Please, let me make it home. Please.

The sun scorched the pavement. Cicadas made a racket in the nearby trees. Greg felt as if they were inside his cranium, their calls echoing between his temples. With each step, his feet sent a jolt of pain through him. They dragged, hurting like hell, as if someone had smashed his toes with a hammer. Sheer will carried him to his front yard. He slid the backpack off his shoulders and let it dangle. He dragged it by one strap and stumbled toward the porch, legs weakening, every ounce of strength slipping away. Moisture slid down his forehead in rivulets, a grimy mixture of sweat and New Orleans humidity.

His stomach lurched and a loud burp escaped his half-opened mouth. Even through the pain, he winced at the smell. His breath was foul, like meat left out to spoil. Greg abandoned the backpack on the plush lawn. He staggered forward, covering the remaining distance. His shoulder slammed against the front door, sending excruciating pain across his back, through the telltale swelling at the base of his neck.

Opening the door took all he had left in him. The key shook in his hand and the keyhole danced from left to right as he tried to make the connection. After several attempts, he unlocked the door, shouldered it and closed it behind him, and took a few steps toward the bathroom. A violent twist in his gut brought him short. A moan broke from the back of his throat. The awful pain oscillated, drawing back for an instant, then hitting him again—even more viciously than before. Clutching his middle, he fell to his knees, then pitched forward. Part of his body hit the tiled foyer, while his face thankfully landed on the hall’s sage rug. The scented powder his mom used for vacuuming traveled up his nostrils and made his stomach convulse. Greg had never felt this sick before in his life. He lay there for several minutes, struggling to take deep breaths.

Something’s wrong. They never said it would hurt like this.

If his parents didn’t hurry up and get home, he was going to die. A few more minutes and his insides wouldn’t only feel like a slushie, they would be a slushie.

A wet, sucking sound distracted him. Greg swallowed thickly.

What the hell?

He tried to move, but felt stuck to the rug. Desperately, he fought to open his eyes to see what was happening. As he labored to lift one eyelid, he imagined himself as a mushy vegetable, trampled by feet in a busy kitchen.

With a loud pop, his eyes sprang open. He tried to look around, and his eyeballs made a noise as they swiveled back and forth inside his head. Ignoring the sound, he tried to focus, but everything was blurry. A thick gel . . . what is that? . . . obstructed his vision. He stared at something that was supposed to be his hand, except it looked like a shapeless chunk of ground meat. The sight of it drove Greg into a panic.

Something is wrong. Oh god, I don’t wanna die!

The door opened. “For Pete's sake, Greg,” his mom said. “You left your backpack out in the yard and the door’s unlocked." Her words came to Greg muffled, as if wads of cotton plugged his ears.

“Oh my,” she said, kneeling in front of his blurry eyes. “Greg, honey? Aw, poor baby.”

Poor baby?! He was disintegrating on the floor and all she could come up with was “poor baby”? Greg made out his mother’s long legs and impossibly high stiletto heels. She crouched by his side for a minute. He tried to speak, to ask for help, but only gurgles came out.

“It’s okay, honey. It’ll be over before you know it.” She patted his head gingerly. “I’ll have to wait for your dad to move you. You’re too heavy. Oh, I’m so proud of you, baby. Don’t worry. I just know you’ll be a Companion.” She stood and walked away. Greg heard the tap, tap, tap of her heels as she headed for the kitchen.

He listened intently and couldn't believe it when he heard the refrigerator open and close, followed by the unmistakable sound of a soda can opening. She was drinking a Coke while he lay dying on the floor! The radio came on, and she began to sing along, howling, “girls just wanna have fun,” at the top of her lungs.

Dad! But his father wouldn't be home for another hour, and that would be too late, too late. Please, don’t let me become a vegetable. Pleeease, he pleaded with every ounce of his being.

He was dimly aware of his mother rattling pots and dishes in the kitchen. Was she actually cooking? Maybe she was planning to make meatballs out of him if things went awry with his metamorphosis. It was spaghetti night, after all. His father’s favorite.


  Chapter 2 - Sam




Sam hid a bread roll behind her back and looked around to see if anyone had noticed. They hadn’t. She and the other volunteers had taken care of the long line, serving everyone limp green beans, Swiss meatballs and instant mash potatoes—sadly one of the best meals the soup kitchen had to offer.

She walked to her messenger bag at the back of the small serving area and put the bread behind the comic books. She slung the bag over her shoulder and walked into the dining hall. Every table and chair was occupied. There was a big crowd today, too many hungry bellies. A few quiet conversations went on at different tables, but most people just hunched over their plates and ate. A little hand went up in the air and waved her over. Sam smiled, her chest filling with fondness at the sight of Jacob’s little round face and lively blue eyes.

Darn cute kid. I could eat him up. She winked at Jacob and couldn’t help but smile.

“Hi, Sam,” he said when she reached his table.

She mussed his dirty blond hair. “Hey, rocky. How are you? Like those meatballs?”

Jacob smiled at his already empty plate and nodded. A simple meal made him happy, even when everything else was screwed up for him.

“I got you an extra buttered roll.” Sam knelt next to him, pulled the piece of bread out of her bag and handed it to him under the table. No one noticed. Not even his father who sat next to him staring into space and chewing his food languidly as he always did. The man hunched over his plate from his considerable height. He had to be well over six foot six. Hard to believe Jacob was his son. The kid was eight, but he was scrawny and was no taller than a six-year-old, likely due to the lack of good nutrition.

Jacob bit the roll in half. His cheeks puffed out. He swiped the other half across the plate, wiping what little meatball gravy remained, and devoured that too, truly enjoying himself.

