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CHAPTER 1
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​I had been in a lot of bad situations that should have killed me by all the laws of nature, but for whatever reason hadn’t yet. I wasn’t sure if the fact I was still breathing was luck or pure, random chance.

I wasn’t fond of either.

Not so long ago, I had thought the night I had killed three people was the worst of the bad situations. It was the night I thought everything I loved would be ripped from me as quickly as my next breath. But thinking and knowing are two entirely different things. Thinking something will be taken from you can have the subtleties of being worse than knowing but knowing is awful, too. Knowing resigns you to your fate in a way that thinking never can.

The worst of the bad situations came in the form of a Watcher named Anna. During the confusion of a massive fight in New Orleans, Anna had kidnapped me. Not content with a regular kidnapping, she had knocked me out, put unbreakable chains around my wrists and feet, and had put me on a plane bound for Los Angeles. While I was incredibly fond of Los Angeles, I wasn’t fond of being dragged there against my will.

Our destination was Lorian’s headquarters. He was the leader of one side of the secret war raging around Watchers, and I was to be retrained to serve his purpose. I didn’t know what Anna meant by retraining, but the word left me cold. It didn’t suggest beaches and comedy clubs in Hollywood. The cold happiness on Anna’s face when she had told me about it was enough of a clue to the pain that awaited me.

I had plotted a million escapes during my flight to L.A., fighting against the chains until my wrists were raw and bruised. My efforts meant little. Anna was aware of every shift I made, sometimes even the thoughts I was having. I knew she couldn’t read my thoughts. She had been trained to outthink the enemy before they outthought her. It was annoying, frustrating and beyond scary. How would escape ever be possible with such a person guarding me?

Anna was casual as the plane touched down on a small, private runway, and even more casual as she jerked me out of my seat to get me walking. Her black eyes were thoughtful as she forced me down the aisle. Even with her thoughtful demeanor, I knew trying to pull away from her grasp was useless.

There were times when I could use my powers, times when I was strong and fought like them, but that was when I had someone to protect. That was when I wasn’t bound only by my fate but by the fates of others. By myself I was useless.

I blinked away the bright California sun, catching a vague hint of ocean on the horizon, before Anna forced me down the small set of stairs attached to the private jet. In front of the stairs was a black Town Car, which was idling. The windows were tinted, the paint unblemished.

Without stopping to let me admire the scenery, or get my bearings, Anna pushed me into the backseat of the car. She took her silver sword off her back as she slid in next to me and propped it on her knees, a reminder to behave myself. There was a tinted partition separating me from the driver, but the driver didn’t need instructions. As soon as Anna was inside, the driver steered the car toward the exit of the airport.

“Nice ride,” I said, as we passed through a gate. “Must be nice to have a chauffeur everywhere you go.”

Anna ignored me.

I had spent the airplane ride trying to get a rise out of her, thinking that a fight would be better than sitting there doing nothing. I might as well have been talking to air for all the good it did me.

“Can you tell the driver to stop at Gelato Italiano?” I added.

“I’m afraid we won’t have time for any detours,” Anna said. “Besides, you don’t want to put off your re-education, do you?”

“Was that a trick question?” I asked.

“We should be there soon. You might as well relax. It will be the last time, for a long while, you will be afforded such a luxury,” Anna said.

“Where is there?” I asked.

“Somewhere outside of Los Angeles,” she said.

“North? South? West? East?”

“Don’t worry so much. We’ll get you there,” she said.

“I like to know where I’m headed,” I smiled at her coyly. “At least they want me alive, to retrain me, or whatever it is you do. I wonder if you’ll get the same courtesy. Using me as a bargaining chip might not pan out. I do hope you have a backup plan.”

“Be quiet!” Anna commanded. Her eyes darted to the partition separating us from the driver. The same thing had obviously been on her mind.

“I know where your precious sword went by the way. If you promise them you can get it again, it will be a lie. You’ll die getting it,” I promised.

Anna slapped me, adding another zing of pain to the multitude of injuries on my face. I had been hit so many times in the past couple of days that my face was unrecognizable. I raised my shackled hands to my now bleeding lip out of instinct.

“Speak again and I’ll make the next one count!”

“You can hit me as many times as you want, it won’t get me to bow down to the likes of you,” I said.

She raised her hand in preparation for another blow. I tensed, hoping to catch her hand and use my chains as a weapon against her, but I never got the chance. The car slowed to a stop and Anna’s door was opened from the outside.

“Lorian is waiting,” a masculine voice said from outside the door.

Our time was up.

Anna dropped her hand. Her dark eyes lost their fire and she smiled coldly. “I’ll come visit you,” she promised.

“Hell doesn’t need your help,” I told her.

Anna stepped out of the car, leaving me to the company of the masculine voice and mystery driver. Masculine Voice bent down to look in the car.

His eyes, unlike Anna’s, still had color. They were a dark, neon blue. He had a shaved head and a tattoo of a king of spades on his neck. More tattoos were on his forearms. He didn’t give me long to appreciate his artwork. He reached in and yanked me out of the car, his strong hands brooking no nonsense. He pulled me around to the back of the large mansion that dominated the hill we were on.

As we walked, I noticed a sharp cliff that dropped off over the ocean and a long road winding down to the exit. A chain-link fence ran down the perimeter of the property. Video cameras protected by heavy metal coverings were spaced at strategic intervals and, as we passed around the back of the house, Watchers patrolled the perimeter around a second, smaller structure.

This was a fortress disguised as a million-dollar home. My hands itched with the impulse to set the place on fire. It was evil. I hadn’t even gotten to the prison yet, but the feeling was in the air, permeating everything that came within its reach.

The man who was pulling me along by my chains spoke as we got closer to the smaller structure. His voice was low, but emotionless, as if he had said the same thing a hundred times.

“Do what they say and you’ll live,” he said.

“If I don’t?” I asked.

His blue eyes flashed with pleasure and pain, as if he enjoyed my response but hated it at the same time. He seemed a little shocked I wasn’t wasting my time demanding answers or crying for mercy. I already knew where I was headed. His next words were carefully placed, as if he wasn’t sure if he should say anything at all.

