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The snow fell to the earth like lace.

It drifted, swirled, and danced around my face with a wild abandon that even the Watchers around me couldn’t match. The falling snow added to the piles of snow already obscuring the land. Though insanely beautiful and peaceful, the snow made our task harder.

Margaret and Jackson, along with Preacher were waiting for us along the western coast of Alaska. They had called us an hour ago to meet them, but we had yet to find them in the storm. We moved along the bank, scanning for any signs of them against the backdrop of snow. The ship we had rode on for two weeks to get to Alaska bobbed in time to the icy water. It swayed back and forth in a rhythm that was unique to the sea and the storm that was circling us. I fought against the pull of the ship as my eyes scoured the white landscape for signs of my friends. Beside me were Alex, Daniel, and an unhappy-looking Spider.

Despite two weeks on the boat, Spider had yet to gain his sea legs. His face was as green as his eyes, and he trembled with the desire to throw up. He had refused to stay down below, however. He was adamant about helping with the search. Which meant we all got to see him throw up often.

Alex was much more comfortable on the boat and not as prone to throwing up as Spider. She had spent a lot of time on the water, on fishing trips with her father. She had to grip the rail often, to keep from sliding around, but her face was calm as she too searched the shore.

Daniel was more confident. He needed no railing. He didn’t fear the waves we rode. His body made miniscule shifts in time with the rocking, so that he looked stationary, despite the heavy waves surrounding the ship. His green eyes scanned the bank with alert intensity. It was the same intensity he held when we had a mission. And there had been plenty of missions in the last two weeks. They were missions that had maintained the purpose of the Saints, which was to help people.

The mission we were on now went beyond searching for our friends on the coast of Alaska. We were enduring the bitter wind and icy ocean for a simple reason: to get Daniel’s parents back from Marcus’ Seekers. The place the Seekers had taken them after abducting them from their home in King’s Cross was in the mountains of Alaska. That was all we knew at this point. The reason for abducting them was clear: Marcus was forcing them to develop weapons that only Han and Beatrice, as world-class scientists, could develop.

The mission was complicated because attacking a fortress in Alaska was always complicated. The odds weren’t in our favor.

Attacking the fortress was something we would do despite the odds. We couldn’t leave Han and Beatrice to be Marcus’ prisoners forever. It was too close to the torture and fear I had endured for a month and half. It was the fear that every moment would be my last and the pain would never end. Or that the pain would make me submit to whatever my captors wanted. It was a fate I had lived through once in Lorian’s prison, and it wasn’t one I was eager for anyone else to share.

Lorian and his brother Darian had been fighting a centuries-old war for ultimate power. A war that had rocked all Watcher-kind with its violence. There wasn’t a Watcher in the world who didn’t fear the repercussions of the fight, and they felt the cost of the fighting every single day.

But change was in the wind.

The same two weeks that had separated our journey to Alaska was the same weeks that separated me from seeing Lorian killed by an angel known as Nemesis.

I had pulled Nemesis from the darkness between one place and the next, and she had used the moment to complete a task set to her a long time ago: to kill Lorian. She had beheaded him as easily as I put on shoes in the morning. Then, in exchange for freeing her, she had promised any favor I wished. I wasn’t eager to call on her for anything. I had the feeling her way of helping relied heavily on violence. Not only that, her help was a double-edged sword. I was certain I would pay for my request.

We had gotten news only yesterday that Nemesis had completed the second part of her task, which was to kill the other brother, Darian. There had been an epic party; some people were still celebrating.

Darian’s death meant the war had ended for good. We were free.

I wasn’t as excited as the others.

For me, Lorian and Darian had always been a minor threat, background noise to the major threat that was Marcus. Marcus was the one who had hunted me for years. He was the one who had pulled me into a world of fear and pain. He was the one who haunted my dreams if I let down my guard. He was the reason I feared sleep. His white hair, yellow eyes and feline features were as familiar as my nightmares.

The end of the war between Lorian and Darian was merely the beginning for him.

I knew it like I knew the shape of Daniel’s face. Marcus was only getting warmed up. If anything, having Darian and Lorian out of the way made Marcus’ task easier. There was less competition in his way. He wouldn’t have to fight the brothers himself. He could focus on whatever he was planning, instead of recruiting new bodies for their war.

I didn’t know why Marcus wanted to include me in his planning, or why he was so desperate to capture me. To date, he had sent three different Seekers to capture me. Three unique occasions that held their share of fear, pain, and betrayal. The only thing I really knew was that I had abilities before my seventeenth birthday, which was only three weeks away, and that I was able to turn people into a Nightstalker if I gave them my blood willingly. Alex was proof of that ability. She dealt with the reality every day.

Answers were important to me, but not having them wouldn’t stop me. I was determined never to let Marcus get what he wanted. I was determined to get Daniel’s parents out of prison and continue the mission I had decided on doing a long time ago. I was going to stop Marcus. I was going to fight him and kill him. He was the seed of the pain we had suffered.

Daniel put a hand on my arm, bringing me back to the present. He pointed at the land sliding past as three figures appeared like mirages out of the snow. I smiled as the familiar, tall form of Jackson, the slender, graceful form of Margaret, and the less-familiar, but still welcome, form of Preacher appeared against the backdrop of snow. I had harbored a small fear that they had been captured along with Han and Beatrice. Seeing them was proof that we had a chance at getting inside the fortress. If they could get past the sentries surrounding it, so could we.

Daniel turned to signal the control room to stop the ship. I turned as well. I couldn’t see inside the room from the distance we were at, but I knew River was up there, keeping the ship on course. The engine changed sounds as she powered down.

Jackson, Margaret, and Preacher followed the course of the ship as we slowed, staying parallel to us with an easy jog. Finally, the engines shifted gear again, and we pulled to a rough stop along the bank. Daniel grabbed Spider by the collar, to keep him from sliding off the boat at the jerky stop. The sudden movement wasn’t good for Spider. Daniel pulled Spider over to the rail as he lost his lunch.

Jackson didn’t wait for an invitation to board the ship. He jumped from the bank to the ship without hesitation. He was grinning, like normal, his face lit up with a mischievous smile. “Are we pirates now?” Jackson asked.

“I’m pretty sure Daniel has scurvy,” I said. “Which I think qualifies us.”

“And Clare keeps calling everyone matey,” Daniel added. “But I think that’s because she’s seen too many old movies.”

Jackson’s smile had grown with our teasing.

“Did you tell Clare about that time off the coast of Africa? That guy? And running that boat down and setting it on fire?” Jackson asked with a laugh. “Now that guy was a real pirate.”

“I believe he preferred the term corsair,” Daniel said.

“Well, he was a notorious liar,” Jackson said.

“And a thief, apparently,” I said.

I wanted to spend the reunion making jokes and laughing, but there was no use hiding from the truth. Jackson had been on a mission. I was more than curious to see what they had found out. They hadn’t said anything on the phone, and the suspense was killing me.

“What did you find out? Where are they? Are they close?” I asked.

“We should probably have this conversation in front of Reaper,” Daniel said. “He’ll want to hear. It’s not just us in this. It’s his people he’s committing to helping us rescue my parents.”

Jackson nodded in agreement and turned back to Margaret and Preacher. He gestured at them once and they disappeared back into the veil of snow. They didn’t need words to know what he wanted. They had obviously developed an unspoken language over the course of their two weeks together.

“Where are they going?” I asked.

“To keep an eye out,” Jackson said. “Marcus has scouts this far west. We’ve met two so far.”

“Met?” Alex asked, finally speaking up.

Jackson’s grin turned evil at the question. There was no doubt met meant fought and killed.

“Oh,” Alex said. She glanced at me, then at Spider, who was still trying to throw up, despite his empty stomach. It was obvious Spider needed someone to stay with him. He was also an excuse, a reason not to have to face Reaper, who Alex had been avoiding like the plague. “I’ll stay with him,” Alex offered. “Let me know everything.” She waved her hand in an all-encompassing manner meant to take in the information Jackson was going to share.

“I will,” I promised.

