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I still hope you're proud. I hope the words came out right. 

You’re what I remember. Dream sweet.
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“It’s finally happened, babies. Parole is burning. They say we started out in a blaze of glory, and now we’re all going down in flames.”

Sidewalks split apart into huge cracks, and giant craters devoured cars and buildings and people like hungry jaws. Black smoke and tongues of flame licked up from the crevices as the asphalt crumbled, and everywhere screams cut through the terrible noise of the collapsing city. And a sunny girl’s voice issued from every radio, every frequency, every speaker. She talked quickly, desperately, a rapid-fire barrage of comfort and direction, and every single person in the city shut up and listened.

“But it’s gonna be okay, I promise, because I’m going to talk you through this. The center of the city is gone, so you have to get to the edges of Parole lickety-quick. Get away from the crater but do NOT try to break through the fences.”

Not everybody listened. Hordes of desperate, hopeful souls tried to escape—but they were locked in. They flung themselves against electric fences and barbed wire and stormed the wall of masked men with guns and riot shields. Gunshots joined the awful roar, and bodies fell into the incinerator below. There weren’t enough safe places left, and the fire found them.

“I repeat, do not try to break through the gates! They are all over the city exits, and they will kill you if you try to break out. This is what they’ve been waiting for! If you ever thought the law was on your side, let this open your eyes. We’re on our own now.”

There was no escape as the streets sank into the lake of fire. The gates stayed shut, and the quarantine held strong. 

“If you can fight, get to the Emerald Bar. If you can’t, if you need shelter, get to the library—if it’s even still standing! My friends are there, they’ll help you. Somehow we’re gonna make it through this together.”

The men in the gas masks stood firm and unmoving beside the closed gates and fences and the impenetrable barrier arching overhead, not letting a single soul pass. Helicopters hovered above, blades spinning in a deafening roar. Their searchlights traveled over the devastation, white columns of light cutting through the carbon monoxide smoke.

“And whatever you do, sweeties, stay out of the light! They’re shooting anyone they see in the spotlight, so get down and stay down. Just try not to fall into the fire, okay?”

The Eye in the Sky saw it all, and even as the skyscrapers and bridges collapsed and crushed the life out of the smoke-drowned Parole, they never blinked.

“I know it’s scary, but I’ll be right here with you. Just listen to my voice. I’m your Radio Angel and we’re gonna make it through this, I promise this will all be okay, do you hear me? Just get to the library, or to the Emerald—”

An explosion shook the ground. The broadcast erupted into static snow, and her voice cut off. The radio fell silent, and collapsing buildings, helicopter blades, gunshots and screams replaced the comforting voice.

Nobody knew what had started the catastrophe, why tonight of all nights they were falling into the lake of fire. Nobody knew that it began in a dingy underground pub on a smoke-filled night like any other. And nobody knew that it all started with a song.
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Regan kept his back to the wall, and folded his arms tightly across his chest. He kept his scaly head down, tucked in his chin, and clenched his teeth. Despite the dense crowd in the dim bar, the hard, narrow stare he shot out from underneath his lowered gaze kept everyone at arms’ length. This way nobody could hear the chatter in his pointed teeth, or see him curl his hands into fists to hide the shaking. He pressed his back more firmly against the wall and breathed. Steadied his nerves, focused on conserving precious body heat. Even in the heat of the small, packed house, even in this city where the smoke never cleared and the fire never went out, he needed all the warmth he could get.

No one saw his yellow eyes with their thin, vertical, snakelike pupils darting around the room, never still. And never together; they zipped in entirely different directions, flicking over every face, every figure independently. 

“Welcome back to the Emerald Bar, angel-face! Excited for the show?”

Regan looked up at the chubby, pretty girl—no waitress or hostess uniform, but friendly enough to be one—smiling at him, all freckle-faced perkiness and bubblegum-pink hair. Her chair hovered around three feet off the ground, silently floating up and down. For a moment he was tempted to smile back, pretend this was a normal night and that everything wasn’t about to change forever.

“Wouldn’t know. Never seen one.” He turned away from her, letting his eyes slide back out over the full room. The people seated around tables and standing along the walls like him were happily noisy, with an aura of jovial anticipation hovering around them, instead of the smoke that never went away. Not in Parole.

“Well, you’re really in for a treat,” the girl in the chair continued. She had a nice voice; he couldn’t help thinking he’d heard it before somewhere. Maybe she did some kind of show here too. “Evelyn’s trying out some new material—it rocks. I mean, I’m biased, she breathes and I think it rocks, but this is really something great.”

“Uh-huh. The owner of this place—guy named Garrett Cole. Any idea where I could find him?”

“Yeah, he’s… the emcee tonight,” she said, giving him a curious look, as if he’d said something strange. “He’ll come out and announce Miss Ev, he opens and closes the show. Sometimes he talks and sings with the audience… you sure you’ve never been here before? I could swear I’ve seen you around.”

He scratched at his neck, adjusting the loose-hanging folds of scaly skin he hid under his collar. “No. First time.”

“Okay.” She floated away, shooting him a smile and wave. “If you need anything, ask for Kari, that’s me! Enjoy the show!”

Once she was gone, he turned back around and scanned the entire room again, but not with his eyes this time. The tip of a forked tongue flicked out of his mouth as subtly as he could while still testing currents of air. He’d never find what he was searching for here just by looking, or listening, or asking. Even smelling was a pale imitation. Nothing compared to tasting. Even in small rooms where a thousand different scents mingled and muddied together. Trying to pick one out was like tuning into radio stations, searching for one very elusive signal amid a sea of static.

Still, the one he wanted was here somewhere. All he had to do was wait and eventually the show would—

Silence hit the room like a bomb. Every mouth snapped shut, a hundred heads turned as one, like an ensemble of marionettes, to stare at the curtain.

“Ladies, gentlemen, and non-binary beings, good evening. And it is a very good evening indeed. Welcome to the Emerald Bar.” The voice came from everywhere, deep and resonant, echoing from the hidden speakers all around the room. Regan jumped—the sound made his bones reverberate and his chair vibrate. For an intimidating minute, he felt the familiar tinge of fight-or-flight—then he saw where it came from. The small, thin man with dark skin, center stage in the bright spotlight. He sat on the edge of the stage, sequins in the arrow collar of his ringmaster’s suit and band of his top hat casting thousands of tiny sparkles around the room. 

The reason Regan was here.

“You’re here to have your frontal lobes injected with glamour, your eyeballs serenaded by liquid beauty, and your ears tickled and teased until you scream.” The small emcee’s stature didn’t match his enormous, spreading voice at all. Still, every eye in the place focused on the small, unassuming-looking man with the voice of a movie-preview announcer.

“I’m Master of Ceremonies Garrett Cole and tonight I’ll be your pilot, flying you so close to the sun you can smell the wax melt and your wings burn just before we reach Heaven. So open up your minds, and let her step inside. I give you your shining high priestess of the microphone, the celestial siren of rock n’roll, golden goddess of the electric lullaby, our lady of audio ecstasy—raise your hands to Heaven and make a joyful noise for Miss! Evelyn! Calliope!”

Regan covered his pointed ears until the screaming stopped, and the intro music started. A single electric guitar chord in a minor key, synthesized strings weaving around it. 

“Some people say that hope’s a delusion.” A new voice said from behind the curtain. “They say Parole is doomed. We’re already burning and we just don’t know it. They say we’re lost, alone, nobody cares, we don’t have a chance.” The laugh that escaped her was filled with a barely-contained energy. She wouldn’t have to hold it in much longer. “Well, I beg to differ. But it’s easy to forget… so I’m here to help you remember! One, two, three, four!”