“They will kill you. Expect no mercy.”

“There are worse things than dying,” I said.

He paused in front of an electronic keypad to the door, the curiosity fighting against the deadened emotions. “Like what?”

“Living like a monster,” I said, my eyes straying to the Watchers around us, on to the opulent house, then back to him.

His eyes widened, but he didn’t respond. Instead, he typed in a quick code on the door and waited.

“What is it?” an irritated voice said through a small slit in the door.

The voice was different from what I had come to expect with Watchers. It was rough, serpent-like, as if the speaker was used to stabbing people in the back if that’s what it took to make sure he lived. It was a survivor’s voice. Watchers were never survivors. At least not the kind that hung around places like this. They were the predators.

“Got a new one for you. A catch of Anna’s. Retraining,” my captor said.

“Excellent. I’ve been waiting for new blood,” the serpent voice claimed.

“Yeah, yeah. Open the door. I’ve got somewhere to be.”

The mechanical noises of gears shifting resonated from the door for a second, then the heavy steel was pushed back. The person who belonged to the serpent-like voice was also the most unusual Watcher I had ever seen. He was sunken and small, almost diminutive. His left leg stuck out at an odd angle, and when he moved back to allow me space to walk forward, I noticed a profound limp. I instantly hated him and his evil-looking face. In my hate, I decided to name him Mr. Limp until a name was forthcoming and I could hate that instead.

Blue eyes released his grip on my chains without looking at me. “Good luck,” he said.

I wasn’t sure if he was speaking to Mr. Limp or me, but Mr. Limp had no doubt. His smile showed yellow teeth and a glimpse of the madness behind the shadow of his dark eyes. The door shut again, locking me in with Mr. Limp and the dark beyond him.

Once the gears had stopped shifting, I was able to hear sounds of pain, fear, terror, and ultimate hurt. The sounds reminded me of New Orleans and a different prison of torture. Mr. Limp pulled me toward a set of stairs headed downward. The sounds of pain increased with every tug on the chain.

“You will call me Master at all times. Failure to do so will result in a beating. Do you understand?” he asked.

So, it was Master Limp instead.

“Could you repeat that? I totally wasn’t paying attention. A.D.D., you know?”

Master Limp wasn’t amused. He jerked the chains and I tripped. I rolled the rest of the way down the stairs and landed hard on a dirt floor. The chains landed on top of me, creating new bruises and aches. Before I could move, he was there. His leg may have been deformed, but it didn’t stop him from kicking me as hard as he could in all the most sensitive places. I curled up into a ball to protect my internal organs and waited for him to stop. There were no thoughts beyond the pain and the fear I would stay trapped in the moment forever.

He finally stopped and leaned down to speak in my ear. “What is my name?” he asked in his oily voice.

“Master...”

He smiled, thinking he had won.

“...Limp.”

He raised his hand to hit me again, but another hand caught his. A woman stepped out of the dim light of the room I had landed in. Her eyes were red and lined with patchy black, like an eye polka-dot. Her face was heart-shaped, and her hair was pulled back into an elegant 1950s bun.

“Oh, come, now! We can find a better solution, can’t we?” she asked Master Limp.

“Hmph!” Master Limp said.

The woman smiled warmly at me. “You may call me Mama Dot. I want everything here to be perfect for you. We look forward to having you as part of our family! The future might be a little rocky, until we can get on the same page, but I have confidence you’ll see the light eventually. My children always do.”

“Are...are you okay?” I asked her. “Like, is everything working okay upstairs?”

Her sweet smile didn’t flicker, though the red of her eyes lost a little of the happy light. “If you need anything, just let me know. I’ll oversee the information side of your training, so we won’t see each other for a little while. Lots and lots of learning. It’s going to be so much fun!”

Master Limp jerked me to my feet as I stared at Mama Dot. Her smile was terrifying. Far more terrifying than Master Limp. He dragged me through a corridor of metal doors designed to keep people in. The hall was eerily silent, no thoughts and no voices cried out in protest, though I sensed people inside the rooms. Each door I passed added to the weight of the grim awareness I was finding in my heart. This was real. There was nothing I could do about it.

Master Limp finally stopped at a door in a dead-end hall. Before we walked in, he checked my pockets. He pulled out the picture of Daniel and a gris-gris bag a woman in a voodoo shop had given me; symbols of my previous life. He smirked as he crumpled the picture of Daniel. Everything I had, including the necklace that had been taken from me in New Orleans, was gone. My pockets emptied, he bent down in front of me and picked a hinged, round piece of metal off the floor.

“Phase one,” he said with an evil smirk. “Let’s see if you’re still you when we’re done, shall we?”

He held the device up to my face and I realized it was a metal mask, complete with a lock. It was only recently I had discovered a profound fear of close spaces. Getting locked in a crypt could have that effect on a person. There was no way I was going to get locked up again.

I tried to back away, but he kicked my feet out from under me. Without hesitation, he put the mask around my head and pushed a bolt through the lock and locked it. Feeling disoriented by the weight, and the way everything was suddenly cut off, Master Limp pulled me up and dragged me over to a wall. There must have been another lock on that wall because I felt him run the chains I was wearing through another piece of metal and secure it. He lifted away and the feeling in the room shifted as the door shut again.

I struggled to get away from the wall, screaming profanities, not caring if I got another beating. I would take a beating I saw coming over a mask of silence any day.

I screamed until my throat could not tolerate the screaming any longer. The silence was profound. The only sound I had was my thoughts and the pulsing of blood through my veins.

To keep from freaking out about having a large mask over my face, and being chained to a wall in enemy territory, I breathed slowly to calm myself down. I tried to think logically.

My thoughts were far from calming.

I was tied to a wall and zealots were in charge of my future. Worse thoughts assaulted my brain. Was Daniel dead from the explosion Damian set? Alex? The kids? Daniel was a big question. We hadn’t gotten the chance to set things straight, to say the things we needed to say. What if he was dead? What then? What if I died here and never got to say the words I should have said? Why had I let the silly things come between us?

Somewhere in between my thoughts of doom, and my panic at the idea of Daniel’s death, I slipped into an unrestful sleep. It was the sort of sleep brought on by necessity, rather than desire. There, my dreams were haunted by the worries I had faced while awake. But the worry was different in my dreams. It was given life.

