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          LOST: BOOK 1 OF THE MISFITS SERIES

        

      

    

    
      Penelope Pawn had an addiction. Sure, she liked candy, and sword fighting shadows, and boys, but something was seriously wrong with her, and she couldn’t put her finger on it. Being homeless wasn’t as bad for her as it was for most. She had a way of collecting kids that turned into family, like brothers and sisters. Unfortunately, every time another kid agreed to come with her to the hiding place she’d created, a rush of power would surge through her like she’d consumed a drug, sealed a deal, or done something terribly wrong. There was one guy though, who wouldn’t come. When Terek showed up at her doorstep, a place well hidden from most others, and demanded she heed his warning, it was the first time she feared the strength of an enemy. Was he a challenge that could become her savior, revealing to her the truth of her past? Could this boy show her how to repair the fiber of the world she’d unknowingly ripped apart, causing a catastrophic end to the home she’d built for herself and the lost ones?

      
        
        Coming books in the series:

        Frigid (2026) and Unlucky (2026).

      

        

      
        The Misfits series is a spin-off based on LM Preston's Vigilant series. It can be enjoyed as a companion series or as a standalone.
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      This is a series that has been cooking in me for quite some time. My kids spark my imagination, and boredom gives me the inclination to write them so I can share them. God knew what he created me to do, and all those daydreams I had while in class, in meetings at work, and while sleeping, come alive as I delve deep to write them. The support system around my writing includes my kids, who listen to my story ideas, helping to shape them, and my husband, who lets me read my books out loud to him while I am writing.

      

      My editor, Cindy, challenges me to sharpen my stories; thanks for supporting me over the years.

      

      My readers, you keep inspiring me to weave a better tale. I thank you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: A decorative compass rose with stars around it. Inside the hollowed out middle, the chapter number 1.]
        

      

      Squatting from the ledge, Peppa watched. She peered down and sighed. Another night with more of the same. She tugged her tight cap over her ears. She pointed her toes in her brown boots and searched the cobbled old town’s city streets for a lost one. Not many stray kids have roamed the streets in the last several months. Peppa didn’t know why she bothered, except there was always a need to seek another like soul. The moon was high. She followed its glow between the close fabric of buildings that littered the streets below. The building she was perched on top of was a good hiding place. She could see below and stay in the shadow of the higher buildings. It was usually a place where she’d sit and wait for a chance to get food to take home, but tonight she was anxious, which meant there would be a lost one. She blinked, then leaned over. There! A runaway darted in and out of the dotting of people below. Fear emulated from the girl. Her shoulders were tight. The posture of her hunched form was a dead giveaway that she was lost. The aura of sparking energy shrouded the girl while her head moved nervously. Fear rose from the runaway like spoiled fruit that Peppa knew well. Peppa smiled while rubbing her fingers together with the distinct flavor of sour candy sparking on her tongue. Maybe this lost one had the addictive energy that Peppa craved when encountering a like spirit.

      It was time to follow. Peppa jumped from roof to roof, quietly tracking the girl’s path. She never liked this part of town, but the bars and clubs dumped more food than she needed to feed herself and the others. It was where those down on their luck went to hide, get fed, and usually meet their deaths. The fog that rolled in nightly brought a tinge in the air. Putrid like a sewer. The creatures on the hinges of the opaque fog carried the scent of witchcraft, death, or rabid animals. Maybe a shifter or vampire would slither out from it to hunt the night. Peppa never lingered long enough to find out. The runaway had no idea how much danger she’d find when her flight from home ended in her disappearance. The best the girl could hope for is being recruited by a gang. At least her mangled body wouldn’t be found on the edges of the fog that night.

