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ELLEN CURTIS & 

MATTHEW LEDREW

In this superhero psychological thriller, an enigmatic man named Victor is assembling a team of people with special abilities to fight the growing dangers to our way of life. He recruits the telepath Theo Flaherty, the reality-distorter Chad Matthews, and the immensely powerful Abby Fisher. Despite their different worldviews, these four people must learn the difference between hoping for a better world and actually creating one—because destiny doesn’t wait for anyone.

Can they come together in time to stop the threat looming in the distance?
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​PROLOGUE
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Northton, Idaho

Mary Crane smiled as she lay on her bed, her long blonde hair falling over her. She opened up the photo album she’d pulled from a long library of photo albums, poring over pictures of herself and her boyfriend at the county fair three months ago.

She was pretty. It seemed like all seventeen year old girls were pretty in some way or another, but she was exceptionally so. Her hair hadn’t been cut in nearly ten years except for occasional trims, and she was meticulous about keeping it healthy. It had a shine to it that made it seem like a trail of pixie dust following her wherever she went, drawing the attention of everyone she passed. She didn’t wear brand names, preferring to make her own clothes with the same old-fashioned sewing machine her mother had used at her age. There had been a few mishaps during the first few years of this... failed experiments that had resulted in jeering from her peers and the occasional hole ripped in awkward areas, but for the most part it had been fine and now she’d become quite the seamstress; even making a few dollars around prom season making dresses for the senior girls.

And she loved showing them off for her boyfriend.

She was never sure if he was actually interested or just being supportive, but he would wait in her living room for hours as she tried on creation after creation and walked out for him, even offering helpful suggestions such as the positioning of a hem or the colour of an accessory. More than once she’d marvelled at how lucky she was to have such a caring, considerate man.

A necklace was clasped at her throat, a present that he’d given her. It was simple spun twine holding a perfectly smooth stone in the shape of a teardrop between her breasts. She’d found it on a trip to the beach last summer and given it to him. He’d given it back a week later, polished to a near mirror shine and placed into a metal backing he’d made by melting down his junior ring. It had rarely left her person since, only removed in situations where it could get lost or damaged.

She smiled again, finding a picture of them both with cotton-candy smiles, her mouth pushing up her freckly cheeks and making her face heart-shaped. She closed the album again, placing it back on her shelf with the others in the right space.

Her reflection in her vanity caught her eye and she stepped over to it, flicking a switch on its side that made five bright lights spotlight her. She examined herself a moment, swishing her mouth back and forth contemplatively. Clicking her tongue against the roof of her mouth, she picked up her brush, dabbed on a healthy slab of foundation and began to apply it.

A cool draft came in through the window next to her, blowing her curtains about and showering her with fresh air. She took it in deeply, the scent of the pine from outside a welcome one. Glancing outside, her blueish-green eyes watched as the evergreen trees swayed in the moonlight. Their branches seemed to make the faces of old men, chattering to each other in their secret tree-language, creaking the way her grandfather’s rocking chair always had.

There were shrubs beneath them that were dense with foliage in all but one place, a trail worn after decades of use. It seemed a fact of life in rural communities that if you were under the age of twenty, you were going to invent paths to get to where you needed to go. Would in fact take any way, except the actual street.

The path itself was always shadowed, no matter what the time of day. But at night, like now, it was pitch black. There could be a hundred people secluded under the howling arms of evergreen and you’d never see them scampering about. It was a thought that usually led her to leave her blinds closed, but it was too nice a night to do that.

Tonight a man was on the trail, as quiet as a mouse except for heavy, hard breaths. He was crouching down on one knee to see under the branches and into her window, watching as she finished with her foundation and started to brush those long, luscious locks of hair. He smiled, revealing a long row of jagged and gray teeth. His eyes were pupil-less but could see perfectly; dancing over her from the top of her head right down to her flannel pink pajamas.

He reached up and scratched his long slender face, making an odd scraping sound with nails that were short but thick. They were almost a full millimetre each, and had turned the sickly yellow of mushed peas.

Inside, Mary stood up and started to unbutton her pajamas, stepping out of the window’s view.