She nodded gratefully, turned back to Spider, and rubbed his back reassuringly. I followed Jackson and Daniel to the heavy, metal door that led to the decks below. I sighed at the real reason behind her refusal to join us.

Before we had left L.A., Alex and Reaper had fought, and the tension of it still hung in the air between them. They couldn’t seem to find the words to make it right. Alex was angry and thought Reaper enjoyed killing for killing’s sake, though she was happy that after their argument he had eradicated a long-standing rule that said anyone could fight him to the death and take his place as leader of the Saints. Reaper was angry, too, though I was less familiar with his reasons. He hadn’t shared, and I didn’t ask.

I knew that they didn’t know how to move past the awkwardness. I also knew they liked each other, which was a more pervasive tension than the argument that kept them from making amends. It was the real reason they were so afraid to start talking again. Neither seemed ready for the type of love story they would have if they let down their guard.

Three steps separated the inside from the heavy door leading outside. The interior walls were rusted and pitted from years at sea. Row upon row of living quarters was spaced throughout the endless corridors. Most of the rooms were small and perfect for one or two people, though they hadn’t been meant for Watchers, who were considered short at six-feet-tall.

The largest rooms, by far, were the galley and the area they had once used to hold cargo. Most people hung out in the cargo area when they weren’t out on missions.

Spider and Alex used the galley the most because they were the only two on board who ate. Reaper also used it also, when he was certain Alex wasn’t going to be in there and he could have the space to himself. It was the one place he could gather his generals without the noise of the others bogging the meeting down.

When we entered the galley, Reaper was leaning close to his laptop, reading the screen with a purposeful stare. His raven-black hair was pulled back in a knot at the nape of his neck, and his silver eyes were lost in the information on the screen in front of him. I thought at first he didn’t notice our entrance, but he held up a finger to tell us to wait a moment. He quickly typed something, a response to whatever he had been reading, and then shut the screen.

“Are we interrupting?” I asked.

“Always,” Reaper teased with a smile. Reaper’s eyes moved to Jackson. “I’m glad to see you’re safe,” he added. “Is Preacher on board? I would like to speak with him about some things that have come up in his absence.”

“He’s keeping an eye on things for us,” Jackson said.

“Oh. Of course,” Reaper said.

Jackson looked around the galley, getting his bearings in the unfamiliar surroundings and finding humor in it for some reason. Perhaps it was a memory we weren’t privy to or the idea that we were brave enough to weather the sea in such an old vessel. The silence stretched for a moment as Reaper looked to Jackson to start the conversation, to fill us in on what he had found out. Daniel nudged Jackson in the arm with a roll of his eyes.

“Would you spit it out?” Daniel asked.

“Spitting is a disgusting habit,” Jackson said. “I never do it.”

Jackson grinned at us, thinking he was funnier than he was. I sighed and waited for him to get to the point. Daniel laughed at the expression on my face. Jackson finally had enough of playing around. He was serious in a second.

“The fortress is...a fortress,” Jackson said.

“Thanks for that,” Reaper said dryly.

“The fortress is built into the mountain,” Jackson continued. “There are no places on the ground level that are easily accessible. Their venting is up high and not easily gotten to with the usual means. They have rotating patrols, so that the landscape is always covered. When one patrol goes out of range of an area, another patrol has eyes on it. In a word, it is impenetrable.”

Jackson’s words fell hard on Daniel’s emotions. His face fell, and his green eyes took on a darkness I had seen more often than I was comfortable. It was the darkness of lost hope. He was afraid rescuing his parents was impossible. If Reaper noticed the emotion on Daniel’s face, he didn’t mention it. Reaper focused on what was possible, instead of what wasn’t.

“Do you have a hiding place near the building?” Reaper asked Jackson.

Jackson nodded. “We found a cave near the fortress. The patrols haven’t found it yet, and Preacher has been keeping an illusion up, to make it look like a part of the mountain. He said that someone skilled in illusion would be able to tell it’s there, but no patrols have come looking yet.”

“Very well,” Reaper said. “A small group of us will go to the cave and check out the area. I can only come up with a plan if I know what I am dealing with. Not that I don’t trust your opinion but seeing is believing.”

“Suit yourself,” Jackson agreed. “When did you want to leave?”

“Give me fifteen minutes to get everything in order,” Reaper said. “Go ahead and call Margaret and Preacher back. I’ll have some of my people keep an eye out while Sara takes us to your cave.”

“Is Sara back?” I asked curiously.

Sara and Shawn, our resident taxis – walkers who could shift between one place and the next and so long as they had a visual – had been taking people around the world per Reaper’s orders since we had first boarded the ship two weeks ago. There were still missions to go on and things Reaper needed to take care of if he was going to keep the Saints in a good position to take on Marcus when the time finally came.

Sara and Shawn had taken Daniel and I on our share of missions, and I had gone to see Ellen to let her and the kids know where we were headed. Ellen, Sam, and Naomi were watching out for the kids we had adopted in New Orleans while we traveled to Alaska.

The kids weren’t happy about staying away, but Spider and I had agreed that after the fight at Lorian’s, and the consequent violence that had resulted, the risk of keeping them around was too great. Spider wasn’t going anywhere, and I wouldn’t have forced him to, but the others deserved peace. They deserved a chance at happiness. Ellen, Sam, and my aunt, Naomi, were the perfect people to give it to them.

Reaper nodded at my question. “Sara got back while you were topside.”

“So King is back?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Reaper agreed. “Why?”

“Oh. No reason,” I said awkwardly, trying for lightness but failing.

Lying wasn’t my forte. It never had been. The only time I was good at lying was when other people’s lives depended on it, and even then, I sometimes faltered.

Daniel’s eyes immediately moved to my face at my words. He didn’t need any other clue to know I had a reason for wanting to see King. One I didn’t want to share with him. I hadn’t mentioned my reason to him and he instantly assumed the reason was emotional. I mentally cursed myself for mentioning King in front of him.

“I’ll go find Margaret and Preacher, then,” Jackson said, oblivious to Daniel’s look and Reaper’s curiosity at the unspoken question in Daniel’s eyes and the refusal to answer them in mine.

“Fifteen minutes,” Reaper repeated.

Jackson nodded, and we moved out of his way to let him walk back out to the hall of the ship.

“Who do you think we should take with us?” I asked. “To the cave, I mean.”

Daniel was still staring at me, but he answered my question calmly. Whatever he was thinking, he was unwilling to let it affect our planning. He was business as usual.

“Me, you, Jackson, Margaret, Preacher, Reaper, Alex, and Spider,” he said.

“Spider?” I questioned.

“Yes,” Daniel agreed.

“Why?” I asked. “What’s he gonna do? Steal a stalagmite?”

“We need him there. I feel,” he hesitated, “like it’s important.”

I realized I wasn’t the only one keeping secrets. He had a vision he hadn’t shared with me, one that was about the mission we were about to go on. I trusted his secret-keeping was for as good a reason as mine was. Or at least I hoped it was.

“Okay,” I agreed.

“So, it’s settled?” Reaper asked.

“Unless you want to take some of your people?” Daniel asked.

“You are my people,” Reaper pointed out.

I smiled. “Awwww, you totally lurveee us,” I teased.

Reaper didn’t respond to my teasing, though his eyes did soften. “If that’s all, I have a couple of things I need to talk to River about. And I need to make sure everyone is ready. I don’t want any surprises,” he said.

“Of course,” Daniel said. “We’ll be in our room when you’re ready to go.”

Reaper nodded and gathered his things from the table. He passed us, headed to the control room. Daniel took my hand and pulled me down the hall to the small room we shared. At first, I thought he was going to ask me about my strangeness with King, but he had bigger issues on his mind.

He sat down on the bed and put his elbow on his knee. After a second, he placed his chin on his hand. The pose was pensive and sad. He looked at the floor for a moment, the sadness radiating from him, then he spoke. “Impenetrable,” Daniel whispered sadly, as if he thought speaking the word made it true.