      If Peppa could smell fear on the girl, the hidden ones would likely sense it too. Some deviants only came out in the evening with the fog. Those creatures were showing up lately and hadn’t been part of the fog before. They weren’t wholly human but appeared increasingly each night as if gathering for something. Peppa didn’t care why they were there or what they wanted.  She only focused on what her crew needed. The lost ones she’d saved had no home and no one to care for them. This girl didn’t have the distinct scent of the others Peppa had saved, but something about her was interesting - different. Peppa sniffed the air again to make sure her suspicions were correct. Nope, this girl was utterly human. No arch energy, no tinge of otherness, just flesh. Even so, her scent had a minty sweet freshness that wasn’t like the other dull essence permeating off those she’d darted around.

      It didn’t matter. Peppa would still help the runaway. The fog receded a bit, and the girl turned down an alley.

      “No, no, that’s the worst place to go,” Peppa mumbled.

      A dark figure appeared out of a rolling cloud of fog below her, snapped its glowing eyes upward to track the girl’s movement. Peppa groaned and slid back several feet. With a bounce on her feet, she ran, picking up speed, then jumped.

      She landed on the roof of the adjacent building walking rapidly to keep pace with the girl below. The waif was running through the breaks in the fog as if being jerked by an unknown force while dodging things within the ever-changing maze of mist.

      “Help! Stop!” the girl cried. “Leave me alone!”

      A dark hand jutted out of the vapor to grab the girl. Another sooty figure with glowing eyes peeked from the mist. The creatures may have been zombies, but they were smart and too quick to be made of rotting flesh.

      “Don’t go in the fog!” Peppa whispered.

      The girl was a fighter, but whatever got hold of her was stronger. The runaway struggled against the thick figure hidden by the shadows of the surrounding buildings. It had slipped out of the fog. Its arm was around her neck pulling her toward the gray mass. Peppa dropped from the roof, landing silently on the ground. Her dark green pants fit firmly over her hips, allowing ease of movement. The leather vest, cinched at her waist beneath her weapons belt, stretched when she surged to the side. Kicking back, her foot landed on the fiend, breaking its rib. The thing dropped to the ground. It didn’t make a sound while it crawled into the haze. Peppa snatched her knife from the belt on her boot. She turned, aiming at a jutting dark gray hand that covered across the girl’s mouth. Another hand wrapped around the girl’s waist, dragging her farther into the thick mist.

      “Ya!” Peppa flipped forward, pulling a whip from her side. She flicked the handle. Its tail lashed, entwining the girl’s leg. Peppa used the leverage to kick at the grayish creature covered in black ash. The red orbs of the attacker’s eyes glowed. Its trench coat flung open to reveal a misshapen gray leg. The creature threw the girl down and jumped out of the fog with an opened mouth crowded with sharp white teeth and an elongated jaw. Peppa loosened the whip’s hold on the girl then narrowed her eyes at the figure, who resembled a male, but it wasn’t human. Jagged lines zigzagged on its face and hands like the monster had been pieced together. It was an unnatural life. He may have been human at once, but his grey pallor, black eyes, and sunken skin showed a hunger that was not normal.

      It lunged for Peppa. The runaway girl didn’t wait around but took off running. Peppa wasn’t going to waste another weapon on this thing. The girl was gone, so Peppa didn’t focus on saving anyone. She shrugged and flicked her whip, snatching up her knife with it. Peppa lifted her fist, opening it just beneath her mouth then blew through the middle. Golden dust, the color of her skin, flew from her hand and, as it entered the air, created a web that wrapped around the lunging opponent. It squeezed and pulled him tight, to the point he struggled to breathe.

      “Behave, or it will get tighter. The dust has a mind of its own.” Peppa shrugged.

      The creature growled while she placed her whip back on her belt. Peppa waved her knife at the creature as it bellowed. The rope that solidified with Peppa’s dust cut into its skin and absorbed the creature’s essence. Peppa tucked the knife into her boot. She tapped her foot when the fog sought out the now-fallen Nightcrawler. Her dust returned to her, settling itself into her curly hair.