He smiled.
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Port Haven, California

Abigail Louise Fisher stared out at the watery darkness, the silver moon reflecting in the almost still waves. The sky was noticeably darker than it had been mere hours ago when she had first assumed her current position, leaning against the rail.

She wished she could be as still as the waves, but inside her own waves were crashing.

At that moment, she felt older than she ever had. At twenty-two, she had seen more than most people would in a lifetime. A gloom hung over her that she could not shake, clinging to her like morning fog. 

Finally summoning up the courage to move, she turned to head back indoors and to the shelter of a dreamless sleep. Five steps got her to the door, another got her inside, and twelve more got her to her bed. She kicked off her shoes and snuggled under the covers, not realizing how cold she had been until she was warm again.

She stared at the ceiling. There were spots in front of her eyes, her body’s way of telling her that she was tired, yet she still didn’t sleep.

It wasn’t until the sun crept in through the shades that she closed her eyes, but only briefly. Less than ten minutes later, a loud hammering began on her door.

“I’m up! I’m up!” she called, bringing both hands to her face.

“Abby!” The person outside growled, continuing to knock fiercely.

“I’m up!” she screamed, then waited until the knocking stopped before groaning and rolling out of the covers. She sat on the edge of her bed and sighed, staring at the plush floor in front of her and waiting for the haze to work its way out of her vision.

“At least it’s better than the alternative,” she said under her breath, forcing herself to get up.

She dressed quickly, shirking off the camisole and boxers she had worn to bed and pulling on a tee-shirt and denim overalls. She scrunched her auburn hair into a pigtail and glanced around the small room, made sure nothing was out of place, then walked swiftly out her bedroom door.

The hallway wound itself in a long, sweeping circuit around the coed dorm of the school. The walls were forest green with gold trim (at least in this section), and coloured lines on the wall showed newcomers which way to go to make it to the bathrooms, mess hall, gym, and other such amenities. Students walked this way and that, in one door and out the other, somehow not bumping into each other even though nobody seemed to be watching where they were going. It was this quirk of the student body that had taken Abby the longest to get used to, but she was finally beginning to.

Whoever had knocked on her door was gone now, moved on to wake the next student. She rubbed her temples, adjusting as the light hit her eyes, and made her way through the gaggle of students into the common room.

From the outside looking in the common room seemed mundane enough, with a circle of leather chairs all arranged around a small, round coffee table made of glass. It was only when she stepped in that she saw how high the ceilings were, each of them lined with bookcases that were packed solid with every title imaginable; from Hamlet to Holmes, Herodotus to Stevenson.

Sitting back in the chair furthest to the left with his feet up on the table, was Theo Flaherty. He had loosely cut light hair and a clean shaven face. He pretended to read the morning paper as she approached. When she got close, he bent back the edge of the paper enough to see her.

“You’re looking perky this morning, sweetheart,” he said, smiling as he looked up.

“Hello to you too, Mr. Flaherty,” she droned, running her fingers through her hair. “Sarcasm is not appreciated this early in the morning.”

“Neither is being awake, but that’s what we signed up for, isn’t it?” he laughed, tossing the paper onto the table and jumping to his feet.

“I don’t recall signing up at all, actually,” Abby mumbled to herself, her tone dull and exasperated. She turned and walked to the other side of the common room, bumping her way through an open door and into the mess hall. 

Theo came up behind her, leaned over and hugged her warmly. “Who does?”

The duo shuffled over to the breakfast line. Theo grabbed the trays, plates and utensils for the both of them.

“Nothing like rehydrated eggs in an omelette, eh?” he winked.

“Oh, suck it up,” Abby rolled her eyes, a smile creeping into the corners of her mouth.

Port Haven Institute was probably one of the most beautiful places Abby had ever been. Lush forest surroundings, a secluded and untouched oceanfront view, large windows and larger facilities that offered occupants the most for their time. The studios, recording halls, galleries, and fitness centers were all fully equipped, spacious and bold.

The scenery and residents were more than inspiring, yet she remained uninspired. Hardly anything excited her anymore.