I sighed and sat down next to him. The word had bothered me as well, but I knew nothing was impossible so long as what we wanted was on the other side of the word.

“You know how Jackson is,” I said. “I’m sure it’s an exaggeration.”

“Jackson does not exaggerate about defenses. He’s been trained to be accurate,” Daniel said.

“Accurate doesn’t mean right,” I argued.

“That doesn’t make any sense,” he said.

“Words are subjective, Daniel,” I said. “Jackson says impenetrable, you say kinda difficult, I say let’s go for it. We all have different opinions on things. Don’t freak out until you see the place for yourself.”

He thought about it for a moment. “You’re right,” he finally said.

I smirked at him. “I know.”

His mouth twitched with his impulse to smile. He smothered the impulse and another serious question formed on his lips.

“Have you had any more dreams?” he asked.

I turned away from him and looked at the wall. It was barren and ugly, but infinitely better than looking at him and admitting my fears. The truth was that I had been forcing myself to stay awake, despite my regular exhaustion after long and difficult missions. The dreams were too real to set them aside. Even with the desire to stay awake fueling me, I sometimes lost the battle. I was still too human not to sleep occasionally. The dreams were consistently scary, and I had forgotten what a good dream looked like.

My last dream had been terrifying. More than that, it felt real.

I had been in New York, in Times Square. Tourist city. There was a naked cowboy playing on the corner, tourists stopping to take pictures of the buildings, of the cowboy, anything they could take pictures of. Others were walking at a brisk pace to get home after a long day at work. It was the afternoon. The wind was crisp. The remains of a snowstorm piled along the edges of the sidewalk. It had turned brown from the traffic.

For some reason, I had been running toward a building. My legs were soaked from the snow and my breath came in heaving gasps. My heart pounded hard with adrenaline and fear. Something bad was about to happen. Panic was in my bones. I was running out of time as much as I was running toward the unknown.

Then, the world stopped. My vision dissolved into a world of white and the sound of ringing. The tourists and the people had changed into a nightmare. Chaos was king. Dead people were everywhere. Those who were still alive had blood running out of their eyes, ears, and nose. Blood shattered the peace of the city. In my heart, I knew everything had changed forever.

Daniel was waiting on my response. He was waiting to hear what horror I had dreamed up. It wasn’t only because my dreams felt real. They had a way of being true. He was convinced I was developing the same kind of gift for premonition he had. I was convinced nothing good could come of that gift as the only things I ever dreamed were of disasters. The disasters were stalking my dreams as much as Marcus did to the point where I didn’t know where Marcus ended and the disasters began.

I wanted to tell him no. I wanted to tell him that I had dreamed of us on a beach somewhere, relaxed and having fun, but that lie was dangerous. Beyond that, I couldn’t lie to Daniel and get away with it. Not that I really wanted to. Lies had torn us apart once. I wouldn’t let them again.

“Yes,” I said.

He put a hand on my chin and gently forced me to look at him. “You have to talk about it, Clare. It’s the only way to face what you see.”

“Says the guy who doesn’t talk about most of his visions,” I said.

“I’ve told you the important ones,” he said.

“Who says?” I asked.

He frowned. “Don’t go there,” he said.

“Where?”

“Accusing me of lying because you don’t want to talk about your scary dreams,” he said.

“Talking about it makes it real,” I said. “It breathes life into the vision.”

“I’m probably the only person you know who has the power and knowledge to interpret your dreams and stop them from happening,” Daniel pointed out.

“I know,” I sighed.

“Do you trust me?” he asked.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” I said.

“So, tell me,” he urged.

He put his hand on my cheek, extra incentive to spill the beans. His green eyes were full of the right amount of pleading and encouragement.

I gave in to the look. I didn’t feel like arguing with it. I told him the details of the dream. He listened in complete silence, keeping his hand on my face for comfort. When I was finished, he was thoughtful for a different reason. He stood and paced around the small space between the wall and the door. I pulled my legs off the ground and crossed them on the bed, to give him room. He put his hands behind his back and lowered his head thoughtfully as he walked.

“You sure it was New York?” he asked.

“You lived there, too. Wouldn’t you know it if you saw it?” I asked.

Daniel nodded in agreement, trusting my ability to remember a city street.

“You didn’t see any kind of date or event going on that could tell us when?” he asked.

“No,” I said. “It could have been any day. Tomorrow or ten years from now.”

He turned back to me, his eyes bothered by the truth. “I suppose there’s not a lot we can do about it right now,” he admitted.

I nodded in agreement. A dream was the last of our worries.

“Yeah, your parents need rescuing,” I said. “We can worry about New York blowing up afterward.”

Daniel’s grin was sarcastic. “It didn’t sound so good when you put it that way.”

“I mean it, though,” I said. “We’re going to get your parents out. We’ll see where we are after that.”

Daniel sat on the bed again, his expression thoughtful. “Have you noticed how much we keep saying that? ‘We’ll see where we are.’ We say that more than we say, ‘I know what to do.’”

There was no arguing with him. Our lives had turned into catching up to situations instead of preventing them. We were always two steps behind. It was annoying, but it was the best we could do under the circumstances.

“Yeah,” I agreed.

“Everything is so...” He struggled for the proper words.

“Up in the air?” I asked.

“Yep,” he agreed.

“That’s what we get for trying to save the world,” I said. “Everything comes with a price.”

“Even the truth,” Daniel said.

“Yes,” I agreed.

He eyed me carefully and tapped on the edge of the bed in a habitual way that meant he was either bored or thinking hard about something. It wasn’t boredom now. Something was on his mind. It was something a little less earth shattering than the world blowing up.

“Why’d you lie about King?” he asked.

“We aren’t having the King discussion again, are we?” I asked. “I told you. Nothing happened between us after I was rescued from Lorian’s prison.”

“But you did lie,” Daniel pointed out. “You never lie. Even when you should.”

“I’ve lied before,” I said.

“Not to me,” he said.

“Why are you being so pushy today?” I asked. “Normally you wait, and charm, and act cunning about getting information.”

“You don’t like it when I do that,” he said.

“That’s never stopped you before,” I said.

“Clare,” he said doubtfully.

It was the beginning of an unnecessary conversation. Despite being a super-being, he still had an overwhelming capacity for self-doubt. It was easy for him to think I had found someone else to fulfill my desires. He didn’t realize there would never be anyone but him. The emotion made him more human, which would have been a good thing any other time.

“I am not, nor will I ever, cheat on you,” I said.

“That’s not an answer to my question,” he pointed out.

“Life’s not fair,” I said.

His lips moved to form a retort. His retort was stopped by a knock on the door. He closed his eyes in irritation at the interruption. His eyes still closed, he said, “Come in, Alex.”

Alex opened the door and let it swing out until it bumped into the opposite wall. Her golden hair reflected the fluorescent light above, giving her the appearance of a halo. She looked at us for a moment, sensing the tension hanging in the air. Her x-ray eyes assessed our moods and our body language. More than that, the gift she had developed with my blood to see to the heart of things had switched into overdrive. It was an ability she had used to seal her place in the Saints.

While Spider had forged his place by being the go-to guy for anything anybody could ever need, Alex had become the go-to girl for confessions and therapy sessions. People depended on her for it now. No one could imagine a time when she wasn’t in the Saints. It was a talent I would have preferred she didn’t use on me so much.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“We’re arguing,” I admitted.

“Oh, it’s about King, isn’t it?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I agreed.

“How do you know about that?” Daniel asked suspiciously.

“Daniel, some things are better as surprises,” Alex said pointedly. “You know that better than anyone. What did Jackson say?”

“The place is a fortress,” I said. “We’re going to go and check it out. I think Reaper is hoping some grand epiphany will happen in his brain once he looks at the place.”

Alex made a disbelieving noise in the back of her throat, doubting Reaper would ever have any grand epiphany, but she didn’t say her thoughts out loud.

“Do I get to come, too?” she asked.

“Of course,” I said. “Not only would I not leave you, you wouldn’t stay if I tried to make you.”

“That’s true,” she said with a smile.