      Peppa sighed and broke into a run, moving far away from the misty streets of the back city. Tonight, they’ll eat soup. The girl would show up again. The scent of her fear still hung in the air.

      Main Street was bustling with tourists since it was the beginning of the boating season. Many came for the food, the boats, and the town’s quaintness. Newport still held that air of thinking itself a little too critical. Peppa liked the small shops, cobbled streets, and mystic feel of the place she’d called home since she could remember.

      “Hey,” she mumbled as a guy’s arm hit her shoulder.

      He frowned down at her, his form tall, eyes green, and skin like burnt copper. The arch energy between them made her hair stand on edge. That arch was a mix of a person’s aura, essence and glow. She’d been shocked by an electrical charge within the guy’s arch’s touch. The boy growled, narrowing his eyes in his inspection of her for a moment. She knew from his arch that he wasn’t evil, as no inkiness resided within it, but the anger was almost palatable. Peppa wanted to push away the waved curl that fell over one of his eyes but fisted her hands instead. Even with his frown, he was the most beautiful male she’d met with an arch that lured her in with its scent of mystery, peppermint and lemons. He shook his head, chiding himself about something. With a grunt followed by an annoyed shrug, he pushed her out of the way.

      Peppa turned to watch him walk briskly down the street. He moved between the people crowding the street like he was in a hurry to get somewhere. Peppa had a strong pull to follow him, like she and he were kindred spirits and her life-line was connected to his in some way. She raised an eyebrow as individuals moved almost with an invisible force out of his way. She inhaled. Peppa smelled fire, it teased the other alluring scents within his arch. The arch in him was almost visible—like a force around him. It left a rawness like a burn in her nostrils. It was the strongest she’d ever inhaled. There was power in it stronger than her comprehension. A possible haven of safety where she didn’t have to be the strongest of the lost ones. Peppa shook those thoughts, longings out of her head. Too many others depended on her being the strong one. That boy knew what he was and used that power as a shield. Nope, she wasn’t following him. Something about the him spelled trouble, and Peppa had enough of her own. That kid didn’t seem like he was a runaway. He seemed to be running to something.

      Peppa kept walking, still a bit shaken by the encounter. She was tiny, petite for her age, but at sixteen—at least, she thought she was sixteen—her size worked well at keeping her hidden. Her earliest memory was only a few years ago. It appeared her snippets of time slid forward instead of letting her hold onto one point in time. Peppa didn’t try to wrack her brain to think of anything before she escaped from the horrid place that still caused her nightmares. Even though she fought it, something nagged her to try hard to remember. Living on the streets outside town and in the shadow city that came through Newport with the fog was getting old. Peppa hated going home empty-handed. Food kept the kids calm and loyal. Her energy fed off their happiness, and their arch flowed around her, giving her the joy she needed to create the dust. They needed her, and she needed them.

      Peppa counted the yellow lights on the shops she passed and hoped her other friends could get something they could trade for money. The younger kids needed new shoes. They’d worn theirs out to holes in the bottom. Even Peppa’s boots, which she’d picked from the trash, had started cracking at the seams.

      She tugged the jacket closed and stepped around the side of the tall brick building. Her scooter was still there, and Peppa slid onto it, revved the engine, and hoped she had enough gas to last the week.

      “Stop!”

      Peppa blinked. The girl she’d been tracking jumped from the roof of the shed next to the building where the scooter had rested. Peppa raised an eyebrow and leaned back on the seat.

      The girl’s light brown, wavy hair rested in waves on her shoulders. Bags under her brown eyes made it evident she’d been on the run for days. The girl may have concealed her arch, but now it was revealed. Only kids that knew they had hidden powers tried to find ways to hide it from others. Peppa inhaled the air around them, watching and waiting. The girl stood frozen with her hands up, like she was afraid of being arrested. There, just under the smell of garbage and waste, was a tinge of power, energy flowing from those who were human but wore a sprinkle of magic. Not the kind the witches stole but natural, with the scent of earth, water, or wind. This girl had the wind within. It was faint, likely from many ancestors ago, but it was there. She would do. Peppa relaxed. It was a good night.

