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To Scott

— I never know what you’ll summon up next
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CHAPTER ONE: GUARDED
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Miss nothing. He could be anywhere.

Colin crept down the broad, bright corridor, searching the walls for that one faint mirage-blur in the fluorescent glow that could be Eric’s outline. If the bastard tried again, he had to spot him.

Colin’s sister was out of sight ahead. They’d wheeled Terri out of surgery, but he had to move softly and hang back or crouch down in hopes none of the doctors noticed the faint shape of him—all while keeping his concentration on controlling the “skein” that covered him.

Eric’s had more practice with invisibility, and everything else this magical substance does. And he was here trying to take Terri back just minutes ago.

Colin slowed his tired feet, stared through the gauzy haze over his eyes at the junction of corridors ahead. Two, no, three nurses stood talking with a doctor at some kind of station: “watch for any reaction—” “if those cops get in your way—”

And two uniformed police stood behind them. Of course they did, just when Colin felt the urge to reappear and simply talk to them, take his chances to work with someone again.

Bea wasn’t stationed among the cops. She wouldn’t be, anymore.

Instead Colin edged around the intersection—his foot scraped on the floor once and he saw a cop glance up, but he froze and the cop looked away again. There was nothing but “a trick of the light” to see, if they had no idea his glimmer could be more.

Colin moved up the corridor to the side, away around the staff. The hospital’s mix of sounds and stillness in the night sounded almost peaceful, so there had to be a way to work around the crowds and catch up with Terri.

Make no sound. Keep in the corner of every eye that could notice me. Hold onto the concentration twist that makes light blur around me, and spot any outline that could be Eric... Bea had used skein to help her see their hidden enemy, but Colin could only search every pattern of light he saw.

The next intersection was clear, free to let him turn back toward where Terri had gone—

Something twitched at the intersection beyond it, at the edge of a corner. Colin blinked, started on the wider circuit toward that. It looked like simply a shadow, but he couldn’t ignore it.

And how many shadows and detours would it take? Did he have to check every inch on Terri’s floor, and then check it again, just because Eric could be here? Tiredness blurred at his vision.

A doctor stepped into view at the junction, then another. Colin pulled back, back toward the more direct way around. He had a sudden image of his sister lying alone in some room and Eric simply coming in through her window. The skein’s strength could tear right through glass, or iron bars.

Even the intersection he’d passed up had a nurse standing in it now. But she stood off at the corner staring at her tablet, easy for Colin to slip past her and her cart and on toward where Terri should be.

A foot scuffed on the floor behind him, where no person had been.

He whirled. A motion, a huge skein-bulked blur lunged at him.

He flung himself clear, far as the skein could let him leap. In midair came one thought: Eric should be faster, staying invisible was slowing him down too—

Colin slammed against the wall, glanced off it and crashed down against some clattering shape—the nurse’s cart.

And even that impact didn’t cover the crunch of Eric’s fist gouging into the wall.

Colin looked up, saw the nurse whirling toward him. Can’t let go, have to keep the skein hiding me from light.

Eric sidestepped her. That blur took a slow pace to move out of the nurse’s line of sight, and began stalking toward her.

No! Colin sprang up and advanced on his enemy. Eric hadn’t lunged yet, she wasn’t his real target...

Footsteps raced up in the corridor. A woman charged into view, short blonde hair and watchful eyes and no fear at rushing into the scene. Bea wasn’t really a cop anymore, and she’d lost her skein, but she was still here.

Two uniforms pounded up behind her, and a doctor at their heels. Colin froze, watching Eric—the blurred shape was already crouching down, letting their gazes pass over him.

“Ma’am? You alright?” one cop said the nurse.

“That son of a bitch trying to get to his sister?” the other growled.

They still think it could be me... oh. These two were the same cops that had walked into Colin’s last fight with Eric, the ones he’d attacked in the confusion...

They all looked right past them both now, staring around and missing the two mirage-shapes. All except Bea looking in Eric’s direction, no doubt watching his every move.

Eric edged back, away. Colin let out a hushed breath; of course Eric wouldn’t risk so many witnesses seeing the not-quite-hidden outlines they ought to be watching for. And Bea let him go.

A motion up the other way caught his eye. Another uniform stepped out from a doorway, with Colin’s mother behind him.

If Zara—she was always Zara, to everyone—had just been in that room, then Colin had found Terri. He moved toward them.

“So you just knocked the damn cart over?” one cop was saying behind him.

“No! I wasn’t anywhere near it—”

Colin edged away, smooth and silent as he could move. One officer up ahead walked a few steps towards him but never glanced over as he slipped by.

Zara stayed at the doorway. Colin heard his foot scrape on the floor now, and she blinked and stared at the approaching shape.