She took a step into the room, feeling more comfortable now that we had gotten past the tension of my argument with Daniel.

“I talked to Dad,” she added.

“Oh yeah?” I asked.

“They finally found a house they like,” she said. “They’re going to buy it. Apparently, they sold their houses in King’s Cross. Dad was more comfortable selling our house than Ellen was with yours. She had trouble with it. But I guess she’s determined to move on.”

I would have expected nothing less from Ellen. Selling her childhood home was a big step for her. I wasn’t sure it was one she was ready for. However, it was a step she was willing to take to make a new life with Sam. It made me proud of her. She was finally growing up.

“Where did they buy their new house?” I asked.

“Santa Monica,” Alex said. “It’s three doors down from Naomi. Dad managed to talk the people down.”

“Of course he did,” I said.

“He also told me that he and Ellen needed to talk to us about something,” she said.

“That sounds serious,” I said.

“Nah,” she disagreed. “You know how parents are. They think the smallest thing is something that’s going to freak us out. They’re probably gonna get married or something.”

“You’re probably right,” I said. “We should probably work on our surprised faces, though. Make sure we look totally shocked. We wouldn’t want to disappoint their expectations.”

“How’s this?” Alex asked. She made a face with the right amount of happy surprise and excited shock. Daniel and I laughed.

“Perfect,” I said.

“What’s perfect? Oh.”

Reaper had turned the corner of our door to see Alex taking up the space. Alex blushed and turned her face back to us, so she wasn’t looking at him. Reaper suddenly didn’t know where to put his hands, settling on his pockets. His expression was as uncomfortable as Alex’s was. It would have been adorable had I not been so frustrated with the two of them.

“You two had one little fight,” I said. “Isn’t it about time to forgive each other? It’ll be much less awkward for you both, at the very least. You know, since we’re on a cramped ship in the middle of the sea.”

“Clare, they can be awkward if they want,” Daniel said. “It’s not our place to fix them.”

“But you do agree that it’s silly for them to be so...” I gestured at them, aggravated.

Daniel looked between Alex and Reaper, who were exchanging an awkward glance at our conversation. It was the sort of glance that was the beginning of awareness. A glance that suggested they hadn’t known how transparent they were being.

“Of course it’s silly,” Daniel said with a sly look at the pair, “but it’s not our business if they want to be that way. A person has a right to be ridiculous.”

“You know that I’m the last person on this planet to be a busybody, but they’re being more than ridiculous about this,” I said. “Alex always tells us when we’re doing something wrong. There’s usually more shouting involved, too.”

“That’s true,” Daniel agreed.

“Besides, it’s our duty as friends to tell them when they’re being stupid,” I said.

“You could be on to something,” Daniel mused. “Maybe we should point it out to them.”

“I thought I did,” I said.

“Are you guys done talking about us like we aren’t here?” Alex huffed.

“I don’t know, are we?” I asked Daniel.

“Yes,” Daniel agreed.

Reaper coughed awkwardly. He wasn’t as calm as Alex was over our teasing, though I sensed she was plenty embarrassed. Reaper wasn’t used to being told something so bluntly. He was used to leading people, not having them tell him when he was being silly. But he respected me for my honesty. He liked that I never tried to suck up to him. “We’re ready to go,” Reaper said. “Everyone is waiting topside.”

“All right,” Daniel said.

Daniel was tapping on the bed again. I knew it wasn’t for the same reason as before. It was fear for his parents’ fate. I put a hand on his and held it tight, silent assurance that everything was going to be okay. His strong fingers wrapped around mine, telling me he got the message. Our touch sparkled with electricity, binding us together. It was a promise. Whatever happened, we would face it together. He wouldn’t face the question of his parents’ fate alone.

We followed Reaper to the heavy door that led outside. Alex followed behind us. She had her hands jammed into her heavy winter jacket and she had pulled a toboggan out of her pocket. She looked winter ready, but I had also never seen her look so uncertain. She stared at her feet as she walked, and her sadness for the situation she had created with Reaper was a song between us.

The icy wind of the outside was bitter after the warmth of the inside. Daniel’s electric touch was the only ward against the chill. Jackson was waiting with the others. King and River were next to Preacher and doing some catching up.

King looked the same. His head was bald, there was a tattoo of a king of spades on his neck, and his neon blue eyes cut through the white of the falling snow. River was different from one day to the next. Today, her hair was a combination of pink, blue, and purple stripes mixed into her black hair and she had a new piercing in her eyebrow.

King nodded at me when he saw me and glanced at Daniel curiously. The nod told me he had been successful with the task I had sent him on. The glance was because King could feel Daniel’s suspicious stare. It was as obvious as the day. I squeezed Daniel’s hand to get him to stop staring, and he obliged reluctantly. Spider was hanging on the rails and fighting the urge to throw up. He was eager to get off the ship and get on with whatever adventure we would find.

Sara was in the middle of the group, her stance calm and patient. She wasn’t wearing her normal, colorful jewelry. She, like the others, was wearing white; our winter camouflage. Her smile of greeting, more than the others, was respectful. She knew I was the one to take the whispering voices out of the darkness of the world she traveled from one place and the next. She felt the effect of Nemesis’ departure from the dark more than anyone did and respected me for taking away one of her nightmares.

A group of five others was preparing to jump to the bank and to keep lookout in Margaret and Preacher’s stead.

“Keep the ship moving north,” Reaper told River.

“I know. You told me,” River said.

“I’ll call when we’re ready,” he added.

“You told me that, too. You better leave before you tell me how to breathe, too,” River teased.

Reaper nodded in agreement, a small smile on his face. He trusted River to do what needed to be done, and it was time to let her do it. He held out his hand to Sara. She took it and waited for the rest of us to do the same. Daniel and I shared a look of readiness and a warning to be careful and stretched out our hands.

We weren’t sure what was waiting for us, but we knew there was no turning back. We were committed to the path ahead. More than Daniel’s happiness depended on it.

Lives hung in the balance.
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CHAPTER 2
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The cave Sara set us down in wasn’t special in any way. At least, it wasn’t how I had imagined a secret hideout.

Water dripped endlessly from somewhere, and it was dark and cold. The only source of light was a small halogen lantern set near a wall opposite from me. Next to the light were three chairs. A breeze gusted around the enclosed space and brought with it a foul smell I couldn’t place.

To the left, front and back of me were the walls of the cave. To the right was an endless stretch of tunnels that went back out of sight. The tunnels branched off and recessed into darkness more complete than anything I had ever seen. The tunnels created a feeling of space, despite the low ceiling and thick walls. It was space I was happy to embrace. The walls were too close. There was nothing separating me from the ceiling caving in and crushing me.

I focused on the furniture, instead of the feeling of enclosure. I wasn’t a fan of small spaces, not since getting locked in a tomb in one of New Orleans’ oldest cemeteries. It had been the first time I had realized how space could affect a person’s psyche. Goosebumps that had nothing to do with the chilly climate crawled along my back.

I wanted out.

“Cozy,” I said, trying to keep the others from noticing my discomfort.

“I wanted to bring in a sofa and a couple of chairs, to add Feng Shui you understand, but Cave in the Middle of Nowhere doesn’t have delivery,” Jackson said.

“Shame,” I said.

“Isn’t it?” Jackson asked.

“This place has more funk than Shui,” Alex said, holding her hand to her nose. “What’s that stink?”

“Oh. I don’t know,” Jackson admitted. “I think something died back in the caves. We haven’t found the source of it yet. We’ve had other things on our minds.”

“It’s foul,” Alex said. “How can you stand it? I thought Watchers were supposed to have advanced...everything?”

Jackson smirked at Alex. “We absolutely have advanced everything. You stop smelling it after an hour or two.”

“Awesome,” Alex said, rolling her eyes.

“Are you done?” Daniel asked us.

He wasn’t as interested in furniture or wayward smells in the dark. His eyes were focused on the wall to the left in a way I knew was dangerous, not only for himself but for those who were keeping Han and Beatrice. He was determined and hyper-focused. It was a look I didn’t test, not without a willingness to be burned by it.

