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      "Who are they?"

      "Were they here last night?"

      "Where did they get that bed?"

      "We should tell Vincent."

      "No one has ever stayed the night before."

      "Maybe they're a new part of the show."

      Voices floated into Raine's mind, rousing her from sleep. "Jordan, did you leave the television on?"

      He wrapped his warm body around hers and kissed her head. "We don't have a tv in the bedroom."

      Raine breathed in deep, the scent of his body filling her nose and making her smile. She tried to move, but her legs were hot and pinned down. She opened her eyes to find Sam on her feet.

      "Sam? What are you doing here? You have your own room."

      Smoke curled out of his nostrils, and he opened one eyelid. "I get lonely. It's not fair you guys have sleepovers, and I don't."

      Raine shook her feet. "How can you get lonely? You share a room with Hazel."

      "Exactly."

      That made no sense. "Sam, get up."

      "You should all get up."

      Raine sat bolt upright at the foreign voice. She scanned the scene, trying to understand what she saw. Jordan leapt from the bed in his boxer briefs and growled.

      "Who are you?" Jordan demanded. "Where are we?"

      A chilly breeze skimmed over Raine's skin, making her shiver.

      A tall, gaunt man with bright red hair stepped forward. "Who are you? And what are you doing here?"

      "Is this a joke?" Jordan demanded. "Who did this? Where are we?"

      "That's exactly what we are trying to figure out," said the man.

      Raine scoured the faces of the onlookers. There was a tall, thin man with red hair. A beautiful Indian woman in a bright red sari. A hulking broad-shouldered, dark-haired man with deep-set, deadly eyes held the hand of a small beautiful Italian woman with a glossy black beard. A young Cyclops who appeared to have just left an Oklahoma farm grinned at them. And a set of round-eyed, cherubic-faced twin girls connected at the hip stood with a well-built, handsome man in a Victorian-style suit.

      "You're all Otherworlders," Raine said.

      "Yes," replied the woman in the sari.

      Long black velvet curtains hung around them. Floating orange lights shone down on them from all angles. The scent of damp wood and spices filled the air.

      A wooden floor, old but highly polished, lay underneath the bed. And the group of a dozen people surrounded the bed.

      They were in an old theater, but where the cemetery tomb was the theater? And how had they gotten there?

      "We're in a theater," said Raine.

      "You're in Le Carnivále."

      "The Carnival?" She'd never heard of it.

      "Not 'the carnival', Le Carnivále," replied the bearded lady.

      "Well, how the hell did we get to Le Carnivále?" Jordan asked.

      "Don't look at me," said Sam. "All I did was try to have some family bonding time."

      Raine glanced down and realized she wore nothing but her bra and panties. She pulled the covers up over herself and looked at Jordan.

      "You might want to get back into bed," she offered.

      Jordan's gaze slid her direction and then down his mostly naked form. He sat back on the bed, pulling the covers over his hips.

      "Don't cover up on our account, tiger." A beautiful blonde woman with delicate features and a sweet southern drawl sauntered on the stage. She stared Jordan up and down, stripping him bare. Her eyes flashed orange, and Raine's stomach dropped.

      Great. Weretiger Barbie.

      "I think we should find Vincent," said one of the twins.

      "I think we should kick them out in their skivvies," said the other.

      "No," said the man standing with them, holding one of each of their hands. "It's up to Vincent."

      "Vincent is not going to like this." The weretiger female planted her eyes straight on Jordan.

      Raine fought the surge of jealousy which made her want to snuggle closer to Jordan.

      "Vincent isn't going to like what?" A tall, dark-haired woman with skin a strange color of tan mixed with a tinge of gray walked toward the group. A beautiful Victorian gown covered her from the top of her neck to her wrists, and down to her toes. Her thick hair had been braided almost to her waist.

      Her grayish eyes traveled to Raine and Jordan, and she gasped. "Oh my goodness. What are you doing in here?" Her Spanish accent gave only the slightest tinge to her words.

      "We asked already," said the thin, red-haired man.

      "Look," said Jordan. "I don't know what is going on, but if someone could please find us some clothing, we'd be happy to pack up our bed and go home."

      The group glanced at each other.

      The tall Spanish woman walked forward and extended her hand. "I'm Josephine Laurent. Vincent is my husband. We own Le Carnivále."