“I got you something else,” Sam said when he finished chewing.

“What is it?” Jacob asked, eyes wide with excitement.

Sam pulled out the comic books and spread them like a fan for Jacob to see.

“Batman!” Jacob exclaimed, his high-pitched voice carrying across the room. A few heads turned his way, then went back to their business.

“I thought you’d like them.”

On her way here, Sam had stopped at a comic book store and bought them for the boy. She’d been pleasantly surprised when she found out he could actually read. So many of the people here, even the adults, weren’t that privileged. His mother had taught him . . . before she abandoned him. At least she’d done something worthwhile for the kid.

“Do I like them? I love them.” He hugged them to his chest. His clear blue eyes wavered and, for a moment, it looked as if he might cry.

Sam didn’t want him to cry. She wanted him to smile, to be happy. “Here,” she said for a distraction and unhooked his backpack from the back of his chair. “I got a few other things.”

She concealed Jacob’s backpack with her body and transferred a package from her messenger bag to his pack. She didn’t trust some of the adults not to steal it from him. She’d seen some of them do worse. Sam had stuffed the package with nuts, protein bars, a jar of peanut butter, a package of granola and several Snickers bars. She’d thought about slipping in some money as well, but she didn’t know what Jacob’s father might do with it. Buy booze? Drugs? And what after that? Beat the kid? Not that the man looked like an addict, he looked more . . . disconnected from reality than anything else, but you never know.

“What’s in it?” Jacob asked.

“Look later, okay?” Sam whispered. “When you and your dad are alone, got it?”

“Got it,” Jacob answered like an obedient little soldier.

He was such a sweet kid. It broke her heart she couldn’t do more for him now and that she wouldn’t be able to do more for him later. This was only their third time here, and people came and went all the time. Sam had tried to ask his father a few casual questions, but that hadn’t gone well. Afterward, she thought of calling somebody, a social worker or something, but what if she caused the kid to be separated from his father. He really seemed to love him, even if the man was as detached as an unplugged toaster.

“Jacob’s a great kid,” she’d told him, hoping to break the ice.

The boy’s father stared at the table. “They cut this tree down too early,” he'd said, tracing a knot in the wood with his finger. “Sapiens always do that.”

The what? “Um, I don’t mean to intrude but . . . Jacob says you don’t have a place to stay. Maybe I can—”

His eyes snapped to Sam’s. They were now alert and full of distrust. Their sharp blue color transfixed her. His brow was strong and his cheekbones high. Sam supposed he was the kind of man that women around her mother’s age might find attractive. Suddenly he seemed so different, so out of place.

“What do you want with my boy?” he demanded.

Sam got flustered. “Well, I was just . . . I was thinking he . . . maybe you two could . . .”

As she struggled to make sense, he went back to caressing the wood, his eyes vacant and her presence forgotten. “It must have been a pretty tree, colorful leaves in the fall.” He had petted the table like a beloved dog, and he was doing the same now while his little son paged a comic book with delight.

“Thank you. They’re awesome,” Jacob said.

The world was upside down if a precious kid like this had to live such a rough life. She stayed at his side until they left, helping him read the words that gave him trouble. As a farewell, she mussed his hair again and said a little prayer for his wellbeing.

* * *

“Hello?” Sam called out, closing the back door behind her. Her voice echoed through the kitchen. No answer. Same as always. She didn’t know why she kept pretending someone cared enough to be here. She walked to the dining table and found the usual: A ten dollar bill under the salt and pepper shaker. Sam stuffed the money in her pocket. This week, her savings amounted to fifty dollars. Her parents were loose with their cash, but not so much with their affection.

She looked in the fridge for something to cook. Cooking cleared her mind. Cooking made her happy.

The Sub-Zero refrigerator hummed, making the loneliness and silence even more palpable. Sam swallowed the thick knot forming in her throat. Her emotions had been hard to control lately. They surged at unexpected moments, choking her. The feelings of desolation, the sense that she didn’t belong, had been growing stronger ever since school had let out last week. It’d been bad before, but with her only friend, Brooke, gone to New York for the break, it was worse.

She blinked at the light inside the expansive fridge and tried to focus on dinner. It was hard to invoke her usual indifference, but she managed. There were enough ingredients to make a salad: Lettuce, tomatoes, cucumbers. She could boil an egg, cut up some ham and make a chef salad. She patted her belly. Her waist line could use something healthy. But what was the fun in preparing rabbit food? Unless she got creative with the salad dressing. She pondered making something from scratch, even if that would send her pants size in the wrong direction.

Suddenly, her butt buzzed. She started and reached into her back pocket, drawing out her phone. The display read: Bureau of Doom. Her mom calling from the office.

What the . . . ?

What was her mom? A freakin’ psychic or something? Did she know—from behind the mahogany desk of the Gibson & Gibson law firm—that Sam was thinking about making salad dressing at three hundred calories a teaspoon? That her hips were in terrible danger of doubling in width? She closed the fridge and reclined against the island.

“Hey,” Sam answered curtly, falling into her usual, childish hostility.

“Samantha, your Dad and I have to meet clients over dinner tonight,” her mother said without preamble.

“Ah-hum.”

“We’ll probably be late, so you don’t need to wait for us. Okay, baby?”

Baby? Sam shook her head, irritated. Barbara Gibson never called her daughter baby. “Sure, fine.”

“And Samantha, don’t open the door for anyone. We love you, honey. Sleep tight.” The last few words were hurried, and then the receiver went dead.

In disgust, Sam tossed the phone on the counter. It hit the sleek surface and slid a few inches. Impulsively, she pulled out a large metal spoon from the ceramic utensil holder by the stove and thought of ninja-chopping the phone with it. After a few deep breaths, she decided it wasn’t worth the hassle and set the spoon down.