      “Are you coming?” Peppa smiled. She let out a breath that was laced with her dust. The dust was an enticement Peppa used when she sensed resistance in others.

      The girl grinned and clapped. “You bet.” She ran to get onto the back of Peppa’s scooter.

      “What’s your name?” Peppa revved the engine, then placed her foot on the stand.

      “Ota, like Oh-tah.” She wrapped her arms around Peppa’s middle.

      “I’m Penelope, but my family calls me Peppa. Hold on, we’re going home.”

      Once a kid came with Peppa, they never wanted to return home. She and the lost ones became their family. The arch that intertwined them together, changed them, made them family. Peppa felt full when another one of them was born. The life of a child with the arch was tumultuous, and they were hunted by creatures most would think make-believe. Peppa had seen more and more hungry deviants who wanted their arch. Most of all, the worst kind—witches, lurked in places most kids would least expect.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: A decorative compass rose with stars around it. Inside the hollowed out middle, the chapter number 2.]
        

      

      Peppa weaved the scooter through the streets. The dampness of the sea below moistened her exposed hands as she maneuvered the dirt path up the side of the mountain. When she got to a cluster of overgrown trees with a broken fence, she stopped. A dilapidated mansion several stories tall appeared to be held together by two pillars. The sea crashed on the side of the house, where the cliff dropped off and hugged the back of the mansion. The moon hung low over the back of the dingy place, and the vines from the overgrown weeds wrapped around the pillars on the porch, the stairs, and the structure’s body. It smelled of salt, fish-filled sea, and grass. Peppa inhaled. She dipped her eyelids shut for a moment. Home.

      “This place is haunted,” Ota groaned. “I see weird lights in the windows. What are those noises?”

      “Don’t worry. It’s just the kids playing. The little ones like hide-and-seek in the castle, but no ghosts are here anymore. I got rid of them.” Peppa laughed. The place had been horrible when she first ran there to hide. It was the one mansion where the fog didn’t touch the ground. That was important to Peppa. She deeply feared the fog and what it brought with it.

      “You live here? With others?” The girl climbed off the scooter.

      Peppa pushed the bike forward, seeing if the girl followed. She couldn’t use a lost one’s arch if they didn’t come freely. The girl either wanted in or out. Peppa walked to the broken fence and grass-covered walkway leading to the mansion’s door. Ota remained behind her, tentatively following. Peppa parked the scooter and cracked her neck to the side before turning around. She placed her hand on the hip of her form-fitting dark green pants that were snug in her brown boots.

      “Hey, I, uh… I don’t know if I want to go in there.” The girl frowned and bit her bottom lip.

      “Do what your gut tells you.” Peppa stopped and shrugged. “It’s warm and safe inside. You don’t ever have to go back home or where you came from again. We will be your family. But it must be your choice.”

      The girl narrowed her eyes. “Nothing is ever free or simple.” She stepped closer.

      “No, it isn’t. There is something we all give to make our home unique. It’s a gift most don’t even know they possess.”

      “I got nothing. Just the clothes on my back and a blanket in my backpack.”

      “What we use is the energy that makes us unique,” Peppa said, eyeing the girl and watching closely to see if Ota knew she was different. “You and I aren’t normal. None of us are, but we change as we get older, we lose it. Then forget to use it. Bitterness with age makes it go away.”

      Ota’s eyes widened. “Maybe.” She moved her torso away. “What do you know?”

      “Wind, you smell like the wind. You are twelve, like I was when I realized others like me existed.”

      “I can call it,” Ota whispered, “it seems to answer me.” A breeze strengthened around them.