My first dream was confusing.

I was up high, in a large, circular tower that overhung a rocky mountain. Down below was cracked sand and multitudes of people. Dust swirled the air as thousands of people moved around on the dry, sandy plain. A curious sense of déjà vu flooded me. Had I been here before?

I stepped toward the open doors to get a better look, hoping that look would give me answers to the familiarity churning in my gut. As I did, I saw a familiar stranger. His white hair fell gently to his shoulders, and he wore a linen shirt and linen pants to match. He had haunted my dreams before. His face was familiar, but I didn’t know his name.

Casually, he leaned against the rail separating him from a thousand-foot fall. When he heard me move, he turned his head to look at me, a smile on his lips. I froze as his yellow eyes regarded me.

“Clare,” he whispered in a voice full of magical power. “I’m glad you came.”

“Are you real?” I asked him.

“Are any of us?” he asked.

I groaned. “Oh, no. Not one of those dreams! I think I should wake up before I get a dream headache.”

He smiled softly. “You’re safe here. No one will lock you away or threaten your life. You can live in peace.”

“Peace?” I asked.

My eyes moved to the people swirling around on the desert floor. It was obvious they weren’t there for peaceful reasons. It felt like an army.

“They ensure our peace,” he said.

“If you have to have an army to constantly guard your peace, you don’t really have peace,” I pointed out.

“No one threatens me here. No one chases me. I can live without fear. So can others. Look here.”

He gestured me inside. I passed through the circular room into another room. The second room mirrored my house in design and the feeling of warmth. My eyes were instantly drawn to the far corner, where Ellen and Sam were sitting in chairs by the fire. They laughed and flirted, totally at ease in their environment. Ellen spotted me next to the door and her brown eyes lit with excited love.

“Clare!” she said in her perfect voice. “You’re here!” She rushed over and pulled me into her arms. “I’ve missed you so much!”

“I...I missed you too, Mom,” I said, feeling confused.

“It’s good to see ya,” Sam said, getting up from his chair and giving me a brief one-armed hug. “We were worried!”

“Alex! Clare is here!” Ellen called.

Alex stepped out from another room I hadn’t noticed. Her round face was full of sisterly love. “There you are. What took you so long?” she demanded.

“Thanks a lot!” I laughed.

She laughed at me and gave me a fierce hug. “Everything will be okay now. I promise.”

“Do you see?” the yellow-eyed man asked. “Everything you love is here. Safe. I promise you they will stay safe forever. You will never have to worry again.”

Everything I loved? No. That wasn’t true. Something was missing. I struggled with the feeling. Something dark fought against the realization my brain was trying to make. It dawned on me in a flash of understanding. Where was Daniel?

I backed away from the glowing scene in front of me. I wanted to stay, to be a part of that warmth forever, but I couldn’t. There was no warmth unless Daniel was there.

The man followed me as I retreated to the main room of the circle tower.

“Clare, think about what you’re doing. Stay. Be with your family forever,” he urged.

I ignored him. I couldn’t pinpoint the exact cause of the uneasy feeling in my gut, but I knew if I kept looking at Ellen, I would stay. I would stay without a second thought.

Without realizing it, I backed out onto the patio overlooking the desert.

“Nothing is forever,” I told the man.

His yellow eyes lit with a burning fire of desire. “It can be! I’ve almost broken the secret. You can help. You can help your family live forever.”

The thought of not losing my family was extremely appealing. I wanted it more than anything. How long had I feared being alone because of the curse of my existence? How long had I feared losing Ellen to the simple, relentless march of time?

I teetered on the edge. I rocked on to the balls of my feet, prepared to take that first step forward; that step toward forever. There would be no outliving the people I loved by countless centuries. There would be no regret when they were gone. Before I made the choice, another voice interrupted me. Though it was full of anger and pain, I knew it in an instant.

“Let me out of here!” Daniel commanded.

Another vision overrode the one of the yellow-eyed man.

Daniel was stuck in a silver room, though there were no chains on the walls. His eyes were full of darkness. He was trapped by his anger, lost in the emotion. He pounded on the heavy door that kept him in the room. His strength was formidable, but it wasn’t enough to bend the door to his will. No one answered his yells.

Annoyed, he turned away from the door and took to pacing. As he paced, his movements turned rough, jerky. It was the least graceful I had seen him. Between steps, his hands started shaking. The tremors quickly racked his body. He fell to the floor and continued to shake. The memory of the yellow-eyed man was wiped from my mind as quickly as the time for Daniel to fall.

“Are you okay?” I asked frantically.

He didn’t register that I was in the room with him or that I had spoken. He kept convulsing violently. His eyes rolled back in his head.

“Daniel!”

I rushed over to him and touched him on the shoulder, eager to take away whatever pain I could. He didn’t react to the touch, not even to throw my hand off, but his lips moved silently. I saw them whisper my name. I heard him say it over and over again.

Gently, I cradled his head in my lap. Sweat poured down his face, and he clenched his teeth reflexively. A minute later, he cried out, the cry turning into a low growl as he fought against the pain.

As I did my best to give him what little comfort I could, another figure appeared in the room. I didn’t see him come in, and I wasn’t sure if I was imagining him or not. Something about him was ephemeral. Like a swift breeze would take him away. I looked up at him pleadingly, wondering if he could help me with Daniel, and recognized him. I had seen him once on the streets of New Orleans. He was a hobo Alex and I had met in our search for Daniel. He had helped us. It was odd to see a stranger in my dreams, but I accepted his appearance after such a whirlwind of unsettling dreams.

“Clare, don’t listen to your other dreams. He’s trying to trick you,” he told me.

“Who?” I asked.

“Marcus. Don’t listen to him. Can you do that for me?” he asked.

“Yeah, sure,” I agreed absently as Daniel let out another low growl.

“Good,” he said. The hobo hesitated, stepping closer. “Your necklace, where is it?”

I looked down at my bare neck. “A guy in New Orleans took it from me.”

“Ah, I see. Remember―”

“Don’t listen to Marcus. Got it.”