A drumbeat followed her tempo. Rhythm guitars exploded through the club as strobe lights began to flash and blue and purple lasers cut through the smoke-swirled air. The crowd rose again in screams and waving hands as deep-voiced house drums reverberated through the floor. The bass pounded in Regan’s chest, but he wasn’t there to enjoy the show. In the dark, he slowly rose to his feet.

“Ashes, ashes, we’re all gonna learn to fly…”

Nobody saw him. Evelyn Calliope’s captivating voice joined the rock anthem, and the spell was cast. And even though Regan had a mission, he couldn’t help looking up as her ruby-sequined heels clicked onto the stage. 

 He’d never seen anyone quite like the punk-rock super heroine who took the stage. At least that was his first thought, taking in the ruffles and spikes, ribbons and studs. The corset-like top and tiered skirt with the bow on the back, all made of metallic fabrics and black mesh. Her coordinated eyeshadow and lip gloss, the light brown skin that gleamed blue-violet under the rosy stage lights, and pink-purple, swirling hair like a cotton candy cloud. The deep purple cape that hung from her shoulders was the final touch. In this city of the powerless, somebody was taking some power back.

“‘Cause we’re all catching fire, by the light of the moon…”

The audience hung on her every word, every movement and glance; and drank in her expression and inflection and domination of the stage. They didn’t notice as Regan slowly leaned closer—not to her, but toward a small, private table by the stage. There sat emcee Garrett Cole, relaxing with his top hat on the table in front of him, sipping his martini in blissful unawareness. If Regan could get just a little closer, he could wait for the right moment if it took all night. Catch his scent and follow until he was alone.

“And we’ll all keep on fighting to the last ember!”

Evelyn stood with her spiked heels far apart in a power stance, grabbing the microphone stand and pulling it closer as one glittering foot stomped out the rhythm. Regan’s tongue flickered in and out, tasting the air that changed as she swept by; when she passed even the oxygen seemed electrically charged.

“You’re not what you were, but you can be…”

But when Regan’s heartbeat sped up, it wasn’t for the same reason as the rest of the audience. It was the impulse to move. Every eye was on her now; he wouldn't get a better chance than this. Regan started moving around the room’s edge, slipping closer to the man in the ringleader’s suit.

“What you remember!”

The last high note hung in the air. The audience erupted into applause. And now the tunnel vision set in. Nothing existed except Garrett Cole.

“I hope that helped clear some things up.” Evelyn smiled as the stark spotlight dimmed to cast a cozy, homey atmosphere over the club. Glitter sparkled in her hair and on her cheeks, and the lighting effects switched to something like a disco ball, casting a million soft points of starlight around the room. “Never forget that you’re never alone. That’s how we’re gonna get out of this alive. Now, no more sad faces! Tell me how you feel!” 

She laughed as the crowd whistled and cheered. “That’s what I like to hear! People who can still smile and laugh and—ahhh, I’m just so glad you’re all here tonight! There’s nowhere I’d rather be.”

Evelyn shifted from blazing power to gentle warmth, settling down and giving the audience a soft gaze that made every member feel included and welcome. She tapped her foot on the stage again, and the drums sped up to match it, rhythm guitar coming in lightly to deliver an energetic beat.

Regan moved.

Suddenly, everything went white. Regan gasped and clapped his hands over his eyes against a blinding column of light that stabbed into his eyes. Hissing, he shrank away from the painful brightness and staggered into a table. 

“Looks like we have our first volunteer!” Evelyn purred, smiling at the silhouette in the spotlight. 

“Wh-what?”

“Oh, I’m sorry, sweetie, I thought you knew. First person to stand up during this song gets to sing with me! Duets are my favorite. Feel like joining me on stage? No press—”

 “No!” Regan hissed, fighting for his balance. He couldn’t see, his light-sensitive eyes stung at the amber-green afterimage blur. He stumbled back to escape the spotlight and slammed into another table—then he tripped and went down hard, flat on his back. 

The man in the top hat saw it all. His eyes fixed on Regan, and from the moment the spotlight had lit up the gleaming edges of his scales, Garrett Cole saw from point A to point B, and formulated a plan. He reached up, slid his hand along the wall, and pulled the fire alarm.

The audience screamed as the sharp keening of the emergency bell sliced through the smoky air. Regan scrambled to get up amongst the chaos, elbows and knees jabbing his ribs as people fought to escape. He rolled under one table and flew out the other side—but didn’t quite reappear. Instead, he faded into thin air.

Regan seemed to melt against shadows, blending into shades of burgundy and bar-light neon. It wasn’t perfect invisibility; strange ripples were just visible where he sprinted, as the air distorted around him like warped glass. But it was close enough to let him slip through the room untouched, blindingly fast. Tearing for his life through the panicking nightclub, he pulled out every one of his tricks, moved and bent in impossible ways, vanished where he should have stuck out like a sore thumb spray-painted fluorescent orange, did things human beings shouldn’t have been able to do. And he was gone.

Evelyn slipped behind the curtain, unnoticed for once. Garrett did the same out the side stage door. In a heartbeat, all three were gone.

 

❈

 

Evelyn’s stiletto heels clicked against the concrete backstage floor, and her hands balled into fists. She gnawed her bottom lip, trying to get her pounding heart back under control, and forced herself to take deep breaths. Stay cool under pressure, don’t panic. She’d get through this alive just like she had every other terrifying crisis that this nightmare city threw at her. She reached a door and snatched at the knob, which rattled in its socket. Without missing a beat, she pounded on the door. “Garrett!” 

A muffled voice came from inside, then the sound of a deadbolt sliding back. The door opened a crack, and one dark eye appeared. It glared out at first, then softened. “What are you still doing here?”

“Same thing you are,” she said, a level counterpoint to the tension in his voice. “When the going gets tough…”

“You get going.” The strain in his tone made her pause. She hadn’t heard that note of rising desperation in his usually-smooth, sonorous voice in a long, long time. Maybe never. 

“Are you okay?” Evelyn softened. She leaned forward, tried to see better, but he just pulled the door closer. “Garrett? What’s going on?”

“I’m fine, strawberry,” he said, more calmly. “But you’ve got to leave. Now.”

“Hey, talk to me. If something’s going on, I want to know. I need to know. Can’t defend a city and protect the innocent from all dangers without—”

“I’m not kidding around here, Evelyn. There are no innocents in danger tonight, but if you don’t leave right now, there will be. Go. And say nothing about this to anyone. Now go.” 

“What aren’t you telling me? Garrett, open the door.”

“Sweetness, I am trying to protect you. Now go home, and don’t come back here tonight. In fact, maybe taking a few days off wouldn’t be such a bad idea.”

“On stage? Or off?”

“Both.”

“All these years, it's been you and me. If you can't trust me, who can you trust?”

“Go! I’ll talk to you as soon as I possibly can. I promise.”

“If I don’t hear from you in twenty-four hours, I’ll be back. You know where to find me.” There was more going on here than he was saying. Much more. And Evelyn hated not hearing it, almost as much as she hated leaving him or the Bar exposed to the danger she felt coming on like rain that hadn’t fallen here in ten years. Reluctantly, Evelyn turned on one spiked heel and hurried down the hallway. The eye watched her go, then disappeared again. The door swung tightly shut.

Sixty seconds later, it opened again. Garrett Cole, no longer in his ringleader’s costume, simply dressed in a nondescript black shirt, pants and shoes, exited. He paused in the hallway, then turned and hurriedly strode—didn’t run—the opposite direction.

 

❈

 

Regan slumped against the brick wall, fighting for breath. As he gulped in hot, lung-burning air, the dizziness and disorientation started to fade, but much more gradually than he did. Out front, people flooded the street. Nobody had bothered to shut the fire alarm off. With everyone pouring out the front, nobody watched the side alley where Regan gasped like a gutted fish.

