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When alliances shatter, a choice must be made. Revolution or redemption?

Vincent Harris has three talents: his enhanced strength means he can rip apart a building with his bare hands, his supernatural senses let him pick up the faintest conversations or scents, and he can always be relied on to make the absolutely worst possible decision or inappropriate joke.

It’s not a surprise that his superpowered family has dismissed him as shallow jester.  They’ve got bigger problems to deal with in their new isolated mountain refuge.  That suits Vincent.  Ever since he was a child, he’s wanted nothing to do with the so-called gods who direct his family and guide the secret society of the lalassu.  It’s not until he faces a fiercely stubborn woman across the sparring floor that he realizes he could become something more than the family screw-up.

Annika Hirdwall never even knew she had a superpower.  But invulnerable skin doesn’t mean she can’t be hurt.  After escaping the underground lab in Woodpine, she’s never going to allow anyone to get the better of her again, not even the arrogant and withdrawn man assigned to train her for combat.  She’s determined to put aside her old life as a fashionista and casting agent and take up the role of a hero.  Assuming she doesn’t throttle her incredibly frustrating trainer first.

Neither Annika or Vincent is used to asking for help or trusting anyone else, but as they come to rely on one another, the world around them is falling apart.

The isolated town of Founder’s Pass has become a refuge for the lalassu and occulata, but tensions are rising between the traditionalists and those who have only recently discovered their powers.  The world already rejects and fears them, but now they’re threatening to tear themselves apart.  The Harris family is being challenged for the right to rule and an ancient power is moving against them.

Vincent and Annika will need to make their own hero’s choice: will they seek redemption for their past mistakes, or will they join the revolution?
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“I've always enjoyed stories of the supernatural living unknown among us and Jennifer Carole Lewis' Lalassu novels are a welcome addition to the list.  With kick-ass women and men in over their heads, what's not to love?” - Bestselling Author Tanya Huff
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Praise for Division:

"This excellent paranormal romance has a compelling plot and plenty of action! Fans of the series will appreciate how characters' stories develop." Kristina B., Red Adept Editing
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“A fabulous and even dangerous heroine, an intriguing paranormal world, a diabolical plan to harness supernaturals AND a sweet romance combine to make REVELATIONS an engaging debut.”- USA Today Bestseller Deborah Cooke
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“Revelations is a quick paced novel that changes the common perceptions of the ‘hero’, with journeys of self-discovery, acceptance and finding romance in unlikely places and people.” – Nada, Nadaness in Motion (nadanessinmotion.blogspot.ca)
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“This is one of the best love stories I have read in a long time!.... The pacing of this story is written so well that you feel like you’re a heartbeat away from more action and emotion than you can handle.  The characters are so well developed that they have the feel of real people.” – Ella, Writer in Progress (writerip.blogspot.ca)
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“The imagery and descriptions in this book are phenomenal, and I was on the edge of my seat with ‘Oh my gosh, WHAT HAPPENS NEXT?!’ almost constantly coming out of my mouth.... If a movie ever gets made based on this book, because one should, I would be first in line at the ticket booth.” – Lauren, Romance Novel Giveaways (romancenovelgiveaways.blogspot.ca)
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“This is a seriously cool book.... I loved the plot and twists and mysteries surrounding the gifted .... I want more!” – Maghon, Happy Tails and Tales Blog (happytailsandtales.blogspot.ca)
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“Absolutely Magical!.... After reading Revelations, I haven’t been this excited to pick up the next book in a series in a very long time.  Jennifer has a true talent & knack for reeling people in.  So proceed with caution if you plan on picking up this book, you’ll be hooked!” – Jessica, Taking It One Book At A Time (takingitonebookatatime.blogspot.ca)
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“What a wonderfully imaginative adventure.... There was just something magical and memorizing about this completely original and vivid world of Lewis’s imagination.” – Beth, Tome Tender (tometender.blogspot.ca)
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To my long-time friend, Chris, who told me that my X-men fan fiction was utterly amazing and I should still stop writing it and take a chance on my own stories.

And to Ludvica, Eve, and Lucy, who reminded me that bumps in the road make the best stories.
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To Italicize or Not to Italicize
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Those who have been fans of the Lalassu series from the beginning may notice a difference.  In previous books, I’ve italicized “lalassu” as a foreign word.  While this is still a fairly standard practice in the publishing industry, I’ve been seeing more and more information about how this practice can serve to emphasize otherness and isolation for alternate cultures and languages.  As a person who believes strongly in diversity and inclusion, I’ve chosen to not distinguish foreign words through italics anymore.

And for any grammar/style purists, please know that I recognize this may be an unsettling choice.  However, English has always been a constantly evolving language and one that readily adopts words from other languages and dialects as well as constantly shifting standards to ease communication.  I hope that everyone can accept this decision in the spirit it is intended, to reduce harm and take down the barriers between us.
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Chapter One

“Harder,” she grunted.

Vincent Harris stared at Annika in disbelief. Tendrils of sweat-soaked chin-length dark-brown hair were plastered to her pale skin. Her shoulders were heaving with deep, ragged breaths. He hadn’t gone into this encounter expecting to treat her with kid gloves, but hurting her wasn’t on the table as an option. “Are you sure?”

Annika’s features twisted into a rictus of frustration. “I know what I want.”

“Okay.” He tightened the lacings on his sparring gloves. “Let’s do it.”

She lifted her padded hands, bouncing lightly on her toes. Her slender build and long legs resembled a dancer’s more than a fighter’s. He and plenty of other residents could testify to her surprising strength. Especially since she doesn’t pull her punches. She might not always hit what she aimed for, but when she landed a blow, it left bruises. She’d come a long way from the businesswoman who’d been held in an underground lab for months.

He blocked a low punch that could have ensured that he never created any direct descendants. Undeterred, Annika threw another, this one aimed at his face. He dodged, circling to put the weak sunshine from the dusty windows at his back. It wasn’t bright enough to use glare to blind his opponent, but maybe it would slow her down.

How did I get suckered into volunteering as her training coach? When the lalassu had been forced to relocate to Founder’s Pass, Vincent’s plans had mostly included sitting in the dark and brooding, singly and in combination. One-on-one training with the woman who had managed to alienate just about everyone else in the small community of superpowered refugees hadn’t been on his to-do list.

Vincent blocked another hit to his groin but failed to avoid the kick to his thigh. He exhaled sharply against the pain, restraining his instinctive response to a perceived threat. As a feral, he could hit harder and faster than Annika, but the point of this exercise was to teach her to fight. She’s got the relentless determination down. There wasn’t a lot of room to maneuver in the tiny room, and Vincent wasn’t sure the 1950s-era drywall would offer a lot of resistance if they smashed into it. At least there wasn’t much in the way of furniture at risk, just a hunk of log for a stool and a plastic camping cooler in the corner.

“Keep your arms close to your body. Jab outward straight from the shoulder.” He demonstrated.

Annika glared at him, but her next punch was much neater and less likely to be anticipated by her opponent. Her next three hits were sharper, faster, and harder to block.

And do I get a thank-you for being her living punching bag? He gritted his teeth, shifting to prevent a side kick to the knee. Most people avoided the joints in friendly sparring. Annika treated every fight as if it was real, leaving him stuck with the deadly hot potato. After what Annika had been through, he could understand why she’d chosen to aggressively pursue physical defense training. As the other main contender for town recluse, he could even sympathize with her refusal to participate in small talk or community events.