He smiled in a way that was oddly familiar. The smile gave me comfort. I blinked, and I was left alone with Daniel. I focused on him again, forgetting the hobo in an instant. Daniel’s cries of pain sent shockwaves through my body. Helping him through the pain was more important than the oddity of the man who had disappeared.

I didn’t understand Daniel’s convulsions or how he had gotten locked in a room like mine. It was better than dreaming he was dead, however, and I allowed myself the comfort of being near him, no matter how terrible seeing him in pain was. I stroked his black hair and whispered words of strength to him as he lay unseeing in my lap. Once or twice, he looked at me with lucidity, but his eyes told me he didn’t believe what he was seeing. He was too lost in whatever was happening to him.

In that dream state, I waited for his pain to pass. A part of me hoped being with him would last forever. He was the forever I craved and needed. I hoped my dreams would become my reality and I wouldn’t have to go back to the torture and the pain.

For the first time in my life, I feared what waking up would mean.
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When I woke up, I wasn’t sure if it was hours that had passed, or days.

It felt like an eternity.

It was off-putting to wake up to complete darkness when my dreams had been so full of color and sound. It was as if my dreams were more real than the reality I was in. I blinked a few times, to make sure my eyes weren’t still closed. They weren’t. I was still locked in the mask of silence.

I took a deep breath to keep from panicking and took stock of my body. If everything was working properly, escape was possible.

My hips and shoulders were hurting from the position the chains had forced me in. My neck hurt from holding up the headgear for so long. The only thing that didn’t hurt was my stomach. I had no appetite. I knew it had to be a while since I had eaten, but the feeling simply wasn’t there. Was this the latest addition to my list of talents, or had getting captured stymied my appetite?

I was tired after my vigil over Daniel. The dream had not been restful or pleasant, but I also felt more alive. I kept the warmth of seeing Daniel in my heart as I readjusted to the horrors of the present. It was a focus, a reason to escape. I shifted uncomfortably to get rid of the pain in my hips and arms. All it did was make me more aware of my pain.

I tugged at my chains, searching for a way to get my hands free. My wrists throbbed with each tug, but I kept tugging. My hands were my way to freedom. The pain in my wrists changed intensity as I pulled harder against the metal handcuffs. It was the sharp pain of skin tearing away from my body.

“Ow. Ow. Ow,” I said to the black-hole of the mask as I tugged even harder.

I wasn’t sure if I had somehow lost weight when I had been lost in dreamland or if the accumulated sweat from the lack of air conditioning was my savior. All I knew was the feeling of hope when I finally managed to free myself. The right hand slipped out of the manacles first, leaving a good portion of my skin behind. After another minute of pain and effort, the left hand slipped out as well.

I raised my aching hands to the hinges on the mask and then on to the lock. I felt every inch of it to see what my options were. It was a smaller lock, not heavy duty. Master Limp trusted the chains to keep curious hands away from it. Trusting that the chains were a heavier metal than the lock, I found the shackles again and picked them up. I raised the chains above my head and aimed for the lock.

The first strike was off, hitting the mask with a solid thump! My head rang with the strike. The ringing lasted for a while. When the sound stopped, I tried again. This time, I hit the lock straight on. It took two more hits before the lock broke away. I pushed the bolt back through the hole and, gratefully, thankfully, pushed the metal mask off my face. I sucked in a deep breath of air, glad to be free. Sort of. I still had the chains around my feet and a locked door to get through. But it was more than I had ten minutes ago. It was progress.

I started working on the chains around my ankles. They were more difficult because of my bulky boots. I couldn’t slip my feet out of the chains like I had with my wrists, but I knew that if I kept at it I could find a way out.

I was still working on them when Master Limp found me.

The door was thrown back and he appeared in its place. I jumped when I saw him staring down at me. He was surprised, but not for the reason I thought.

“Lost the bet to Mama Dot again. I would have thought you’d lose it for sure,” he said.

“Sorry,” I said. “I was close, though, if it makes you feel any better. I totally got Sweet Dreams Are Made of This by the Eurythmics stuck in my head. But only the chorus. It kept repeating on a loop. Way annoying. You know it?”

“I don’t listen to music,” Master Limp said.

“That’s depressing.”

“How did you get your hands free of the chains?” he demanded, ignoring me.

“Magic,” I said.

“You have a talent that resists the silver?” he asked curiously.

“No. I pulled until there wasn’t resistance. It’s the magic of physics.”

“Are you human?” he asked.

“Aren’t we all?” I asked back.

“Anna brought us a human? She didn’t make mention of that. It changes everything. Longer training, different testing methods. I should mention this to Mama Dot. How old are you?”

“Old enough to know you shouldn’t ask a lady that question,” I said.

He slapped me. “Answer a question when it is asked of you,” he demanded.

“Sixteen,” I said, holding my cheek.

“When is your birthday?”

“Halloween.”

“Hm. Well, I will have to take that under consideration. You’ve passed your first test, anyway. Most break within a day. You lasted three.”

Three days? I had been in that thing for three days? Is that how long I had been lost in dreams?

“Today is my favorite day. It’s branding day,” Master Limp added.

“Branding?”

“Oh, I wouldn’t want to spoil the fun. Mama Dot enjoys explaining.”

“Great!” I said, pretending to be excited even though my stomach was in knots.

Master Limp unlocked the chains around my feet. He forced me to stand by grabbing the back of my shirt with his rough hands. I winced as my feet touched the ground. Every bone in my body hurt. It was pain beyond anything I had ever experienced. He dragged me out of the silver cell and down the door-lined hallway. He kept a firm grip on my shirt but refused to touch my skin. Though he knew I was human, he was obviously perplexed by the fact he couldn’t hear my thoughts, or why I was so blasé about my ordeal. It threw him off. He was obviously not used to sarcasm.

My destination wasn’t a happy one.

I was taken to a large room full of cells that were barred instead of closed off, as mine had been. People were crowded inside the cells. Many had a helpless look in their eyes. Others were full of crazed passion. In the center of the room was a chair. Around that chair was a variety of tools and horrible-looking devices.