“No more,” he whispered, shaking his head slowly with his eyes squeezed shut. “Done. I’m done.”

He didn’t expect an answer, but he got one.

“That’s ‘done?’” The voice seemed to come from everywhere, like somebody had installed surround-sound speakers in his mind. A wave of dizziness and nausea swept through him and he bent double, clenching his teeth together over the bile that burned the roof of his mouth. “That was your best shot? Hate to see your worst one.”

“Dammit, Hans! Don’t—don’t do that!” Regan gasped, trying to get back his breath and make his head stop spinning.

“Sorry. My mistake.” The young man behind Regan seemed to have just appeared out of thin air. He wore tight, rip-kneed black jeans, equally distressed sneakers, and a wide, toothy smile, more predatory than happy. Waist-length white hair flowed around him as if he were submerged in water, gently defying gravity. The translucent teenager actually defied gravity himself: he floated a few inches off the ground so he ‘stood’ eye-level with Regan. Even with the distortion, when he spoke, the edge of sarcastic mockery came through clear as day—but at least it was at a regular speaking-voice level. “This better?”

In any other city, Regan might have found that strange. In this one, it just made him look away as his heart started to pound and stomach twist. “You’re not sorry. You’re never sorry.”

“I’m sorry you didn’t get the job done!” His outlines jerked and shook, the air around him filled with what looked like static snow in a bad TV reception, and his voice sounded garbled. “He saw you! He definitely saw you. And so did Evelyn Calliope. And that’s just great. That’s fan-freaking-tastic, Regan. But that’s also fine, because I can still salvage this. Time to move on to—”

“No. It’s over.” Regan spoke to the ground rather than look at the disjointed movements, the distorted voice and ghostly flickering. Then he shut his eyes so he wouldn’t have to look at all the disorienting, nauseating ways reality bent when Hans was around.

“It’s over when I say it is.” Hans tilted his head to the side, looking mildly annoyed. “You could at least look at me when I’m…oh that’s right, you don’t like when I do this, do you?”

“I don’t like any of this.” Regan kept his eyes shut. “And I don’t like you.”

Hans didn’t reply immediately. A couple seconds of silence went by, and at last Regan opened his eyes—to immediately close them again. 

“You seem upset,” Hans observed thoughtfully as he floated upside-down. He frowned, rubbing his pale, pointed chin and one sharp cheekbone. “That’s fine, go with that. Use that. Channel that rage. Maybe next time you’ll get it right and Garrett Cole will actually end up dead.”

“It’s over, Hans.” Regan made himself open his eyes and keep them open. “Find someone else to threaten.”

“One job, Regan. You had one—I picked you because you’re basically a ghost, and it takes one to know one. You are Mister Invisible. And what do you do? You let them see you! And when you’re actually visible you kinda stick out with all the scales and junk!” He gradually rotated until he was right-side up again, smile disappearing as he did so, until he was facing Regan with a much more piercing, and more dangerous look. “You know… if I didn’t know better—a lot better—I’d say you actually wanted to get caught.”

Regan said nothing. Then, at last, he shoved himself away from the wall and started walking down the dark, empty alley.

“Hey!” Hans’s voice snapped not from behind him, but from every direction again. Regan shook his head, but kept walking. “Don’t walk away from me. You don’t get to walk away from me.” In an instant he was standing in front of Regan in the alley mouth, as if to prove it.

Regan stopped, head down and arms hanging loosely at his sides. The loose flap of skin hanging around his neck flared out, and his yellow eyes narrowed, vertical pupils enlarging until they were nearly perfectly round. “Get out of my way.”

“Where you going?”

“Home. Away from all this. Away from you. And there’s nothing you can say that will stop me.”

“Yeah? Good luck ever getting out of here without me. I’m your ticket to freedom, fresh air and blue skies, and you know it. Without me… well, you’re a lizard, right? You like it hot.”

Regan’s eyes narrowed further until they became glinting slits. His fingertips spread and curled into hooks, for the first time clearly displaying a hint of claws. A helicopter passed overhead, white column sweeping down across the alley where they stood, like a spotlight across a stage. Regan didn’t move an inch as the blinding light enveloped him, lighting up the edges of his scales and head ridges. In a moment, it moved past him and continued on. But when it was gone, he stood just as steady and calm, without a shiver in his spine. 

“Oh,” Hans remarked with the mild raise of one eyebrow, looking surprised and intrigued. “Not so much scared lizard after all. Maybe I actually got myself a dragon.”

“I don’t need you,” Regan said, very quietly. No matter how softly he spoke, Hans would hear him. “We don’t need you. We’ll find our own way. It took us years to get our lives back, and longer to make our own, but we are not afraid anymore. Especially not of you.”

“Funny,” Hans shot back, face hardening into a sharp, calculating stare. “That is not what you were saying a little while ago. That is not what you were saying when you were begging me to save the people you love.”

“We can save ourselves.” His voice grew stronger, and now he was smiling. “When we walk out of here, it’ll be all together, and it won’t be because I killed or betrayed anyone to do it.”

“Dare to dream! Sometimes you have to get your hands dirty. You can’t just—”

“I’m not going to let you destroy everything I have for a chance at escape.” He shook his head. “Maybe I don’t want to escape the life I have. Took me ten years to get it.”

“Yeah? Well—well, good luck hanging onto it!” Regan thought he heard a note of desperation under the usual light, flippant sarcasm of Hans’s projected voice. “Because I’ve got the only way out of here! You’ll never make it without me!”

“Worth a shot.” Regan started walking again, and didn’t stop when he reached the mouth of the alley. He passed directly through the flickering, frustrated, ghostly form and kept walking.

“I can still fix this,” Hans murmured, and it almost sounded like he was talking to himself now, trying to reassure himself that he hadn’t lost control of the situation entirely. “I can do anything I want.”

“Good night, Hans.” Regan paused, and let out a soft laugh. Then a deep sigh. “‘We can save ourselves…’ You know something? Until right now… I actually forgot that. Thanks for reminding me.”

Regan stopped dead in his tracks. Suddenly he couldn’t breathe.

“I told you I’d save you, and I meant it,” Hans whispered, sending chills down every inch of his scales, and shock waves through his soul. “Just one little favor. That’s all you had to do.”

Regan couldn’t move. The paralysis was complete, except for the pounding of his heart. If he could have sucked in a breath he might have screamed for help. Or maybe he would have breathed fire. The air around him, and the expanses of space and memory and time inside his mind crackled with the energy of a coming storm. He felt the beginnings of change like ripples on a clear pond. A leviathan was stirring beneath the water’s calm surface. 

“Now, unlike some people, I keep my promises,” the ghostly boy whispered, looking him in the eye with a steady, calm expression. “So I’m going to do what you couldn’t. I’m going to save us all.” 

Slowly, Hans reached out one ghostly finger toward his forehead. As he did, Regan finally found his voice.

“No—don’t!”

Hans’s fingertip was cold. The world as he remembered it was very bright. Then it was gone.

 

❈

 

Moments earlier, Evelyn slipped out the rear exit and the heavy metal door locked behind her. She hurried down the steps to the alley’s pavement, trying not to let her heels clang on the metal—before stopping dead in her tracks.

“No—don’t!”

Evelyn looked up sharply to see a thin silhouette framed in the center of the alley mouth. The outline of pointed ears looked vaguely familiar; she remembered the audience member, the spotlight. She could hardly see a thing onstage with those lights, but she thought she’d caught a glimpse of those ears and what looked like scales, and here they were again. And like before, this young man looked… distressed.

“Hey, you all right?”

He didn’t move or react to her at all. Just kept standing straight and still as if he’d just been struck by lightning.