Jasper Hemmingway. That had been what had broken the camel's back. He had been the perfect boyfriend and best of best friends to her, yet all that could be overshadowed easily. He had been the best thing in her life, yet he had scarred her in the worst ways.

That was how it went, after all, when you see someone you love die.

He was the only part of her life at peace. His death was the least of her worries though, in a long string of events going from bad to worse.

One bright light had crept into her life since she came to Port Haven, and he was doing his best to keep Abby from drowning.

Theo Flaherty had been at Port Haven for less than two months when the petite, frail looking girl had arrived in the lobby looking lost and confused. He had known then that there was more going on under her timid surface, but as he had gotten to know her, he was horrified by the secrets that lurked beneath...

...secrets even she didn’t know.

He had sworn not to tell her, he wouldn’t be the one to hurt her even more. If anything, he would make sure she grew stronger, surer... so that over time she could uncover the secrets for herself, and live to tell the tale.

The pair ate in silence, stowed their dishes in the dirty bin, and exited the common room. Abby pulled her hair out of the ponytail ring absent mindedly as the pair navigated the halls, heading for the lobby.

“Deidre won’t mind if we’re a bit late will she? I have something to show you,” Theo asked, praying she wouldn’t read too much into what he’d said. She had a habit of doing that.

“She shouldn’t have a problem with you being late,” she frowned. “You’re her favorite, and all the teachers know enough to let me be. Where are we headed anyway?”

Theo smiled. “Art Studio 11.”
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Salt Lake City, Utah

“You seen the story in this weeks Star?” Victor smirked into his cell phone, slapping the rolled up newspaper onto the hood of his car. He stopped, closed his eyes for a moment and sighed, then let a smile spread slowly over his face. “No, not the Elvis story. The next page... I’m sure that would be great, but it’s not. Yeah, I’m fairly certain he isn’t one. Will you turn the page already?”

He grabbed the styrofoam cup off the roof of the beaten-up El Dorado he was driving, pushing back the long, straggly blonde hair from either side of his face as he took a sip from it. The scalding hot coffee burned his tongue but he didn’t recoil away, and instead chugged it back faster. When he brought the cup away again, thick globs of foam stuck to the yellow scruff that covered his upper lip and chin.

“I know,” he said finally, putting the cup back onto the roof carefully before opening up the newspaper with a flick of his wrist. “Kid’s barely twenty-one, wins the county poker championship last month. Three large. Two weeks ago, sets the county record for the amount won on a single bet at the track. Fifteen thousand... I know, yeah, it’s a long shot... I know. But I got a feeling about this kid. I think he’s gonna be one of ours... anyway, friggin’ tabloid says the kid got the goods from the future... like that damn sports Almanac from that time-travel movie... no, not the first one. The one that sucked. Yeah. No, no I don’t think it’s anything like that. M’thinkin it’s something a little closer to home.”

He stopped talking, stepping back a pace as he watched a tall young man with long hay-coloured hair drawn into a ponytail step out of the entrance of the nearby apartment building. He did not bother to look both ways before crossing the busy city street, hands shoved in his pockets and headphones blaring in either ear.

“And a hell of a lot scarier,” Victor finished, taking another slurp of his coffee and curling up his face, pouring it out onto the sidewalk. “Miss you, too. We’ll talk soon. Out.”

He hung up the phone with one finger and shoved it back down into the breast pocket of the flannel shirt he wore loosely over his box-like frame, still watching the young man with the headphones as he did.
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“That’ll be forty-two ninety-five,” the clerk said, holding her petite hand out in front of her without so much as making eye contact with the person she was serving.

The customer was an older woman with ghostly white hair and a pink wool sweater draped over her shoulders gingerly. She had on sunglasses that took up over half her face, with lime green rims and dark reflective lenses. She pulled her purse out of her handbag, grabbing each side of the clasp and bracing herself for exertion. After a moment she paused, turning slowly to look over her shoulder.

A few feet away, a man with a shoulder-length blonde ponytail and a vacant stare ogled a display for Ovaltine. His head swayed back and forth slightly to the beat of the heavy metal music that blared over his headphones. It was so loud that everyone in proximity could hear it as clearly as if it had been over a stereo speaker.