Mama Dot, her hair curled perfectly and her face serene, was at the foot of the chair. I pushed against Master Limp’s touch as he pulled me inexorably closer to the chair. I wasn’t sure what was happening, but I knew better than to think it would be something pleasant. The chair and the bindings on it were too strong an indicator of the future.

“Don’t be afraid, my dear, we won’t hurt you,” Mama Dot said, as Master Limp was forced to kick my legs out, so he could pull me closer to the chair.

“I think we might have differing opinions about the definition of the word hurt,” I told her, still fighting against Master Limp’s touch.

Master Limp threw me into the chair with a grunt. Breathing heavily from his attempts to subdue me, he secured metal restraints over my head, my shoulders, my wrists, my waist, my thighs, and finally my feet. His last act was to take off my boot from my left foot.

“Thank you,” Mama Dot said to Master Limp once the boot was off.

He nodded and backed away, giving Mama Dot the spotlight. She clasped her hands behind her back and paced in front of me. She was careful to stay in my limited range of vision.

“Today is an important day. Today you will begin your journey in joining our family. You will learn to love Lorian as we love him, as father and provider. You will learn to serve your family and serve them well. You will gladly give your life to the cause if the cause should need it, and you will learn that the life you have led to this point has been meaningless,” Mama Dot said.

Her words were terrifying. They made me even more determined to rebel. Being hurt was better than giving in to the madness of her words.

“I will not eat any applesauce offered to me if Hale-Bopp passes over,” I said.

“Silence!” Master Limp scolded.

Mama Dot continued speaking with that same serene smile. “Now, you will get a number. It will be your identifier, until you gain access to our family and gain back your name.”

“Identifier?” I asked.

“Mmm,” She said noncommittally. “Eugene? If you would?”

Master Limp came toward me. With my head strapped down, it was difficult to see him, but he had something in his hands now: something small and pointy. I strained against the metal strap, as the people around me settled down into a stillness that was eerie. Their stares increased in intensity. I wasn’t sure if it was pleasure or fear that had them watching me so acutely.

Master Limp waited until I caught his eye again and held up a needle. It was the sort of needle tattoo artists used. It was something I would have normally been all for had I picked out the design.

“Identifier 73892,” Master Limp said. “This is your new life.”

He lowered the needle to my bare foot and inscribed those numbers on the center of my foot, near my arch. I clenched my teeth at the pain but refused to cry out. I struggled to free myself, angry at them for trying to take away my name. Ellen had given me my name. She had said it had come to her in a dream. It was important to her. It was important to me. They had no right to try to erase that.

As Master Limp worked on my foot, Mama Dot circled me, whispering words of propaganda.

“Lorian is your father...Lorian will protect you...Serve with dignity...Serve with pride...”

I hated her words.

The metal bars binding me in place popped and groaned in protest as the hate funneled through my body. I wanted to hurt Master Limp. I wanted to wipe that serene look off Mama Dot’s face. I wanted to make those people stop looking at me.

Master Limp finished with his work, my foot burning from where the needle had pierced flesh, but I wasn’t finished. Not by a long shot. The bars buckled as I found rage I had never known before. It was rage I had kept tempered, even the night I had killed the three. It was a rage brought on by pain and anger, instead of fear for Daniel’s life.

Master Limp’s smug expression shifted as the bars cracked and fell away. Mama Dot stepped forward, her face alarmed.

“I thought you said it was human?” she asked Master Limp, reaching out to capture me again.

“It is!” Master Limp replied, looking shaken.

I growled at her. It was a deep tearing sound that rattled my brain and tore into my throat. I jumped toward Master Limp, my anger focused on him and the needle he held in his hand.

As I leapt at him, Mama Dot reached for me. In a touch, I was able to understand her talent. It was agony. Thousands of years’ worth of pain washed through my body. I saw faces associated with the pain, making it worse. She was a collector of pain and the perfect person for torture. I dropped to the ground as I seized. She kept her hand on my arm, forcing me to look. She showed me the penalty for disobeying. It felt like dying.

Just as I was thinking it was too much, Mama Dot finally released her hold on me. I lay on the floor, breathing heavily. The echoes of the visions circled my head. Agony raced through my veins.

“This one needs the fire taken out of her. Normal methods won’t work. She needs hard reprogramming. Seclusion, erasure, surprise. You know the drill. Let me know when she’s ready to start listening.” Mama Dot’s face grew serene again. “I can tell she’ll be a great asset to us. Anna was right.” She waved her hand to where I was debilitated on the floor. “Go on and take her. Unless you need help?”

“I’ve got it,” Master Limp said in a low tone, embarrassed by Mama Dot’s pointed question.

He set his needle on a small table and pulled me up by my hair. He forced me forward, causing me to stumble and trip over the rough floor. He didn’t take me back to the silver cell. He took me somewhere far worse.

Growling, snuffling, and other dog-like sounds filled the air the closer we got to our destination. The decayed stench of death circled my nose. Around the pain in my body, I pulled away from the sounds and the smell. I knew what they meant. Nightstalkers were near.

Master Limp stopped in front of a metal grate embedded in the floor. The grate was made of silver and was massive enough to prevent escape. He kicked it open with his good leg. Without any smug words or oily confidence, he picked me up by the convenient handle of my hair again and pushed me into the hole. I fell and landed hard on dirt.

Gasping for air, I sat up to see what kind of fresh hell he had forced me into. The room was circular, roughly made, as if someone had dug it out of the ground by hand. It was circled on all sides by large silver gates like the one Master Limp had opened to throw me down.

The silver gates wouldn’t have deterred me from escape, but the Nightstalkers behind them did. The only way through the gates was through them. When they heard me hit the ground, they padded to their respective gates to get a better look. The growling didn’t take long to start. Their red eyes peered out from the shadows of their cells; shadows which stretched too far for comfort.

I found my feet again, not interested in the same things the Nightstalkers were. I looked up in time to see Master Limp shut and lock the gate again. Even if I jumped, I would never reach the gate. It was a good fifteen feet above me. Fifteen feet too far. That didn’t stop me from trying. I kept jumping until it was obvious I was wasting my time and energy.