“I said, are you all right? Need some help?”

Regan didn’t reply. He stood with his head tilted all the way back, staring up at the narrow strip of sky between the two dark buildings, not moving, not even blinking. He kept his eyes trained on the dark expanse overhead, as if enraptured by something invisible.

“You hear me?” She approached carefully, glancing up too, to see what had so entranced Regan. Nothing was there but the smoky sky and, beyond that, the barrier.

Regan slowly turned his head to look at Evelyn, face completely blank.

“Yes,” he said faintly, not entirely sure how words fit together. “I… I heard you.”

“Somebody giving you a hard time just now?” She leaned very slightly closer, squinting a little to get a better look at his eyes. Evelyn never liked this thought when it came up, but her home base did operate as a bar and club, she couldn’t be everywhere at once, and she had to consider the possibility that this guy had been drugged. Unfortunately, this particular Parole citizen’s eyes had yellow sclera and vertical pupils like a cat or snake’s—which, given the rest of him, she assumed was normal. She couldn’t tell by looking at him if he was on anything. But he did seem disoriented, that much was clear.

“I… I don’t know.” Regan frowned, looked down at his hands, then up and around at the alley, as if he’d never seen it before. In fact, somebody might have been. His entire body felt pummeled, and there was a strange ringing in his head. He was surprised there wasn’t blood dripping from his ears. His head hurt, his chest hurt from the frantic pounding of his heart, everything hurt. Finally, his eyes rested on Evelyn. “How did I get here?”

“I don’t know,” she said carefully. “Did you come here with someone?”

“I don’t know,” he said, almost in an echo. “I think I’m alone.”

“Did you get separated from someone?”

“I don’t…” he shook his head. Slowly his eyes widened until he wore an expression somewhere between terror and incredible loss. “I think I need help.”

“Tell me what’s going on.” Evelyn slowly stepped closer. “That’s what I’m here for.”

“I don’t know what’s going on,” he whispered, voice shaking. He glanced up at her, looking like he wanted to draw back a step, but couldn’t bring himself to move. She stopped moving. “I don’t know anything. I’m trying and there’s nothing. It’s blank, there’s… just nothing? I don’t know how I’m talking right now. I don’t know where these clothes came from. I don’t know my…” he stopped. Stared into space. Evelyn resisted the urge to speak or move; even though he’d frozen in place, she could almost hear his mind racing. She caught a flicker of motion at his mouth; the flash of a forked tongue. “I do know my name. It’s Regan.”

“That’s a great start, Regan.” She almost laughed, somehow overwhelmed with relief for this stranger. After losing everything, at least he still had one thing left. One of the most important. “My name’s Evelyn. Just try to keep breathing, all right?”

“But that’s all. Nothing else!” He sounded like he was starting to panic, and the loose skin hanging around his neck was starting to flare out with every breath. “I don’t know how I got here, or where I was before, or where to go after this, or—”

“It’s okay. It’s going to be okay, we’re going to figure this out,” she reassured him. “Do you feel like you hit your head on something? Or anything else that might lead to this?”

“I don’t know. I don’t remember what I don’t remember.” He stopped. “Hans.”

“What?” She blinked, running the word over in her mind. “Was that a name too?”

“Yeah—but not my name. An important name—you asked if I knew how I lost my memory, and it popped into my head. But that’s everything I know. My name and that name. That’s all.”

Evelyn paused, shooting a look up at the sky. As always, black helicopters thrummed far over their heads, and bright spotlights cut through the smoky Parole sky. When she looked back at Regan, her face was resolved. “All right. Confused and vulnerable isn’t the way you want to spend a night on the street. Especially not these streets. I know you have no reason to trust me, but—”

“I’d rather trust you than stay here,” he said quietly but immediately. “I don’t know where I am, or where to start to find out. Please… anything you can tell me, I need to know.”

“Don’t worry,” she said, tone gentle but unwavering. “I’m not leaving you until we know exactly where you’re from and where your people are. And we start by finding you a safe place—which is easier said than done in Parole, I’ll admit. I’d say just stay at the Emerald Bar, but I think Garrett’s gonna want the place to himself tonight…”

Regan paused. Something about that name was important. “Garrett?”

“Garrett Cole. Manager, Master of Ceremonies…” she paused, as if trying to decide how to explain. “Maybe Parole’s best hope for survival.”

His mouth fell open for a moment, and he looked back at the dark building, which looked perfectly ordinary from where he stood. “This must be one important bar.”

“It is. One of the only free places left in Parole—because Garrett and I keep it that way.”

“Only free places?”

“Yeah,” she hesitated. “Parole is—it’s a long story. I’ll tell you all you need to know to stay safe, but first we need to get you off the street. Eye in the Sky’s been real nasty about curfew lately.”

“Eye in the Sky?” Regan’s eyes still darted around, manic, and his heart began to pound. “Curfew? Parole, you keep saying that—is that where we are? Is that a place?”

She studied his face for a moment. “You really don’t remember anything about this, do you? Parole, SkEye, any of this?”

He looked down at his hands, then back up at her. He almost laughed, but held it in; whatever came out now would just be hysterical and terrified. “I don’t even know why I’m green, and you’re not.”

“Okay. First priority, get you to shelter—or at least out of this alley.” She gave a firm nod as if she’d decided, resolved, confirmed, and wouldn’t be dissuaded from helping him by anything in the world. It was more reassuring than Regan would have expected. “Bar’s not an option, so we’ll have to think of somewhere else. But tomorrow for sure, I’m taking you to Rose. If anyone can fix this, it’s her.”

“She can tell me who I am?” Regan looked at her with something close to desperation.

“There are a lot of people in Parole who’ve been through terrible things, and Rose has seen just about everything.”

 “Good. I hope she can help me. I don’t like this, I don’t like not knowing—I know this is wrong. There’s not supposed to be nothing in my head! I know how to talk, I know that this is called the sidewalk—” He stomped, and she gasped.

“Stop!”

“Sorry!” Regan yelped, picking his foot back up and stumbling back a few steps. “Was that—what did I do?”

“The ground here is… unstable.” She said, much more calmly, though her own heart had just about leaped out of her chest. “I didn’t mean to startle you, but that’s very important. Don’t stomp, or hit the ground hard. Ever. Just walk carefully and look ahead for cracks, and you’ll be fine.”

“Sorry, I didn’t know! It’s what I was saying. I know how to talk and breathe, and my name, but nothing else!” He ran a hand over his scaled head, then looked up at her. “You said yours was Evelyn?”

When she looked at him, her eyes were calm and grounding. “Evelyn Calliope. I know that name doesn’t mean anything to you, but it does to the rest of Parole. That’s because this city is my home, and if you’re in it, you’re safe with me.”

Regan smiled, and she was struck by the way the angles of his face softened. “That makes you sound like some kind of superhero.”

“I don’t know,” she couldn’t help smiling back. “Doesn’t really take superpowers to help someone like this.”
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Regan and Evelyn froze on the dark walk along the alley around the side of the Emerald Bar. A rumbling came from underfoot and a light stream of ash sprinkled down on their heads from the mortar above. Evelyn flung one arm out in front of Regan as they pressed themselves against a brick wall and slipped into a doorway, bracing themselves until the tremor passed. It was second nature for her now. Every child in Parole knew that when the ground shook, you stopped, felt for where the vibrations weren’t, and got to solid ground fast. 

This time, the little earthquake was gone in around ten seconds. No lasting damage. The city wasn’t always this lucky. Less than half a block over was a gaping hole in the concrete where the street had collapsed.

Regan had just gotten his breathing back to normal when he jumped at another noise.