“It’s just me.” Somehow his whisper was enough to distinguish his blur from Eric’s, and the hardness that had been tightening on her face eased away.

He slipped into the room.

The space was small, too small. But it had room for the unconscious Terri da Costa.

His sister looked odder than ever, as pale and wasted away as when he’d found her, but now surrounded by medical tubes and wires instead of the skein she’d been encased in. She’d survived the Rayo Hill Earthquake, and Eric had kept her prisoner for three years with the skein to keep her alive... and then he’d ripped the stuff away when Colin rescued her.

And he still wants her back. To take her away, or prove he’s right, or something.

“The guy’s long gone.” Words from one of the cops drifted up from outside. “We all going to stay here all night?”

“Eric Rowe has already killed four cops,” Bea said. “Any time you want to look away, you keep that in mind.”

“I get it. But look, you shouldn’t even be here, Miss Simms.”

Colin shook his head. If the police did pull out, if he had to keep watch for Eric all alone—and they forced Bea away too...

He looked at Terri again, so still. Hours ago she could barely crawl, even when she was coated in skein, and then Eric had taken that and she’d still defied him. The doctors must have stabilized her, but they’d just gotten her back.

Soft feet behind him showed Zara stepping into the room. Her gaze went right to him; his control over the skein must have slipped, but she didn’t even blink at the silver-green-sheathed figure of her son.

Instead he stepped into her hug.

One warm, sheltering moment after so many hours chasing Eric and trying to keep Terri—and Zara herself—out of his claws... For one moment Colin wondered how she’d talked the hospital into letting her stay this late with her long-lost daughter. But then, saying no to the heart of the Hillside community had never been easy.

“They say they’ve sewed her all up,” Zara said. “As best they understand all her half-healed injuries. They think she’s good. Or, alive.”

Zara was doing it again. Refusing to show her fears for her children’s sake, and almost succeeding.

But Terri had a whole church collapse on her...

“Don’t forget, she spent years wrapped up in what has to be the perfect bandage.” Colin forced a smile, though she wouldn’t see it behind her shoulder. “And I’ve got plenty of skein to give her—but wait, it’s no good until she wakes up to control it.”

And she had to wake up. This was just the anesthetic, not some sign that she’d bled out the last of her strength. It had to be.

The door moved.

He’d forgotten the police out there. Now he had one instant to clutch at the skein’s power and step out of Zara’s hug, before the cop looked in.

“Looks like it’s nothing, ma’am—‘Zara,’ sorry.” The man looked at her, frowned, but made no real reaction to whatever faint silhouette he saw behind her. “And... when we find your son, we’ll try not to hurt him. We just need his whole story on how he found your daughter, and all the rest of it.”

You mean lock me up while you bury me in questions, Colin thought. He held his breath until the cop had stepped outside again. And I let my guard down, stupid!

The door was closing, but it halted and Bea stepped in.

When she’d shut it fully behind her, he let himself reappear.

She didn’t even blink at that. She only said “I’m sorry, Zara. I keep telling them Eric’s still a threat. I suppose it’s hard to believe.”

Colin slipped forward a step to her, enough to keep his voice from the cops outside. “And you’re so sure you can’t tell them what they’re up against.”

Bea only looked back at him. That same controlled face, really almost as young as his, that he’d been just learning to get a smile from... She’d taught him to hunt Eric, tracked down Terri beside him, but she’d always been so certain they had to hide the skein from her superiors.

And now Terri was here, helpless, and the police still had no idea what they were guarding her from. Was it really a surprise they were talking about reducing her protection, or ready to suspect Colin himself?

He glanced at Zara. His mother stood so quiet now, when it should be her fire and insight pushing them and making every step ahead clear. That she kept still meant that they’d reached a point with little left to say—or no choices at all.

But we survived. He looked between Zara and Terri again, both alive. Except Eric could be stalking back toward them right now, or else watching for some time tomorrow or later, simply waiting for the police to let their guard down. A few of those voices rattled out in the corridor, dry, scattered sounds that felt as restless as drumming fingertips.

While Eric was... something cold slid up Colin’s spine. Eric was far enough gone to lash out at anything, and now they knew the price for making even more skein was simply human flesh. Did Eric even have limits now, to how far he could build up his strength or what lives he could toss to it?

He was our friend. But he blames the family and the whole town and its history for Terri and more—

Colin looked down to see his hands trembling, shaking with rage and just too tired to hold it in.

Bea broke the silence, with a sudden, confident “I’ll stop him. The whole department’s looking for him now, and I can still use that. It has to be done.”

“I hope you’re right.” Zara barely stirred as she spoke.

“And while you’re searching?” Colin said. If the police let their guard down watching Terri...