There must have been someone in the room with her. That was the only reason her mom had sounded like the perfect Stepford Mother, because cold-blooded trial lawyers don’t say, “We love you, honey. Sleep tight.” At least, not this one.

Her parents were probably going out for Friday night cocktails, not a business meeting. But it wasn’t the lie that bothered Sam. The problem was their phony attitude when others were present. Why the act when they didn’t really care? No matter that she was a good student, stayed out of trouble, and did everything they . . . Sam cut off the train of thought. It was a waste of time. Her parents thought of her as nothing but an unwanted chore. Plain and simple. No use trying to find other reasons.

She fought the stinging sensation in her eyes. Only two more years, and she would be out of here, gone to culinary school, on her own, starting a new life. The idea dissipated the sadness a little, but some of it lingered. Well, only one thing could get her out this bad mood: A triple-cheese grilled sandwich.

She dug out the ingredients from the fridge. Bread, butter, Cheddar, Swiss and Gouda. Not an award-winning recipe to impress them at Le Cordon Bleu, but—when it came to comfort foods—it was one of her favorites. She dropped butter in a skillet and turned on the burner. The warmth and dancing, blue flame set her mind at ease, immediately releasing her frown and shoulder tension. Guiltlessly, she spread butter on the bread and layered cheese on top. A smile appeared on her lips. She placed the sandwich on the skillet and pressed it with a spatula, flipping it a few times until it turned golden-brown and the cheese went gooey in the middle.

Sam paired her buttery creation with creamy, whole milk. She filled the tallest glass to the rim. Standing over the granite island, she bit into her sandwich. Her eyes closed in ecstasy. Her taste buds reveled in the rich, gooey taste.

Mmm!

She guzzled the milk and devoured the rest of the sandwich in the same fashion. When she was done, she contemplated the dirty dishes and bread crumbs left in what—pre-grilled cheese yumminess binge—had been a spotless kitchen. Like any respectable cook, she hated the cleaning part. A dogged, adolescent stubbornness reared its head. The gluttonous evidence would annoy her mother. It always did, which was perhaps even more satisfying than the pigging-out itself.

Sadly, Sam’s eating habits were the only thing that aroused semi-appropriate parental behavior from her mom. She insisted all those rich foods weren’t healthy, and even had the nerve to suggest a diet of tofu and leafy vegetables. Really? Sam was going to be a chef, for God’s sake! How clueless could her mother be? Maybe if health were her mom’s real concern, Sam would be grateful for the advice. However, comments such as, “one day you’ll blow up like a puffer fish,” made it clear that her image was the real issue. Her mother didn’t want a chubby for a daughter, because—gasp!—what would her friends and clients think?

Two more years and I’ll be out of here. There’s more to life than this. There has to be. She wouldn’t go on feeling like she didn’t belong for much longer. She would re-invent herself. Get new friends. A boyfriend, even.

But for now . . . she sighed, staring at the dirty dishes. Her bratty side lost the battle. Sam cleaned the kitchen and left it the way she’d found it. In the media room, she turned on the TV and scrolled through her favorite channels. Nothing worth watching. After a huge sigh, she picked up the phone and dialed Brooke’s cell.

“Hey, Sam,” Brooke’s excited voice boomed through the receiver, accompanied by loud music.

“How’s New York?” Sam yelled.

“Oh, it’s great. I love it! Right now, we’re at the M&M store in Times Square. They have a huge tube filled with M&M’s. It goes all the way up to the ceiling!” Sam could almost see it herself, and smiled in spite of her sour mood. “How’s everything there?”

“The same. Really waiting for summer school to start.” She knew it sounded pathetic, but it was the truth. She wasn’t enjoying her time off. School had ended just last week, but she was already desperate for something to do.

“Sam, you have to go out and do something,” Brooke said.

Sam blew an exasperated puff of air. Easy for her to say. They didn’t have giant tubes full of M&M’s in West Lafayette, Indiana. What was she going to do? That’s why she had signed up for summer school tutoring (yeah, piling up the pathetic) but no one had called her yet.

“Hold on,” Brooke said. The music became louder. Her voice faded in the background, but Sam could still hear her. “Okay, Jenny. I just need to pay for this.” Sam imagined her friend waving a stuffed M&M toy—little gloved hands hanging at its sides—while Brooke’s cool Aunt Jenny told her to hurry. “I’ve got to go, Sam. We need to find a place to eat dinner before the show.”

“Oh yeah, tonight’s The Lion King, right?” Sam tried to sound upbeat.

“Yeah, I can’t wait!” Brooke was brimming with excitement, and rushed to get off the phone. Who could blame her? “Sorry, Sam. I’ll call you later, okay?”

“Sure.” Sam wouldn’t hold her breath, and, if Brooke didn’t call, she wouldn’t hold it against her. Someone deserved to have some fun.

Sam hung up the receiver. She felt even worse than before. Why did she have to whine to Brooke? Sam sensed the shroud of depression falling over her again, a heavy weight in her stomach that made her entire life seem hopeless. Her outlook narrowed, as if she couldn’t see past her nose anymore and nothing outside her safe cocoon was worth any effort. She tried to push the darkness away, but it hung close.

Only work could keep her mind occupied. There was only so much she could cook. She really needed someone to call for lessons. Besides, tutoring wasn’t only good for her mood, it was also good for her savings account, and her dreams of becoming as independent as possible once she got to college.