I sat down, my body hurting too much from Mama Dot’s pain treatment to keep my feet. I made sure to stay exactly in the center of the room. It was the only place the dim light from above reached. It was the only place that felt safe. The shadows circled me. The growling of the Nightstalkers overrode the sounds of terror from different prisons farther down the hall.

Were they going to release the Nightstalkers on me? Or was this a part of their terror program? To let me sit near terror incarnate until I was scared out of my mind?

I curled my knees to my chest, realizing I was still missing a shoe. The missing shoe reminded me of my throbbing foot and my new tattoo. I was afraid to look, to see my existence boiled down to a number, but dark curiosity got the better of me.

There it was: 73892. The black numbers were surrounded by red skin, the needle’s touch still remembered by the fragile skin. If anything, the red skin made the numbers appear even more vivid. It was a number carved in black, but remembered by red.

Disgusted and more afraid than ever, I turned my foot over and pressed it into the dirt, hoping the dirt would cover the number. I took my other boot off and treated that foot to the same dirt bath, wanting to forget which foot had the tattoo. I knew I would never forget.

Every shift I made, every breath I took, was cataloged by the creatures around me. My head hurt from their overwhelming stench. It was compounded by the pain Mama Dot’s touch had brought. Somewhere, water dripped, marking time. My mind curled inward, searching for protection against the pain and the coming days of uncertain terror.

I wrapped a layer of numbness around my brain, sensing, knowing, I had more pain to come in the darkness of this place. I hoped for rescue, but my heart told me there would be none. My friends were dead. I was alone. Terror was my master.

╬

Days passed where I knew nothing beyond the stench of death and growls hungering for my life. I stayed confined to the minimal light I was offered, pacing in a small circle when I felt the walls closing in on me.

╬

The end of the nothingness meant the return of Master Limp. He visited regularly and always had me wishing for the lonely, terrifying confines of the Nightstalker cage. His methods were always brutal. Sometimes, he would hit me, stopping only when I was close to unconsciousness, other times he would get others, dead-eyed Watchers, who were obviously further along in their retraining, to beat me. He threw icy water on me and left me to drip on the dirt floor. Other times, he would bring a sound system and play Mama’s Dot’s words of propaganda until I couldn’t figure out where my thoughts began and the propaganda ended. It unraveled reality and I lost track of the truth.

A couple of times he strung me up from the ceiling and let the Nightstalkers out of their cages, to snap and paw in my direction. A couple got close, raking me with their teeth, their acidic drool burning holes in my clothes.

Every day was a fight against giving them what they wanted. The pain and repetition of pain worked its dark magic through my body. But every day, I found a reason not to. Mostly, it was love that kept me from turning into everything I hated: love for Daniel.

I wrapped a wall of protection around my heart and brain. I drew on images of Daniel often. His green eyes remained my beacon of hope in the dark. I got lost in that world of dreams, lost in moments with him. Days would pass where all I was aware of was the places outside the jail that I feared I’d never see again.

Several times, I wandered back into Marcus’ tower, his yellow eyes promising me a future filled without pain, without torture. A future full of love and immortality. Each time, I was pulled away by visions of Daniel.

Some of the visions were painful. They were visions of him in obvious distress, his anger overriding his common sense. One was of him crying, tears tracking their lonely way down his face before he pushed away from the wall and stormed away.

Other dreams were beautiful. Several times, I saw him standing somewhere with a magnificent view. While I never caught a glimpse of the buildings around him, I always knew he was up high. It was wonderful to see him standing there looking out over the nameless city, watching the humanity bustle below him. He was a Watcher again and was back to his mission of protection. It fit him, even though I saw chaos and trouble brewing  in his eyes.

Every time that Master Limp visited me, I got into the habit of imagining Daniel in the room with me. He whispered for me to be strong, to endure, that nothing was forever, especially this. He circled behind Master Limp, urging me to remember the strength I had, the love he had for me. I welcomed the help, even if seeing people that weren’t there was a historically bad sign.

Around my withdrawal, and my delusions, I sensed Master Limp’s growing frustration. His beatings grew more savage, his methods more brutal. While he could keep the punishment up for a long time, with all the patience of a Watcher, he was eager to see me break. He wanted to best my will. I was too stubborn to give him that satisfaction, though he would probably outlast me.

An invisible clock was ticking down until the day he either broke me or killed me. I wasn’t sure what I was hoping for more: that he would kill me before I caved or that I would cave in before he killed me. My world was pain, and pain was my master, more so than Master Limp ever could be.

╬

At the end of a long stretch of time, where I was ignored and left to rot in the pit, Anna came to visit me. Her meeting stood out among the blurred time in the timeless hole.

She threw back the heavy grate and crouched down to look at me. She stared hard, soaking in the ragged state I had transformed into. Her face was a curious mixture of repulsion and satisfaction.

“A month and a half and he still hasn’t broken you, huh?” Anna asked, her voice suggesting she was impressed.

I had to clear my throat several times before my voice would work. It had been so long since I had used it. A month and a half, if Anna was right. It felt longer.

“Suppose so. I guess they didn’t kill you, huh?” I asked.

“No, they didn’t,” Anna replied.

Her dark eyes told me she had been punished in other ways.

“Pity.” I said.

“Give in,” she said with surprising emotion behind her voice. “It won’t end until you do.”

“I would rather die,” I said.

“You will if you don’t do what they want,” she promised. “If they get tired of you, they’ll kill you without a second thought.”

I didn’t say anything in reply. I knew she was right, and I didn’t really care to argue her words. It didn’t matter. A part of me had given up on my fear of dying. Master Limp had done that much for me. Every time he hit me, I was a little less scared. It was almost peaceful knowing I didn’t fear death, to a certain extent.

There was a pause in which we looked at each other in understanding. I wished for my strength back, to express my pain to the person who had brought me here. Anna had the same desire. She seemed to be looking for something to say. The words formed, then lost formation, as she fought against the desire to say whatever it was on her mind.

“I don’t mean to be rude,” I said lightly. “But is there something I can help you with? I’m terribly busy, see. Got a lot on my calendar.” I gestured at the snarling Nightstalkers. “Lots of people are dying to get hold of me.”

She glanced at the Nightstalkers and stood. It was like she was afraid to look at them for too long.