      “And I can stop it.” Peppa wiggled a finger. Her dust fell off like particles of her skin, then was carried by the wind. It gathered, then curved into a small whirlwind and changed the movement of the air around them. She snatched off her cap, letting her pointed ears free. She teased her short, curly hair with her fingers.

      “You are different… Like me?”

      Peppa grinned. “Sort of. So, are you coming or not?”

      Ota nodded. “Yes.” She jogged to catch up.

      The grass under Peppa’s feet turned green as Ota’s energy floated freely around them. A surge of happiness bubbled from her to touch Ota. It’s what happened when she allowed her arch to intertwine with another’s. They laughed together, and with each step they took, life was given to the scorched ground beneath their steps. Peppa grabbed Ota’s hand and swung it back and forth as they giggled.

      “What is happening?” Ota released Peppa’s hand to pivot in a circle, grinning at the scene blossoming around them.

      Peppa pointed at the now-clean, bright white castle that seemed newly built, free of vines and decay. “Your energy has joined the rest of ours and welcomes you to our home. A place safe from those who live in the fog, and others who want to hurt us. This is our safe haven.”

      “Home?”

      “Yes. Come on.” Peppa pushed open the door. Inside, there was a large treehouse. They were on the bottom floor. The ground was smooth wood, shiny from the paint project she gave the younger kids who wanted to help spruce things up. The youngest one was five years old, and the oldest was thirteen. Time slowed for them, and they remained youthful when their arch knitted with Peppa’s. Her home was her pride and joy. She’d filled it with love and safety, something she hadn’t had before she’d escaped those who’d tried to steal her arch and soul.

      “Let me show you around.” Peppa grasped Ota’s wrist.

      Ota turned around as the door closed. The fresh smell of pine and flowers filled the room. A large window revealed a porch with a few hammocks, teased by the moonlight, rocking from a slight breeze.

      “You, make eleven of us now.” Pepa released Ota’s hand. “There’s a garden out there.” Peppa pointed and pivoted Ota away from the door, which blended into the wall with Peppa’s silent command. It was her way of keeping the kids inside. It was essential to manage the energy of their arches since, every time someone left, a bit of the essence that held together the illusion of their home escaped with it. Peppa’s arch is what held their home together, but when she left it would only hold a few weeks at most. When others left, a room favored by that person would disappear. The house could only be there when Peppa left dust behind and at least another lost one was inside. She’d created the place before the others arrived. Peppa had started with a small room. Now, with the intertwining of their energy, she could make a mansion with all the trappings for them. They’d never grow old as long as they stayed, and the witches couldn’t find them. Peppa shuddered at the memory of the witches that had held her captive and stolen her arch for their magic.

      Her lost ones didn’t understand how their home existed. Peppa knew it was in a realm of protection. A bubble of power that turned dreams into a reality. The walls, hammocks, and garden were real, covered by the illusion of a dilapidated property.

      “The garden is beautiful! Who tends to it?” Ota walked toward the window, frowning slightly. “Where’s the door?”

      “It’s there, just locked from others that may try to come in. It keeps the little ones safe from going outside without one of us protecting them. Some of the younger kids went missing when the fog found us once. Then, there was nearly twenty of us. Kuho is my second in command and the strongest of the rest. He’s the oldest, besides me. The vegetables in the garden grow ripe seasonally and will be dinner tonight in our soup with whatever meat Kuho finds.”

      “Let’s go upstairs to the kitchen. The others will want to meet their new sister.” Peppa walked over to the spiral staircase, which had branches for handles that sprouted hibiscus flowers when she touched it. Peppa loved the scent, and the home seemed to create what pleased each of them. Her dust wove through the desires of the lost one’s energies to make a connection to the new family member.

      The door opened behind them. Peppa pointed, placing a hand on Ota’s shoulder. “I think Kuho will be happy to have someone else to try to boss around.”

      The pattering of running feet made them turn.