After a refreshing shower, Sam surfed the web on her phone. Nothing there lifted her spirits either; quite the opposite. She tried to think of the worthiness of her work at the soup kitchen, but all she could focus on was little Jacob’s unfair situation. She found nothing to cheer her up. No use.

Finally, she crawled into bed with a book and abandoned her worries inside the fluffy layers of her blossom-scented linens. With a sigh, she opened the novel at the place marked by her Snoopy bookmark. She had good fiction to provide respite tonight, taking her into a world where friends didn’t forget to invite you to New York and parents didn’t pretend to care by leaving cash on the table.

Two hours later, quite suspended inside a world of gratifying fiction, Sam was jolted back to reality by the sound of a door opening and closing. Lifting her dried-out eyes from the page, she set the book down and listened.

Her parents usually stayed out later than this, so her mind was already conjuring images of hooded men tiptoeing on her mother’s expensive rugs. Her feet hit the plush, padded carpet. She inched to the door and cracked it open. Sticking her head out into the hall, she looked right and left. Only a night light shone, highlighting the runner rug that led toward the master bedroom. She quietly closed her door behind her.

Straining to see in the dark hall, Sam stepped out and collided against something unexpected. She yelled and jumped backward, flapping her arms like a frightened hen and crashing into her bedroom door. It flew open. Light from her lamp sliced the hall in two. Sam’s mother stood in the spotlight, looking back with squinting, bloodshot eyes, unnerved by Sam’s sudden and dramatic reaction.

“Have you lost your mind?” her mother’s speech was slurred. Cocktails, no doubt. Other than the red eyes and a little drawl, however, she looked sober. It took inordinate amounts of vodka to melt her glacial core.

“Um, I wasn’t expecting you guys home this early,” Sam said.

Her mother blinked once, then headed toward her room and, from the corner of her mouth, said, “Go to bed.”

“Where’s Dad?”

A raging tornado, her mother spun, face contorted into a mask of fury. On the verge of exploding into a verbal lashing, she seemed to bite her tongue, maybe hard enough to draw tears to her cold, gray eyes.

“He stayed with the client,” she answered. “I developed a headache.” Each word was exacting and bitter. Sam looked down at the floor, unable to hold her mother’s hateful gaze. Something told her not to push the woman’s buttons tonight. After a tense moment, her mom walked off and slammed her bedroom door.

Sam blinked, feeling as if she’d taken a bath in a cup of bitter espresso. She’d never before seen pain in her mother’s Darth Vader’s gaze. If the woman’s icy interior had cracked, it meant something major was up. Sam knew she’d better find out, because it could mean life was about to get a lot worse.


  Chapter 3 - Greg




One second, Greg was dead to all. The next, he opened his eyes to an unpolished and battered new world. He stared at the popcorn ceiling of his bedroom. Weird. He didn't remember it being so dirty, or in such bad shape. The glow-in-the-dark stars he’d attached what felt like a million years ago were partially detached. A hairline fracture ran from the top of one wall to another. A layer of dust clung to the light bulb overhead. Curious, how he had never noticed those things before.

Greg convinced himself to peel his eyes away from the ceiling. The light on the night table was on. Oddly, he sensed its warmth, and it made him feel like a roasted chicken at the grocery store. He squinted into the intense brightness. All of his senses seemed to be in overdrive. Even his nose twitched at the strong smell of perfume. The sweet scent guided him to a slumped figure on his desk chair: Mom, sleeping peacefully.

So she hadn't cooked him for dinner, after all. Instead, she’d nursed him back to health. He must have been delirious with fever. Totally delusional.

With a jolt, he sat up, remembering what had happened. When he saw the length of his body, he gasped. His feet extended past the end of the twin-size bed. He’d grown an entire foot, and that wasn’t all. His legs looked nothing like the skinny twigs he was used to seeing. They were thick and muscular. Dumbfounded, Greg looked down at his chest and marveled at his chiseled pecs and abs. They flexed and relaxed with ease. His body had never looked this good before. His parents had assured him this would happen, but only seeing was believing. He stared and stared.

“Oh, baby, you're awake!” Mom rushed to his side, sat at the edge of the bed and locked him in a viselike hug.

Going crimson from head to toe, Greg pawed at the sheets and pulled them up to his waist. He was dressed in nothing but a pair of boxer shorts, which were now way too tight for comfort. She grabbed his shoulders and held him at arm’s length. Pride filled her bright blue eyes.

“Mom, what . . . ?” he started to ask, but the sound of his own voice stopped him. He brought a hand to his throat. The new, deep tone was familiar, but certainly not his own.

Excited, Mom hurried to the door. “Nick, Nick . . . Greg’s awake. Hurry!”

She rushed back to his side and returned to beaming like an adoring lioness over a brand new cub. Dad appeared in the doorway. He looked pale, with dark circles under his eyes. Greg suddenly saw how exhausted both his parents looked. Mom’s hair was in disarray, and she wore a pair of Dad’s pajama pants along with one of Greg’s favorite t-shirts. It was short on her and showed her navel. Self-consciously, she tugged on the garment.

“Don’t be mad. You won’t need it anymore,” she said.

Greg frowned, annoyed at the fact that he would need a whole new wardrobe. He hadn’t thought of that.

“Oh, my baby,” Mom said, “I’m so proud of you.”

“Everything . . . went okay?” Greg asked, trying to ignore his new, velvety voice. Apprehension writhed in his chest as he waited for the answer. He’d always known these changes would happen, but that didn’t make him less anxious.

Dad sat on the other side of the bed. His expression was stern, but Greg thought a hint of pride showed in his eyes. “Yes. So far, everything’s gone as it should, but the final step hasn’t occurred yet.”