“It’s okay!” Evelyn said, holding up her hand. In it was a cell phone, screen illuminated. “Sorry about that.” She glanced at it. “I should probably take this. It’s been… a weird night.”

“Oh,” he nodded a couple times. Somehow, this, and the apparent fact that Parole had cell phone service, was one of the most surreal moments of the entire ‘weird night’ so far. “Yeah—yes, sure. Go ahead.”

“Evelyn Calliope.” She listened hard to the incoming call for a moment before a vague frown made her brow furrow and eyebrows come together. “Yes, be right around. Out front. See you there.” She hung up and nodded for him to keep walking. “That was a—I guess business associate of mine, Celeste. She wants to talk to me, right up here. Probably a good idea. If anyone knows about any weirdness afoot tonight, it’ll be her.” Her face brightened. “Actually, she might be able to help you too. If anyone would know…”

“Do you think she will?” Regan walked faster to catch up, hopeful despite himself. It couldn’t be this easy. He had no reason to doubt, but something told him that nothing came as easy as this. Ever.

“If she’s in a really generous mood. Anyway, shouldn’t take more than five minutes. Celeste is… not much of a talker.” Evelyn rounded the corner to the front street and continued on, but Regan hesitated. Some instinct told him to stop. Wait. Watch. Listen.

So he peered around the corner to see a figure in black stepped out from the darkness, and move steadily forward to meet Evelyn in a streetlamp’s pale circle of light.

 From here she appeared to be a small-framed woman entirely covered in light-absorbing black, from gloves to boots to high collar. Half of her face was obscured by a wide-banded visor, its mirrored lens reflecting the street in a continuous curve. Her only exposed skin was a deep medium brown, visible in a narrow band across her cheekbones and top of her nose; the rest of her face was covered by the three-quarter helmet, earpieces and mouthparts. Her helmet’s material, like the rest of her stealth suit, seemed to absorb light rather than reflect it. All in all, aside from height, build and skin tone, it was impossible to tell anything about the woman, or maybe girl, behind the gear.

Regan knew her. Instantly, he recognized her. And he had no idea from where.

And just as instantly, his entire brain seemed to explode in alarm bells and nearly-voiced screams of terror. He had never seen her in his life as far as he knew, had no idea what her name was or what she looked like behind the helmet, and there was absolutely no reason the sight of her should make his heart leap into his mouth and his whole system surge with nearly painful adrenaline. 

All he knew was his only saving grace – that his current angle behind this corner kept him from her line of sight. She hadn’t seen him yet, and she couldn’t see him. She just couldn’t see him, if she caught just one glance—

An icy chill raced over his entire body. When he looked down, he barely suppressed a gasp, because he didn’t see himself there. The air was slightly distorted, but Regan looked down and saw clear behind… under, through himself. Panic momentarily became fascination. 

Then he remembered to run. He tore flat-out toward back toward the Emerald Bar.

Evelyn stared after him, half-amazed, half-concerned. She wasn’t about to be surprised by anything Parole had to throw at her after all this time, but seeing somebody disappear before her eyes did take a few seconds of adjustment. And a highly anxious young man with severe amnesia, and the ability to disappear entirely… this may be more of a challenge than—

“Evelyn.”

“Celeste!” She turned, almost having forgotten her previous engagement. Previous, very pressing engagement. She’d find him again, Evelyn resolved; he couldn’t possibly get far. The espionage and cyber-security specialist—adept at both bolstering and evading security— known as Celeste was elusive as a cool drink of natural spring water in Parole and her time was twice as in-demand and valuable. Give her half a chance and she’d disappear just as fast as Regan had. “Any word on tonight?”

“Enough to make me sit up and take notice.” Her voice was electronically altered, a custom addition to her Parole-standard gas mask, a model already much sleeker and more lightweight than average. “What happened in there?”

Evelyn considered her… colleague, she supposed, for a moment. This wasn’t going the way she expected. “Well, secrets are your business, Celeste. I was hoping you’d be able to tell me more.”

“You’re the eyewitness.”

“I’m not even sure what I’m supposed to have witnessed yet. Garrett pulled the fire alarm, the building evacuated,” she ran the events over in her own mind as she related them, re-checking for anything she’d missed. “I go back to his room to check on him and he tells me to leave too. It feels like he’s in trouble, but he won’t tell me anything.”

“Mm. Thank you.” The shorter woman turned on her heel and took a step away.

“Wait, wait. That’s it?” Evelyn almost laughed, part confusion, part incredulity. “Want to tell me what you’re doing here? I assume you heard something I didn’t, or else why are we talking?”

“I received an anonymous tip.” Celeste’s voice never changed—her vocal transformer might read whispers and shouts the same for all anyone knew—and it was near-impossible to tell her expression behind it and her visor, but Evelyn could swear she was almost apprehensive. “About an attempt on Garrett Cole’s life. I came to investigate. That’s all.” She paused for a moment, and Evelyn had to wonder what she was thinking. Along with most of Parole, probably. “I could ask you the same question. Your arrival time was quite short, Evelyn. What are you still doing here?”

“Just getting some last stragglers to safety.” And now there was the question of where that straggler had so tracelessly disappeared to. “No sense in leaving anyone here if something’s really going down.”

“And there is.” Her inscrutable electronic tone remained the same, but now it sounded like warning. Or a promise, but not a pleasant one. Evelyn shivered. “Something is absolutely hidden here. Something dangerous. And I will find out what it is.”

“I don’t doubt you for a second, Celeste.”

“Good. That would be a mistake.”

 

❈

 

“Hey, I know you!” 

Regan barely had time to shut the Emerald Bar door behind him before the voice made him jump almost a foot in the air. He whirled around, eyes wide. The wave that the skinny, 18-ish white boy with curly blonde hair and watery blue eyes looking back at him from the farthest barstool gave him was less than intimidating, but he wasn’t about to trust anything that happened tonight, not until he got his bearings. He didn’t answer, glancing toward the door, wondering if he could make it in under three seconds. But no, no, that strange woman in all the black was out there, and he’d had such a powerful aversion to seeing her, it had almost been like an actual voice in his head telling him to run, escape, don’t let her see him…

“You’re, um,” The young man was snapping his fingers now, eyes raised to the darkened ceiling like he was trying to fit a name to a face. As he did, Regan’s eyes flicked automatically over his. Dark circles around his eyes, bags below them, healthy color in his cheeks but a little gaunt as if he’d lost weight fast and not safely. Yellow peach fuzz on his chin. The moment Regan realized he was trying to place the young man as well, he realized he’d committed his features to memory. His photographic memory, he dimly registered with some surprise at himself. That made this entire night stranger. The first very clear image he’d have of tonight was a stranger’s face he knew better than his own. “You’re—don’t tell me, okay? I’m trying to get better at this.”

“Yeah, okay,” Regan said slowly, nodding but not stepping closer. “Uh, me too.”

“Starts with a… I’m stuck between an R and a K, dunno why.”

“Regan,” he confirmed tentatively. Couldn’t be harm in admitting one of the only things he knew for sure. And at least this kid hadn’t set off any immediate alarm bells like the mysterious woman in the street outside.

“Yeah! Tip of my tongue, I swear.” He smiled and the dark circles under his bright eyes faded instead of deepening as they did on some people. “You’re with Jay and them, right?”

“Who?” Regan took a step closer, intrigued despite himself. “Was that another letter?”

“Ha, funny and badass! I like you.” The young man seemed oblivious to Regan’s deepening confusion, sitting up straighter on his stool and scratching one ear, as if listening to far-off, but unexpected and slightly annoying music. “I’m Cai, by the way.”

“Sigh?”

“Cairus. It’s cool if you don’t remember me, I know I’m not one of the real crew.” Cai shrugged and slowly rotated on the stool, leaning back against the bar. “Someday, though. Garrett’ll give me a chance. A real one, not just a ‘listen and keep your mouth shut’ chance.”