The woman eyed him for a moment, then turned back to the cashier and opened her purse, withdrawing a folded fifty dollar bill and placing it in her hand.

The younger girl took it quickly, turning slightly and pressing the ‘SALE’ button on the register as if she’d just painted the final stroke to a masterful work of art. The cash drawer opened with a delightful -bing!- followed by a series of mechanical whirs as she slid the fifty into its proper slot, then snapped out three bills and some change before pushing the drawer shut with her hip. “That’s seven-oh-five your change. Is there anything else I can do to help you?”

She glanced over her shoulder again before grabbing up her bags and leaving without a word.

The man with the ponytail watched her from the corner, pretending to examine a flyer, his eyes following her until she went through the automatic doors and disappeared out into the street. He put the flyer down immediately and began to walk toward where she had been, stopping at the register and cocking his head toward the cashier with the short brunette hair. “The hell’s her problem?”

“I actually think it was you, Chad.” She smiled and rolled her eyes as she brushed some of the dust off the counter and into the palm of her hand, then sprinkled it into the garbage can at her feet.

“Me?” Chad asked, raising an eyebrow as he pulled each headphone out of his ear by its cord. “What’d I do?”

“You looked a little creepy. Over there, in the corner, watching her like a hawk.”

“Was waiting for her to leave.”

“Yeah, she got that,” she laughed, holding her hand up to her nose as she did.

He scuffed his feet, winding the thin headphone cords around his index finger until they were coiled in a neat little ball, then shoved them into his jacket pocket. He looked at her for a long moment, then let a smile slowly grow along the right side of his face.

She smiled too, straightening her green apron and laughing a little at him.

“How was she?” he asked finally, leaning in and looking around the other side of the counter.

“She was great,” she said, nodding and bobbing up and down on her heels. Even at the highest point in the motion, when she was on the tips of her toes, she only came up to his shoulder. “She made it almost the whole way through Friday the Thirteenth parts one and two, and now she’s stocking the beer cooler.”

He shot her a look.

“Ha,” she forced, tapping him on the arm. “Kidding. We bonded, it was cool.”

“Good. Where is she?”

Karen leaned over the cash and pressed a small green button just to one side of it. A loud tone rang out all over the store and the next time she spoke it echoed an instant later over the store’s speakers. “Koy, you’re needed at the front desk. Koy to the front desk.”

There was a hard smack as something dropped in the aisles and then rolled, followed by a succession of quick steps.

Chad winced as the rolling came to an abrupt halt, then smiled at Karen. “Could’ve been worse.”

She giggled at him, leaning over the counter to watch the ends of the aisles.

A tiny, plump little girl with wispy brunette hair and a cheeky smile stepped out from between the shelves. She was tall for three and had orange hand prints on either side of her shirt from the Cheesies she’d been given earlier. She was in view only an instant when her eyes went to Chad and lit up instantly, her smile brightening as she ran toward him with arms outstretched. “Tad!”

He grinned, kneeling to her level and scooping her up into his arms, planting a firm kiss on her cheek. “Hey sweetie, what’d you do today?”

“I help Kar with the paper, over dare,” she said, then pointed to a large stack of paper on one of the shelves, just in case he didn’t know.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. And den, we coloured in the big book and it was really really good and Kar sayed that I was taking hers and I said ‘no Kar, is mine’.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. And then I danced for Kar and add some worms and payed with my toys.”

Chad turned from Koy to Karen and raised an eyebrow. “She danced for you?”

Karen smiled. “Around an hour ago she just asked me to record her with my cell phone and started dancing. She was making up her own moves and her own words, then she’d ask me to play it back for her. I’ve got about ten videos on my phone of her now.”

“I’m gonna wanna see those,” he laughed, rubbing noses with Koy. She giggled.

“I’ll upload them the next chance I get.”

He put Koy back down. “Go get your jacket,” he smiled, patting her on the back. She grinned and ran around the side of the front desk to where her pink plastic jacket had been laid. He couldn’t help but chuckle when he watched her run, still uncertain sometimes on her feet.