Greg nodded, wishing to be done with it, desperate to find out his caste once and for all. Just one more step and he would know. Ever since he could remember, he’d wondered what his destiny would be. He’d always known that he wouldn’t be the same scrawny kid forever, that one day he’d be tall, fit and handsome like Dad. But his caste, his fate in life, that had always been a mystery, an obsessive question ever-present in the back of his mind.

“Erica,” Dad said, “why don’t you fetch a mirror?”

While she was gone, Greg stared at his hands. They were large and strong, like Dad’s. A burning sensation at the back of his neck made him shrug involuntarily. He took a hand to the spot and felt a collection of bumps and protuberances.

“My mark . . . ?” Greg asked, just to make sure.

“It’s still illegible,” Dad confirmed.

Greg knew this. His mark would stay blurry until the final step. The physical transformation was taxing enough. A Morphid’s mind wouldn’t change—and reveal their mark—until the body had time to rest.

“But don’t worry about it. It’ll be alright.” Dad tried to soothe him, but his voice wavered a little.

“You don’t sound so sure,” Greg said.

Dad blinked a couple of times. “Oh, don’t mind me. You know I worry too much." He gave a weak smile.

Mom reentered the room, sat and extended the mirror his way. With a slight nod, Dad encouraged him to take it. Suddenly apprehensive, Greg snatched the mirror into his lap, averting his eyes.

“There’s nothing to be afraid of, honey,” Mom said. “You’re quite the handsome devil. You look just like your father when I first met him.” She winked at her husband.

Even now, the idea still seemed ludicrous, considering how plain Greg had always been. If he had a dollar for every time he heard things like, “maybe you’re adopted, dude,” or “your real folks abandoned you under a bridge, ‘cause you must have been a fugly baby,” he would be a freakin’ multimillionaire. No one could believe two extremely attractive people like his parents had produced a homely-looking kid like him.

With trepidation, Greg lifted the mirror and took a look. His breath caught at the sight of his familiar, yet drastically evolved features. He saw the same nose, mouth, blue eyes, and black hair, except everything was somehow . . . perfect. The blue in his irises sparkled. His once-dull hair had luster, gleaming blue-black like an anime character’s mane. His nose, previously big for his face, was now a plastic surgeon’s dream. His lips were full, and a little too red for his taste.

Annoyed with the length of his eyelashes, Greg blinked slowly. “Ugh, what’s wrong with my eyelashes?” He pinched and tugged at them with a thumb and index finger.

“Nothing’s wrong. They just grew, like the rest of you,” Mom said.

“They look fake.” He almost said they were girlish, but he wasn’t about to voice such a disturbing thought.

“I can’t believe you’ve come of age. My baby’s a man!” Mom exclaimed, smiling from ear to ear.

“How long was I out?” Greg asked.

Dad rubbed his forehead and stood to pace alongside the bed. "Nine days,” he said.

“Nine? I thought it was supposed to take at least two weeks?”

Dad gave a simple nod.

“That doesn’t mean anything bad, does it?” Greg asked, panic rising in his chest.

Mom put a hand on his. “No, honey. Of course it doesn’t.”

Greg pulled his hand away. “Dad?”

"Try not to worry about that right now. Relax. You’ve been through an intense process. And even if it went fast, well, everything appears to be okay.”

“Everything appears okay?” Greg’s breathing became rapid. “Everything appears okay?!” he asked again, his new voice now rising an octave.

“You did fine, baby,” Mom reassured him, pushing a lock of platinum blond hair behind her ear. “We watched you closely. Every minute. We were a bit worried at first, since everything was going so fast, but when you started shedding, it was obvious you were perfect. When things don’t go right—which rarely happens—Morphids don’t make it this far. You’re fine.” She smiled reassuringly, which did nothing but intensify Greg’s fear.

"Dad?” Greg pressed again. Mom was always too positive, too cheery about everything. He needed Dad’s realistic perspective.

“Oh, Nick, see what you’ve done? Now, he’s worried,” Mom said. “Your father thinks the speed means you won’t share our caste, but that’s just crazy. The odds are in our favor. You will be a Companion,” she said emphatically.

They’d had this conversation a thousand times before. Mom had always insisted that Greg would become a Companion. It was what she wanted, so she always refused to consider any other possibility. Dad, on the other hand, had always been more conservative. No one’s caste was guaranteed—not even if all family members had shared the same one for generations. It had nothing to do with bloodlines, and everything to do with fate. Fate, the stubborn ruler of their kind, the hidden entity behind everything that happened to anyone. Greg peered up at his dad, expecting some sort of explanation. He got only a blank stare.

So Dad didn’t think he would be a Companion. Greg felt the idea sink in. He’d never told his parents this—he hadn’t wanted to hurt their feelings—but Greg didn’t want to be a Companion. They were the most common Morphid caste. It was like being a housecat when he could be a panther. He wanted to be different; special.

As he contemplated the possibility of a different caste, a little smile graced his lips. Not a Companion. What, then? He thought of his parents’ identical marks between their shoulder blades: A gray wolf, a Companion for life. Circular and approximately four inches in diameter, each Morphid’s mark proclaimed their caste, and looked to the casual observer like elaborate scarification tattoos. If he didn’t get a gray wolf, what would he get?

When he was little, he’d wanted to be a Companion like his parents. At seven years old, he had even tried to draw a gray wolf on his back with a felt-tip marker. It came out looking like a clumsy smudge. As he grew older, the idea lost its appeal. Companions were just like Humans. They had no special abilities of any kind. The only thing their castes gave them was a compulsion for someone they’d never met. He didn’t want that. He loathed the idea of being chained to somebody. He didn’t want to “support the growth of the population.” Even if Companions were the only ones who truly fell in love and had a fated soul mate, their role was . . . well . . . boring.