Regan took a moment to run back over all this. It was gibberish, mostly. But important gibberish. Somehow, either this strange young man had mistaken him for someone else—unlikely, he caught the name ‘Garrett’ in there somewhere, the same one Evelyn had mentioned, they had to be connected—or… he knew Regan. And the same very strong, very insistent, almost-an-actual-inner-voice instinct screamed for Regan not to let on that he didn’t recognize him back.

“Well, I really hope you get that chance,” he said in what he thought was a smooth, encouraging tone, heading over to sit at a nearby stool. He realized that from here he actually had a much better vantage point out the window and could see the silhouettes of Evelyn and the woman she was meeting—what had she called her? Celeste?—parleying below one of Parole’s sputtering streetlamps. “You only need one.”

“Hey, thanks.” Cairus grinned and looked down quickly. “I know it’s probably not the smartest thing in the world, and I know how it sounds—everybody wants to be a superhero—but I just wanna help, you know?”

“Yeah. I hear you.” Regan nodded, trying to keep one eye on him and the other on the window.

“I mean, Parole would be so screwed without Ev—Miss Calliope, and Garrett, and Radio Angel. And they’re just the ones like, up on stage, in the spotlight!” He looked back up at Regan with excitement and a slight flush lighting up his young, tired face, starting to talk with his hands a little as he warmed to his subject. Regan sat very still and let him go, listening hard for anything useful. “But the guys behind the scenes, like—I dunno, behind the curtain? In the wings? You and CyborJ and…” He trailed off. Stared into space. Slowly his energetic spark faded and his hands lowered to rest on his knees.

“You, uh… okay there?” Regan asked reluctantly. Suddenly he was sure that he shouldn’t. Actually, he was becoming increasingly uncomfortable in this room. He should probably get out of here. Now. But the young man—Cairus, he had a name, and he knew Regan’s—had just been so excited, and now he looked almost… afraid.

“That’s weird. I… huh. Guess I don’t actually remember.”

“Oh.” Regan shifted uncomfortably. “Well, give it a little. I’m sure it’ll come to you.”

“No, um…” Cai scratched his head, making his loose mop of yellow curls ruffle and shake. “This is—this is weird, I don’t… suddenly there’s just like… nothing? I can’t remember anything. Like, any of these guys’ names. Or girls, or—or other people, and…” He swallowed fast, sharp Adam’s-apple jerking as his face paled. “And I love them, you know? They’re like… they’re my heroes, and their names are just… and their faces, I…”

Regan held very still. He knew this exact feeling. Eerily well.

“Oh, my God. They’re gone. I… I know they’re not, they’re somewhere, I just can’t rem—this is bad. This is so bad? It’s… they were here and now they’re not. It’s like I’m alone.”

His heart began to pound. Cairus might as well be reading his mind and relaying his own thoughts and feelings of terrifying loss and isolation.

“I gotta go.”

Regan watched, paralyzed with a sudden wave of shock as the young man slid unsteadily off his stool and headed shakily toward the door. Suddenly, among all of the bewildering strangeness, he knew one thing with crystal clarity, the same way he knew he had to escape the woman in the street. 

He could not let Cairus leave this room.

 

❈

 

“I have to say, I’m getting a little worried,” Evelyn folded her arms and tapped her elbow with her nails. “I’ve never seen Garrett like this.”

“What was he like, exactly?” The mysterious Celeste always played her cards close to her chest, but Evelyn had never seen her quite this pokerfaced before. She had yet to see or hear her without her voice alteration device or wide, visor-like shades. Not for the first time, Evelyn wondered exactly how she could see at night. Maybe some kind of infrared night vision. Given her colleague’s reputation for near-psychic levels of technological information gathering, she wouldn’t be at all surprised.

“Nervous. Almost seemed desperate.”

“Desperate for what?” Whether consciously or not, Celeste was mirroring her posture, folding her arms and standing with her small feet set far apart. Nobody even knew how old she was. Given her height and build, Evelyn suspected she was actually a teenager, but had no evidence to support that. Certainly no hint of adolescent immaturity in any of her frighteningly efficient takedowns, cybersecurity-evading deductions or ruthless stealth operations. But then, Parole did make you grow up fast.

“To clear the bar. To get everybody out of there. Even me.”

“Anyone left inside now?”

“I’d assume Cairus Maddox and Jenny Strings,” Evelyn said slowly. “Garrett’s pragmatic but he’s not about to kick any kids out of their home. Celeste,” she spoke up as her shadowy counterpart actually turned to leave. “Mind if I ask a couple questions now?”

“Quickly, please.” She didn’t move, but didn’t turn around either. Evelyn got a good look at one of the only identifying, personal-looking details in Celeste’s gear; tiny studs in the shape of silver stars on the exterior of her headphones, like stylized, practical earrings. 

“You said someone actually tipped you off that there was going to be an attempt on Garrett, specifically?” Evelyn spoke fast, as requested, and thought faster. Something here was bothering her, and she felt driven to identify it before Celeste melted back into the shadows and disappeared for good. Finding her when she didn’t want to be found was the devil’s own work. “Not a general raid on the Bar, Garrett Cole himself was a target?”

“I never reveal my sources, you know that.”

“I didn’t ask who. I just asked if someone said Garrett specifically.”

“Yes, they did. Sounded quite convinced. I evaluated and concurred. I wouldn’t have come personally if I thought the source was unreliable, or the threat implausible.”

“I know,” Evelyn said smoothly. “Your judgment’s always been more than sound.”

“And now I’ve decided to end this conversation.”

“I don’t like this, Celeste,” Evelyn followed, catching up easily with much longer steps even though her fellow… agent? Evelyn was an undisputed heroine, but what did that make Celeste, really? She’d never quite been sure. She didn’t stop, that was for certain. “The Emerald Bar—this whole district, actually—it’s under my protection. I have the right to know what’s going on. Especially if it involves Garrett’s safety. That could very easily become my safety, my family—”

“And I have the right to protect my clients’ privacy.”

“If you know more about this than I do—”

“It’s safe to say I know more than most of Parole put together.” Now she did look up and Evelyn saw her own determined face reflected in her mirrored visor. She had to wonder what Celeste saw. “But don’t worry, Evelyn. I have the situation well under control.”

“I have to admit, your track record is good.”

“The best. As is yours. We simply work in different arenas. I’ll leave you to yours, if you leave me to mine.”

Evelyn let her go, and she didn’t reply or look back. Celeste had never been confirmed for any kind of Chrysedrine enhancement, but she thought that the mysterious, semi-masked figure with the star-studded earphones disappeared into the shadows as easily and completely as the other, much less-composed disappearing act she’d seen tonight.

 

❈

 

Cairus Maddox knew who Regan was.

And now he was walking out the door.

He couldn’t walk out that door. Regan’s brain screamed at him, so loudly and clearly that it almost had a voice he could hear. Stop him, do not let him leave, do not let him leave and tell anyone Regan was here, he was never here, if that boy leaves and talks, everything’s over, plan’s ruined, no escape, no hope, no, no, no—

He couldn’t breathe. Then he was gone.

Cai saw what hit him, but just barely. To him, it appeared as if the strangely familiar, reptilian-ish man he’d just been talking to sort of faded away in a half-visible rushing blur that moved so fast he could barely follow it—until it knocked him off his feet from the side, snapping back into focus to slam him hard against the wall. 

Regan pinned him down with a forearm against his chest, pressing up toward his neck as the young man’s hands desperately struggled to push him away. But even Regan’s wiry arm was so much stronger than a teenager who’d obviously seen some physical as well as emotional trauma, and it just wasn’t happening. He looked up at him in shock and terror, wide eyes spilling over with tears.