But understanding her didn’t mean he appreciated being blackmailed into daily sparring sessions after the town residents voted to ban her from the combined gymnasium and community center that everyone else used as a practice space. If Macho Jock Guy forgot to roll and tuck when she flipped him, it’s not my fault. Why am I the one being punished?

His sister Dani hadn’t given him a choice, pointing out that he and Annika had gone through similar circumstances. It would have sounded more sympathetic if Dani hadn’t growled the entire message and insisted on reminding him that no one else was willing to help the new arrival.

Which was how he’d ended up with a scowling woman on his doorstep every day for the last three weeks. They used his mostly empty living room for practice—the only positive part of the arrangement. His tolerance for people outside his family had dropped to nonexistent.

Vincent missed his next block. Her fist connected squarely with his cheek, catching exactly the right angle for a bloom of sudden pain. He struck, his fist snapping out. Annika barely managed to block it and retaliated with a kick aimed at his groin.

Enough with the crotch hits! He still had hopes for that particular part of his anatomy. “Time-out. Take a water break.”

Her glare hit with the same force as her punches, but she retreated to the corner to drink from her canteen.

He shook his head to dispel the ache in his jaw.

“Let’s go again,” Annika said.

“We’ve been sparring for two hours.” The pain was receding but not quickly enough. “Get dinner. We’re done for today.”

If the defiance in her eyes had been daggers, they would have skewered him. “Like hell. I’m still good to go.”

“I’m not!” His snarl told him he was dangerously close to the edge of his shaky self-control. There were too many disasters hanging over his head. The government saw his people as a combination of toy soldiers and terrorists. The general population loved their comic books and stories of underdogs triumphing over adversity, but they’d quickly turned against anyone with real superpowers with surprising quickness. Shadow multiglobal corporations were still collecting lalassu as lab specimens and for experimentation. And the isolated former mining town’s overcrowded population had exhausted the honeymoon period of cooperation.

Don’t forget a brain full of nightmares and guilt. He had faced the late André Dalhard, who’d tempted Vincent into betraying his own family, but the confrontation hadn’t eased the memories of sharing the secrets of his family members with a man who’d seen them as tools instead of people. I thought I was a hero, but I was a useless party boy who sold out everyone I cared about. That thought didn’t even hurt anymore. All it did was exhaust him, draining the anger into the aching void within. He’d lashed himself with it too often, creating thick scars. 

Like hers.

He was too tired to play therapist. “Go home. Find a new target to hit for the rest of the day. I’m done.” Let me crawl into my hole and avoid thinking of who’s coming for us next.

Annika straightened out of her fighting crouch. “What the hell are you playing at?”

“Roguish scoundrel number three. It’s a small but pivotal part in our ongoing drama.” He flipped open the cooler to pull out his own water bottle.

“Is that supposed to be an insult?” She yanked her padded helmet off. Her sweat-stiffened hair stood up in dark spikes, framing a face that would be described as elfin except for its threatening expression—a look that said she would rip him apart with her bare hands.

“If you’re not sure, it doesn’t seem like it’s a terribly effective one, does it?” he drawled, refusing to engage with her anger. He wasn’t sure why she would be insulted by his comment. Poking fun at life was the only way to survive the day.

She threw her helmet into the corner and tore at the Velcro securing her pads. “What am I supposed to do? You’re supposed to be training me.”

“I’m sure you can pick a fight if needed.” He shrugged, snapping off the bottle cap with his fingernail. “Make sure they have the stamina to satisfy you.”

“What a surprise. He makes a joke.” Annika rolled her eyes and stalked to the window. “I can see why you’re so proud of your upbringing. First you sabotage my training, then you add in the double entendres.”

“First of all, that was barely more than a single entendre. One and a half at most.” Vincent let her tantrum flow past him. Nothing frustrated angry people quite so much as a refusal to get angry back. It was a tactic all baby brothers mastered. “And second, if you’re going to make an effort to provoke me, you may as well try new material. Might I suggest a comment about the nose? No one has picked on it all week, and I think it’s feeling left out.”

She spun, her limbs rigid with rage. “You’re holding back!”

Despite his best efforts to stay casual, he frowned. “What are you talking about?”

“I’ve seen what you can do,” she hissed, stalking up to him until they were only inches apart. “But in here, all I get are pathetic little taps and bullshit jokes. Ha ha. It’s so funny that Annika wants to defend herself. So what if I used to work in an office and wear high heels? Do you think it’s funny that I was too weak to fight back when the government grabbed me and gave me to a psycho for medical torture?”

He didn’t answer. There was nothing humorous in what had happened to her. Or to him. But each cracked joke was a refusal to completely give in to the darkness threatening to overwhelm his numb soul. There were days when he felt more dead than alive, but he hadn’t quite stopped moving yet.

“Or maybe the punch line is how little girls should hide behind the big brave men.”

“Have you met my sister? You know, the one who can pick up a car?” He waved vaguely toward the door. “If I tried any sexist women-are-weak junk, she would punch me into orbit.”

“So why are you holding back with me?” Annika demanded.

“Because this is sparring. Training. As in, learning to fight.” He stepped back and eyed the three-foot-wide section of tree trunk that he used as a stool. She might claim to know what he could do, but a visual demonstration could persuade more effectively than words.

Clenching his fist, he drew back his arm and punched downward. His knuckles connected with the rough wood, and the long fibers split, cracking the log into a half dozen uneven sections. Splinters and dust flew up, scattering around him. Letting go of his self-imposed restrictions and destroying the log satisfied something primal deep inside. Sorry, dude, but one hit is all you get, he told himself. Any more would have been like giving an alcoholic a line of tequila shots.

He straightened, shaking the tingles from his hand as he met Annika’s angry gaze again. “Taking time off to heal really disrupts a training schedule.”

“I’m invulnerable.” She lifted her chin, staring down her nose at him. “You know that.”

“You’re willing to bet your life on it?” He refused to put her powers to a potentially fatal test. A hit at his full strength wouldn’t break bones—it would pulverize them. 

“I can take it.”

She won’t back down. He could distantly admire that and wanted to encourage a fellow shit disturber, but her challenge-the-world attitude exhausted him. “If you don’t want to train with me, you’re welcome to find another partner.”

Her eyes widened briefly before narrowing in a fresh pulse of anger.

He remembered feeling the same way. His anger at the world had lashed out at anyone who came close enough. But anger was like fire—sooner or later, it burned through the fuel, leaving only empty space and ashes. 

“What’s it going to be? I’m not going to hit you hard enough to break shit—not unless you piss me off and we’re trying to kill each other. If you’re okay with those conditions, we can keep going another day. If you’re not, I’m cool walking away. It’s all on you.”

“Whatever,” she said, layering enough scorn into the three syllables to make a teenage girl proud. Then she stormed out of his house, banging the door and leaving it hanging loose.

She might be back. She might not. At the moment, Vincent didn’t particularly care which. His neighbors were whispering, huddled in the broken streets. We need to get TV up here so they can stop gossiping for entertainment. 

He pulled the door closed, lifting it slightly to ensure that it would latch. He didn’t want a critter wandering through, even though the house wasn’t particularly fancy. It had one bedroom, one bathroom, and a kitchen–living room and had been built more than seventy years earlier. The place had been abandoned for the last twenty years until he and every other freak refugee claimed this former mining town.

Some new residents were getting all Better Homes and Gardens with the rows of neglected houses. The scent of fresh paint and new wood constantly hung in the mountain air. There were people who spent hours coaxing flowers to bloom or who hauled rocks from the creek to make little paths. Every last one of them living in a dream. The walls and windows were intact enough to keep out rain and snow. Cracks in the plaster and peeling linoleum in the kitchen weren’t his concern. Pretty decorations wouldn’t prevent one of the fermenting disasters from exploding.