He wanted to be a Singular—a Morphid without attachments to anyone. Not just that, he wanted a cool caste, like a Sorcerer or a Shifter, both these casts could wield magic, the former to do all kinds of tricks, the latter to alter his appearance into almost anything. Even something simpler would be okay, too. Like Dad’s friend, Marcus. He was a Seeker, and could help anyone find anything they’d lost. He made tons of money, finding all sorts of things for people—even missing children.

Besides, if Greg morphed into a Companion, where would he find his pre-destined partner? In his seventeen years of life, he’d never met a Morphid girl—other than a distant cousin he’d met in Florida ten years ago, when they vacationed in Disney World. He and his family didn’t go advertising they weren’t human. Clearly, the others—if there were others—didn’t either. If he told his friends, they’d think he’d lost his mind. He could only imagine their faces if he told them his ancestors came from a long-lost realm called Nymphalia.

Hell, even Greg thought that was bogus half the time. Now, his own metamorphosis proved it all, and his parents’ teachings about their kind—passed down from generation to generation—suddenly took a whole new meaning.

“He’ll be a Companion like us. You’ll see,” Mom said adamantly.

Perhaps if they were discussing whether he would become a janitor or a rocket scientist, this conversation might be productive. Being Morphids as they were, it was mere speculation.

“Fate will determine his caste, not his lineage,” Dad finished in a quiet voice.

Looking dissatisfied, Mom stood and started pacing. “I know that, Nick. I don’t need a lecture. Is it so wrong for me to wish happiness for my son? It’s the most common caste. Odds are Greg will be one, too. His destiny will be to love and be loved.”

“I want to be a Singular,” Greg burst out, unable to stand this argument any longer. He had never dared utter those words in front of his parents, but saying them out loud seemed to solidify his wish.

Mom put a hand over her mouth. “You don’t know what you’re saying, Greg,” she murmured, horrified.

“It would be better,” he said, his voice now growing hoarse. “If I’m a Singular, I could stay here, finish high school, go to college. I wouldn’t get the sudden urge to leave.”

“As much as I’d like for you to stay with us, I want much more for you. I want you to be happy,” Mom said.

“Erica, he actually has a point,” Dad said, sounding as if he’d thought about this before.

“Mom, a Companion caste might send me across the world to find my Integral. Clearly, New Orleans isn’t some huge Morphid Mecca. Besides Marcus, I’ve never met any others here. Who the hell knows where I’d end up?”

“Language,” Dad commanded.

Greg ignored him, feeling heat rising from his chest. “But maybe Fate’s considerate and thoughtful, and tomorrow at six in the evening, my caste and its damn new instincts will urge me to drive to the convenience store. And tah-dah, I’ll find my stupid Integral buying a packet of gum, right here in our own backyard. Yeah, not likely . . .”

Greg was filled with stubborn irritation at his lack of power over his own destiny. No amount of denial, on his parents’ part or his, would make a difference. His path was already chosen. Still, it felt good to finally speak his mind.

“Companions aren’t the only ones who have Integrals,” Mom reminded him. “Would you like to morph into one of those castes instead?”

Greg sulked. She had to bring that up. “It’s not like it’s up to me, anyway,” he said, wishing to end this useless conversation.

“I know, but you shouldn’t wish to be alone; or worse, be a servant. That would be awful,” she whispered, rubbing her arms as if she’d gone cold. “I just can’t believe you would . . . give up love.” Mom shook her head, incredulously.

She’d always believed that sharing a link for any other reason besides love was a terrible thing. Greg imagined it would be, which was precisely the reason why he wanted to be a Singular, so he wouldn’t have to share a link with anyone at all—not for love, not for servitude.

“Erica, this prejudice of yours is tiring,” Dad said.

“It’s not a prejudice,” Mom said, but it was obvious she didn’t mean it.

“A Morphid would never see his Integral as a burden or an enemy. You know that. He could be a protector or a guide, even. If he’s called to serve another, he will do so gladly.”

“But what kind of life is that?”

“One of fulfillment.”

“Maybe.”

“No, not maybe, Erica. Just a different kind than ours. You know it’s true.”

“Do we?” she asked.

So much of their knowledge about their own kind seemed to be just a concept. Tales handed down by his grandparents’ grandparents and further back. For all they knew, Morphids were at the brink of extinction, and here they were, arguing over nothing. It didn’t help that his parents had detached themselves from the Morphid community, going into hiding from what they perceived as overly controlling leaders. They couldn’t even reach out to anyone if they had questions or needed help.

“Is it so bad I want our son to be as happy and loved as I am?” Mom asked, near tears.

“Greg will find his Integral—if he has one—and no matter what, he’ll be happy. Okay?” Dad said in a reassuring voice.

The fact that he didn’t say “happy and loved” wasn’t wasted on Greg. Suddenly, he felt a squirming apprehension in his gut. No love. Ever. His parents loved each other unconditionally, and they were extremely happy, weren’t they? Being a Companion wasn’t that bad—not at all. Greg shook his head. What did he know about love, anyway? He’d gone without it this long. He’d tried to like human girls, but they weren’t even of the same species. It would be like a parrot fancying a chipmunk. He’d felt nothing, just an empty space that begged to be filled.

Greg’s head throbbed with anger. Why was he angry? Hadn’t he decided love and “making babies to sustain the population” wasn’t for him? Was it because, even after his body had morphed, he still had zero say in his own life? All of a sudden, Greg wanted to hurt somebody. Mom drew the short straw.