A voice pushed through the sounds outside. Calm, soft, and stilling the fragmented noises from the police: “What happened here?”

“False alarm, sir,” one of them said.

That voice. Colin whispered to Bea, “Who’s that cop there?”

“Lieutenant Hoyle. He’s running this now.”

“He spotted me when I first got to the hospital, and he let me go. And we need someone to get how serious this is.”

“ ‘Get’ what?” Bea’s voice dropped lower, and fiercer. “Invisibility, bulletproofing, and now using that ‘protection spell’ to make more skein by feeding people to it? —Oh yes, Zara told me what Eric tried doing to her,” she added. “You know once you tell them about the skein, this’ll never be about protecting you, or stopping Eric.”

It can’t mean you have to shoot someone when they’re helpless, or risk your badge over it. Even Eric.

Colin stepped past her, toward the door.

“Wait!” Zara snapped. “You heard how the police spoke about you. It’s not safe.”

“It’s not getting any safer.” Not for Terri, trapped by her injuries and waiting for Eric to come after her again, with Colin afraid to step away or sleep at all. They needed that police protection.

Colin reached up to the crown of his head. His fingers dragged the skein back, and a thought magnified the motion to make the stuff split and peel away, down his head and on down his body.

Zara’s breath caught when his face appeared. He’d only had a glimpse himself, of the raw scars on his face and arms, from trying to control what the spell did to the skein. Now just pulling the stuff away from the gashes stung worse than any bandage—

He kept his eyes looking past her, and kept his features steady as he flattened the skein to slide in under his shirt. At least she didn’t have to see his pain too.

It’s either keeping a full police watch here, or Eric wins.

He opened the door.

“Hey!” “That’s him, what the hell—”

The two nearest uniforms closed in on him. One scruffy beard, the stocky build on the other—of course those were still the two that had broken up his fight with Eric in the church, the two he’d lashed out at. He looked around for Hoyle, but the lean older man he remembered was nowhere in sight.

The bigger cop grabbed him and wrenched him around in an arm lock. “Don’t you move!”

“If he was going to fight,” Bea said, “why would he be here? Think.”

“Sure you’d say that,” the other said. “We know about you and your boyfriend.”

They just go right to that, when Bea and I never let it happen.

Colin gritted his teeth. “Where’s Lieutenant Hoyle?”

The cop’s grip tightened. “What’s it matter? You hit my partner, da Costa.”

“So hit me!” Colin flung back. “You want us even, fine. But I’m telling you, it’s the same man who’s been attacking all of us.”

“Hit you? You think I’m stupid?” The cop shoved Colin a step, toward Zara watching it all. Her lips were clenched white to keep silent.

The two cops pushed him down the corridor. Colin tried to move with them, to keep pace and walk with some dignity. Sure, enough concentration could spread out the skein under his shirt sleeves and give his arms the strength to fling the cops off, but he needed them to listen.

“That’s enough.”

Hoyle stepped into view. Colin knew him by his calm voice—and the way the officer’s grip went slack—more than the lean build and the wisps of red hair that he’d glimpsed in his first minutes here.

“Lieutenant.” Bea’s voice came from behind them. “Colin has come forward to explain his side of the last few hours—”

Hoyle held up a hand to cut her off. “Thank you, Simms. We’ll discuss your suspension later.” He turned to Colin. “Now, let’s talk, the two of us.”

“Just tell him the truth,” Bea said. “That Eric Rowe actually is that stealthy—”

“Coaching a witness?” Hoyle warned. “Now, this way.”

“Sir?” That was the cop who had Colin’s arm.

Hoyle waved them to back off. The cop let go, and Colin stepped clear and followed the lieutenant away.

For a moment they could have stepped into normalcy, no officers watching them or need to hide from anyone, only the quick stride of the man in front, and the doctors and nurses they passed. Except for the glances Colin caught from some of them, at the marks on his face.

Hoyle stopped them at a simple junction, where stepping around the corner gave them a hint of privacy. He gazed over their surroundings, and turned to Colin. “All right now...”

“Can you help Bea?” Colin found the words gushing out. “She’s a cop who chased down a murderer—”

“And tried to shoot that murderer when he was captured.”

Shooting to wound him! Colin wanted to say. But Hoyle probably knew that too.

And the lieutenant went on “It’s only the fact that Eric Rowe is still such an obvious threat that’s kept charges from being filed so far.” He let out a sigh. “Her sergeant and I are doing what we can. But, did you really come here to defend your friend?”

“No.” Colin squared his shoulders. “I came to defend my family. You’ve got witnesses now that prove Eric held my sister prisoner, and he grabbed my mother trying to get her back. He’s still trying.”