Of course, now I have to find a new stool. He gathered up the chunks of broken wood and dropped them into the bin for the wood stove. A splinter stabbed into his knuckle. He stared at the growing drop of red blood against his olive skin. Without the adrenaline of combat, the tiny wound stung, reminding him that his soul might be dead but his body wasn’t. Besides, if I go gentle into that good night, then he wins.

Every day that he kept breathing served as an act of defiance against what Dalhard had done to him. For a long time, Vincent hadn’t even been able to say the man’s name. The businessman had lured him and his brother, Eric, with promises of bodyguard work. Dalhard had been from the siren bloodline—he was a devil who could charm with a touch. Vincent had fallen for it hook, line, and sinker, nearly destroying his entire family. The bodyguard job turned out to be a ruse for finding people with special abilities, the lalassu, who had remained hidden for thousands of years. His sister had rescued him and Eric, driving Dalhard underground. Others made sure the businessman paid for his crimes. Survival might not be particularly heroic, but Vincent still intended to win.

Slowly, he sank into a crouch. The ancient drywall creaked under his weight as he leaned against it. Or maybe the studs buried inside were shifting. Living the home-ownership dream.

Two years before, he’d been enjoying a life off the grid. He’d gone where he wanted, which was mostly from one party to the next. Dalhard drove him away from that booze-soaked lifestyle. Then the government declared him and those like him public enemy number one because of an unwelcome quirk of genetics. 

A lot of the residents of Founder’s Pass were pissed off about being discovered. After the lalassu had managed to stay unnoticed for generations, two of them were filmed in a city-block-destroying fight and broadcast live on the six o’clock news. Less than five minutes of exposure had ruined all their efforts. Vincent knew that the two men had been manipulated into a public confrontation, but it didn’t change the results. If Dani’s connection with the Goddess hadn’t warned them to seek refuge, they would have been hunted down by angry mobs.

Outside, his neighbor tried to console her two children, who were upset at having to eat soup instead of their favorite foods. Vincent winced at the toddler’s shrill protest. At least those of us who lived off the grid are used to scrounging and living catch as catch can. At least a third of the people living in Founder’s Pass had never known about their own powers. They’d gone from comfortable middle-class citizens to fugitives overnight. They wouldn’t even call themselves lalassu, preferring to use the government’s identification, the occulata.

And that’s why none of this will matter. We can’t even pick a team name. The hand-to-hand training, the fortifications built across the only road into town—none of it was going to matter when their enemies decided to move.
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Chapter Two
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Annika Hirdwall managed to make the entire forty-five-minute walk across town without having to interact with another living person. Exactly what she’d wanted. In their small community, word had spread that she had no patience for chitchat and even less for uninvited flirtation. The residents stayed out of her way.

I miss the city. The bustling anonymity of Los Angeles had suited her. She could order her food, clothes, and everything else online. She could go jogging and focus entirely on her iPod. Her work consisted of reviewing photos and two-minute audition tapes before forwarding them off to various studios and productions. She’d had friends—two women she would have trusted with her life. Except that at least one of them didn’t feel the same way. And neither cared when I was taken.

She reached her home, a small bungalow with the exact same layout as Vincent’s but in much better shape. She eased the unlocked door open and peered around it to see if the quarter she’d left behind the door was still in place. The coin gleamed dully in its proper position. She’d blocked the windows with cardboard and planks of wood to ensure that the only way in or out was through the door. Some residents thought it was funny to do pranks. Others had no problem rifling through other people’s possessions. The houses in Founder’s Pass might have had locks originally, but keys hadn’t been left behind. Replacements were low on the priority list, which meant that everyone got to enjoy community living.

It didn’t seem likely anyone was lying in wait, but Annika still listened carefully as she pushed the door fully open and stepped inside. None of the low mix of sounds suggested an intruder. She closed the door behind her and retreated to the bedroom. Some days, she wondered why she still bothered with the paranoid routine. Everyone gave her a wide berth socially, and no one had broken into her house since she sent the last opportunistic asshole screaming into the street, drenched in the soup she’d been planning to eat. She should feel secure in her isolation.

But she couldn’t. Not now and probably not ever.

Lying on the bed, she stared up at the nicotine-stained ceiling. The abrupt change had made it impossible to think of herself in any terms except Before and After. Before, she’d worked a job that wasn’t perfect, but her foot was in the door of the entertainment industry, and she’d enjoyed the challenge of coming up with one-line extras for big film productions. Before, she’d worn pretty clothes and makeup and gotten her hair cut twice a month. After, she’d been classified as subhuman and become a research subject for experimentation. After, she’d worn the same set of tattered scrubs for weeks and had no access to running water.

Other residents of Founder’s Pass went through the motions of reclaiming their old lives. Clothing and makeup were the most common catalogue orders picked up on the smuggling runs between this town and civilization. But Annika couldn’t see the point in any of that anymore. She’d hacked off her hair at chin length and wore whatever she could find in her size from the community stores. Fashion choices might offer temporary relief, but the reassurance was an illusion. An appearance of respectability didn’t protect anyone. She’d been perfectly respectable, even popular, but someone had still sold her out to Special Investigations.

It must have been Tamar or Loni. They were the only ones who saw what happened. The three of them had been more than a little drunk after a celebratory night on the town, toasting Loni’s promotion. They’d laughed themselves silly as they pretended to cast the people around them in various movies. A guy with squinting crinkles around his eyes and sun-streaked blond hair became a desert-island survivor, or a girl wearing pink puffs in her hair became a guest in a futuristic nightclub. It was a game they’d played for years and one of the reasons they were so good at their jobs—they saw the little details in the background that an audience might not notice explicitly but that could still make a film or show seem real and grounded.

That night, the only restaurants still open were the drive-throughs. Instead of fast food, Tamar had offered to cook them all a proper breakfast before they called in sick. Annika had been drunkenly giggling as she chopped up the tomatoes and mushrooms for omelets. She hadn’t been paying attention when she brought the heavy butcher knife down hard on her outstretched finger.

Tamar and Loni both shouted in alarm, the sharp sounds frightening her even more. She’d squeezed her eyes shut, not wanting to see the injury. She remembered waiting for the blood to spurt out or the pain to start. One of her friends threw a towel over her hand and squeezed it. The anticipatory images from her imagination had sobered her faster than she could have imagined.

But when the towel was eased back, her finger was perfectly fine. Not even a scratch. The knife, however, was notched with a jagged chip where the steel had met her flesh.

None of them talked about it, and they’d left Tamar’s without breakfast. The next day, Annika had convinced herself the memory was a dream or an alcoholic distortion. It couldn’t have actually happened. She wasn’t one of the occulata with their weird powers. The knife must have slipped or swerved. 

I thought I was just lucky.

But when she’d gotten into a cab to go to work, the driver had tossed a small sphere through the inner window before sealing the plastic barrier between the front and back seats. The back seat had quickly filled with smoke. She’d beaten on the doors and windows, screaming frantically, before the gas overcame her. She’d woken up in the custody of Special Investigations, the government agency that was responsible for people like her.

Annika lifted her hands, staring at them in the dim light from her covered window. Special Investigations had known about her invulnerable skin. They wouldn’t have been able to shoot her or inject her with anything. Needles snapped off against her skin, and bullets mashed and bounced away. But she still needed to breathe. So they’d used knock-out gas.