Karen beamed at him, blushing a little when he turned back to her. “Same time tomorrow?”

“Yeah.” He scuffed his feet, scratching the back of his head. “Actually, I might need you before then.”

“Before tomorrow morning?”

He avoided eye contact again, leaning over the counter to see what Koy was doing.

She huffed, jutting one hand into her hip apprehensively. “You’re not going there again tonight, are you?”

He didn’t answer, but finally looked at her again, his face flushed and filled with that hot, livid shame that men could usually only feel when confronted by their mother. It lasted only a moment until Koy came back out from around the corner, causing the smile to return to his face. It was slightly less genuine now though.

“You said you wouldn’t go anymore,” she continued. She seemed to get more and more agitated the more she spoke on the subject. “You promised. You swore you wouldn’t.”

“I need the money,” he said sheepishly, helping Koy zip up her jacket.

“Then you should get a real job.”

He scoffed. “Doing what? Working cash? Taking calls?”

She took a step back, appearing hurt.

“Not that there’s anything wrong with it... I just couldn’t do it. I’m not cut out for that kind of work. It’s not that the job’s bad, it’s that it just doesn’t fit me. You put me behind a counter or at a desk, I start to go crazy. I need... more, Karen.”

“What you need is to swallow your goddamn pride,” she said, finally losing her patience. “You’re going to get yourself killed.”

“Hey,” he urged, motioning down at Koy. “Watch it.”

“Sorry,” she frowned, grabbing a cloth and starting to run it across the glass lotto display, polishing until the grease from peoples fingers finally started to wear away.

He frowned, knowing full well that this meant the conversation was over. Pressing it further would only result in an argument that wouldn’t serve any purpose except to make the both of them mad. He looked down at Koy, who smiled back up at him with a mouth full of tiny round teeth, then pressed her finger to the side of her nose and laughed. He had no idea what that was supposed to mean, it was just one of those things she’d picked up a few months ago and seemed to think was very funny.

And it was.

He laughed along with her and picked her up, planting another kiss on her cheek. “Where do you want to eat today?”

She looked thoughtful for a moment, her eyes tilting upward as she tapped her chin contemplatively with one finger. He didn’t think she had any trouble deciding at all, merely that somewhere she’d gotten it in her head that that was what people did before they made any decision, no matter how mundane or easy. He didn’t bother correcting her on it, mainly because it was unbelievably cute. “Pizza,” she said finally.

“Pizza?” he rebuked in a comical, over exaggerated fashion that made her laugh. “Pizza isn’t breakfast food! You had pizza for lunch yesterday!”

“Pizza.”

“If we get pizza, we’re getting what I want on it.”

“Cheese?”

“No, not cheese! Worms and snails feet!”

She scrunched up her face and recoiled slightly, waiting to see if he was joking. When he didn’t retract it, she spoke in a low voice. “I don’ want pizza.”

He smiled. “Do you wanna go to Janelle’s Place over across the way? You love their breakfast, and you know Suzie there always gives you a toy when you come in ‘cause you’re her special girl.”

She put that contemplative look on her face again, then nodded happily.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah!”

“Okay,” he laughed, hoisting her up into a sturdy position to prepare for the walk to Janelle’s. He turned back to Karen, still wiping off the counter top. He frowned as she continued to ignore him for a moment, then finally stopped and turned to Koy, smiling.

“I’ll see you later, alligator!” she smiled, reaching and out and tickling Koy’s cheek.

Koy laughed. “Imalyle crocdiele!”

She laughed. It was a wonderful sound. After it died off she turned back to Chad. She didn’t speak for a moment, regarding him with a suspicious smile.

“So...” he drawled, rapping his fingers along the counter. “... around eight?”

She tried her best to stay mad, but a thin smile spread across her lips despite her best intentions. “You’re a lucky man, Chad Matthews.”

“Let’s hope,” he smiled, giving her a small salute before heading toward the door. “Thanks again. I owe you big time.”

“Yes,” she called after him, even as he was going out the door. “You do!”
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Port Haven, California

Theo pushed open the large wooden entry doors, holding them open so Abby could slink out behind him. The pair turned away from the long, winding dirt driveway toward a narrower path shrouded by trees and shrubs.