Two doctors in white walked by in the corridor. Hoyle let their footsteps pass, then said “Is that why you’re here? Go on.”

“Alright. Look... I know Detective Simms was bending the rules when she let me near the case at all. But I know a bit about Eric. I was the first one to recognize it was him, and I was right.”

Hoyle’s eyebrows rose, slow and thoughtful. “How’d you manage that?”

“His voice.” Colin drew himself up taller, sloughing off the weight of the last day’s fighting, anything to make the truth credible. “Eric Rowe used to be our friend; he was engaged to Terri. Not that we had a clue he’d been all twisted up by finding she’d survived the earthquake. But he’d been holding her prisoner for all three years, and when we found where he kept her...”

He looked at the floor a moment, until he forced out the next words.

“Then I rushed in ahead of the cops, and pulled her out myself. I know, it would have been cleaner if I’d let all of you do that.”

“Awkward, but understandable after so long,” Hoyle nodded.

“Thanks. But the next minute was when it went south: Eric caught us in the street and attacked. I’m sorry I left Bea and the others there, but I did get Terri away from Eric for a while. Then tonight he set a trap—”

“Never mind that now.” Hoyle’s eyes locked onto Colin’s. “Several of our officers tried to bring you back, but you got away from them all in broad daylight, carrying your sister. You want to tell me just how you pulled that off?”

“Well, the Hillside’s my home turf, I guess more than for the officers there.” Colin frowned; one mention of how from Hoyle and he turned evasive? But he went on “And I only had to make it to the top of the hill, above the streets—”

“You make it sound easy.” Hoyle waved that aside. “I know a bit about you, Colin da Costa. Some martial arts, but mostly you’ve been a workhorse for your mother’s community efforts since you left school.”

“Because we lost Terri.” It sounded defensive, even to Colin’s own ears. “I guess that’s me. What are you saying?”

“That being able to throw a punch doesn’t tell me how you left Rayo Hill’s Finest in the dust. Not that morning or when Rowe escaped tonight, and then a third time with me here.” He leaned forward, gaze boring into Colin. “We have a four-time cop-killer out there. But you, you bring your sister and then your mother out of danger, and you come back with those scars...”

He waved at Colin’s face.

“I need to know how that’s possible.”

“You need to know it is possible, or Eric will just keep killing,” Colin flung back. I’m stalling again—but he felt his fists clenching, ready to push back the more Hoyle leaned on him. “You can’t stop him with ordinary guards.”

“I asked you how you got past us.”

“Too easily. I mean, can your cops be ready for the smallest little sign that someone’s creeping up on them? Can you keep them in pairs as if any moment could be the one someone gets hit?” At least that kind of protection might make Eric back off. He waved around the corridor; any corner of that space could be Eric creeping in if they turned their backs on it.

“You’re explaining security to me?” Hoyle scowled. “How is that different from how I’d protect any victim?”

“It has to be better! Eric’s already lured Zara out and grabbed her once, to get Terri back. He’ll try again if you can’t stop him.” He leaned in to meet Hoyle’s gaze. “That is the real goal, right? Bringing him down?”

“Four. Dead. Cops. Of course bringing him down is the goal.”

“Glad to hear it.” Colin stopped to let his breathing ease. “I just don’t think your protection here will do it.”

“The security is fine.” Hoyle took a step into the main corridor, and waved. Two uniformed cops marched into view.

Colin stared—they couldn’t be arresting him now, could they? But the two men held back, still a few paces away.

Holding his voice even, he told Hoyle “I hope you’re right. One other thing: when Bea shot Eric, he was reaching for a weapon. And even then he was strong enough to break away from your cops, and me. And take Zara.”

“That’s still hard to believe,” Hoyle said. “Even the way this case has gone, the more you claim, the harder it is to swallow.”

Does that mean... “If you believed it, would you let Bea off the hook?”

“This isn’t a negotiation,” and Hoyle glanced at the two cops. Like they might have overheard that, like he couldn’t make promises in front of them, but...

But, what would Bea want? Colin felt the extra glimmer of hope in his mind turn harsh and ugly. Bea was the one still fighting to keep the skein’s secret to themselves; trading it for her badge would be a betrayal.

And... did he need to give the whole story right now, if he could just make them open their eyes?

“I asked you a question,” Hoyle said. “Tell me how you keep dodging us, and I might look the other way for tripping over our investigation.”

A bluff. It had to be.

But Colin’s teeth clenched. Threatening to take him away, with Eric still out there?

Through his teeth he said “But, you are hunting Eric, and watching for when he makes his next move here, right? Like he was more dangerous and more tricky than anyone you’ve chased, ever?”

“What are you saying?” Hoyle said. “We’ve tracked cop-killers before.”