“Are you?” I asked Jackson.

“Sure. There’s violence to be had. So, let’s get on with it,” Jackson said eagerly.

Reaper was also looking at the wall to my left. His silver eyes were impressed with what he saw. He walked over and put a hand against the seemingly firm wall. He didn’t use his gift of turning to smoke, but his hand still went through the rock. The wall didn’t ripple or move with Reaper’s touch, remaining as solid-looking as the others.

“You haven’t lost your touch, Preach,” Reaper complimented Preacher. “This is amazing work.”

“Thank you,” Preacher said with a small smile. His orange eyes cut through the dark as he eyed the wall. “Would you like me to keep the illusion up?”

Reaper nodded. “For now. Can you make sure we aren’t seen when we go outside? They might have people watching this area.

“I’ll do my best,” Preacher said.

“I can help with that,” Margaret said. “I’ll turn the storm this way.”

“Good. The more cover the better,” Reaper said.

“Yeah, speaking of that. Let’s go look,” Daniel said.

He was impatient. He looked ready to storm the building by himself. I wasn’t the only one who noticed.

“Are you sure you can stay calm?” Reaper asked. “This is your family we’re talking about. I wouldn’t want your emotions to get the better of your judgment.”

One of Daniel’s eyebrows arched dangerously. It was a look that came with a recommendation: don’t question him. He would do whatever it took to free them. His impatience wouldn’t get the better of him. I knew that for a fact. Daniel had mastered waiting. He might fidget and get annoyed, but he never acted without forethought.

Reaper smiled at Daniel, not taking the threat as seriously as others would have, and stepped through the seemingly solid wall. The others followed him. I hesitated. It wasn’t because I didn’t want to be shown how impossible it would be to rescue Han and Beatrice. The cold, tingling shock of being watched was traveling through my body in a message of awareness.

The others didn’t seem to notice the feeling. As trained and aware as they were, I knew they would have felt the feeling if it were real. The excitement and fear were obviously getting to me. Still, I couldn’t help but turn and look at the deep recesses of the cave for an answer to the feeling. Even looking straight at the darkness, the feeling didn’t fade.

“Clare?”

I turned at the sound of Alex calling my name. The others had already left. Daniel’s impatience had hurried their exit. Her eyes pierced mine through the dimly-lit area. Around the question, there was worry. She knew something wasn’t right. She could tell from the expression on my face. I rolled my shoulders and tried to force the feeling from my mind. It was my nerves. They wouldn’t help what we were trying to do.

“Yeah?” I asked.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“A feeling,” I said.

“Uh-oh,” she said.

“It’s nothing,” I said.

“When is it ever?” she asked.

I smiled and ignored the question. I hooked my hand through her arm and pulled her toward the wall. I focused on stepping through the wall, so that I wasn’t focused on following through on my first impulse that would have me doing something dangerous.

Going lone wolf in a dark cave was the last thing we needed in the middle of a rescue mission. I had promised Daniel I wouldn’t do that anymore. I had promised him to think before I acted. Too, I feared the darkness more than I would have admitted to anyone.

Walking through the wall was no different than walking through an open door. There was no resistance, nothing to impede us from stepping out of the inside of the cave to the outside. The illusion was nothing more than a trick of the eye.

The outside of the cave was much more dramatic than the inside. Steep mountains covered in a mantle of snow reached up around us like a steeple. We were up high, but the mountains still loomed over us. They were never-ending.

The mountains had a sense of time, of place. They were majestic and terrifying. It was obvious they cared little for the humans crawling along its surface. We were nothing more than a blip on its timeline. They would outlast us by generations. It was comforting to know something would, but also weird to feel the sense of time in such a dramatic way. It was as if the mountains were looking down on us and saying, ‘See? Even you won’t last as long as me.’

Above us, and shimmering like a mirage in the desert, was a wall of rock; Preacher’s attempt to keep us from prying eyes. The illusion was only a half inch from the top of my head. It did nothing to stop the falling snow from collecting in our hair and on our faces.

The snow had changed. It was no longer lace gently falling to the earth. Now it cast wet stones to the ground with a vengeance. It obscured the mountainside, though it didn’t stop us from seeing down to the valley below. A freezing wind chilled me to the bone, and any skin I had left exposed to the elements immediately started to hurt. Dark clouds moved over our heads, closing us in more. It was as claustrophobic as the cave, despite the sense of space. It was Margaret’s doing, though I wished for a warmer attempt to keep us from being seen.

Daniel and the others were crouched down near a row of heavy rocks along the edge of the mountain. A short trail separated them from the cave. There was less space separating them from a fall straight down the mountain. Daniel gestured for us to crouch down as soon as I was outside. Alex and I both knelt and waddled like ducks until we were close to the rocks. There wasn’t a lot of room along the edge of the cliff, but we found a place next to Daniel. His green eyes were busy surveying the valley below. I tried to see what he saw. My eyes strained against the cold and the bitter wind to see so far.

I saw the tiny specks of people as they roamed the icy landscape. There was nothing to differentiate between one person and the next, no hint of a weakness. At least, not to me.

The building was easier to see. It was large and as solid as the mountain. There was no escaping it. It was carved out of the rock, like Jackson had said. It wasn’t an elegant carving. 

Blocky and purposeful, it had been carved with the word fortress in mind. Towers rose at regular intervals from the blocky structure. Windows were minimal. There were more windows the higher the structure was from the ground, but those were narrow and looked as if they held a defensive purpose. The rock above the structure had been blown away, so that there wasn’t an easy way to crawl down to the roof. The landscape in front of the fortress was flat and icy. It would be easy to tell if someone was approaching.

The others saw more than artistic choices in design. Their eyes moved across the mountainous landscape, cataloging defenses, strategies of the enemy, and knew the secrets of the place before I’d even surveyed the rocky surface.

Reaper moved closer to us and got Daniel’s attention. He made some complicated hand gestures I didn’t understand, then pointed back at the cave. Daniel nodded and touched Jackson on the arm. Jackson nodded as well.

Alex and I shared an exasperated look.

“Ever feel left out?” I asked in a low whisper.

She rolled her eyes in agreement.

Jackson tapped me on the shoulder and shook his head, to keep me from saying anything else. He gestured us back into the cave. I sighed and followed the others. As soon as we were inside again, I was irritable.

“Why did we go out there for two seconds?” I asked. “Doesn’t looking at defenses take more time?”

“That’s as long as it took to see that storming the place is impossible,” Daniel said.

“I could have told you that when Jackson used the word fortress,” I said.

“I thought you were supposed to be the optimistic one?” Daniel asked.

“Why do you need to storm the place?” Spider asked.

“To get Han and Beatrice out,” Reaper said, his words carrying the duh.

Spider shook his head at Reaper’s misunderstanding.

“That’s not what I meant,” Spider said. “You’re looking at it all wrong. Storming the place is what it’s designed for. They’ve designed it to withhold a siege. They clearly expected company one day. You said it yourself that Marcus is paranoid. But paranoia can’t account for all the ways into a building. No place is ever really impenetrable.”

“Sneaking in is impossible, too,” Daniel said, his face darkened by the seriousness of his thoughts. “They’ll have sensors and people watching the sensors. We would get caught in a second.”

Spider laughed. “That’s why I like people as a rule. They underestimate my ability to sneak.”

“That’s a great reason to like people,” I said dryly.

“Yup,” Spider agreed.

“You should listen to the boy,” a new voice added. “No place is without weaknesses.”

We spun to face the person, who was in the same direction where I had sensed eyes on my back. I had my knife out of my boot before I knew what I was facing. The others had similar reactions.

Reaper had pulled out his gun and had forced Spider behind him before I had my knife half way out. Daniel had pulled out a gun as well, which surprised me. I hadn’t known he was carrying one. He pointed it at the darkness, his eyes surveying the space for the enemy we knew was lurking. Sara had a curved knife as long as my forearm in her hand. I wasn’t sure where she had hidden it, but I wasn’t going to ask, not with the look on her face. Preacher, Jackson, and Margaret were the only ones who hadn’t pulled a weapon out. Their bodies were tense, though, expectant.