One of her best friends had betrayed her. She would have trusted either of them with her life, and one or both had treated her like a rabid rat, calling in an expert to get rid of the unwelcome vermin. Which of them did it? Loni was Annika’s prime suspect. That girl had a harsh edge and hated anyone else stealing her spotlight. But Tamar was a by-the-rules kind of woman, and the rules said to report any unusual phenomena that could indicate that a person was one of the lalassu—or as Special Investigations called them, the occulata. Because why use the name we call ourselves when you can make it obvious who’s in charge by making up a new one?

Her fellow prisoner and lab rat at Woodpine, Kal, had suggested that maybe her so-called friends hadn’t known what would happen to her. Annika didn’t buy it. Even before the media had officially seized on the horrors of the government evaluation camp at Woodpine, there had been plenty of rumors and speculation. They knew—maybe not details, but we all knew they were being taken away and they weren’t coming back.

She rolled onto her side, tucking the thin pillow under her chin. Hot tears pricked at her eyes, and her chest felt swollen and aching. I don’t care. I don’t care about any of them. They can all go to hell. She kept saying the words to herself over and over, keeping in the sobs that felt as if they were ripping apart her heart and lungs. They can’t hurt me. Nothing can hurt me. She had a superpower. She was invulnerable. 

Stupid Vincent and his stupider demonstration. Using her palm, she shoved away the few tears that had dared to escape. When his fist had smashed through the tree stump, the noise had frozen her in place, making her muscles clamp in terrifying rigidity. If I freeze out there, anyone could take me. They might not be able to hurt her, but they could physically pick her up and carry her away. They could shove her back into a dark hole and leave her to rot.

Her breath caught in her throat as a scream threatened to break free. She clutched the pillow harder, her knees pulled up to her chest. For a few eternal seconds, all she could do was struggle for air.

No. It’s not happening. Not ever again. She would learn to fight. She would make sure that anyone who laid hands on her again would regret it. She would become one of the people who left Founder’s Pass and went out into the world to collect supplies or rescue others. Because I am not going to be trapped. Never again.

Gradually, the panic attack eased, leaving her exhausted and shaking. Annika inhaled and exhaled with deliberate slowness, trying to keep her racing mind on the physical sensations of breathing. Martha had recommended the technique in that hey-I’m-only-talking tone she used when offering advice. Given how often Martha’s eyes darted toward Annika while they talked, it was clear the woman understood how much she hated being constantly counseled. She might not have any lalassu talents herself, but her daughter could communicate with ghosts, and her boyfriend could transform into a grizzly bear, so she had to have some sympathy. None of the other residents had been in the subterranean lab at Woodpine. They didn’t have the right to act as if she should have already gotten over it.

The sunlight had faded by the time Annika crawled out of the bed. The shadows were thick enough to swallow the walls and furniture, leaving only slate-gray silhouettes against blackness. It was eerily quiet in this town after dark. Most of the homes didn’t have electricity, so there were no televisions blaring through the open windows or cars going back and forth on errands. Without TV or computers to fill the evenings, most people went to sleep when the sun vanished. Annika didn’t.

She silently walked to the corner of her bedroom, where a lumpy duffel bag hung from the ceiling. She’d stuffed it full of pine needles, crumbly dirt, and scraps of fabric, creating an improvised punching bag. She cradled the bag with both hands, getting a sense of where it hung. It wasn’t necessary to see it for what she intended to do.

She slid one foot back and bent her knees. When she’d first tried the squatting position, her thighs had begun to burn after only a minute or two. Now she could hold it for at least an hour. The lowered center of gravity gave her an advantage in combat, making it harder to knock her off-balance and giving her more strength to put behind her own strikes. Squaring her shoulders and hips, she lifted her fists into a defensive position.

Then she lashed out straight from the shoulder without locking the elbow. Her knuckles, wrist, and arm aligned to create a solid bar of bone. She pushed forward with her hip and rear foot to put her whole body weight behind the blow.

Thud. Her fist hit the bag. She struck again, using her off hand.

She gave another solid blow then went back to her right. She punched the bag again and again, falling into a pummeling pattern. She’d keep going until she was so exhausted that she could barely stand. It was the only way to keep the nightmares at bay. Often, she found herself working the bag until the first streaks of dawn. While everyone else slept, she pushed herself, making sure she’d never be vulnerable again.
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Chapter Three
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The setting sun pricked at Vincent’s eyes. He hadn’t moved from his slumped perch on the floor, and the last few hours were a blur in his mind. The splinters from his log demonstration were still strewn among the larger chunks spread across the floor. His back and legs were stiff as he set down the still-full water bottle. Shit, I fell into a fugue.

He scrubbed at his face to wake himself up. I could really use a damn drink right now. But he couldn’t afford to step off that particular cliff again. He’d spent too long climbing out of the bottle already.

A clot of blood surrounded the edge of the sliver still embedded in his palm. Clenching his jaw, he gripped the hard edge of the splinter and yanked it out. Ignoring the blood smeared on his hand, he staggered to his feet. He used a lopsided broom to shove the rest of the scattered debris into the corner. 

“Vincent?” his sister called from the door, rapping on the frame with her knuckles. “I heard about Annika storming off in a huff. Is everything okay?”

“Outstanding.” He braced himself as Dani stepped inside. Her T-shirt and jeans were a far cry from her days of feathers and sequins. Her long dark hair was tied back in a practical braid, and her olive skin was free of makeup. Shit. She has her lecture face on. His big sister never lost an opportunity to educate him about his numerous mistakes.

“Millie said Annika was very upset.” Dani eyed the faded, torn wallpaper, her hands braced on her hips and her toe tapping in irritation.

“I got that impression, too. Thanks for stopping by and giving me such vital intelligence.” There was no way he could avoid Dani or his irritating, overly involved neighbor, Millie, if he stayed in the house. Maybe I should volunteer for more chopping duty. Everyone took turns providing firewood for the town. He could put his destructive impulses to good use.

“What did you say to her?” Dani folded her arms and glared at him. The pose was uncannily similar to their father’s. Even though he knew Dani didn’t intend to evoke the disappointed and frustrated parental figure, the stance hit Vincent hard in the childhood-trauma part of his psyche.

He didn’t answer her. There was nothing he could say to defend himself, and he wasn’t in the mood for a why-can’t-you-take-life-seriously lecture.

“She’s been through a lot. She doesn’t need you dumping your issues on her, too.” Dani exhaled sharply and jammed her hands into her pockets. “Michael is cooking tonight. Why don’t you come over for dinner?”

A meal from Michael might be worth the lecture, but Vincent did not want to watch his sister make goo-goo eyes at her boyfriend. “Not today. Enjoy your date night.”

“Eric’s coming, too. He misses you. We all do.” Dani’s frustrated expression smoothed out.

He shook his head. “I’m good.”

“No, you’re not. I’m worried about you.”

For a second, he thought her concern might have an impact, a little flicker that might reignite his heart and let him rejoin the ranks of people who cared. But the moment passed quickly, leaving a fresh ache to the numbness. “I’m not doing anything reckless. I’m not starting fights. I’m not flirting with the limited female population. I’m even contributing to the community by teaching hand-to-hand combat. What else are you expecting from me?”

“If you’re not doing community service, you’re hiding in this dump of a house. You haven’t even tried to make it into a home. What do you do in this place all day and night?”

“I’m perfecting my brooding. They say it takes ten thousand hours to master a skill, so I figure I’ve got at least five thousand more to go.” He made a shooing motion. “I’m running behind schedule. Thanks for the invite, but I’m gonna say no to peer pressure and concentrate on my dream.”