“You think you’re ready for him?”

Colin stole one more glance past Hoyle and the two cops, down into the corridor. Then he said,

“Prove it.”

and dove past them down the wide hallway.

His first running steps flung him almost into a nurse with a tray, but he twisted aside. Another long moment later he heard the shout that tore open his head start: “Grab him!”

They took the bait. Good. I think.

Colin charged down the corridor, flinging and wringing all the strength his worn-out muscles had into clawing for another inch of speed. It was still his own strength, with no chance to shift the skein to around his legs yet. Voices rang out ahead of him, closing him behind him. He threaded past another pair of nurses, twisted up one side that looked more empty, then one more...

Far enough.

Out of sight for a moment he flattened himself against the wall, and willed the skein to come flooding out. The silver-green substance surged out from under his clothes and encased him again, and another thought twisted light around him. He gasped for breath, clenched his lungs still against their ragged sound...

The two cops barreled by him, too fast to glance at some discoloration against the wall. An intern charged after them, shouting warnings.

Before they got too far, Colin dashed the other way, still blurred against sight. The skein casing his legs drove him forward in long—loud—steps, and he heard the cops behind him react to the noise. For five long steps he darted by, too quick for anyone to focus on the passing blur.

Then he ducked around another corner and slowed, and slipped behind a counter. He could hear them searching, shouting their confusion—and determination. The determination they’d need, to slow Eric down.

I could have told them. Showing them the whole thing would be so much easier... but Lieutenant Hoyle’s prodding had just been too much. Bea knew them better, and she might be right.

Right now, putting the police on guard had to be enough.
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CHAPTER TWO: A REST
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Summer nights in Rayo Hill were warm, easy things. Even for someone napping out on a corner of the grass by the wall.

The Novato Hospital buildings and the bits of brush around the parking lot made enough pockets of concealment for Colin to stay near Terri’s room, as the night sank down and stirred itself up into morning. Colin waited, watching what he could guess at about the police protection through the windows and number of cars. He had to believe he’d put them on alert enough to make Eric think twice about trying again... enough to grab a little sleep, at least.

His stomach gnawed and churned in him, the hunger from so many hours working the skein. Worse was looking up past the wall behind him and wishing for his own tiny, “temporary” apartment, that he’d lived in for years and Eric had already invaded once. All those days of working with the community, speaking and hauling and hoping he’d made enough difference here to leave for the Army, for a bigger purpose and an adventure... hah.

And the Vargas House itself that they worked out of was gone, rubble. How much did they even have to go back to?

Again and again, he tried to force his thoughts back to Lieutenant Hoyle and the other cops. If I have to sit here worrying, at least worry about Terri’s protection and if I can risk walking in there again, about what comes next. Did my secrets and my ‘dare’ change that, or could I risk walking in after all? Bea hadn’t answered his calls.

What phone contact he had gotten was a few moments with Zara. And now he could only wait for her before he made his next move.

He kept the skein hidden under his clothes. But when he walked by some of the cars in the lot, he caught glimpses of his face in the windows, and refused to let his eyes stare any harder at those uneasy reflections. Getting some rest folded the numbing exhaustion back, and the pain across his flesh stood out now, as if he’d run through a forest of thorns.

I got stares just yesterday, after the first time I’d set the skein off. Maybe those looks are all I’ll ever see on another face again...

He’d earned those battle-scars, he kept telling himself. Terri lost so much more, and he’d earned his in fighting Eric and learning the skein. Part of its magic was feeding on flesh, when anyone said the spell and touched it. He’d been lucky.

All part of the fight, the purpose.

Protect Terri and Zara. Stop Eric, somehow.

It had to be worth it...

The curtains at Terri’s window edged back, and Zara’s hand waved.

Colin drew the skein out around him and faded away. He crept out to the wall below the window, and went to work.

Small, sharp hooks pushed out from the skein at his palms and knees. His thoughts forced them into shape: each an inch long, but needle-sharp, and as stone-piercing-strong as he could make them. He stabbed them into the wall and heaved himself up, one grip at a time. Finally he reached the second floor and the window.

The hospital glass was bolted shut, of course, but he’d looked at the design. He concentrated on the skein until a tendril of it worked through the cracks and into the latching mechanism—a slow, fumbling process to work by sight alone, when he couldn’t feel the skein move like actual fingers. That would be one step too unsettling.

Then the probe reached the bolt, and he wrestled it to turn and slide back. The window pried open to let him heave himself inside.

Zara stood over at the door, holding it shut and watching him with fascinated eyes. Out beyond that he heard voices and footsteps rolling by. A blaze of white flowers and another set of blue ones stood on the table, when Terri had only been brought in last night.