“Sorry to bother you. I’ll leave you to it,” she said.

“Yep,” I said.

She stepped back and lowered the grate back into place. The sound of it shutting rang through the space. I cringed at the sound and put my head back to my knees, to find the image of Daniel again. I heard her boots strike along the floor as she walked away. I thought I heard soft words floating down the hall after her, though it was hard to tell over the growling surrounding me.

“Sorry.”

I shook my head, aware that I had really lost my mind. ‘Sorry’ was a word this place didn’t know. No one was sorry, except for the people who found themselves in my situation, and they didn’t get the chance to voice that feeling aloud. It was usually their yells that told me of their sorry. I sighed and accepted the weirdness of her visit as a mystery I wouldn’t be solving any time soon. I didn’t have the strength to worry about it on top of everything else.

Something about her visit woke up some of the dead emotions in my chest. I couldn’t ignore them. I had done my best to keep my feelings at bay, knowing they would use them as a tool against me if I let them. But seeing her had made me angry and sad. Mad because I blamed her for my visit in hell. Sad because she was a reminder of New Orleans.

A part of me had harbored the hope Daniel and the others were still alive and hadn’t succumbed to the flames of Damian’s bomb. A hope that had been reinforced by the realistic-feeling dreams I had of Daniel. Seeing Anna was a reminder that my friends–that Daniel–would never leave me. They had always found me in the past. Alex had a way of knowing where I was. She had found me in New Orleans when she had nothing to go on beyond a general location. She had said she had walked until I was there. I trusted my friends enough to know that they would come looking for me if it was in their power to do so. They obviously couldn’t, and that meant they were dead.

Hope drained out of me. I didn’t see how the word applied to me. I would sit in a dark hole until the end of days, or until Master Limp got tired of beating me and decided death was easier. Either way, I would never see my friends again.

I stood, unable to sit still any longer. Limping from Master Limp’s latest visit, I paced in the light. I wished I had an outlet for the feeling that I would never see the people I cared about again. But I didn’t. I only had time and pain.

As I paced, I forgot to stay in the light. A Nightstalker hooked its claws around the small spaces of the grate, growling and foaming at the mouth. It knew how unusual it was for me to stray out of the light. It had gotten used to my habits. I hadn’t gotten used to theirs at all. I hadn’t wanted to look any closer. But I knew they had one habit they could never break: bloodlust. It was what had changed them in the first place. I trusted them to try to kill me. They wouldn’t toy with me or try to break my spirit. They would kill me as quickly as one heartbeat took to get to the next. Not that I would make it easy. I wanted a way out, but I didn’t want to go out without a fight. It wasn’t my style.

My body aching, I limped my way over to the Nightstalker. It started gnawing on the silver bars, its acid falling into the dirt in a dangerous pool. I stepped around the acid and eyed the creature in detached wonder.

“You know what? I’m not afraid of you anymore,” I said.

I knew that the doors to their cages weren’t locked in the typical sense of the word. There was a row of levers in the far corner that Master Limp used to control the doors. Levers he usually pulled with a rope, so he could be out of harm’s way when he let them out. I made my way to the levers, aware there would be no turning back once I reached them. I took a deep breath and pulled Daniel into my mind. Then, I opened the cage doors.

The Nightstalker that was so eager to get to me was the first out of its cell. It rushed at me, its red eyes full of excitement at such easy prey. I wasn’t out of reach this time. I was there, waiting.

I watched it rush me, wondering what I would do when it reached me. A part of me couldn’t believe I had been so bold. Another part of me felt alive at the risk I was taking. I crossed my arms and waited. I wasn’t afraid. Nothing scared me, beyond feeling nothing forever. I was tired of feeling nothing. I wanted to live again, even if it meant dying. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. The Nightstalkers closed in, their rippling growls a marker of the time between living death and actual death.

But the attack never came.

I opened my eyes again, prepared to fight, but there was no need. Was it a trick? Had I gone mad? The shock rippled through my body, as my brain tried to process the reality of what I was seeing. The Nightstalkers sat in front of me, their red eyes piercing me with their intensity. I had never seen such murderous eyes so curious. My body kept its tense alertness. I was fully aware that this could be a trick Master Limp had devised to throw me off balance.

“Have you guys gone all peace, love and good dog on me?” I asked.

The Nightstalker in front of me whined in response, as if it were saying yes.

“I thought you guys were all about murder and mayhem?”

Another whine.

“Um...”

I looked up at the grate, expecting to see Master Limp leering down at me, another of his plans in action. I didn’t see him, but I still didn’t trust the situation. There was no explanation for the weirdness I was facing, no reason behind their actions. Nightstalkers were supposed to attack. It was in their nature to kill. I stared at them again for an explanation of their strange behavior.

The first Nightstalker I had let out bent down and crawled toward me, much like a dog seeking the affection of its owner. I stepped away, afraid it was about to attack. My hands clenched into a ball, and I realized I was less inclined to die than I had thought. Going out fighting wasn’t as appealing as not going out at all.

The Nightstalker lowered its head, then raised it again, bumping my hand. In the touch, I got an image of what it wanted. It wanted out of this cell. It wanted to be free. They were prisoners. They might have been addicted to killing, but they were locked in here, the same as I was. No creature enjoyed a cage. I lowered my hand to its muzzle, to communicate with it, fascinated it was asking me for help.

Its thoughts were instant, though fuzzy.

Help us.

Help you? If I set you free, you’ll run around killing people, I said, knowing full well that I couldn’t have helped it escape regardless.

No. We want to be free. You understand. You’re like us. We see you’re like us. We didn’t see before. We see now.

Uh.

They keep us in this silver room, our powers confined. Help us, and we will help you. We promise. We promise never to kill again if you help.

The others whined, as if they could hear our thoughts, as if they, too, were agreeing to the Nightstalker’s promise. I didn’t trust them to hold true to their words, but I knew that if Alex or Daniel were locked away in Nightstalker form I would want someone to give them a second chance. I would want that chance.

How would I even get you through that hole up there? I can’t pull you out, I said, making my choice.

There is another set of levers up top that control the doors out of our cells and into the prison proper. Have you noticed the doors behind us?