      Jordan shook Josephine's hand, and then she extended her hand to Raine. Raine took it and found it cold despite the warm atmosphere.

      "All right," Josephine said. "Enough gawking. You all have things to do this morning. We won't keep you any longer."

      She possessed a gentle and refined demeanor but also commanded respect. The crowd dispersed except for the weretiger.

      "Please leave Lena," said Josephine. "Our new friends aren't going anywhere; you can talk to them later."

      Lena glanced at Josephine and back to Jordan. "I look forward to it."

      She meandered off the stage in her tight black pants, and Raine pictured her tail swishing as she went.

      After she left, Josephine turned back to them. "I'm sorry about that. It's been a long time since we've woken up to newcomers still inside Le Carnivále."

      "So, this has happened before?" asked Jordan.

      She nodded. "To every one of them but Bruno the cyclops. Vincent found him almost dead in a gutter."

      "What is this place?" Raine asked.

      Josephine thought for a minute. "It's a haven for Otherworlders and a place where Mundanes can live their fantasies."

      "Where are we exactly," asked Jordan.

      Josephine shook her head. "I'm not quite sure."

      "Not sure?"

      "Usually, we know exactly where we are headed, but last time we moved, something happened. We were pulled into this clearing and haven't been able to leave for months."

      "I don't understand," Jordan said.

      Josephine gave a sweet smile. "Why don't we find you something to wear and take you to Vincent? He's better at this than I am."

      "Thank you," Raine said. "We appreciate your hospitality."

      "Don't thank me yet," she replied. "Once you find out what you're in for, you might regret my hospitality."

      "Does your hospitality include food?" asked Sam. "I'm starving."

      Raine squeezed Jordan's hand. What had they gotten themselves into this time? She scanned the area, looked at Sam, and gasped.

      "What's wrong?" asked Jordan.

      "Hazel," said Raine. "We left Hazel alone at home."

      "Wonderful." Jordan sighed. "Just wonderful."
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      Raine and Jordan emerged from the theater ten minutes later, wearing donated warm clothing from troop members. Only Bruno the Cyclops owned anything big enough to fit Jordan, so he currently resembled a hot farmer in his flannel, faded overalls, and cowboy boots. Raine had been provided a fabulous pair of leopard leggings and an oversized bright orange sweater with a jack-o-lantern face on the front from Lena.

      Raine exited the building and took in the surroundings. "What the-"

      They stood on a small hill in a forest clearing. At the bottom of the small hill stood a vine-covered hedge. A circle of tents in bright oranges, purples, and blacks stood about twenty yards away. Strings of lights hung from tent to tent, and signs sat outside each doorway, but she couldn't read what they said. Beyond the tents lay an encampment of colorful caravans. Half of them announced who the trailer belonged to in bright white letters or had an old-fashioned circus banner hanging on the side.

      She turned back to the building they'd exited, but it wasn't a building. The outside was a huge black and white thick striped tent. She stepped back through the curtain into the theater, complete with stage and wooden folding chairs.

      She stepped out again. "That is some impressive magic. A full theater inside but a tent on the outside."

      "My husband did it."

      The tall woman stood at least six foot three. Her features were heavy but not bulbous. They fit her face in a beautiful, natural way. She had to be some form of giant from her bone structure. Wide and foreign. Josephine gave her a wary smile and then turned and began to walk away.

      Jordan held Raine's hand as they descended the slight slope covered in beautiful purple flowers. They reached the hedge, and Jordan helped her down. Together they crossed through the maze of tents to the back where the caravans stood. The grass and wildflowers ended at a thick circle of dense trees. Deep yellow, orange, and red leaves floated to the ground and around the caravans. Wherever they were, it was still autumn, at least.

      They walked between several smaller, older, faded grayish-white tents. All around, the carnival members ogled and whispered as they passed by. Raine had never seen such an odd collection of Otherworlders before. The cyclops was obvious. The conjoined twins were a mystery, but the man who stood with them, continually holding the hand of both of them, intrigued her. Depending on which way you looked at him, his face appeared to be like two completely different men. A sickly pale man stood deep in the shadow of a pure black tent, his eyes lit from within, making Raine shiver. She didn't have to guess what he was: a vampire. And the bearded lady held the hand of a man whose very expression seemed to devour Raine. A chill ran over her at the sight of him.