      “I’ve got the goods!” Kuho’s golden boy looks, with wispy hair off his face, made him seem angelic to most girls. At least he did to Peppa when she’d found him. She usually didn’t try to recruit older lost ones because their arch faded away as they grew angrier and less imaginative. Kuho’s beauty drew her in, and even though he’d had a hard life and was near starving and beaten when she found him, he exuded hope.

      Peppa smiled at him, bubbles forming in her chest at the merriment in his blue eyes. She glanced at Ota and watched a breeze build, blowing her hair around her shoulders in small waves. The arch of Ota’s energy surged within Peppa, causing gold dust to be expelled from her lips. Ota’s arch sought Kuho’s, and her wind followed. Peppa exhaled slowly, reining in unfamiliar fire of jealousy that tinged her dust.

      White tulips sprouted from the intertwined branches that formed the handle to the stairs, making Ota’s essence now part of theirs. Yes, Ota was staying. Peppa smiled. Even though a girl her age was a challenge, she felt Ota was unique. Besides, Kuho did that to most girls. She wondered if that was part of his arch, being charming. Peppa raised an eye as Ota leaned forward for a closer look at the blue-eyed boy. For Ota’s sake, Peppa hoped he returned the affection. For too long, Peppa tried to discourage his interest. Her arch was too powerful for any of the lost ones. Kuho had kept his distance after trying to steal a kiss from her…and nearly died when her dust surrounded him. It knew a weaker force and would press to dominate anyone who touched her in intimate ways. She supposed it was a protection mechanism that kept her safe from the warlocks who sought to do her harm as a child. Her heart wanted Kuho to be the one to withstand her dust, but she realized that maybe being so close to another was too much to hope for. Peppa had a good life, and only part of her wanted more.

      “Kuho, meet Ota, she’s a new lost one.” Peppa tilted her head toward her new sister. “Show her around. We have a job to do for Mr. Xtra tonight. In the morning, we can send the younger ones to the bakery before the trash pickup for bread from the dumpsters.”

      Peppa’s gaze jumped from Ota to Kuho. She shook her head at both of them with their eyes transfixed on each other.

      “Fine. Stay there until one of you has the courage to talk. I’m going to put the tots to bed.”

      Peppa stomped up the stairs. So, what if Kuho found someone who could stand his kisses. She didn’t care. Peppa sniffed. Not really. Well, maybe a little bit. She’d liked his kiss before her stupid dust tried to squeeze him to death. She hated to think of the big flaw that loomed around her, filling her with the joy of having a family of lost kids. She no longer felt lost with them, but something was brewing. Maybe now, it was time to be found. The image of the boy with the strong arch, angry eyes, and beautiful face flicked in her mind before she pushed that thought away.
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      The streets weren’t busy at this hour. It was just before dusk. The rush hour crush of people walking on the cobbled sidewalks to leave work was over. There were people about. It was the best time for picking up money or jewels moved by the gangs. Peppa texted Kuho a picture of the gold bracelets being transported by the Viper gang. She perched on the edge of one of the buildings, under the wing of a gargoyle statue. They were into jewelry, and some of the kids Peppa had helped had grown up as high-ranking gang members. They may have been young teens when she got them, but after their time learning to survive with her, they wanted something more exciting. She had trained the runaways well, maybe too well. Peppa shrugged. It was how she knew there were different types of runaways. Ones that ran from human homes or abuse. Sometimes kids ran because they felt something different about themselves, that their human parents had no clue how to control. Those kids were the ones with the arch. Even though many had come and gone, Peppa never aged at the same rate as they had grown. She sought answers to why by spending hours in the library combing over medical books, but nothing seemed to fit. Peppa figured her arch kept her young in spirit and form, not experience. Life had taught her too many hard lessons.

      A scent filled the air. Something spicy and tinged with fire. She narrowed her gaze. The boy from the street was there. The guy she’d crossed paths with the other day’s image teased her mind. It was as if his essence had sunk within her skin and she either desired his presence or he was following Peppa. She shook her head, erasing the paranoid thoughts about the boy that smelled of peppermint and fire.