And Terri... she lay asleep in her bed, covered in a gaudy yellow blanket—why would they use that too-bright color?

Zara pressed a kiss on Terri’s forehead, and watched Colin shut the window. “Is there anything that skein doesn’t do?” she said softly.

“Not so much. It takes all the practice I have to give it that kind of control.” He held up his hand and drew the probe back into his “glove,” and added “You were reshaping it yourself last night, on your first try.”

Zara’s hand—a hand with a broad, pale bandage across the back, he realized—touched her pocket. That must be where she kept the sliver of skein she’d used to cut herself free, when Eric had begun feeding her to it.

He went on “Most of the skein’s tricks come from making it move. It worked better than a cast for Terri, and it can push us around with more force than we can move on our own. Eric uses that—he’s fast, strong, deadly. And some of its shapes work as armor, or blades. Strong ones.”

“I saw that too.” Zara’s voice dropped to a whisper. “I don’t know how you could fight Eric off at all, when he’s got so much more of it.”

“Skill, I guess. It seems like that still counts.”

Except I’ve only had the skein for a few days, I’ve just been fighting longer. That’s the only thing Eric’s not used to, people who can fight back...

He said “Its only use that doesn’t come from its shape is how it can bend light and makes us disappear. I’ve got no idea why it can do that—but it’s how Eric can hit us anywhere. And then, Bea used hers to help her see him, but I never figured that trick out.”

And he was still wearing the skein over his head, ready to duck from sight. He reached up and peeled it back.

Zara winced. She reached a hand toward his face, and drew it back. “I can’t believe you did that to yourself. You saw what a bit of it did to me, and you still...”

He forced a smile. “Like you said, Eric had more of it, so I tried to match that. Sometimes skill isn’t enough.”

She stared at him. “Don’t you laugh, Colin! Tell me, how much does it hurt?”

He widened the grin. “It’s not so bad.”

“Liar,” whispered a voice.

He swung around to look at Terri, at her pale face and her body stretched flat on the bed. Her hair looked shorter, or just cleaner now, pulled back above the monitor wires that spread from her throat. And her voice—he’d barely heard it, it was so wispy and weak.

“Awake again.” Zara’s voice had only a hint of strain in it, like Terri had been in and out before, and he’d missed it.

Colin shuffled toward her. “How do you...” How do you even move now? Will you ever? “You’re...”

“I’m here,” and Terri’s lips curved.

She is. That should be what matters. But I’ve seen this before, she only has the strength to say that much—

His eyes clenched shut. He swayed on his feet, a lump the size of a baseball caught in his throat.

“Here.” He stumbled to her, and pulled off a chunk of skein to lay it over her arm, over one of the smaller bandages on her.

Terri’s eyes settled on the scrap of green. And it stirred, stretched under the gauze to her wound. Colin tried not to think of what kind of half-healed, reopened damage the doctors had been patching up there.

At least the skein obeyed. Terri’s body might be shattered, but her concentration was strong, and she’d spent years wrapped in the stuff.

Her arm shook. It stirred, lifted from the bed—the monitor beside her gave a single squeal and calmed. Zara gasped and moved back to where she’d been holding the door.

Then Terri moaned, one soft sound. Her arm dropped to the bed.

“What’s wrong?” Zara said. “Can’t it heal her? Eric said enough if it could...”

Terri sighed “Won’t last.”

And the bit of skein slid out and dropped away from her, green against the blanket’s yellow. She’d pushed it out again.

“I think I get it.” Colin patted her hand, and scooped up the skein and joined Zara at the door where they could keep their voices lower.

“What’s wrong?” she whispered.

“It doesn’t... heal,” he said. “It can work more like a bandage or a powered prosthetic, but it can’t restore anything itself. I guess the skein can’t help her any more than it already has.” At least with a full suit of it she could crawl a bit, but now—

“Then try harder!” Zara pulled the bit of skein from Colin’s grasp and stepped to the bed.

Colin took her place holding the door shut. Just outside, feet tromped by, and voices melded into each other, everyone intent on their own missions.

Zara laid a hand on her daughter’s shoulder, and pressed the skein on the bandage again.

“You know we thought you were gone, Terri. And we’ve got so much to show you. And we’ll keep you safe, Eric will never hurt you again—”

Terri’s face twitched, from what looked deeper than pain.

Zara motioned to the flowers behind her. “Our friends are just starting to hear about you. They need to know you’re doing better, you know.”

Terri breathed “Yes... but...”

The skein on her arm stayed still. She could move it, but...

“Sandy’s baby is growing up, running around. Everywhere,” and Zara gave a brittle laugh. “You haven’t seen the town after the quake, have you? It’s all rebuilding, slowly. We’ve had a chance to see who cares about the Hillside... I know, you used to say there were never enough of us left here, but wait till you see how we pull together.” She gripped Terri’s hand.