No. I didn’t want to get too close to you, I admitted.

You’re frightened of us.

More than a little, I said.

See? You’re like us, it said proudly. I didn’t understand its meaning, but I didn’t ask. If you can get up top, you will see the levers. We can make our way out once the doors are open.

This is the weirdest day in recorded history, I said.

I wasn’t sure how to help them escape, or how they could help me, but it was more than I had yesterday. The reason they had decided to seek my help, instead of murder me, was a mystery, but one I wasn’t prepared to puzzle out yet. The more pressing issue was how to escape. Their help wouldn’t erase the walls between freedom and us. The walls were still a limitation, the silver of the pit even more so. The silver didn’t bother me, but it was an obvious deterrent to the Nightstalkers. We were both limited. Me by the fact that I couldn’t control my talents, and them by the silver. But our limitations were no reason to think something extreme wouldn’t work. After all, this room had nothing but madness left in it.

I’ll do what I can, I promised the Nightstalker. Give me some time to think of something.

Time is all we have, it thought at me before it moved away from my hand.

It turned and padded back to his cell. The others went to theirs and silently waited for me to shut their cell doors again. Low growling circled my prison, but I knew they were doing it to hide our planning and keep curious ears from following the unusual silence. It was curiously deceptive.

I sat down in what light the grate above me offered and thought hard about escape. It was the first time in over a month my brain was tasked with something beyond survival. It took a while for everything to get back to full speed, and even though I doubted the stability of full speed, I was full of purpose.

Plans based in surprise, stealth and danger circled my head. I finally settled on surprise. It felt like my best ally. Master Limp would never expect tame Nightstalkers.

I got up and paced the room, daring to pace outside of the circle of light with my increased familiarity of the Nightstalkers. They suddenly weren’t the terrifying death-dealers I had thought them to be. It occurred to me several times during my planning that the Nightstalkers could be in on a ploy to break my spirit, but I knew the Watchers here didn’t treat Nightstalkers as beings worthy of plans. They were beasts. They were entertainment.

My eyes roamed the room as I paced. I searched for an answer to our escape; one I planned on making Master Limp instrumental to. I wanted revenge. Using Master Limp to secure my escape seemed like a fitting way to take out my vengeance. A timid hope circled through my body as I plotted. Was it possible there was a way out of this hell? Was it possible I had found the impossible? For the first time in a long time, I had hope.
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CHAPTER 3
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The plan was simple.

It had to be for reasons of necessity. I wasn’t the only one weakened by my time in the pit. The Nightstalkers were never let out and were only ever given easy prey to kill. Though their murderous natures were irrepressible, they had suffered from being locked away for so long. They were tired. They were broken. The only thing we really had to depend on was our mutual, overwhelming desire not to be imprisoned any longer.

I had to wait two more days for Master Limp to come see me again. It was a long two days. I didn’t rest, and I didn’t allow myself the luxury of searching out Daniel in my dreams. I remained focused on the present.

When Master Limp finally showed up again, I knew by the way he opened the grate that I was in for another beating. I had learned to see them coming. His happy expression and the cold fire in his eyes were clue enough. It meant he was coming down, instead of controlling things from up above.

I eyed my ally. The Nightstalker lifted its lips in a dangerous canine smile to show me it was ready for action. Its red eyes were full of alert energy. I repressed the urge to shudder and focused on Master Limp’s descent.

He maintained the same routine every time he came down. His injured leg didn’t allow for the same strength of other Watchers, so he was forced to climb down a set of rope stairs, instead of jumping down into the hole. Whenever he climbed down, he had one of his flunkies keep watch from above, to pull him up in case something went wrong. My escape would be a matter of timing. I would have to make it to the top of the stairs before they were pulled back by the flunky.

I stood and backed away toward the levers.

Mister Limp’s face turned smug when he noticed my retreat. It was the first time I had retreated from him.

“Have we finally put fear into you?” he asked.

“Please don’t hit me anymore!” I said, mustering up fake fear. It sounded ridiculous to me, but I was certain he would never know the difference.

“This is progress!” he exclaimed. “Very good! But I’m afraid I can’t stop because you want me to. We must be sure of you. It’s a matter of doing something right.”

“Please!” I said, continuing to back away from him.

“Come now. It’ll be over soon,” Master Limp said.

I reached the levers. “I know.”

My body tensed, and my spirit focused on this one attempt at freedom. This was the moment I had been waiting for since Anna had taken me. It would be freedom or death, and I was determined not to die.

As soon as his foot touched the dirt floor of the pit, I turned around and pushed down all the levers at once. The doors holding back the Nightstalkers opened. They were out of the cells before Master Limp could get a handle on what I had done. The first Nightstalker tore into him, tearing him away from the rope ladder and into the darker part of the pit. Master Limp’s startled yelp was consumed by the sounds of growling and snarling from the Nightstalkers. I hurried to the ladder before they had finished dragging him away. The Nightstalkers made space for me, and a couple of them tried to help boost me up with their snouts as I climbed.

The person at the top of the pit had either grown bored with their duties as rope manager or was exceptionally indifferent to Master Limp’s fate. He didn’t try to stop me as I climbed. As I pulled myself out of the pit, I saw a young man with brown hair staring back at me. He was startled to see me, but he didn’t try to attack me either.

“You have two choices,” I told him as I placed my feet on the floor. “Run away, or I will throw you down there with your master.”

“Is he dead?” the man asked.

Master Limp screamed out one last time as the Nightstalkers ripped him apart. I peeked down and saw the Nightstalkers finish Master Limp, dragging parts of him in different directions.

“Very,” I replied.

“Thank god,” the man said. “I was about to lose my mind.”

“I’m sure,” I said, not interested in his excuses. "Where are the levers for the doors down there?”

“Here.” He pointed to the levers along the wall.

“I would start the running away part now,” I warned him.

I went to the levers and pushed them all down, trusting that one of them would open the doors I needed. I was at the last lever when I sensed the man pull a knife out from his boot. It was more the sound of movement in the air, rather than any supernatural inkling. I turned toward the feeling. The knife was long and silver, gleaming in the light from above. The man smiled at me, as if he thought he had won something.
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