      Kuho jumped from one roof to another. He waved to Peppa. It was time. The youngest of the lost ones, Chian, ran past the male guard below them. The guy tensed, ready to shoot at Kuho who was perched above him. Peppa raised her palm up to her lips and blew in the man’s direction. She whispered and her dust floated from her mouth, and onto the guard’s face as she uttered a command. “You see nothing.”

      Peppa’s dust floated in the air, swirling and dipping low into the nostrils of the guard. She hoped it worked. It usually did, even in people with an arch. This guy was stronger than most. His aura was that of the dead. Like a slowly turning vampire or one who served them.

      Peppa waited. The dust teased his nose. Chian ran faster than a typical child her size could move. Before the Vipers gang members switched watch posts, they had to meet that boat to get the bracelets. Peppa backed up and then ran to the next building. Landing smoothly, she smiled. With a shrug, she ran. Faster, with her eyes straight ahead, Peppa jumped off the side of the building. She grabbed a rope on the pole that hung below a window. She kicked her foot on the side of the building and spread her arms wide. Her feet landed lightly on the ground. The scent of dampness hung in the air. The fog would be there soon.

      They’d get the goods by then. Mr. Xtra paid them well. He’d get his prize tonight. The Viper’s runner was in the van at the dock. He had on a hood, worn low to stay concealed. The guy was older and on edge as he shuffled around the van. He stopped to watch the approaching boat. When he walked toward the dock, Chian hopped from the bushes and sprinted to the back of the van. She deftly slid her little body under it. Peppa nodded at the child, who smiled at her. That kid was a master escape artist. Peppa didn’t know how Chian did what she did, but she got into places that were locked tight, then found a way out—most times, without help.

      Peppa came from behind a thick-bodied tree. She sauntered to the guy who hadn’t heard her approach. She tapped his shoulder, flicked her finger to release some dust, and watched it form into a thick cloth-like texture.

      The guy elbowed back at her. Peppa twisted his hand, stopping him from reaching for his gun. Her dust slapped itself like a smothering cloth over his mouth, snaking around his head.

      “Hurry up! The boat’s moving faster,” Peppa called to Chian and Kuho.

      Kuho whistled. The sea surged with huge waves. “I’m slowing it down.”

      Peppa nudged the fallen guy, who was struggling for air, with her foot. He’d live. The dust didn’t kill humans. Only subdued them in whatever way it chose.

      Peppa peeked under the van. No Chian. She pursed her lips to the side and reached for the handle. Chian opened the door.

      “You finished?”

      “Yep!” Chian lifted her hand; on her thin arm were six solid gold bracelets. “They are heavy.”

      Peppa smiled at her, ruffling the thick dark curls that fell softly on Chian’s brown cheeks. “Get on my back.” Peppa whistled. Kuho knew the signal.

      Their work at the dock was done. They wouldn’t have to do another job for Mr. Xtra for a few months. He’d pay them suitably for this one. Peppa bent down, and Chian climbed on her back. Peppa wrapped her arms around Chian’s legs while the girl slid the bracelets into the pouch on Peppa’s hip.

      Kuho stepped up beside them. “You got a ride for us?”

      “Yeah.” Peppa raised an eyebrow at Kuho, who wore a stupid grin. “You feel like driving?” Peppa inhaled deeply. Exhaling her arch, the dust floated loosely in the breeze. It became gold flecks in the air. The fine grains of it engulfed the beat-up abandoned car on the side of the road. In a light pulse, it updated the car, giving it new paint, dents gone, with newly inflated tires.

      “Say less! I’m on it!” Kuho ran to the passenger’s side. He opened the door with a wave of moisture gathered from the air. “My lady.”

      Peppa laughed. Chian slid off her back to jump into the car, over the seat, to land in the backseat.