She’s not mentioning how the Vargas House itself, that we looked after for years, collapsed after one minute of Eric and his claws.

“They all want to see you. How after all this, you’ve come back to us alive. It’s a miracle—”

Her voice broke.

Terri’s hand stirred to squeeze back.

The skein slid from her arm, abandoned.

*   *   *
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Too soon, Colin felt the door he stood against moving. Zara called “Sorry!” and he had a moment to wrench at the skein’s power before they let the nurse in.

He slipped into the hall soon after the nurse left. But at least he got to scoop up a fistful of breakfast bars Zara had brought, and tuck them under his skein out of sight.

He worked his way outward from the room. The more police were on watch, and the more patients and staff crowded in this morning, the more it would slow down anyone trying to slide through between one gaze and the next. Yes, I got in, but if Eric wants to take Terri then anything that makes her a harder target will help. Of course Eric could still slash his way through all of them, but...

The hospital entrance loomed up ahead. He’d gone all the way out.

And the bustling, blind crowds had thickened behind him.

Colin eyed the gaps along the walls, the best chances to slip back—he should be with his family, and stay where Eric might strike, but how long could he just sit there? He ground his teeth.

But what else was there he could do? Go back to predicting where Eric might search for more skein, from the hints about where Matt Vargas had left it? Useless—now that Colin had let Eric learn the spell for making skein.

Making it from people. He’s tried using Zara, but he could make it from the flesh of anyone else, anywhere. God, we have to catch him.

Colin let the crowds push him away outside the building. When he’d slipped far enough away from the voices and behind a parked car’s cover, he tucked his skein under his clothes and walked out into the crowd, to let him take out his phone.

Bea didn’t answer. And any message he left her might be found if the police went through her account.

If he could risk calling her at all. Instead he attacked the food, gulping down nut-rich mouthfuls and imagining he could feel the energy trying to fill the skein-hunger and the long hours. He was tearing at the corner of the last bar’s wrapping before he felt his stomach protesting, and shoved the last snack away for later.

There could be clues about Eric at his home or his work, but would Colin even know them if he saw them? Instead he drew the skein out again and held back outside the hospital, keeping watch.

He counted three police cars around the lot. He watched the entrance—two more cops drove up and walked toward it, and he crept along behind them to study how well they kept watch. No casual chatting, good, they seemed alert.

One glanced halfway back toward him, and Colin had to freeze and let them walk on inside. These cops had their eyes open, even without him trusting them to know the real danger.

Or were they watching to arrest him too? He hadn’t even had a chance to watch Hoyle again, to see how the lieutenant had really learned from his vanishing trick.

And none of it would stop Eric simply slipping in and killing...

The next time he stepped back from the crowd and into sight, he called Bea again. Still no answer.

Is she keeping me at a distance now? That cop’s “boyfriend” crack last night wouldn’t help—Bea had taken a lot of heat for letting him in on the case, and he’d heard her snap at her own sergeant for saying her reasons might be anything she felt for him.

Except for the moments when that might be true.

Colin shook his head. Bea was also the woman who’d shot a captured Eric, and she’d probably never be a cop again—

Oh.

The morning air suddenly felt ice cold.

Bea had wounded Eric, and then she’d lost her own skein when the police almost found it on her. All the power Colin wore now came from leaving Bea unprotected, the obvious target...

Leo Tozier used to bully Eric, and Eric had hunted him down and terrorized him, then killed him. What would he do about the woman who put a bullet in his hand?

Colin glared at the hospital entrance. The police were in there, he could march in and demand they check on Bea, and deal with the consequences later. No, better to call her sergeant, Jordan had been trying to help her—

His phone buzzed.

He grabbed it out, saw Bea Simms on the screen. A hitch in his breath eased away.

“You okay?” Was that shaken, hungry voice his own?

“Fine.” Bea must have heard his tone, but she gave no sign of it. “I missed your calls, and you weren’t answering.”

“Well, I had to turn the phone all the way off whenever...”

Whenever he crept around the hospital. All that time he spent invisible, when he couldn’t risk a sound vibrating in thin air...

He found himself laughing. “I’m an idiot. Of course I missed your calls, guess I’m still trying to figure out how juggling all this works. But look—”

The laughter faded from his voice.

“Promise me, you won’t forget Eric is out there. Hidden, wounded, and we’ve seen how he likes his revenge. Don’t you forget that for a second.”

“Why would I forget?”

Bea’s clear voice sounded surprised. But she would be, she was the professional here.

“Still,” and her tone went quieter, “thank you for the thought. Now, I’ve got news.”