      Jordan pulled her close and wrapped his arm around her waist. "Not a shifter. He's a wolf but... not a shifter."

      "A wolfman?"

      Jordan nodded and squeezed Raine tight against him as they followed Josephine. Jordan had always been protective of her, but the vibes he gave off went deeper. As if he was truly afraid for her safety. They neared an antique trailer. Josephine opened the door and said something in Spanish. Several voices floated out, and a muscular man tattooed from his neck downward appeared. He sized Jordan up, and then his gaze lit on Raine. Ink covered every inch of him, from his fingernails to his chin. He sauntered down the steps, his eyes continually on Raine.

      "I heard there were newcomers." He smiled. "But I didn't hear about your beauty."

      He reached out and took Raine's hand, kissing it.

      Jordan's arm tightened. The tattooed man turned Raine's hand over and sniffed her wrist before licking it with his split tongue.

      Jordan growled, and Raine pulled away.

      "Sorry. I like to taste people."

      "Yeah, well, my skin only gets licked by Jordan, thank you very much."

      The man snickered as a warm, heavy weight settled on Raine's shoulder.

      "You heard my mom," said Sam. "Only Jordan licks her. So buzz off before I burn your ink off."

      "I was just being friendly."

      "Be friendly with someone else, Hedger." A short man with shocking white hair stepped out of the trailer.

      Hedger smiled at Raine again. " Welcome to the carnivàle. Can't wait to know you better." Then he took off in the opposite direction from the other tents.

      The short man watched Hedger walk away and then turned to them. "I apologize for him. He's one of our newer additions. I still haven't decided if he's a fit, but his demon blood technically allows him the opportunity to at least try and fit in."

      "He could definitely use a lesson in manners," said Jordan.

      The man nodded. "I would agree, but his demon side makes it impossible for anyone here to teach him any. But enough of that. I am Vincent Laurent." He held out his hand to Raine and then Jordan.

      "Raine and Jordan," said Jordan.

      "I understand you appeared in our theater this morning. It's been quite a while since someone wandered into the carnivàle without meaning to, and I can honestly say we've never had people appear out of nowhere."

      "We're as confused as you," said Raine. "Last night we were asleep in Los Angeles, and now we're in a grove who knows where."

      Vincent nodded. "Unfortunately, we aren't quite sure either."

      Jordan looked around. "But if you're a traveling carnivàle, surely you have an idea of where you're headed."

      "Usually, I at least have a picture before we leave but not this time."

      "A picture?"

      Vincent pulled on his suspenders and nodded. "Why don't you come inside, have something to eat, and I will give you a brief history? Maybe it will give you an idea of why you're here."

      He turned and headed back into the trailer. Jordan sniffed the air.

      "What is it?"

      "I smell something familiar, but I can't place it."

      She squeezed his hand. "Well, keep thinking about it. It might help us figure out where we are."

      

      Like the theater, the inside of the trailer was completely different from the outside. Inside lay a spacious wood-paneled apartment with a kitchen, living room, and bedroom. The scent of food made Raine's stomach grumble.

      "Ah, food," said Sam. "Finally. I'm so hungry I could eat myself. I hope it's eggs and bacon. I love bacon. I would eat bacon for the rest of my life."

      "Sorry," said Josephine. "I'm afraid Vincent and I are vegetarians. Not that we have any eggs or bacon left. We ran out months ago. Now it's mostly thin soups and stews if someone catches the occasional game animal. But you can check with the others if you'd like."

      "Thanks. I think I'll do that." Sam turned to take off for the door, but Raine grabbed his wing, making him squawk.

      "Behave," Jordan growled.

      "Whatever you would like to share, we would be most grateful for," Raine said to Josephine.

      "Fine, but I'm not eating anything green," Sam grumbled.

      It was like corralling a swarm of bats in a haunted belfry. Between Jordan's hackles being up and Sam's complete lack of respect, Raine wanted to throttle both of them.

      "Please, sit." Vincent smiled.

      Raine, Jordan, and Sam made their way across the trailer to the kitchen table. Raine spotted a dish of potatoes and onions, some bread and butter, and then other vegetables.

      Josephine brought the last dish of cooked apples and nuts and sat next to Vincent. He smiled at her, making Raine's chest squeeze from his complete adoration. It was the same way Jordan looked at her.