“Oh, don’t be ridiculous. If I had wanted you dead, you’d be dead.”

It was then I recognized the sultry, accented voice. The playfulness of it didn’t hide the person’s penchant for bringing trouble. It was someone I had never wanted to see again.

“You like to use people too much to kill them, Serenity,” I retorted, not lowering my knife. “We both know that.”

“Hm, still charming people with your wit, I see,” Serenity said.

Serenity finally stepped into the light with her words. She was wearing a snowsuit and a cute, white hat that would have looked ridiculous on me. Her ebony skin was perfect, unblemished, and her golden eyes were pale in the light of the lamp. She didn’t make a sound as she walked, her heavy boots not detracting from her grace.

“Don’t let my charm overwhelm you. I’m really quite annoyed,” I said.

Daniel stepped in front of me. It was a small step, but enough of one to put his body in front of mine should there be a fight. He trusted Serenity about as much as I did, only he knew her well enough to know the full extent of her dangerous abilities. His anger radiated between us like a living force. It connected me to the past he shared with her and his defiance of the Watcher Serenity worked for, a powerful seer by the name of Odette.

“I thought you were going to stay clear of my business,” Daniel gritted out, threatening.

Serenity’s golden eyes flashed with irritation. She kept her irritation out of her voice, however. She maintained her silky purr.

“I don’t remember agreeing to the threat you made. I listened as you made it, darling, but I didn’t agree to it,” Serenity said.

“I thought it was pretty clear that I didn’t want to see you again,” Daniel said. “Not after what you did in New Orleans.”

“If I remember correctly, I saved your life,” Serenity said.

“Only after putting it in danger,” Daniel said. “Only after putting Clare’s life in danger, so you could line up whatever vision your boss had of us.”

“You’re not seriously blaming me for what happened in New Orleans?” Serenity asked. “I told you to be down there at a certain time. I’m not to blame for what happened after you took my advice. I can’t control everything in the universe.”

“But you like to try. I know Odette told you what to expect. She sees everything,” Daniel argued.

“You flatter her,” Serenity said. “You’re also wrong. I had no idea what would happen in New Orleans. I played my part as I was asked to play it. Yes, by Odette, as is my duty and my obligation. The rest is for people much smarter than me to figure out.”

“Aren’t we a little off topic here?” Reaper asked, stepping up to join the conversation.

His body language wasn’t as aggressive as Daniel’s was, but he didn’t trust Serenity either. It was in the change I noticed in his posture and the slight hint that he thought he was being manipulated. “What are you doing here, and how on earth did you know we would be here now?” Reaper asked.

“Reaper, sweetheart, it’s good to see you again,” Serenity said with a quick smile in Reaper’s direction. Her golden eyes had turned sultry. “You look positively delicious.”

Reaper’s mouth twitched with the compliment, but he wasn’t to be distracted. “You’re evading the question,” he pointed out.

“Oh, don’t be silly.. I just find it abominably rude not to say hello to old acquaintances before starting in on the business at hand,” Serenity said.

“What about me?” Jackson asked. “Do I qualify as an old acquaintance?”

Serenity smiled. It was the first genuine smile I had seen on her face. There was no flirting, and no sense of trying to manipulate him. “More like a brother-in-arms, I should think,” she said.

Serenity’s eyes moved to Margaret, who was hovering near Jackson’s right arm with the sort of alien grace most Watchers couldn’t match. Margaret’s violet eyes were calm, despite the unwelcome surprise of seeing Serenity. Through the calm was a silent warning not to be overly familiar with Jackson. Serenity knew better than to test the power of that stare.

“And Margaret, too,” Serenity said. “It’s good to see familiar faces among the new.”

“There was a point somewhere, wasn’t there?” I asked, getting impatient at her continual disregard for straightforwardness.

Serenity sighed and met my eyes with an intensity that surprised me.

“I came to help,” she said.

“Help?” I asked skeptically.

Her version of help tended to involve situations I liked to avoid, like murder, mayhem, and buildings exploding.

“With the rescue mission,” Serenity said. “I would like to help you get Han and Beatrice back.”

“How did you hear about that?” I asked.

“I have my ways,” Serenity said.

“Speaking of that, how did you find us again?” Reaper asked. “I don’t think you said.”

“Odette,” Daniel said. “Serenity doesn’t go anywhere unless she says go. I’m sure Odette has been spending her time keeping up with us, meddling as she often does.”

“Ah,” Reaper said.

“We don’t need the help,” Daniel added to Serenity. “We will figure it out on our own. I told you that I don’t need Odette to mess around in my life, or Clare’s life. We will do fine on our own.”

“Not to be a downer,” Spider said, “but weren’t you talking about how impossible getting into the fortress would be? My fiancée has a way in. I say we let her help.”

Serenity’s eyes had widened at Spider’s casual use of the word fiancée, but she didn’t argue with his words, not when they were pointing out the need for her help.

“I have a plan. It will work. Odette has foreseen it,” Serenity said.

“No thanks,” Daniel said through clenched teeth.

It was all he could do to contain his pent-up anger. Serenity didn’t understand how strongly Daniel felt about Odette. She didn’t understand how he felt Odette had nearly taken something he loved from him: me. The last time he had given in and used her plan everything had gone sideways. He had gotten hooked on a drug that made killing too easy, and I had gotten kidnapped and tortured. While Serenity hadn’t done those evil things directly, it was her plan, and Odette’s, that had sent us there. We were still recovering from what had happened. She wasn’t going to do it to us again. Not if Daniel could help it.

Too, what proof was there that Odette hadn’t sent Serenity to us for reasons unknown, knowing Han and Beatrice wouldn’t make it? What if Serenity wanted a chance to infiltrate Marcus’ fortress for some other reason? What if she somehow got Han and Beatrice killed because of her ‘help’? It wasn’t a risk Daniel was willing to take.

“We should at least hear her out,” Reaper suggested tentatively. “Words are words. They have no meaning until we act on them.”

“I’m not interested in dealing with the devil. Han and Beatrice will never forgive me if I give up my soul to set them free,” Daniel said.

“Oh, darling, you’ve gotten rather dramatic. It’s your girlfriend’s influence, no doubt,” Serenity said, looking at me.

I bowed ironically as Daniel’s face hardened into a deadly resolve. The resolve in his face had me reconsidering her offer. Violence was imminent. I didn’t want the fight, and I trusted her even less than Daniel did. She was a liar and a master manipulator.

But we also had to take help where we could get it. If she had firsthand knowledge of how to get inside, and how to rescue Daniel’s parents, then we had to hear her out. It didn’t mean we had to trust her, but hearing what she had to say couldn’t hurt, beyond the pain of her taking forever to get to the point. If her plan didn’t seem on the level, we could send her packing, or cave into the desire to make her pay for her part in bringing Daniel and me the worst months of our lives.

Sure of my desire to hear her out, I reached out and touched Daniel’s clenched fist. His mind was reluctant to let me in, and his body was tense with the need to fight. The darkness of his thoughts consumed him to the point of physical violence. It was taking a lot of willpower not to attack. Darkness swirled against the green of his eyes.

I tugged on his hand, to get his attention, and moved his body around, so that he was forced to look at me instead of Serenity. His green eyes moved away from Serenity’s golden ones reluctantly. His glare didn’t fade with the switch, though he finally allowed me into his mind.

We should listen to her, I said.

His eyes narrowed at my suggestion. No, he replied.

Do you want Han and Beatrice back? I asked.

Of course I do, but I don’t want to owe her anything. She’ll make us pay for her help. She always does. It’s always a heavy price, he said.

I understand that but―

You of all people should know not to trust her, he interrupted.

I don’t trust her. But I feel...

I hesitated. It was hard to put into words the emotion I felt in my chest. It was an irrational urge to do whatever Serenity suggested. The urge was too strong to ignore. Ignoring it was deadly. I knew that without having the words to express it. Her plan would work. We had to trust it.