He pushed away the low hanging branches and held them so that Abby could pass. She trod along slowly, not really wanting to see what he had to show her. His excitement was contagious, but she found it too painful to smile.

Finally, they reached Art Studio 11 and he pulled the small screen door open. Abby walked into the little cabin, lit from the east with floor to ceiling windows.

Inside were several large canvases in varying stages of completion. One was rather large and was almost completely taken up by the image of an apple, ripe on one side but rotting on the other. Another was of a wolf baying at the moon, the sickly glow of twilight gathering around it. The third... was of a woman.

He crept in behind her and put his arms around Abby’s waist. “Which one do you think I did?”

Abby snuggled into his embrace, his body still warm from the sunshine. She pointed toward the large canvas of the woman that looked complete. “That one?”

He smiled.

The piece was composed mainly of hued pinks and reds, swirling to form a woman’s figure. Large gold and green wings sprung from her back, and her hair flowed out in a rusty red wave. She seemed to explode from the page.

“What do you think of her?” he asked, his voice as quiet as a whisper.

“She’s beautiful,” she said, breathless. “So full of life.”

Theo blushed.

“She looks so real. Why didn’t you tell me you were working on this? Have you shown this to any of the professors yet?”

“Nobody’s seen this but you and I... and the five other people who use this room. I’m going to show Grayson this afternoon. I wanted it to be a surprise.”

“How long have you been working on this?” she asked, turning to look over her shoulder at him.

“Since the day you got here.”

––––––––
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Salt Lake City, Utah

Koy took a bite of her burger.

Chad laughed, so hard that he almost squirted root beer out of his nose.

There was nothing particularly humorous about the way she did it. None of the dressings were falling out and she didn’t have a funny look on her face or anything. It was simply the proportion of the burger to her head that made it amusing. She was holding it for dear life with both hands, her chubby fingers sinking into the bread, opening her mouth as wide as she could before diving toward the patty. Even after all that effort, she still only managed to take a chunk the size of his thumb.

She stopped eating, cocking one eyebrow at him and giving him a very serious look.

He tried to stop laughing, pursing his lips tightly. Still, one or two giggling spurts came out, and she looked horribly offended. “I’m sorry, Koy,” he offered sympathetically.

She frowned, staring at him from over her bun, then picked up a french fry and slathered it with ketchup before putting it in her mouth.

He smiled, then glanced over her shoulder at Suzie as she picked up dishes off a far table. She huffed and poked a curly strand of hair into her scrunchie forcefully. There was a thin layer of sweat over her forehead, and her cheeks were red from the heat of the kitchen, although it was relatively cool out here in the main dining area. She was wearing a yellow blouse and black skirt beneath her apron, all of which clung to her as though it were concerned about flying away.

She cast a glance his way and forced a smile, looking him up and down.

He grinned back, winking at her.

The restaurant itself was nothing special. There was one just like it every neighbourhood in America. Everything was painted and decorated in earth tones: mauves and deep, deep browns. On the walls, just above every booth and table, was a black-and-white picture of something oddly clever, like a fire hydrant shooting water into a waiting child’s chest or a clown standing on a street corner and being ignored by men in suits walking to and from work.

Koy burped, then took another sip of her soda. It drew his attention back to her for a moment, and he smiled. She smiled back, beaming giddily and then taking some more of her drink.

When he turned back to where Suzie had been standing she was gone, now giving him a clear view of the table she had been serving.

There was a man sitting at the table alone, a small cup of coffee idling steam beside him. He looked tall and had long, blonde hair very similar to his own, although a little better kept. He had a scruffy goatee that hid the corners of his mouth, making it hard to tell if he was smiling or frowning without the expression being exaggerated... and he didn’t seem like the sort of man that was prone to exaggerated displays of emotion. The shirt he was wearing was tight black corduroy, and left little to the imagination when it came to the man's strength. He didn’t look like there was an ounce of fat on him.

He was staring right at Chad.