      Josephine touched Vincent's face, and they turned back to Raine and Jordan.

      "Would you like to say grace?" asked Josephine.

      "Oh... uh... I don't- I mean, I used to worship the old gods. I don't-"

      "I'll do it," Jordan offered.

      Josephine held her hand out for Jordan's. Vincent took Raine's hand and then Jordan's, completing the circle.

      Raine stared at her plate as Jordan prayed. She'd never heard him pray before. It was strange. She'd been raised to worship the old Fae gods. Old gods, she'd prayed to more times than she could count without so much as a single tingle to let her know they were listening or cared. Much like her own parents.

      "Amen," said Jordan. The others followed suit. Raine gave a soft smile, and Josephine started passing the dishes around.

      "How long have you been married?" Raine asked.

      Vincent looked at Josephine and back at Raine. "What is it now, mi tesoro?"

      "One hundred and thirteen years," said Josephine.

      Raine stared at them. "Wow."

      "Are you immortal?" asked Jordan.

      "Not exactly." Vincent passed Raine the apples. "I am only one hundred and sixty-three. I will probably live a couple hundred more years. Josephine, though... we aren't sure."

      Raine almost asked what he meant, but she didn't want to pry.

      "So, when did you start the carnivàle?"

      "In eighteen ninety-nine, we took over. It used to be a rundown freakshow in London. But after some unfortunate business with my family in Paris, we moved to London, bought the carnivàle, and began collecting Otherworlders who needed a safe place to go."

      "And do you travel only within England?"

      "No. We've been everywhere. The carnivàle has taken on a life of its own. We go where we are needed. Worldwide."

      Great gourds. Then they might be anywhere in the world too. That would make getting back to Los Angeles without any papers tricky.

      "Places which need entertainment?" Raine asked.

      "Not exactly," said Josephine. "The carnivàle-"

      "The history lesson is entertaining, but I'm starving, and you haven't offered me any of this rabbit food. Not that I want it," said Sam.

      "That's it." Jordan jumped from his chair and picked Sam off Raine's shoulder.

      "Unhand me. Put me down, you feral barn cat!" Sam yelled.

      "Jordan-" Raine began. But it was too late. Jordan reached the door and threw Sam outside.

      "You can sit out here and think about how you treat those who are kind enough to let your smoky ass in their house."

      "I'd rather sit with that rabble than eat with you," yelled Sam.

      "Then go find them." Jordan slammed the door and stalked back to the table. He sat heavily in his chair and sucked in a deep breath. Raine placed her hand on his thigh and squeezed. She'd never seen him so agitated. His eyes flashed between golden and green.

      "This must be so jarring for you," said Vincent. "If you need to go get the lay of the place, I completely understand. It happened with both our shifter Lena and Gill. Every time we come to a new place, they need to scope out the terrain."

      Jordan squeezed Raine's hand. "Thank you. I think I will after breakfast. I apologize for our behavior."

      "I wish we knew why you showed up here," said Josephine. "I can't imagine waking up somewhere not of my free will."

      "We do feel a bit kidnapped," said Raine. "You said you've been here a while. Is that not by choice?"

      Vincent shook his head. "We aren't sure what happened. We should've moved on months ago, but something keeps us here. We usually stay in a place for a week or two at most. Every week since being here, I've gotten a glimpse of where we are supposed to head next, but when we wake up in the morning, we haven't moved. We are behind dozens of stops."

      "You said you go where you are needed. What do you mean?"

      "Our carnivàle is different. We go to places where people need an escape or where they want their fantasies fulfilled."

      "So, you're a pleasure carnivàle?"

      "Yes and no," said Vincent. "Everyone who enters is looking for something, though it is usually not what they expect. That might be a woman who wants an adventure, so that's what she gets, even if it's not in a way she thinks. Or another might come in thinking she wants true love when what she needs is to truly connect with another person."

      "It's not sexual," said Josephine.

      "It's rarely sexual, though we have the occasional male looking for what he thinks is the ultimate thrill. Sadly, for those men, they find it." Vincent smiled and sipped his coffee.

      "So, what do you two do?" Josephine obviously wanted to change the subject.

      "I'm a private investigator for Otherworlders," said Raine.