“You know what, Mom?” he interrupted the debate in progress. “If I do have an Integral, I hope the compulsion sends me to Tibet. I’ll send you a postcard . . . maybe.”

A ringing started in his ears. Dizzy and disoriented, Greg slumped back against the headboard. His tongue felt heavy and dry as sandpaper, and his vision blurred. “Screw it,” he mumbled. “I don’t want that. I’d much rather be a Singular.”

“There’s no need to be so hurtful,” Mom said, but he was beyond caring.

Unable to keep his head up any longer, Greg held it between his hands. “I’d rather . . .” His breathing was labored and the ringing in his ears and blurring in his eyes became more disturbing.

“Son,” Dad said, “I think it’s time.”

Greg fought to keep his eyes open. He didn’t want to be brainwashed, and struggled against the fog that weighed down on his thoughts.

“It’s no use, Greg,” Mom pleaded. “Don’t hurt yourself fighting it.”

Greg fought to stay awake, but it was useless. The final transformation would happen whether he wanted it or not. After a few excruciating moments, he slid down the headboard and passed out, his mind at the mercy of Fate’s molding fingers.


  Chapter 4 - Sam




Sam shook her head in defeat. Coming to the mall by herself had been a terrible idea. Everywhere, people were talking, smiling, holding hands, laughing and carrying shopping bags. All of them so happy, so together. It wasn’t fair.

Not even the pretty blue tank top she’d bought could lift her spirits. After all, she couldn’t show it to anyone. She slung her shopping bag over her shoulder and stood to free up the table. It was almost six, and the food court was rapidly filling up with cheerful families, friends and couples looking for a fast dinner.

She slurped her milkshake—which could use a little cinnamon—and walked away without looking back at the eager faces that snatched up the space she’d vacated. Why couldn’t she have what they had? She shuffled toward the exit. As she went, she returned the blank stares of the androgynous mannequins inside the store windows. After a minute, her milkshake stopped flowing. Aggravated, she swirled the straw and sucked as hard as she could. A large, cold gulp suddenly flooded her throat. She halted, pressing two fingers to her forehead.

Brain freeze!

Sam clenched her teeth and squeezed her eyelids shut. When she opened her eyes, the first thing she saw were a couple of preppy-looking girls, walking by and staring with snobbish looks on their thin faces.

“Weirdo,” one of them mouthed.

Sam whirled to face the window display to her left, doing her best to appear both normal and indifferent to their scrutiny—even though it was eating away at her insides. She found herself staring at ostentatious jewelry, lying on top of blue velvet. The girls continued on, whispering in each other’s ears and hanging around each other’s shoulders. Sam watched their reflection in the glass, itching to wring their little necks. Why did there have to be such mean people in the world?

“Idiots,” Sam said under her breath.

“That’s for sure,” a rich, melodious voice came from behind her.

She gave a little yelp and spun around, almost bumping her nose against someone’s chest. Startled, she backed against the window display. Her gaze traveled upward and settled on the face of a complete stranger, a man or boy—Sam couldn’t decide which—dressed in jeans and a simple black t-shirt. He just stood there, examining her with penetrating black eyes. Sam’s skin crawled with some sort of recognition. Did she know him? She struggled to place him, but nothing came to her. Clearly, her brain hadn’t thawed out yet.

“Hello,” he said, the tone as deep as that of a baritone opera singer.

She glanced around. There were crowds of people everywhere, coming in and out of stores. Sam reminded herself not to panic. He didn’t seem threatening. On the contrary, his words were kind and his features calm and inviting—not to mention extremely handsome. Something about his face made her want to pick up a pencil and start sketching. That was weird enough because, in her entire life, she’d never felt compelled to draw anything, much less some random guy. But who wouldn’t want to draw him? His angular face, sculpted nose, full lips, but most striking of all, the combination of longish blond hair and deep black eyes. Such perfection would be enough to drive any artist to the canvas. Though he would have been sublime if he’d had dark hair instead, she thought. She’d always favored dark hair. His t-shirt and designer jeans looked brand new, and he wore them awkwardly, like he’d just stepped out of a dressing room.

“What’s your name?” he asked with a warm smile. And oh God, if he didn’t have an English accent.

“Samantha.”

She blinked. Had she just told a stranger her name? Just like that? She groaned at her stupidity. She’d been so busy drinking in his every detail, drooling like a Saint Bernard, that she didn’t realize her mouth had grown a mind of its own.

“Pleased to meet you, Samantha.” He leaned closer, extending a hand in her direction. Was he bowing?

No. . . that would be absurd! The guy was so tall, he had to practically stoop to reach her. He was of medium build and very elegant. Sam distrustfully stared at his hand. She looked around. Was this someone’s idea of a joke? Why would a guy like this talk to her? Stuff like this happened all the time to Brooke, not her. Random guys never talked to Sam. Not any guys really, and certainly not ones who looked like this.

Boys and Sam just didn’t . . . jive. But strangely, a lot was jiving right now, at least on her end. And it wasn’t just that he was absolutely, undeniably, drop-dead yummilicious—like triple fudge brownies. Sure, there was that, but there was something else, too. Some undercurrent she’d never felt for any member of the opposite sex. An aura that was new and familiar all at the same time. A feeling that he was someone she could relate, to or belong with; the strangest and most illogical sensation ever.

He was talking again, brushing golden hair off his forehead. Sam struggled to capture his words, feeling like a total airhead. She didn’t lose her wits over cute boys, and she’d always been proud of that.

“For the past few months, I’ve dreamed of nothing but making your acquaintance.” A gentle smile stretched across his lips, and his eyes seemed to grow watery for a second, like he was about to cry.