Her black eyes flashed, and he braced for an explosion. It never came.

Dani tilted her head back to stare at the ceiling, her scent shifting to the clinging mustiness of sadness. “I don’t know what to say to you when you’re acting this way. I want to talk to the real Vincent. I want to hang out with my little brother.”

Your little brother died two years ago. He still possessed the minimum level of human decency not to say it to her, but it was the truth. The old Vincent had been carefree, the family clown who lived for a good party. His former life seemed more like a movie he’d seen than an experience he’d actually lived. None of it felt real anymore. 

The new Vincent was trapped in the real—no more escaping into fantasies of having a job rubbing elbows with the rich, famous, and beautiful or disappearing into a bottle and crawling out two or three days later with vague memories. He couldn’t even enjoy a book or a movie anymore. There wasn’t anything left inside to connect with the characters. It all seemed superficial, impossible, and like a taunt designed to rub salt in the amputation of his personality.

“Please, come to dinner,” Dani said. “If you’re not there, Eric will spend the whole meal talking about what’s in the old High Priestess journals.”

Facing his big brother was one more thing on the too-hard-to-try list. Eric might have made a place for himself in Founder’s Pass as the unofficial historian, but before all of this, he’d been the one who wanted the bodyguard job. He’d wanted a respectable career and a normal life. Vincent had tagged along for the ride and ended up trapping them both. Eric had fought back against their captors. Vincent had swallowed the Kool-Aid and asked for more.

“Come on. I’ll even do your laundry.”

A rough bark of pained laughter escaped Vincent before he could lock himself down. He tossed out a suitably sarcastic response. “As if I would trust my vintage bargain-bin T-shirt collection to the tender mercies of a woman whose wardrobe consists mostly of feathers, fringe, and sequins.”

Dani pretended to be annoyed, but her imperfectly hidden smile gave her away. “My triumphant return to the burlesque stage will have to wait until we get out of this two-bit town. These days, I help Martha in the clinic more often than I let guys ogle my goodies.”

One more family dream crushed. And it’s still my fault. He summoned up a fresh dose of his outer brattiness. “As your brother, all I can officially say is ewww.”

She grinned, and his shoulders loosened in relief. It was much easier to deflect his family with superficial jokes than to have them poking at the toxic levels underneath.

Maybe I should go to dinner. He walked a fine line with his family. It was dangerous to get too isolated. That’s how bad decisions happen. But being around them was incredibly painful. Dani and her boyfriend, Michael, were ridiculously in love, and their company was a smothering reminder of everything Vincent would never deserve or find. He also felt a constant stabbing guilt watching Eric struggle to recover from the injuries Dalhard had inflicted. Maybe the pain will remind me of why the numbness is better than the alternative. 

“Okay,” he said.

“Okay, as in, yes, you’ll go?” The sudden lightness in Dani’s voice proved he was a complete jerk. She thought him agreeing to dinner was a sign of improvement. 

I shouldn’t have gotten her hopes up. He could make a joke about the O.K. Corral and Doc Holliday, but he wasn’t quite that big an ass. Yet. “Yeah. I’ll be there. Now, shoo. I still have my brooding practice to work on.”
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Priya Jeevan no longer took calls from reporters. Sitting alone in her office with a delicate cup of jasmine tea, she ignored both the muted phone and the soft beep of incoming email. With the Senate hearing scheduled in two days, everyone with pretentions of media awareness wanted a quote from Special Investigations. There were questions about whether or not the unit would be closed or folded into Homeland Security. There were speculations about whether or not Director Fangato would keep his job as the head of the agency. There were even people who wanted criminal charges to be laid for what had happened at Woodpine.

The media did enjoy picking at a carcass, but Priya wasn’t in a mood to indulge the vultures. The Senate debate didn’t concern her. For all the public bleating about civil rights and personal liberty, those weren’t the people calling in to their elected officials. The ones calling were terrified, certain that their lives were about to be swept away by the occulata threat. Jackson Square had become the new rallying cry. Pictures of the devastation were regular features on the nightly news—two occulata battling like the gods of old, destroying property and risking lives in their personal battle, then the rigged bombs claiming additional lives, including first responders. It all provided the perfect excuse for hate groups such as the Humanists to swell their numbers, recruiting angry young men who saw the occulata as a threat to their social primacy. For every sign-carrying recruit who rushed into a confrontation, there were dozens of respectable citizens who shook their heads and chimed in with their own doubts and equivocations. They were all driven by their fear and were deluging the government with demands to do something to make the bad, bad things go away so they could go back to the numbing comfort of their little lives and the illusion of righteous safety.

She sipped her tea, staring out the window at the shifting patterns of traffic and lights below. Her plan for Jackson Square had been executed flawlessly. The hostages she’d held forced the two lalassu to fight, and her bombs ensured sufficient civilian casualties. The humans were reacting to the “terrorist” attack exactly as she’d expected, with calls for harsher punishments and more invasive searches. Find the bad people! Lock them away! The ones who opposed such measures were mostly limiting themselves to conversational gambits and posting memes. She had created the perfect common enemy to unite against.

Yet the plan had failed to come together as she’d anticipated. The lalassu had united without her and found a refuge before she could gather them to herself. After Jackson Square, they should have been broken and scattered. It should have been child’s play to reel them in with promises of safety from the dangerous humans and the bureaucratic cruelty of Special Investigations. Her position in the agency would have given her the perfect vantage to manipulate them with a raid here and a protected sanctuary there. The lalassu had become the latest social pariahs, suspiciously watched wherever they went. Every hand was turned against them, and every door was slammed in their faces. When they realized they were helpless with nowhere to turn, she would have offered them relief from the hunt, gaining their genuine loyalty.

They would have become my army, one that could bend steel, read minds, and transform. I would have been invincible.

Instead, the lalassu had retreated into their ridiculous little town in the mountains—not all of them but enough to create a viable alternative to her own sanctuary.

Luckily, I’ve always been able to adapt and play the long game. Her teacup rattled in its saucer as her grip tensed. Reluctantly, she set it down on the desk and stood, folding her hands gracefully behind her. Losing emotional control was counterproductive. Her attention should remain focused on the tasks ahead instead of the failures of the past. The Harrises had rallied the lalassu community, promising them safety. After months of searching, Priya had recently discovered the perfect operative, one who hated the Harrises as much as she did and who could provide a powerful voice to sow dissension. Priya stared down at the lights of the city moving below her. People needed to feel safe. They’d trade a great deal for security, even when they knew that the security was an illusion.

Which was why she’d sent her own people—lalassu with useful talents and convenient points of leverage—into Founder’s Pass. Disguised as refugees, they’d slipped unnoticed into the community six weeks before. She’d provided tools and supplies for sabotage, ensuring that the town stayed physically uncomfortable for the residents. A few whisper campaigns would destabilize the whole community and its leaders. Priya’s people told her whenever the Harrises left for one of their little “rescue” missions.

She picked up her cup to enjoy another mouthful of the fragrant tea. Setbacks were never permanent. She’d patiently spun out her strategies for decades. Another year or two was nothing compared to the centuries of power that she intended to exercise.

Let them believe themselves safe in their mountain, trapped in one town, isolated and vulnerable. The lalassu within needed food, gasoline, clothing, and any number of things they couldn’t possibly make or gather in their stronghold. Meanwhile, the humans were becoming more agitated with each passing day. Even the most liberal politicians weren’t happy at the idea of a proclaimed independent state in the heartland of America. The lalassu had done the equivalent of locking themselves in a bathroom to avoid an intruder. Sooner or later, they would have to come out. 
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Chapter Four
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“Mom and Dad found a new medium in Salem who might be able to help Gwen to control her talents.” Dani put a basket of fresh rolls, still steaming, on the table. She impatiently flicked her thick braid over her shoulder.