      "I'm getting my real estate license and contractor's license so we can start our own business." Jordan looked at her. "And we must return as soon as possible, or I'll miss my exam next week. Plus, we already have a house we need to work on."

      Ever since Jordan had refused to do his duty at the mating ritual, he and his father still hadn't spoken. Raine had tried to talk him into reaching out to his father, but family was the one area Jordan was as stubborn about as she was. She hadn't spoken to her parents since they'd kicked her out for having no magic.

      "Perhaps you can help us figure out why we are stuck here," said Vincent. "I would pay you some, on top of your room and board, of course, but the money will have to wait until we are able to move."

      "That is more than generous, but you don't need to pay me," Raine protested. "And as we are stuck here, it makes sense we will do what we can."

      "Anything you need, let me know as well." Jordan nodded.

      "Of course," said Vincent. "I can think of several things we could use your help with, if you don't mind. Bruno is handy, but he isn't skilled. The stage, for instance, needs a few boards replaced. And a couple of the trailers are having wheel issues."

      "I'll take a look." Jordan breathed a sigh that made Raine believe the distraction of laboring with his hands would be a nice distraction for him.

      "Wonderful," said Vincent. "And... Since you're both here, you might consider joining the show in some capacity."

      "I'm not a people person," said Raine. Performing like an organ monkey was not her thing.

      "I understand," said Vincent. "I find adding new blood to the show every once in a while helps the other performers and people who come to gain new energy. And since we've been here for longer than expected, anything new helps us earn more patrons. Halloween is in a week, so people are coming for the darker themes we've been working with this season. We've already incorporated the colors and decorations. Perhaps a magic show, using your Fae abilities, would help word spread again about the carnivàle. I fear soon it will be too cold, and people will stop coming altogether, and then we will be in real trouble."

      "I don't possess magic, sorry," It amazed Raine she'd been able to say it without stammering. She supposed after so many years, most of the embarrassment had passed.

      Vincent stared at her for a moment. "Well, that is interesting. I don't think I've ever met a Fae without magic."

      Neither had she, but there it was. "What are you? I've not met an Otherworlder like you before."

      "A half gnome. My mother was gnome. My father was human."

      It explained his size. Gnomes were usually no more than three to four feet tall. Vincent was a head shorter than Raine was at five foot six. And quite a bit shorter than his wife.

      "Well, the morning is already getting by us. I believe it's time for us to start the day. There is much to do before the gates open at sundown."

      Raine looked at the plate of food she'd only half eaten and sighed inwardly. She didn't have the stomach to eat the rest. Which was a shame because being vegetarian, it was delicious.

      "We have a vacant trailer you are welcome to if you'd like. And I'm sure we can find you at least a couple more outfits," said Josephine.

      Raine wanted to mention Lena's style wasn't hers, but beggars couldn't be choosers.

      "Thank you again for your hospitality," said Raine.

      Vincent nodded. "Josephine can show you where your trailer is. And Jordan, don't worry about wandering out of the woods. You can't go more than a mile in any direction without getting spit back into camp."

      

      Josephine ushered them out the door. Raine found no one in sight but felt eyes upon her anyway. Jordan grabbed her hand again, and they walked in silence to a trailer on the far end of the camp. It was smaller than most and a bit shabbier, but anything was better than sleeping in their bed on stage for anyone to see.

      Dang. The bed. What the heck were they going to do with the bed? It would never fit in a caravan.

      "If you end up having to stay long term, I can ask Vincent to do a bit of magic on it, so it better accommodates you. But I hope that won't be the case."

      Josephine walked away, and Raine headed to the trailer. It was like an antique carnie trailer from back when traveling circuses had been commonplace. She opened the door and peeked inside. The brightly colored furnishings were older but clean, and surprisingly the place lacked a musty smell. Instead, it carried the faint odor of herbs and exotic spices.

      She stepped into a small sitting area with a dark brown wooden writing desk on one side and a kitchenette with a small white table and two chairs on the other. The avocado-colored kitchenette sported a small four-foot counter with an ancient hotplate. Two aqua-colored upper cabinets and a tiny pink refrigerator which sat on the counter finished out the space. Beyond the kitchen hung an amethyst-toned beaded curtain with what she assumed was a bed behind it.

      "I can say it will be cozy," said Jordan.

      "Especially with Sam in here," Raine mused.