There’s a social contract that dictates that you don’t stare at people in general, especially strangers. If for some reason you catch yourself staring at someone, be it because you were simply lost in thought or that you were genuinely interested in them, this contract states that you turn away immediately a) once you realize that you’re staring or b) once the opposing party makes direct eye-contact with you, thus either breaking you out of your trance or catching you in your adolescent fantasy and making you turn away in shame.

This man did neither.

He continued to stare at Chad, his face devoid of all emotion. At first he didn’t move at all, then slowly reached over and picked up his coffee and brought it to his lips, taking a sip.

Suzie walked over to Chad’s table, stopping and forcing a smile across her face. Koy looked up at her and hummed excitedly. She smiled back, rustling her hair. “How’s your burger, sweetie?”

Koy gave an enthusiastic thumbs up.

“You need any more pop?”

She turned to examine her half-empty glass, then shook her head so vigorously that her hair whipped from side to side.

She laughed, then turned her attention to Chad. “What about you? How were your eggs?”

“Good,” he said, patting his stomach. “As usual. How’ve you been?”

“Pretty good. Claire came over last night and we went downtown... forgot to eat something before going and got smashed on tequila shooters. No hangover, but I’ll think I’ll be working overtime for a month to pay for that one night.”

“Crappy.”

“Yeah,” she shrugged, reaching over and filling up his coffee. “How about you?”

“Top of the world,” he said dryly, lifting his mug and giving her a small cheers before taking a sip. “So I can assume you’re going to be working late tonight?”

She gave him a sideways glance, then smirked. “Should be here right until close.”

“Hn,” he said, nibbling at the remains of his eggs again. “Maybe I’ll drop by if I’m done early tonight. See if you want any company.”

She eyed him again for a moment. “Okay, sure. Maybe.”

“Too?” Koy chimed, smiling from Chad to Suzie.

“Not this time, sweetie. Tomorrow, though,” Chad laughed, reaching out and wiping some ketchup from the side of her face. When he did he couldn’t help but glance over her shoulder again at the man on the other side of the restaurant.

He was still looking their way. Not staring exactly, just watching... the same way someone would watch a television show that they had a passing interest in.

Chad frowned, looking back to Suzie. “Who’s that guy?” he asked, not motioning at all toward him and hoping that the direction of his vision would be enough.

She glanced over her shoulder and pretended to look across the entire restaurant, then turned back. “Not sure. He’s not a regular... he’s nice enough. Been sitting there for about an a hour. Doesn’t talk much, but he’s polite. ‘Thank you’ this and ‘please’ that.”

“Hmm.”

“Why? You know him?”

Chad paused a moment, then turned back to his plate. “Never saw him before in my life.”

Koy looked at him for a moment as if trying to figure him out, then seemed to dismiss whatever she’d been thinking and reached for her glass.

“Be careful,” Chad warned, pointing at her. “That’s a big-girl cup, not a sippy cup... okay?”

She hesitated, then nodded, bringing the glass to her mouth and carefully tipping it up until the soda touched her lips and then slurped back loudly. She took several mouthfuls before putting the glass back down happily.

“Good girl!” he beamed. Suzie put down her coffee pot and clapped several times.

Koy beamed with excitement, leaning forward and humming with delight. An excited look on her face, she grabbed the glass again and took another gulp, knocking it back in a hurry.

Root Beer splashed from the glass in a tiny tidal wave, sloshing all over her face and into her eyes, hair, and all over her shirt. She closed her eyes tight and dropped the glass to her side, coughing several times in shock as Chad and Suzie rushed forward to help, grabbing a handful of paper towels each.

“Sweetie, are you okay?” Suzie asked, trying to get the sticky soda out of her hair.

Chad wiped her face wordlessly, sighing once as he discarded a soaked napkin.

After a moment she opened her eyes, which had welled up with tears, and looked from one to the other, then down at her now soaked burger and fries. She was silent for a moment, then her tiny body shook as she let out a sob. Then another. By the time the third one came, she had started to cry and was holding out her arms to Chad.

“Oh, Koy...” he soothed, picking her up and holding her to his shoulder. She pushed her head into the nape of his neck and continued to sob, soaking his shirt with her own in the process. He didn’t mind.
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