I want Han and Beatrice back. Serenity is the only person I know of that can turn invisible. She managed to hide in the cave without any of you noticing and you’re all super-Watchers. She’s our best way in, and you know that. Time to put on your big-boy pants and do what you have to.

Clare, Daniel warned me, not liking my tone.

Listen to what she has to say. If you think she’s up to something, kill her. I’ll help. At least then I won’t have to deal with her flirting with you.

He was shocked at my suggestion. His expression turned boyishly surprised. The darkness had left his eyes at the shock, which was a relief. I laughed at him and touched him on the cheek with a playful gesture. His face softened, and he smiled back. Then he lowered his gaze to search the ground as he thought over my words.

“We’ll hear you out,” Daniel finally decided. “But Clare gave me permission to kill you if I think you’re trying to harm us in any way.”

“I did,” I agreed.

Either Serenity took the threat seriously or she had gotten tired of games. She didn’t smolder or say something smart. She simply started talking, her words precise, as if she had rehearsed them. “Your man here can create illusions.” Serenity pointed at Preacher. It wasn’t a question, more like a reminder. “Can he create illusions with substance? Illusions that can be touched?”

“I can,” Preacher confirmed. “It takes a lot of effort, but if I have no distractions, it’s possible.”

Serenity nodded. “Good. This is the plan. Preacher creates an illusion of a group of people. We let them get caught and follow them into the building. Marcus’ soldiers will be our way in. They’ll think they’ve caught a threat, then give us free passage inside. It’s the only way to gain access into the building. Sneaking around without it is impossible. Someone will notice us.”

Spider looked disappointed by her words. It was as if she had broken a sacred promise between them. Her next words returned some of his adoration of her.

“I should say, sneaking in without a distraction is impossible,” Serenity added. “We will have to be precise, but if we position ourselves near the door, using my talent and Margaret’s, we should have no problem getting past undetected.”

“If you can get me close enough to the building, I can use my talent to make sure we get in,” Reaper pointed out. “Even if Preacher’s illusion fails.”

“I can get you close enough, but we will have to be a small group. Four at the most,” Serenity said.

“A four-person rescue mission?!” Jackson scoffed. “You need force and firepower to get that sort of thing done!”

“Normally, I would agree with you,” Serenity said. “But not this time. To get to them, we need to be silent. At least, on the way in. Getting caught before we reach them will only cause problems.”

“Or we could use both,” Jackson suggested. “Do you remember that valley with the old church? It was close to the same situation. The Nazis had it well-fortressed, and there was no way in without getting seen. So we started a firefight to distract the guards, while you and your sister snuck in to get our men out. We could do the same here. We could start a fight and draw their attention away from you.”

“You want a reason to shoot people,” I accused.

Jackson shrugged at my words and looked around the group for their opinions. “The plan could work,” he said.

“It would have to be well-timed,” Serenity warned. “We do not want them locking the place down before we’re ready. There would also have to be a lot of chaos. They can’t direct their attention in any one place, or we’ll get noticed.”

“It’s manageable, though,” Reaper said. “We could make it work. If my people keep their distance, we might manage it without any casualties.”

“That would definitely be a good thing,” I said.

Daniel looked angry that her plan was so good and that the others were on board with it. Her plan was obviously the only choice. It wasn’t a choice he was going to accept easily despite the logic. It was easier to be angry.

“And what price must we pay for your helpfulness?” Daniel asked. “A lung? My firstborn? The world on a silver platter?”

Serenity’s eyes switched back to being playful. She didn’t take offense to his hatefulness. Rather, she seemed to enjoy it. It was proof she had gotten under his skin. “A trip. A simple visit,” Serenity said.

Daniel understood her meaning. “No,” he said firmly.

“It’s not up to you,” Serenity said. “It’s Clare’s choice. It always has been.”

“What is?” I asked.

“She wants you to go see Odette,” Daniel said before Serenity could spin the truth to her liking.

It was obviously a conversation the two of them had before, one I hadn’t been privy to. Daniel hadn’t wanted to share the idea of a visit to Odette with me. I didn’t blame him. From the sound of it, Odette wasn’t the sort of Watcher I went and saw without it being a big deal.

“Oh,” I said. “Why?”

“She didn’t say why,” Serenity said with a shrug. “A favor for a favor. What do you say?”

The others looked at me, to see how I would answer. Though no one was eager to speak for me, or make my choice, they had opinions. Alex’s cool eyes were telling me I shouldn’t do it. She didn’t trust Serenity. She trusted the fact that we would be double-crossed. Alex wasn’t the only one who cautioned against agreeing to Serenity’s demands. No one was certain that yes was the proper response. No one could see the endgame of Serenity’s offer. Even Jackson, who knew Serenity longer than anyone else, was warning me with his eyes. They were telling me that Odette wasn’t a Watcher I took advice from without there being consequences. Her power was immense, and her ability to see the future reached far beyond Daniel’s. They feared it and questioned whether I would be manipulated into a future none of us wanted to face.

Despite the feeling that they were right to fear her power, I didn’t have the same feelings. I knew she was powerful and saw centuries into the future, but that didn’t mean her future had any meaning for me. I could always change the future. It was easier than changing the past.

And, it was possible she could give me answers as to why I was hunted and different. Her answers might mean stopping Marcus. I wouldn’t let their fear prevent me from that. Not only that, I refused to leave Han and Beatrice to certain torture and death because Odette wanted to speak with me. It was a simple choice.

I avoided Daniel’s eyes as I made my decision. “I’ll do it,” I told Serenity.

“I trust you’ll keep your word,” Serenity replied. Though her voice was silk-like, it was a threat that she would keep me to my word.

It was one I didn’t like.

“I said, I’ll do it,” I said firmly. “I don’t need threats.”

She nodded once, a silent promise to keep me to my word, no matter the cost. Then, she turned her attention to the others. “I believe we have some planning to do,” Serenity said. “Our timing needs to be precise. I would hate to get caught with my pants down.

“It’d be the first time,” Daniel muttered.

Reaper took control of the room. Now that the promise was made, it was time to focus. He was used to such measures of command. He was also used to Serenity holding back. His eyes raked the darkness behind Serenity. Daniel and I weren’t the only ones who knew Serenity always held a hand she didn’t always show until it was necessary.

“Before we begin, I think you should bring your people in on this discussion,” Reaper told Serenity.

“My people?” Serenity asked innocently.

Reaper wasn’t fooled. “If we’re going to do some planning, I’d prefer to do it without a crosshair on my forehead,” he said.

“I would never point a weapon at you,” Serenity said, hurt.

Reaper’s expression turned sarcastic. Serenity sighed and snapped her manicured fingers once.

Two figures immediately detached themselves from the shadows at the snap. The movement was graceful and perfect, two lions moving in for the kill. The others gripped their weapons again, though less dramatically as when Serenity had first spoken. It was a tensing of muscles and wary distrust for people they couldn’t see.

The first figure had olive skin and dark, sultry eyes. His hair was curly, and his face was a combination of mystery and sexy appeal. He made the other Watchers in the room look as if they were trying too hard to be beautiful. His appeal was animal and unintentional. I recognized him. He had been a  bartender at Serenity’s bar in New Orleans and had also been her spy at Marcus’ nest. His name was Mick. The moment I connected eyes with him I felt a subtle blush of heat. It was unstoppable.

I looked away from his eyes and saw Alex having the same reaction. Her pale cheeks were flooded with color, highlighting the blue in her eyes. Mick didn’t register our embarrassed looks. He was focused on Serenity and the scene that was playing out in front of us.

The second figure stayed in the shadows a couple of seconds longer than Mick. I strained my eyes to see, wondering at the hesitation. Through the darkness, the person felt familiar. It was as if I had met the person but had never really gotten to know them. I wondered at the connection.

In the next moment, my unspoken question was answered. The shadowy figure took the last step forward. The light touched his somber face, and I saw the reason behind the sense of familiarity.

It was Eli.