Sam blinked and let his words sink in. When she understood what he was saying, her heart took a tumble. Of course it was too good to be true. This wasn’t some random cute guy who’d felt compelled to talk to her. This was a prankster, or a loony, or worst of all . . . a creep.

Okay, maybe now was the time to freak out. She tried, waited for alarms in her head to start blaring and flashing “Danger” in huge, red letters.

And . . . nothing. No panic. All she felt were nerves, the giddy type. She stared, bewildered, unable to peel her eyes off him, lost in his magnetic allure. She’d never seen him before, yet it felt as if she knew him somehow. He was what one would call unforgettable, with haunting, black eyes that could dismantle a girl with one glance.

Sam swallowed the huge knot in her throat, thinking what an impressionable idiot she was—the perfect victim for a handsome serial killer. She twisted her shopping bag in her hand. Time to get out of here. This was too weird to lead to any good outcome.

“Uh . . . well, I . . . I have to go,” she said, putting her thumb up and pointing in the general direction of the parking lot. She gave him a sheepish smile and walked away. After five steps, she glanced back over her shoulder. He was following her.

Sam whirled around. “What are you doing?!”

He smiled with pride, the way someone might smile at their kid for standing up for themselves.

“Well . . . ?” Sam waited for him to say something. “Are you some sort of stalker?” she pressed. “Because if you are, I’ll start screaming, and the mall cops will be on you like white on rice.” Sam tried to sound convincing, but she felt ridiculous.

He simply pointed at a bench. “Would you sit with me?” His calm tone made her feel like a lunatic. But lunatics stayed alive, she reminded herself. Only compliant fools ended up in landfills.

“No! Why should I? I don’t even know you.”

“Well, we can fix that. If you sit with me, of course.” Without making contact, he reached an arm around her shoulder and herded her toward the bench.

Without knowing why, Sam lost her anger and complied. She should have been running out the door or calling out for help, but the truth was . . . she was smitten. Besides, what would be the harm of sitting there for just a minute? It had to be safer staying inside the mall, with witnesses all around. Going out to a lonely parking lot was less sensible, she reasoned.

When they sat, Sam scooted to one end of the bench. He turned to face her, letting his dark eyes examine her from head to toe. Sam hugged her stomach, feeling self-conscious.

“Are you doing all right?” he asked, the way one might ask an old friend.

“So what’s this about?” Sam snapped, irritated with herself for going along.

“I want to know everything about you, Samantha,” he said with a fascinated look.

Chills ran down her spine. He offered her a sweet, innocent smile, and her dread vanished. Man, he’s smooth. Why wasn’t she at home, reading a book under her safe comforter? Instead, she was right here, being seduced by Smooth Operator.

“Are you for real?” Sam asked, shaking her head. “Who are you? Someone put you up to this, right?”

“My name is Ashby.”

“What do you want, Ashby?” Sam pronounced the name with mockery. She’d never heard such a name. It had to be made up.

He grinned and was about to answer when the mean, preppy girls walked by again. Apparently, they were making the rounds, and it hadn’t taken them long to come back. Their eyes danced incredulously from Sam to Ashby. They were practically gaping. Involuntarily, Sam’s mouth twisted into a cocky smile. As she gave them the once-over, a strong arm wrapped around her waist and pulled her in. Suddenly, she was right next to Ashby, the length of her body tight against his. She stiffened and felt the color drain from her face. Still, she couldn’t help but notice the two girls blanching with envy.

“They’re positively jealous,” Ashby said, laughing.

Taken aback by his cocky charade, she pushed away, trying to hide her smile of satisfaction.

“Are you always this . . . grave?” Ashby asked, composing his face into an exaggerated mask of propriety and concern.

“That’s none of your business,” Sam snapped. “I should go.”

“No.” He put a hand on her forearm, his fingers gentle and warm. Ashby composed his expression, erasing all traces of humor. “Can you not guess who I might be?” His eyes searched hers, full of hope.

Sam squirmed. What kind of weird question was that? “Mm, no,” she snapped. “I have no clue.”

“C’mon,” he said with a wink, as if she were playing a joke on him, not the other way around.

Irritation got the best of her. “Okay, I’ll give it a try. Right now, I’m thinking you might be a stalker or a serial killer. Best case scenario, you’ve just escaped the insane asylum.”

Ashby’s face fell. First, his gaze filled with incredulity and hurt, but slowly a sort of understanding made his eyes widen. “Wait, you don’t know you’re . . .” he trailed off. He sounded as if he’d made some sort of big discovery about her.

She grew defensive. “I’m what?” she demanded.

He ran a hand through his hair, silky blond strands sliding between long fingers. “You . . .” he winced, suddenly at a loss for words. After a heavy sigh, he looked back into her eyes. “I—I came here to meet you. Now, it seems, I must also warn you.” His voice was quiet, conspiratorial. “You won’t believe what I’m about to say, but . . . a lot will change for you, hopefully soon. When it begins, you’ll feel you’ve lost control over your life, but you mustn’t be afraid.”

Sam’s skin crawled and her shoulders shivered involuntarily. “Ha, ha, very funny,” she managed. “C’mon, tell me, who put you up to this?” She tried to sound unimpressed, but a feeling of foreboding began to crawl over her.

Ashby blinked with patient understanding. His long lashes moved through the air like gentle butterfly wings. They were almost too long. His dark eyes examined her face with tenderness.

“I know you think this is a joke. It’s a reasonable reaction. I don’t expect you to believe me, but just remember me when it begins. More importantly, remember that,” Ashby seized her hand and looked at her with fire behind his eyes, “everything will be all right. I promise.”
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