Vincent kept his opinion to himself. The dead talked incessantly to their youngest sister, Gwen. The never-ending stream of chatter had driven her mad. He wouldn’t want to bet on the odds of this new medium helping. I won’t steal their hope. But if he shrugged or otherwise expressed his lack of concern about matters on the home front, he’d have to listen to a lecture he could already recite by heart. 

“Shouldn’t she be a witch if she’s from Salem?” Eric’s skin was still pale, and he hadn’t regained his old weight from before his long recovery. Despite his continuing health issues, he’d moved to Founder’s Pass less than a month after they’d claimed the town for the lalassu. Vincent should have been overjoyed at his brother’s hard-won recovery, but all he could summon up was vague relief.

“Witches aren’t real.” Michael brought in a platter of steaks from the kitchen. “Are they?”

With Michael handling the cooking, there was a decent chance of the meal being edible. None of the Harris siblings cooked beyond plunking a bowl of soup in the microwave. Dani preferred takeout menus to a stove. Good thing she paired up with a sensitive sort who knows the difference between Alfredo and hollandaise sauce. 

“Witches and vampires are fiction.” Dani grinned at Michael, leaning in to brush a quick kiss across his cheek before claiming the platter. “Bigfoot is real, though.”

Unlike the Harris siblings, Michael hadn’t grown up knowing about the lalassu, even though he possessed a powerful psychic gift. Teasing him about what was real and what wasn’t had become a new family tradition. What held Vincent’s attention, though, was the way that his sister reached out to touch Michael’s hand. The simple gesture became more than it should be. They didn’t seem to notice the rest of the world.

When he was young, Vincent hoped to find a transfiguring love for himself—a person who would make his life better just by being a part of it, and he’d do the same for her, making sure she knew she was the best part of his existence. Too bad she never showed up. Even if she had, true love doesn’t solve everything.

His parents were perfect examples. His mother loved his father so much that she’d given up her health and sacrificed her connection with the Goddess to keep him alive. Her total commitment to their relationship would have been wonderful, if he and his siblings hadn’t paid the price. 

“I’ve been doing research into sensory disorders.” Michael cheerfully passed along a bowl of baked potatoes. “I think there’s a chance the therapies could help Gwen...”

He stopped speaking. All three siblings were staring at him in uncomfortable silence following that unexpected faux pas. One of us is going to have to explain it to him.

As always, big brother Eric stepped up to the expository plate. “What happened with Gwen isn’t a psychological disorder. It’s because of the ritual our mother did when she was pregnant.”

“Dani told me about it.” Michael frowned. “She said it opened up Gwen’s mind too much, making her more sensitive than her brain could cope with.”

Vincent hoped his brother would be willing to let the explanation end there. His fingers curled around his knife handle as memories swept over him. He’d only been four when he’d followed his ten-year-old sister into a darkened basement. The mental images were broken snapshots drenched in emotional turmoil.

“It was more than supercharging Gwen’s talent.” Eric settled into his role as family historian. “In ancient times, the Goddess would give her Priestesses fantastic powers, like the ability to predict the future or heal diseases.”

There had been a lot of blood—enough to turn the floor red and soak into the rows of cardboard boxes. Vincent swallowed his still-intact bite of rare venison, gagging at the coppery taste on his tongue.

Michael leaned forward. “So, there used to be more than one High Priestess at once?”

Dani pushed her food around with her fork. “For millennia, there was more than one person connected to the Goddess. Temples all over Mesopotamia would each have their own High Priestess or Priest. The restriction of only having one at a time began in the medieval age. Until Mom broke the link, the chain had been continuous for over seven hundred years.”

Since when is Dani part of the moldy-book crowd? Vincent took a long drink of water to ease his dry throat.

“Where did you read that?” Eric sounded a little hurt.

Dani’s finger circled in the air beside her temple. “I’m sharing headspace with someone who was there. What can I say? She tells me things.”

Vincent drained his glass. The info dump was a creepy new development. Dani used to have to be in trance to communicate with the Goddess. If she starts using the royal “we” in regular conversation, I’m out of here. He didn’t want anything to do with the deity.

I don’t know how Dani stands having that thing inside her head. She claimed the reconnection had brought her peace as well as the ability to guide their people. But the thing had its own agenda, and he’d never forget that.

“Every time I think you can’t get any more amazing, you still manage it.” Michael caressed Dani’s hand, bringing it to his lips for a kiss. She smiled in a way that Vincent hadn’t ever seen from her, relaxed and open.

Vincent stared at his plate, trying to stuff his memories back into the Big Box of Mental Repression. Most lalassu worshipped the Goddess, seeing Her as a protective, guiding force. Vincent’s perspective was more immediate. The most terrifying moment in his childhood had been when he’d sensed the alien force hovering over his weeping mother as she cradled his father’s broken body. Even as a preschooler, he’d recognized it as a threat, a thing that exacted horrific costs for its help. It had taken his mother’s sight and his unborn sister’s sanity and demanded that his other sister continually feed the violent, predatory aspect of itself—the Huntress. His sister had broken the Huntress’s hold by completing the bonding, but she wasn’t the same person she’d been before. In his darkest cynical speculations, he wondered if her newfound happiness was the result of the thing in her mind messing with her brain chemistry to pacify her.

“Everything okay, Vincent?” Michael asked.

I want to believe what they have is real. Vincent made himself swallow another chunk of his steak. “Lou brought this in?”

“He’s getting worried about the amount of meat the town is eating. Hunting isn’t enough.” Eric swallowed the last of his beer. “I’m going to grab another can. Vincent, you want one?”

“No. I’m good with water.” He lowered his gaze again to avoid watching Michael plant another gentle kiss on Dani’s fingertips. The two of them were oblivious to the impact of their PDA on their dinner guests.

At least part of it has to be real. Keep quiet, and let them have their moment. Vincent wouldn’t drag them down to his depressed level. Even if I did find the woman of my dreams, I couldn’t be what she needed. There’s nothing left inside of me to fall in love.

Eric returned to the table, and the couple dropped their clasped hands. From the way Eric’s jaw was flexing, Vincent guessed that the trip for more alcohol had been prompted more by a desire to escape than by thirst.

None of the rest of us have been lucky in love. He didn’t begrudge his sister’s happiness, but his own wounds ran deep. And mine are shallow compared to Eric’s. Vincent wondered if anyone else in the family knew how deeply Eric had gotten involved when he’d fallen in love with the daughter of their organized-crime contact for false papers and untraceable weapons. Dani had already been long gone, living it up at college. His parents were preoccupied with Gwen. Even though he’d only been fourteen, Vincent had been his brother’s confidant.

The conversation continued around him, a lighthearted discussion about which legends held a grain of truth and which were pure imagination. Vincent tried to remember the girl’s name but could only recall her nickname, Torch. Even as a human, she certainly burned the hell out of Eric when she left him.

He didn’t even know what had happened. One day, his beloved older brother had returned home with his things in a box and would no longer mention her name. There had been plenty of secrets to drive potential wedges between the couple. His family had found a new contact for forgery and another for weapons. None of them ever spoke of it.

Maybe the superstrength and enhanced senses are only a coincidence. Our family’s real superpower is ignoring shit we don’t want to think about.