      "You don't think we could tell him to sleep outside?"

      "We can tell him. Do you think he'll listen, though?"

      Jordan shook his head. "Not if the past is anything to go by."

      She wrapped her arms around his waist. "I know you don't want to be here."

      "I don't want you here. I'm fine."

      She cocked an eyebrow at him. "I've never known you to be the jealous type."

      "Jealous doesn't begin to describe how my tiger feels. He's pacing like an animal in an undersized shipping crate, and he wants to be released to show everyone who the king of this trailer is."

      She chuckled. "Would it help if I let you mark me?"

      It was his turn to cock an eyebrow. "You hate that."

      "Normally, I don't see a need, but the wolfman gives me the creeps. So if you think it will help keep him away from me, I will allow it."

      "You will allow it? How about this? Will you allow this?" Jordan leaned in and kissed her neck.

      Her stomach fluttered, and she closed her eyes.

      "What about this?" He kissed her lower on her neck. "Will you let me do this?"

      Raine's heartbeat kicked up a notch. "Man, it's good that we didn't have sex last night, or we'd have ended up completely naked here."

      Jordan growled and kissed her hard. "You're mine. I don't want any of them seeing an inch more than they already have."

      "Same goes for you. You keep away from the other tiger."

      He smiled. "What tiger?"

      She pulled his lips to hers. "Exactly."

      He kissed her hard and picked her up off the floor. She wrapped her legs around him as he walked to the desk and sat her on it. He rubbed his chest against hers, and a musky scent rolled off him. He bit her neck. Not soft but not hard enough to break the skin. Just enough that it would at least bruise for a day or two, adding to his marking.

      A knock sounded on the door, and Jordan turned and growled. Raine grabbed his face and kissed him.

      "Easy lover." She hopped off the desk and walked to the door for Bruno. "Hi."

      Bruno gave her a toothy smile. "Howdy. Vincent said Jordan was gonna help show me how to fix some stuff."

      He carried a thick Midwest accent and spoke a bit slower than most, but Raine didn't get the impression he was necessarily dim-witted.

      "Yes. Jordan was going to go for a run first."

      Bruno nodded. "No problem. I'll meet him at the main stage when he's done."

      Raine smiled. "Thank you."

      Bruno turned to leave, and Lena stepped up to the door. "I can take Jordan for a run if he's in need."

      Raine fought the urge to punch the woman in her perfect little face. Instead, she smiled. "Believe it or not, I've had Jordan off-leash trained for a few years now."

      The sound of Jordan's chuckle made Raine glower at him.

      Without missing a beat, Lena said, "Yes, but it's always better when running with one of your own."

      Raine stepped down, so she was close enough for Lena to smell her. "Thank you, but he's good." She crossed her arms over her chest.

      "Why doesn't he tell me himself?"

      Jordan walked out the door. "Because I assumed you were considerate enough to take the word of my chosen mate."

      Lena backed up a step as Jordan stood at Raine's back, his hand resting on her hip.

      "Chosen, but not taken to mate." Lena shrugged. "Whatever. I was just being friendly."

      "We have enough friends already, thanks."

      Lena stared at them for a minute and then backed away, still smiling. Raine didn't need anyone telling her that she hadn't seen the last of Lena.

      Jordan kissed her head. "I'm gonna run. Don't go anywhere until I'm back."

      Raine laughed. "I need to find Sam. But I won't go far, I promise."

      He nodded. "I hope Hazel is okay back home."

      Raine raised an eyebrow. "Wow. I didn't think you liked her."

      "She's better than the other baby. At least she cleans up after herself and helps out."

      Raine nodded. "True. Maybe if we are gone long enough, she'll have the entire apartment packed for us before we return."

      Jordan turned her and kissed her one more time, and though public displays weren't her way, she figured it didn't hurt for everyone to see she was taken.

      "Just one more reason for us to go. I want out of the apartment before Jasper reappears. If he finds Hazel in the apartment..." He shook his head and then kissed her. "Love you." Jordan stalked toward the woods behind their trailer.

      She nodded, but her thoughts remained on Hazel and Jasper. Papa Legba had told her he wouldn't stay gone forever. She just hoped it was long enough for them to move out of the building.

      Thank the old gods they hadn't left Hazel and Sam behind. Who knew how much of Los Angeles would be left if that had happened.
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