      “You are a gentleman.” Peppa sat down.

      Kuho shut the door. “Why, thank you. I try.” He revved the engine, pulling away from the curb. “Do you think they will know it was us?”

      Peppa shrugged. “Maybe. the witches have been bringing the fog to their hideout the last few weeks.”

      Kuho frowned. “They may have taken Mishaw a few months ago. I wanted him to meet you and join the lost ones. He disappeared from his hiding place the night before we ran the Nightcrawlers away from the gates at the mansion.”

      The fog had broken past the gates for the first time in several years. Peppa was glad she was there when it happened, or the lost ones who were asleep may have all been taken. She’d fought off more Nightcrawlers in one night than her entire life. Lately, more and more came in each encounter with the fog.

      “The Vipers have always delt in drugs, magic, and jewels. I don’t want to poke too much into their business. We will survive them.”

      “I hope so.” Kuho’s fingers tightened around the wheel.

      “Gangs rise then fall, but we can be here forever.”

      “So can vampires. They never forget.”

      “Witches die off, so their puppets change.”

      He shivered, “I don’t want to be in their memory—except if it’s part of their death.”

      Peppa touched his hand. He remained still, not pulling away. She knew he wanted to, that his heart and adoration were turning to another. It hurt her, but she understood. Ota was better for him than she ever could be.

      “You are never going back to them. I promise.” Peppa had made that declaration to him the night she’d convinced him to run away from the Vipers. They’d had him in a cage, grooming him to be a runner for them. He was her first lost one who had an arch so strong at his age. Her heart broke knowing the look of fear that crawled into his eyes, causing them to darken to a deep blue.

      He nodded. “I know. You do keep your promises, Peppa.”

      Chian poked her head up between them. She said, “That she does,” then kissed each of them on the cheek.

      Peppa laughed. Chian was the youngest of her crew but also the most perceptive.

      “I like Ota. She will make you a good friend, Kuho.” Chian sang, “Kuho and Ota are sitting in a tree, k-i-ss...”

      Kuho tugged on Chian’s tight curls. “Quit it, brat!”

      “Ow! You owe me candy for that one.” Chian giggled.

      Kuho dug in his pocket and tossed a Jolly Rancher back at the girl.

      “You sure we can handle another mouth to feed?” Kuho glanced at Peppa.

      Peppa elbowed him. “You know we can. She is tough, can pull her own weight. We will start training her after our payday.”

      Kuho parked the car in the alley leading to the hill that was the entrance to the park no one went to after dark. It was overrun with weeds, dead cats, and fog that lasted even during daylight hours when the mist was burned away by the heat of the sun. Peppa waited for Kuho to open the door. After they’d watched tons of old movies on an old game system found trashed in a dumpster they went to for supplies, he insisted on doing it.

      The buy-sell-trade store they frequented was run by Mr. Xtra. He’d offered Peppa food one night when she first escaped. That’s when they’d made their first deal, and her life of thievery started. She hated it had come to stealing for food, but it was the life she had known for most of her memory. She didn’t trust adults much. Mr. Xtra used these jobs to take care of them, watching over and, in some ways, protecting the crew. Most of the time, they acquired the specialized items Mr. Xtra requested by dumpster-diving, using their metal detectors to search the beaches and tourist areas. Those tactics hadn’t worked much lately since Mr. Xtra was searching for something specific. Peppa swallowed back the bile in her throat. She knew what he wanted her to seek. It was dangerous, even for her to attempt it. Going near the witches to find out the source of the surge of dark magic over the years was a job she wasn’t willing to take—even for Mr. Xtra. So, she’d avoided coming to the shop for as long as possible. Now that Ota was part of their family, they needed money, supplies, and food to survive. Hopefully, Mr. Xtra’s cryptic request to get him pieces of the gold bracelets the Vipers were transporting was enough of his risky request.
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