He had changed. His blond hair was cut in a military style, and his face was more confident. There was no question of his heritage. He knew what being a Watcher meant and how he played into the bigger picture of things. The quiet demeanor was the same, but the certainty was new. He had answers that brought him confidence. He was no longer the street kid. He was a Watcher.

His eyes, one blue and one brown, searched our group questioningly. They were the only place I saw doubt. His eyes moved from my face to Spider’s, and, finally, to Alex’s. His cautious glance was uncertain. It questioned if he wanted the coming drama.

Spider looked as if he had been slapped in the face. Eli had been his brother, his protector from a lifetime of bullies and criminals on the streets. He had been the first to save Spider from a life of crime and to give him safety in the storm, and then he had abandoned him without as much as a word of parting. Eli had cut Spider out of his life as easily as a tailor cut a piece of thread before moving on to another garment. To see Eli after so many months of bitter resentment and hurt was a blow to Spider’s emotions. For the first time since meeting Spider, I saw a boy crushed by the weight of his pain.

Alex had a different reaction. Instead of pain, she felt anger. It was written across her face like a map of her emotional turmoil. I understood the anger. It was the same kind I felt at seeing the pain in Spider’s eyes. It was the same anger I felt at knowing the hurt she was going through. Her anger was also the fury of being scorned by a person she could have loved. It was loss and betrayal. It was seeing a man who had fled their shared experience of the joining like the coward he was.

Her rage flared out of control.

There was no slow fight of milky white against brilliant blue. Her eyes shifted to white in a second’s time. Her face contorted with her anger. A slow shifting of muscles formed underneath her skin. Sinew and bone moved and rearranged as she fought to maintain control. She was close to turning into a Nightstalker.

“Alex,” I warned quietly.

It had worked before to stop her from doing something she regretted, but this time it wasn’t enough. She was too angry, too wrapped up in her hurt. She looked at me when I spoke, awareness dawning behind the white, but she was too far gone in the change. She couldn’t control what was happening any more than she could control her emotions. The anger was too intense, and Eli’s presence was too unexpected. The monster was crawling to the surface and she didn’t have the power to stop it.

Before anyone could react, Alex ran away. To protect us all from her wrath. She disappeared into the darkness of the tunnels faster than I thought possible. Her feet on the stone changed sounds as she shed her boots in favor of a more beastly set of feet. Sharp nails tore up the rock as she sprinted as fast as she could away from Eli, away from the pain. The others, those who weren’t aware of what she could do, listened to the sounds in confusion. Those of us who knew the truth listened with regret. My hope was that she wouldn’t find anyone in the caves to hurt, or anyone who would hurt her first.

I started to follow her, to stop her from herself, but Daniel stepped in front of me. He blocked my path with no fear to the way I was purposefully gripping my knife.

“Daniel, I love you, but move,” I warned.

“You don’t know where she’s going. You’ll end up lost and circling the caves for days,” he said. “That helps no one.”

“I’m not going to wait for her to come back to me. I did that once, and it was a mistake,” I said.

“Wait just a minute. Let’s talk about it,” he suggested.

“You have a minute,” I gritted out reluctantly.

Eli finally spoke, his voice filled with hate. “I don’t see what the problem is. Leave her to the caves. She deserves whatever she finds in there.”

Spider and I had similar reactions of violence. Jackson grabbed Spider by the shirt before he could attack Eli and get seriously hurt. Daniel grabbed me as well, though I had no doubt Eli would be the one in pain when I finished with him. Daniel had to hold on tighter than normal to get me to stop. It wasn’t inhuman anger that made me extra strong. It was love for Alex. I fought against his touch as much as I could without hurting him, eager to give Eli what his comment and actions deserved. Eli didn’t smirk or try to rub in his comment. He merely looked at Spider and me as if he couldn’t understand our reactions. Like we were aliens he was meant to observe.

Reaper, cool and calm, despite the anger in his silver eyes, stepped in front of Eli. He looked Eli in the eyes for a second, assessing him. Then he punched him as hard as he could.

Eli flew back and hit the opposite wall with a resounding thud. Dirt and rock fell on top of him as he bounced off the wall and hit the cave floor. Silver blood trickled from his nose. Eli wiped at it angrily and, a second later, it was healed.

Reaper kept his place, not caving into the desire in his eyes to hit Eli again while he was down. I knew how strong of a desire it was. If Daniel hadn’t been holding me around the waist with both arms, I would have run over to Eli and kicked him a couple of times to make sure he got the point.

“You will watch your mouth,” Reaper warned in a low tone.

“Do you know what she is?” Eli asked. “Do you know what monster you protect?”

Reaper glanced at me, his eyes aware that we were keeping Alex’s condition a secret. He didn’t know the details, but he had felt the secrets. The use of the word monster startled him. He wasn’t prepared for such strong words, not about Alex. He didn’t let it show in his eyes while looking at Eli. He had a point to make. “She’s a Saint, one of mine. That’s all I need to know. Speak ill of her or touch her and I will end you.”

Eli clamped his mouth shut and pushed off the cave floor. Serenity shot Eli a warning look. Her glance suggested she was disappointed in him. They had obviously talked about starting fights over Alex’s ability to change into a Nightstalker. She had warned him to keep his mouth shut. It took a tremendous amount of willpower to hold his tongue, especially with the rest of us looking daggers at him. His anger went beyond anger for being hit. Eli was prejudiced against Nightstalkers. One had killed his mother. He had never found the killer, so he took his anger out any he could find. It was his personal mission to eradicate them from the world.

That mission happened to include my best friend.

Eli stepped back into place behind Serenity without another word. His glare spoke volumes. Reaper didn’t return the glare as he took a couple of steps back to join Sara and Preacher. He had made his point. He didn’t waste time pushing it beyond what was necessary. Reaper thoughtfully looked at the darkness of the tunnels.

“Someone should follow her,” Reaper pointed out. “We can’t leave her here. There’s no telling what could happen.”

“I’m going,” I said. “I’m the only one who can find her.”

“I thought you were gung-ho about rescuing Han and Beatrice,” Daniel said, trying his best to distract me from the danger of following an enraged Nightstalker into an unknown cave system.

“I am,” I said. “But let’s be serious for a minute. You know Serenity will never agree to me going with you to get them. She won’t risk me dying and abstaining from my end of the bargain.”

“She’s right,” Serenity agreed. “I was thinking of Jackson, Daniel, me, and the boy.”

Spider finally looked away from Eli, surprised. He obviously hadn’t expected to get to go inside the fortress. He had thought he’d be forced to sit in the cave and watch the fun from a safe distance. It was something he had put up with a lot while with the Saints. He grinned at the thought of being involved so closely in the action, his anger finding an outlet in motion. I didn’t know if it was a healthy outlet, but it would have to do for the time being.

“I don’t―” Daniel started to protest at her selection.

“It’s a sound group,” Reaper said. “Spider can get into areas they have protected against Watchers and you three make a formidable match against anybody looking for a fight. With Serenity’s stealth, your ability to see the future and Jackson’s brute strength, you can manage anything.”

Daniel wasn’t happy at Reaper’s suggestion. It was logical, but it left Daniel with a problem. Namely, me. With everyone occupied, I would have the freedom to do as I pleased, which normally got me in trouble.

“Which leaves Clare free to wander a cave system looking for Alex, who may or may not turn up?” Daniel asked skeptically.

“I’ll go with her,” Reaper offered. “You do trust me to look after Clare, don’t you?”

“Excuse me?” I asked.

Daniel ignored me. He nodded seriously at Reaper’s question. There was no doubt in his mind. He trusted Reaper with his life, why not mine?

“Yes,” Daniel replied.

Reaper turned to Sara.

“Would you mind getting River for me?” Reaper asked. “I need her and King to set up a little chaos here. Tell her what’s happened, bring her up to speed. Make sure she’s here for the planning of the attack.”

“Sure,” Sara agreed.

She slid her knife back into a sheath she had at the small of her back and disappeared without another word. Reaper turned to Preacher when she was gone.

“Preach, I think it’s best if you start creating your illusion. If I remember correctly, it takes time to make things respectably solid.”
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