“What’s that?” Finally, maybe something to do.

“I hear they’ve got a warrant for Eric’s home. The search could start any minute.”

“Got it. You think they’ll find much on—”

On how Eric learned so much about the skein? No, Eric wouldn’t leave answers like that just lying around his home.

Probably.

He said “I guess there could be something there. Hell, Eric could try to protect it—like he showed up at Terri’s prison. I’ll come keep an eye on the cops. And, um...” He glanced around the lot, the buffer space that had been keeping him back from the crowds and the police. “Do you know if it’s even safe for them to see me?”

“I haven’t heard about a push to arrest you. But, they could be keeping me out of that loop. They already think I’ve bent so many rules it took Jordan to shield us.”

“I guess.” And the sergeant could be a target himself, in his wheelchair. But Ed Jordan already had the kind of home security that would make Eric keep his distance.

“I’ll send you the address.”

“No need. This is Eric, my old friend.” He swallowed the bitterness in that word. “So... see you there?”

“Right.”

He glanced up at Terri’s window again. He could still plant himself up there ready for the worst. But this was a chance, to find some clue at Eric’s, or even save some police from a trap. Staying away was more than he could do.

*   *   *
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Walking invisibly outside would never have worked; Colin knew that after the first block. Even a few people on the sidewalk made too many chances their gaze would catch on his outline, when he walked in open space in full sunlight. Or someone might have bumped into him.

The last thing Rayo Hill needed was rumors about ghosts, after the last few days’ killings.

Instead he marched openly down the street, not even using the skein to help him jog. Twice he saw police cars roll into view, and both passed on by, a good sign. He also saw eyes turning and lingering on him, on his scars.

The blocks he passed looked dirtier than he remembered. Up on the Hillside, the original Rayo Hill neighborhoods, empty buildings would get a certain basic cleaning up—not always repaired from the quake, but the people looked after them. Down here... it could be Eric’s rants last night about Terri being trapped in a doomed town, but...

But down here in the more urban streets, he saw fewer gaps. Instead of places waiting to be used again, there were full blocks of shops and apartments and all, and so many of them looked rushed. Sign after sign promised a quick, shady deal on fixing cars, or sent out the smell of greasy food that made him wolf down his last scrap of breakfast.

This was the more active part of Rayo Hill, and how it had patched the quake over after three years. And Eric’s home was down here, because he’d left the Hillside long ago.

When Colin reached the corner of Eric’s block, he stepped out of view and shifted out of sight. The buildings here were small chunky houses crammed together, without enough plants or fences to slow him down as he crept along with his back to the walls.

Two police cars stood in front of Eric’s door. One officer stepped from the building, heading to a car with an armful of boxes. A handful of people stood around the street observing—Colin looked around those for Bea, hoping the police would at least let her in the area.

He waited for his moment and slipped across the street to watch from the opposite side, still keeping his outline clear of people’s notice. Another cop carried out a box of what looked like papers, more and more potential clues being taken away from Colin and anyone who might know how to read it.

As Colin edged along he squinted and glared at the space around the house, for any faint shape that might be Eric lurking there. Could I even see him from across the street, or move in time if he attacked?

At the far corner of the block stood Bea. Standing next to two neighbors, watching the show together.

There she is at last. He knew he should move away to watch a different angle of the search, but instead he shifted toward her.

Step by slow step, he edged behind one onlooker and then another. Just a quick whisper with Bea would be enough, for now. Enough to meet her soon, and give her back some of her skein so she wouldn’t be walking around unarmed.

The neighbors mostly kept their eyes on the police across the street. A cop brought another box of evidence out to the cars. Colin eyed the several scraggly trees around the house, wondering if he’d even spot Eric blending in behind one.

A car pulled up the street beside the black-and-whites, a midsized, upper-middle-end model that reminded him of Bea’s car even before Hoyle stepped out.

The lieutenant marched up to the nearest uniform and exchanged a few low words. The cop trotted to Hoyle’s car to unload his boxes, faster than before.

Colin eyed the box of evidence as it vanished into the car. Probably nothing in there, he knew. Eric wouldn’t leave clues at his home or need to defend anything there. I came here to see Bea too. But I’ll keep an eye on the police while they’re here. Eric was still the enemy who’d killed a man in a crowd with one invisible shove.

He watched the street, the crowd, weighing his chances of slipping across again and moving nearer the cops—

“Mommy? What’s that glowy thing?”

A little girl in a sparkling shirt looked right at him and pulled on her mother’s hand.

Colin dropped flat onto the grass. A faint shimmer along the ground wouldn’t be a telltale humanoid shape—but the girl tugged again and pulled closer. Stupid, standing around this close to them, what was I thinking?
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