“No one believes in Bigfoot anymore. And aren’t you supposed to call them Sasquatch instead?” Eric nudged Michael with his elbow.

Dani laughed as she popped the tab on her drink. “I guess we’ll have to come up with a more plausible story next time.”

“Such as your theory that capes help with steering?” Michael shoved his shoulder-length brown hair back from his face and offered the meat to Vincent for a second helping.

Vincent passed the untouched platter to his brother. “Lily told me that skin-walkers were probably responsible for most of the Bigfoot legends. A hunter spots a furry shape in the brush before a person walks out. Or they see a bear acting more like a person than an animal.”

Abruptly, he realized everyone had stopped to stare at him as if the fact that he’d shared a tidbit from the local shape-shifting grizzly bear was a big earth-shattering surprise. I still talk to people. I haven’t gone full cave hermit yet.

“That makes sense,” Michael said a beat too late to prevent the awkward silence. “Did you speak with your folks today, Dani? Or was it earlier this week?”

Vincent appreciated Michael’s effort to pretend everything was normal but hated that he felt the need to make it. Fine, they want me to talk? Then I’ll talk. “Dani, what’s your plan to deal with the growing tension between the lalassu and the people who were rounded up during the latest round of paranoia? They’re calling themselves occulata because they don’t feel like a part of us.”

After more shocked silence, Dani leaned back. “It’s an adjustment phase. It’ll work itself out.”

“It’s more than an adjustment. Half of the people here seem to think they’re going to be able to go back to their old lives before long.” Vincent stabbed his fork into what was left of his meat, watching the red liquid rise up out of the holes. 

“We’ll help them understand. We’ll figure out a way forward together.” Michael’s shy smile strengthened as his gaze fell on Dani. “The Goddess helped us to find this place, and I’m sure She’ll help us with the tensions.”

Vincent swallowed a long gulp of water, wishing he’d kept his mouth shut. The muttering he’d heard was more than disgruntled frustration. But he shouldn’t have been surprised that the others weren’t taking his opinion seriously.

“You said that Mom and Dad are working with a new medium to teach Gwen to control her powers?” Eric’s question was an obvious attempt to change the topic, but Michael and Dani seized on it, chattering away and leaving Vincent to brood.

They’re putting too much faith in the Goddess. We wouldn’t be stuck in this town if She hadn’t let things escalate. No divine whispers had told them how to stop the internment camp at Woodpine or the fight between Ron and Lou that had revealed the lalassu to the world. A few years before, his sister would have agreed with him about not trusting the Goddess. How can I trust Dani now?

“They’re still trying. Gwen wants to leave the farmhouse,” Dani said quietly with more than a hint of big-sister warning in her voice.

“Sure she does.” Vincent stabbed at the potato with his fork. “I would, too, if I lived in a dark room that I could never leave.” Too bad my dark room is metaphorical. Makes leaving a hell of a lot harder. 

“I still think they should come to Founder’s Pass. The medium who was helping Bernie is here. Shawna?” Eric waited for Michael’s brief nod before continuing. “We could rig up a much nicer sanctuary than the one back home.”

Vincent shoved a mouthful of medium-rare elk meat into his mouth rather than replying. Without his interruptions, the conversation flowed as everyone discussed the pros and cons of bringing Dani’s parents and Gwen to Founder’s Pass. Their mother, Virginia, would be in her element as a town organizer. Her clairvoyant and predictive talents could even give them warning of potential disasters, though she rarely saw more than a few minutes into the future. Gwen and their father, Walter, would have a harder experience. Walter was in a wheelchair, and the broken streets of Founder’s Pass were a challenge for the healthy and able. Gwen could barely tolerate a few minutes outside of her carefully constructed sanctuary. The trip would be torture for her. 

Staying in New York is safer. No one asked him for his opinion. They wanted to pretend there was hope.

As his siblings and Michael talked, Vincent found himself wondering how his pupil was doing. Going by her scent, he’d frightened Annika more than he’d intended to when he’d smashed the log. More than anyone, he knew how messed up she was inside after what had happened to her. That was why he’d agreed to teach her after everyone else said no thanks. I should apologize to her tomorrow.

Of course, he had no idea what he’d do if she wasn’t okay. He chewed the tough meat, each mouthful taking twice as long as it should. She needs something to concentrate on other than training. His worst moments of despair had come after his family sent him to Ekurru with nothing but silence and vodka to drive away his horrible thoughts. 

“Vincent?”

Dani was looking at him expectantly. Great, I missed a key piece of the conversation. He glanced at Michael, hoping for a clue.

“Do you think you could get in touch with your old contacts?” Dani said slowly as if addressing a small child. “We need more people willing to run supplies to us.”

“More potential people to rat us out.” Vincent didn’t trust the smugglers. Sooner or later, the reward for betraying them would outweigh the profit of continued business. “How are you expecting to raise the money for more runs?”

Michael pushed vegetables around his plate. “We thought we could sell human-interest stories to the media. People love superheroes—"

“They love the idea of being a superhero. They don’t want someone else to be the hero and have power over them. They don’t want to be the potential collateral damage lurking in the background of a comic panel. We scare them.” Vincent stood up.

“Don’t be dramatic.” Dani glared at him. “Sit down and finish your dinner.”

“I’m not hungry.” He left the house before they could come up with more arguments. Shoving his hands into his pockets, he started walking the empty streets. He moved swiftly as if that would let him outrun himself.
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Chapter Five
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There were no streetlights, but the moon offered more than enough illumination for Vincent to make his way around the empty streets. If I can do it, soldiers with night-vision goggles could do it. Everyone thought they were safe here, but it was only because the government had decided they weren’t important enough to pursue yet. Or maybe Eric and Dani are right about me being a pessimistic grouch. He hoped he was wrong. It would be a relief to know that his thought processes were distorted instead of living in a world that was every bit as terrifying as he believed it to be.

As he walked, a repetitive muffled thud-crunch joined the regular nighttime soundtrack. One-two, one-two, like a heartbeat. It stood out among the soft sighs of sleepy breathing and the rustles of sleepers rolling over. All of his family possessed enhanced senses, but he had sharper hearing than any of his siblings. Tilting his head from side to side, he tracked the noise to its source—one of the individual bungalows on the outskirts of town.

No candlelight flickered in the front window. The other houses on the street had their porch windows open to catch the night breezes. This one was sealed up with boards crisscrossing the glass. If he hadn’t heard the person inside, he would have assumed no one lived there.

Technically, this was none of his business. It wasn’t a threat to him or to the community. But it was unusual, and his experiences had taught him that unusual things had a habit of coming back at the worst possible moment if ignored.

Placing his feet carefully to avoid the crunch of dry grass or stone, Vincent crept between the houses and emerged into what passed for the backyard. This was the last row of houses, which meant only a thin strip of weeds and dirt separated them from the trees. 

Maybe the privacy was why the person inside had cracked the cardboard-covered back window instead of the front ones. A familiar scent hit him—the sharp bite of ginger mixed with a rich sweetness, a mix of almonds and honey. 

Oh shit, this is Annika’s house. After he’d scared her that day, the last thing she needed to see was him lurking in her backyard like a pervy stalker. He retreated to the gap between houses, but he couldn’t make himself walk away. His ears were picking up a new sound along with the repetitive thumping.

She had to be exercising because she was exhaling sharply with each thud. But at the end of each one was a slight sob. Nothing huge, a brief breathy inhalation before the proper whoosh of exiting air. But it happened every single time, as if she was barely holding herself back from the brink.