“No—don’t!” he managed to gasp out.

Regan’s eyes snapped open. Disturbing recognition. Again. Why?

Didn’t matter. Still had to escape. Cairus Maddox still had to—

He shut his eyes again and clamped down on the bizarre, terrifying impulse screaming in the back of his brain, intruding on his conscious mind and overriding his most reasonable of thoughts. Think. Why? No reason. No reason this young life should end here. He knew nothing. He’d done nothing. All he’d said was that he knew Regan, knew his friends, knew where he—

Run, run, run, run!

Regan moved his forearm up just a few inches to press it into Cairus’s exposed, vulnerable throat. He did not slam it against the brick wall. He did not grip and twist, he did not dig in with the claws on the ends of every finger, no matter what demands his suddenly-horrifying instincts made. And he did not dwell on the disturbing fact that he knew exactly how to implement all of those options.

He pressed down with restraint and—it would be absurd to call it gentleness, he thought wildly. Just… hold him there. Until the first sign of unconsciousness. As soon as Cairus’s eyes slipped out of focus and grip on his assailant’s arm weakened, Regan lowered him to the floor.

Then he turned and ran. He was across the room in what felt like half a beat of his heart, rapid and pounding as it was from disgust and horror.

As he opened the door and stepped out, a small bell tinkled overhead—and he stopped dead. For the first time, Regan noticed the long-haired grey and white Himalayan cat that now loped across the bar stage, hopped down and continued over to Cai’s crumpled, unconscious form, proceeding to sniff urgently at his head as if checking whether he was breathing. It must have been in the room the entire time, Regan thought, and he simply hadn’t seen it until it moved. He would have noticed that cat before. Fluffy, bright green eyes instead of the usual blue, and it looked… not quite real, somehow. That was harder to put a finger on, but it definitely—

He gasped. The cat turned its head to look up and stare directly at him and he felt something like an electric shock of… he’d call it ‘recognition’ if he knew what it meant at all. But now he could see that its green eyes were some kind of synthetic metal, made of several layers of interlocked gears and wheels, all spinning together but different speeds, directions… gyroscope, that was the…

Go!

He stopped staring at the cat, but kept wondering why it was so significant. Why he knew the cat’s face with more clarity than any human one he’d seen tonight. And why it was so important that it had seen what he had just done to Cairus Maddox.

Regan ran out the door so fast, he didn’t see Cai slowly, painfully lift his head. Or the way the cat turned its head and ran to the stage door as it opened, meowing as if to alert him to the presence of the pale, thin girl with long, platinum-blonde hair who stepped through.

“Jenny?” he groaned, weak and breathless as she hurried over to him, steps quick and light in the faded ballet slippers she wore, untied ribbons trailing behind her feet. “Jenny, there’s—a guy just—he—”

“Shhh,” she whispered, kneeling down beside him. “It’s all right. He’s gone now. He won’t hurt us.”

“How do you…” He struggled into a sitting position with her help, reaching gingerly up to touch his aching head. “We gotta tell Garrett. This is one of his guys, Jenny! He’s gone bad, rogue, something! I sensed something bad, weird in his head, and now he’s…” He looked up, seeing her bite her lip and look away. “Jenny?”

“He’s gone too…” her voice was a faraway whisper. Her hands spread out in the air, as if she were playing an invisible Cat’s Cradle. The cat in the room itself raised its head to sniff at her arm, fixing her with its artificial eyes, and rotating its ears, also delicately crafted of intricate metal. The entire cat was, but it was much easier to tell in the patches where fur was wearing off from repeated pets.

“Who’s gone?” Cai turned to search her face with much more anxiety than the cat’s gentle scan. “Jenny? Who’s gone? What happened?”

Slowly, she reached out and took his hand, pulling him gently along as she rose to her feet. “Garrett left a message. He wants us to listen.”

“A message… did he go somewhere? Did—the fire alarm earlier, I knew there was something weird about…” still stunned, he allowed himself to be led a few dizzy steps, then caught a glimpse of her face. “Jenny! What’s wrong? Why are you crying?”

She shook her head and pulled her hand from his, turning away to hide behind her hair. “Can’t follow him. Just listen to the words. That’s all that’s left.”

“What are you talking about, Jenny?” Cairus’s voice shook as he forced the words out. He felt the answer before he heard it. Sadness radiated off his friend in waves, like turning on the cold water faucet in a warm bath.

“Don’t look for him. He’s a ghost.” Jenny Strings’s voice never rose above a whisper and her face remained downcast; she never met his eyes to see the confusion in his eyes turn to disbelief, then, finally, horror. She kept looking at the floor, so all she saw were his feet as he flat-out ran across the stage and through the back door. Head hanging low and ribbons trailing, she slowly followed.

 

❈

 

Evelyn looked up to see the scale-covered young man she’d found tonight beside her again, reappeared as if by magic. “Oh! Here you are! Where’d you disappear to?” She almost smacked herself in the forehead a moment later, realizing she hadn’t just used an expression. He’d actually done that a moment ago. It had been a hell of a night.

“Oh, uh, sorry,” he panted, breathless. She wasn’t sure if he was capable of it, but figured anyone without scales might look pale and sweaty. Couldn’t blame him, really. Hell of a night for both of them, really. “Sorry about that. I just, um, I saw your friend coming? Um…”

“Celeste. She’s on the case,” she reassured him. Figured he could use all the reassurance he could get. “If there’s anything really bad cooking around the Emerald Bar, she’ll find it. We’re both on it, but my end will have to wait until tomorrow.”

“Yeah—sorry for not sticking around to meet her, I just…I don’t think I…”

“It’s fine, you don’t have to explain,” she said easily. “New people are hard even on normal nights. Now come on,” she took a couple steps—much slower than Celeste’s near power-walk—and called over her shoulder, nodding for him to follow. “I have to keep looking for answers. And you have to get some rest.”

“Where? I thought the Bar was one of the last safe places in Parole.”

“One of them, yes. But it’s more of a stronghold and planning center—I mean, aside from an actual bar and performance space. If you need help and a place to stay, you want the library.”

 

❈

 

The library was dark as the Bar, but much quieter. They used a lower entrance instead of the main one, and instead of knocking or using a key, Evelyn simply walked inside, holding the door for Regan to follow her in.

“Pretty empty tonight,” she observed as they entered a large room filled with bunk beds and cots. “There’s almost always somebody down here.”

“Is that good or bad?”

“Not really bad, I was just hoping to find somebody at least. Let them know you’re here and your situation, ask if they know what happened at the Bar. But the library’s a safe place, it’s defended, neutral ground, nobody’s going to start anything here.”

“Where are you going to be?”

“I need to get back to the Emerald Bar, find Garrett, figure out what happened tonight. But don’t worry, I won’t be far away.”

“Okay.” Regan nodded, sinking down on a nearby cot and trying to get acclimated to the four walls around him. It looked so normal in here, and that was the strangest part of the night so far. Inside a room with a floor and ceiling and beds instead of a smoky street with fire glowing up from the cracks, it was easy to pretend everything else had been a bad dream. “I’ll see you in the morning though, right? You’re coming back?”

“Of course! Before you wake up, probably.” He doubted that, but said nothing. “I’m not leaving you in a strange place. Don’t worry.”

He couldn’t help it; worrying was what he seemed naturally programmed to do. Regan swallowed hard, flaps of skin around his neck twitching as if they were about to flare out in alarm. His breathing was quick and shallow, and his green skin had a sick sheen of cold sweat.

“Hey, you all right? Look at me.” Evelyn stepped back into his field of vision (his eyes were whizzing all around the room, unable to stop and focus on anything). With effort, Regan forced himself to look back. “Take a breath. Deep breath, in and out. You going to be okay?”