The late hour, the muffled cries, the fact that she appeared to be driving herself to exhaustion—it all added up to a bad sum. I should do something. But what could I possibly offer when I’m equally broken?

A dry skittering crash broke the thudding rhythm. 

“What—no. No, no, no.” Annika’s soft voice sounded utterly defeated. The sobbing catch grew stronger. “Not now. Not today.”

Vincent placed his hand on the pitted metal siding, staring as if he could make it disappear so he could see inside.

Thump. The wall vibrated under his fingers. She’d leaned back against the wall and let herself slide down. She gave a single sharp cry that was cut off—the sound of utter despair and destroyed hope, a scream that knew better than to expect anyone to listen.

He retreated silently to the front of the house. He couldn’t walk away, but he also remembered how humiliated he would have been if anyone had witnessed his own moments of devastation. Except that sometimes I needed someone to pull me out of my own private hell. 

He knocked on the door before he could remind himself that this was a bad idea. He heard her scramble to her feet. Bare feet padded to the front, and he realized he should have fabricated a plausible excuse before knocking.

“What do you want?” Annika probably thought she was hidden by the shadows, but to Vincent, everything was clear. He could see the exhausted bruises under her big dark eyes. Puffy redness outlined her knuckles, and smudges of dirt marked the knees of her jeans and her palms. A gritty streak crossed her face as if she’d swiped away tears with a dirty hand. One arm was braced against the doorframe, while the other held the door in a clear message of Go away.

“To make sure you’re okay.” The truth came out despite his years of training.

“It’s the middle of the night. I was sleeping.” She angrily bit off each word. When he didn’t respond, she started to shut the door.

“No, you weren’t.” He stayed on the threshold, ready to let her slam the door in his face. “I don’t know what you were doing, but you weren’t sleeping.”

“What?” Her arms tensed in preparation as if she expected him to force his way in.

“You don’t owe me any explanations, but don’t lie to me.” He wasn’t sure who he was channeling, but it sounded better than his usual verbal dumps. “Today was rough.”

“Not really into sharing my feelings. Especially not at night and with random men who show up on my doorstep.” Her feet shifted on the floor, rebalancing her weight to make it easier to hold her stance. “I’m fine. Now you can leave me alone.”

“Okay. But I’ve been where you are.” Sure, she’s not into spilling her emotions, but apparently, I can’t wait to give it a try. “The nights get pretty long when you can’t stand your own skin.”

He made himself walk away. The door latch clicked before he’d gone five steps. At least the sound wasn’t accompanied by fresh sobs. Maybe he’d managed to make the right choice for once.
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The nights get pretty long when you can’t stand your own skin. 

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Annika scowled at her oatmeal packet. It had been a shitty night. First the duffel bag had split open, spilling dirt and pine needles all over the bedroom. Then Vincent showed up with his cryptic sympathy. To add injustice to injury, she spent so long puzzling over why he’d felt the need to share his midnight fortune-cookie wisdom that she ran through the hot water and was left to finish up her shower with cold.

When she fell asleep, the ongoing nightmares were the final slap in the face. They hadn’t even been terribly interesting or unpredictable—just an endless repetition of being trapped back in her cell at Woodpine, at the mercy of the sadistic doctor. These dreams woke her frequently each night, leaving her drenched in sweat with her heart racing and her body aching.

Suddenly, she couldn’t stand the idea of eating another bowl of gritty mush. She tossed the unopened packet into the cupboard. She was scheduled for a wood-chopping shift that morning. Maybe if I get it done, I’ll be tired enough for a nap before training. 

None of her neighbors greeted her as she stalked down the street. She kept her gaze fixed on the street, pretending not to notice the three teenage boys who stopped working on a busted motorcycle to glare at her or the group of older women whispering as they cast disapproving eyes in her direction or the men who stopped talking altogether, shifting positions as if to defend themselves from an attack.

To distract herself, she played the casting game, but it didn’t quite work in Founder’s Pass. People had limited options for clothing. “Fits” and “no extra holes” were usually the most important choices, leading to odd combinations. Like the kid with the motorcycle. He wore an old leather vest with an orange floral scarf tied across his forehead. It made him look more like a kid playing pirate than a biker.

The scene wouldn’t even work in a postapocalyptic movie. The people were too obviously from different parts of society. Former suburban school kids mixed with cross-continental drifters and mingled with conspiracy-theory-spouting survivalists and social-media-obsessed hipsters.

And where would I fit in? She didn’t resemble the business-confident fashionista she’d been Before. From the way other people reacted to her, she assumed she gave off a nastier vibe than any gun-toting biker dude these days. Her oversized gray sweatshirt hung off her, and she’d wrapped a cord around her waist to keep the matching pants in place. There was no mistaking her jutting bones as anything except the effect of long-term starvation. No makeup, nothing in her hair except a band to keep it out of her face—everything about her screamed to the world to piss off and leave her alone. Which is exactly what I want.

The streets became busier as she reached Founder’s Pass’s scant commercial core. She passed the school, warehouse, and general store. The two-story community center included the medical clinic and what passed for the postal service. Fewer than a thousand people lived here, and most of them hadn’t come voluntarily. 

Supplies were brought in with cargo vans and SUVs. Dani had used her family’s connections to set up a regular rotation of smugglers to deliver food, clothing, and other necessities. Residents could visit the “general store” to request what they wanted or scrounge through the bins in exchange for performing town chores such as chopping wood, making repairs, and training to be part of the town’s defenses. The manager, Kamau, was one of the few town residents who didn’t despise Annika.

As she pushed open the door to the general store, Annika froze at the sound of a loud argument.

“You can’t possibly expect my children to sleep on air mattresses for another month!” an older woman shouted at Kamau, who stood there with folded arms and a bored expression.

Annika stayed in place, partially hidden by a slender shelf. The books on it were available for anyone in the community to borrow, and she pretended to be browsing the selection. Experience had taught her that she made a convenient scapegoat for the irritated to vent at.

“Beds aren’t easy to ship up here. Do you know anyone who can deliver one to a drop-off point?” Kamau asked, his scraggly black beard bristling with each syllable.

“Our family was going to turn us in!” The woman glared at Kamau as if she suspected him of hoarding bedroom sets in the back. “There’s the rail line—”

“It hasn’t been in service for fifty years.”

“We were promised that the lalassu would take care of us,” she said shrilly.

“And we are. Food, shelter, and safety. Other stuff is negotiable.” Kamau’s massive shoulders lifted and dropped in a clear dismissal.

The woman left the warehouse, her mouth tight and her eyes reddening. She’s lost. Annika stared at the faded book covers, wondering if the pressure building in her chest was sympathy or foreboding. In the Before, Annika would have donated to a crowdfunding effort or maybe called around to thrift shops. But this was After, and the new Annika knew how quickly despair could shift into targeted anger. Tamar was upset about her grandmother’s insurance lapsing. She complained about it when we were out. Maybe she’d called Special Investigations because she’d been pissed at Annika’s lack of injury.

“They want everything right away. The lalassu understand how to scrounge and make do.” Kamau’s shoulders squared with unconscious pride.

“She’s got kids who aren’t used to being without.” Annika picked at the scratched laminate counter. “I used to consider staying at a three-star hotel to be roughing it.”

“I suppose I should be grateful it’s not one of the punks trying to find out where I keep the dynamite. Now, what are you doing here this morning?” With his big frame and the wiry stubble covering his scalp and cheeks, he already looked the part of survivalist mountain man, but the blue plaid flannel shirt sealed the deal and complemented his dark walnut skin. He wasn’t aggressive, but he’d mastered the art of intimidation.
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