“I’m scared,” Regan whispered. “I’m so scared. I don’t know what’s going on. I don’t know how to make it better or what’s wrong with me and I’m just… oh, God…”

“It’s gonna be okay,” Evelyn said quietly, and it actually sounded like she was telling the truth. Or at least believed it herself.

Then, she softly started to hum. Then sing. And, slowly, the choking anxiety faded. Each breath became a little easier. His heart was still rapid, but it wasn’t pounding painfully anymore. It wasn’t just the song, Evelyn was doing… something. 

Good night… Dream sweet… In the morning, I’ll be here…

Evelyn’s voice had been spectacular onstage, but now, in the same way Regan could turn invisible at will and had scales when in full view, her singing went beyond what anyone outside this strange world could recreate. She self-harmonized, modulated in artful but gentle ways that brought his terrified, obsessive thought patterns to an easy halt. 

“That’s nice…” He knew there were so many reasons to be afraid, but he wasn’t.

But it was more than that. He’d heard this song before. It was a warm, familiar melody that Regan couldn’t place, but he knew it, as certainly as he knew his own name. It felt old. It felt right. The song itself whispered across his memory like a warm breeze, and in this moment, he wasn’t afraid. Not while he could hear the strange, familiar music. 

He gradually felt his muscles relax, from his jaw through his locked shoulders and slowly moving down. Soon even the shadows and shapes of the beds in the library basement looked familiar and reassuring instead of alien.

“I know this song,” he whispered, though he almost hated to break the spell.

“Good,” Evelyn said softly. Even after she stopped the melody, it stayed in Regan’s head like an echo, like ripples across the surface of a pond. “Do you know from where?”

“No…” his scaly brow furrowed as he tried to chase the song back to where it lived. But it might as well have come from a songbird itself; the moment he reached for it, it flew away. Regan’s chest ached, but it was a different feeling from the terrible constriction from a minute before. Heavy. It wasn’t fear, and he could breathe just fine. It just hurt. “It’s… I remember I heard it a lot. But not where, or… who. Where’d you hear it?”

“Me? I’ve heard it a couple times in Parole. Never a recording, though. Always meant to cover it, never got around to it. Makes a nice lullaby, though.”

“Yeah. Really does. And I liked what you did. How you made it feel. Is that part of your power too?”

“Yeah. Audio frequency manipulation. It’s just a little lullaby on a therapeutic wavelength. Great for getting friends through anxiety and panic attacks. Comes in handy more often than I’d like.”

“Thanks. It’s really… it helps. You use that on stage?”

She laughed quietly. “Not as often there. Only when people really need calming down. People get real scared, they need something to take their minds off for a night. And if distraction doesn’t work, just knowing they’re not alone can help.”

“Okay. I’m fine now.” Regan shut his eyes and tried to convince himself that it was true. “I’m not afraid. This is fine. I can do this.”

“Yeah you can. But you don’t have to do it alone,” Evelyn promised. “Your memory is… it’s like that song. You knew by heart once. And you will again. It’ll come back even if you don’t know the words right now. You do recognize it. It means you belong here—or we’re close. Wherever home is, we’ll find it.”

Regan couldn’t answer. He couldn’t even open his eyes. If he did, they’d spill over with tears.

“Just listen, and keep breathing.”

Once she started to sing again, it got easier.
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“How are you feeling?” Evelyn adjusted the cloth mask over the lower half of her face as they walked.

“Scared, all day, every day.” Regan glanced over his shoulder back at the library where he'd spent the night. “I think I’m just… always nervous. Gets hard to breathe.”

“It’d be easier if you wore a mask, or at least a handkerchief,” Evelyn said gently. "Everybody does. I have a spare, if you—”

“I’m fine,” he said quickly. “I don’t—I mean, no thank you. I tried it, back at the library, there was a free box. It wasn’t… good. I know it’s not good to breathe the air here but… when I tried, I couldn’t breathe at all.”

“Okay,” she nodded. “Nobody’s going to force you. Honestly, the safest things are the expensive gas masks… and only Eye in the Sky has those.”

“Then why do people wear anything?” He cast a baleful look at the cloth stopgap measure she wore. “I mean, what's the point?”

“Because anything is better than nothing. We’ll take what we can get, until we can get something better tomorrow.” She glanced at him, and it wasn’t condemning. “But you decide how you go about it. And if something gives you a panic attack… claustrophobia?”

“I don’t… know.” He folded his arms tight, hugging his upper body. “It was bad, but… everything’s bad. I swear, everything’s bad right now. Maybe it’s the lizard in me.”

“Or your run-of-the-mill chronic anxiety.” Evelyn gave him a look that tried to be uplifting but fell a little flat. “I think most of us in Parole have it to some degree. And post-traumatic stress disorder. Lots and lots of PTSD. ”

“This feels like a little more than your basic—I mean, none of this is basic,” Regan tried to breathe deep, then remembered that even breathing could be dangerous in this city, and curled his hands into tight fists. “But this is different, someone did this to me.”

“That’s what it’s looking like, yeah. Or some kind of drug—and if it’s that, Rose will recognize it in around three seconds.”

“Right, that’s right,” Regan nodded, trying to convince himself or at least calm his racing heart. “Your wife knows all about this stuff, right? Brains? Weird stuff that happens to brains?”

“Rose knows more than almost anyone on that subject,” Evelyn said, and Regan could see the smile in her eyes even behind her mask. “She’s one of Parole’s last remaining therapists. Don’t worry, she won’t analyze you or do anything without your say-so, I promise. Just putting that out there, everyone gets nervous. But I don’t think you’ll be nervous once you meet her.”

“Okay. Yeah, thanks for that. But I mean… I know enough to know that all this isn’t normal.” Regan carefully examined the scales on the back of his hands, tiny close to his knuckles and slowly enlarging further up his forearm. When he rubbed them with his thumb, they brightened considerably; they were covered with a thin layer of what almost looked like ash. It must just be from constant exposure to the smoky air. He hated to think what it was doing to the insides of his lungs, but he couldn’t stand the thought of anything covering his face either. He didn’t need to feel any more trapped and helpless than he already did.

Sun-scorched concrete blocks of apartments stood squat and secure as the city’s distant white-noise hum slowly increased. Still, they were alone—no lights shone behind the barred windows, nobody else walked the cracked sidewalks. The stark white glare of the sun on the metal and asphalt hurt his sensitive eyes, and all he could smell-taste was oily exhaust and smoke. 

Evelyn smiled behind the cloth mask. “Well, try to relax, because Rosie and Danae are wonderful and sweet, and they both protect this city as much as I do, just in different ways. And they’ll like you.”

“How do you know? I don’t even know if I like me.”

A bouncy little shrug. “I like you.”

Before Regan could answer, several deadbolts slid back and the door opened, revealing a pretty young woman with dark brown skin and loose, natural curls that fell down to her waist. She had a round figure and soft curves, and was wearing what looked like a fresh grass skirt, and a pink T-shirt that read “Everything Is Going To Be Okay.” Dozens of small flowers were sprinkled through her hair; vines twined around and through it, coiling around her ears and snaking down around her neck, peeking out from under her T-shirt sleeves.

OEBPS/images/prologue.png
1)





OEBPS/images/forintro.png
For 1@





OEBPS/images/title.png





OEBPS/images/roannasylver.png
ROANNA SYLVER





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch2.png
~ 4
%

X X X" CHAPTER 2
%@?ﬂcﬂ?al‘a/) )





OEBPS/images/ch1.png
TSt





OEBPS/images/ch3.png
oy X X PR
Cofi 6P BB )





