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      “You’re certain you saw the Child here?” Mike Rivers scowled, staring straight ahead as he spoke, his footfalls scrunching in the sand and gravel of the hillside.

      “I told you. I didn’t see it. It was gone by the time I could get a scope on the place.”

      “So you’re going on hearsay.”

      Kerri Elias didn’t respond, simply kept following Rivers up the path. The inferno of a southern New Mexico July afternoon was easing as the sun angled down toward the horizon, but even so, Kerri had a glare headache and a massive case of piss-off at her partner’s assumption that she didn’t know what she was doing. A skeletal branch of sagebrush snagged the leg of her shorts and then popped free. She gave an angry swipe at it anyhow.

      “Like I told you. Salerno and I were doing surveillance while heading north on Route 180, maybe an hour ago. He saw what he thought was a Child up on top of this hill. I wasn’t standing next to him. He called out, and I came up and looked through his scope. By that time, it was gone.”

      “So it could have just been some kid.”

      “Out here in the desert at midday?” The scorn was clear in her voice, no matter how hard she tried to keep her irritation from showing.

      “Salerno didn’t see the eyes.”

      “Not at that distance.” Which he knew perfectly well, and wouldn’t have to ask if he wasn’t so determined to prove who’s in charge. But she’d be damned if she’d back off either. “It was acting weird. He said it looked like it was digging around. There was something about the way it was moving. Jerky. Nervous.”

      “So some kid up from Deming hiding a drug stash.”

      “You know as well as I do that we have to check it out. That’s why we called it in. Why are you making this into a pissing match?”

      Rivers turned around, his cold gray eyes locking on to hers. One grizzled eyebrow rose a little. “Trying to clarify what you and Salerno saw is not making this into a pissing match.”

      Kerri’s jaw clenched. If she couldn’t get the Guards to assign her to someone else, she would eventually wear her teeth down to nubs. Rivers had won, as usual. Every day she made a pledge to herself not to rise to his bait, and every day her temper got the better of her.

      At least this time she didn’t make it worse by arguing. You couldn’t win an argument with Rivers, not that she hadn’t tried. He took her words, twisted them, turned them into skewers. No matter what, she came off as the pissy adolescent girl, and he was the good soldier who was just trying to do his job. Despite incompetent colleagues whose fears created nonexistent bad guys.

      Well, screw that. She’d prove it to him. Even if it wasn’t her fight, even though Salerno was the one who made the report, and by rights he should be the one trudging up this hillside in the blast-furnace wind. Rivers had told Salerno to come in and write it up, and asked for her to accompany him on the hike. She couldn’t very well say no.

      Probably would rather pull his rank on her than on another male. Nothing bothered Salerno, so he was no fun to goad. She satisfied Rivers’s bull-dominating-the-herd instinct better than making snarky comments to someone who would shrug it off, laugh, probably invite him to go to the pub for a beer when they got back to town.

      She frowned.

      Dammit. She’d already decided there wouldn’t be anything up there. Once, just once, she’d like to be proved right, to be able to hold something up in Rivers’s face and say, “Okay, what now, big man?”

      She took a gulp of lukewarm water from her canteen, then slipped it back into the sleeve hanging from her belt. Only a few more yards. One more steep climb, around that rock outcropping. She was gratified to see Rivers had drawn his pistol. At least he took her that seriously.

      He came to a stop next to the jagged edge of the block of pink limestone that crowned the hilltop, his expression deadpan, gaze sweeping the area.

      There was no one there.

      “Shit,” Kerri said under her breath.

      Rivers turned to her with the faintest of smirks playing about his lips, and holstered his gun.

      “I told you, the Child was already gone by the time I got the scope,” she said. “There’s no reason it would be back here now. They never hang around in one place long.”

      “Apparently not.”

      She pushed her way past him, stepped out onto the wind-scoured hilltop. “Maybe it left some kind of trace.”

      “That wouldn’t be typical.”

      “Digging a hole in broad daylight near a highway isn’t typical.” Her voice came out in a growl. She unshouldered her pack, unbuckled the flap, and pulled out a small collapsible shovel, usually used for sanitary purposes on long hikes. She slid apart the telescoping handle, twisted the lock rings to secure it, and walked forward, poking the blade into the pockets of sand that lay in cracks and depressions in the rock.

      “What are you looking for?”

      “Salerno saw it digging a hole. I want to know why.”

      “Maybe it needed to take a shit.” Broad sarcasm was as close as he ever got to humor.

      “I don’t think they do that.”

      For a time there was only the hiss of the wind, the grating of the metal shovel blade against rocks and sand, and an occasional harsh sigh from Rivers. Only a matter of time before he told her to give up. How many more sighs would it take? Three, she guessed, before he’d say something like, “We’ve wasted enough time on this,” they’d have to hike back, and she’d have to endure the forty-five-minute drive back into Deming, followed by another hour to get back to headquarters in Las Cruces, without allowing herself to say something that ended, “...and the horse you rode in on.”

      Another sigh, this one close to a snort of exasperation. “Elias, don’t you think we’ve—” Rivers stopped when her shovel hit something that made a hollow clunk.

      Ignoring her superior, she knelt by a deep fissure in the stone of the hilltop that had filled with compacted sand and dust, enough for a few sorry-looking clumps of grass to hold on for grim death. But where she was, the gritty soil had been disturbed, and her fingertips sunk in deeply.

      Only about six inches down her hands contacted a smooth surface, and she scooped away the sand that covered it. A few minutes of digging revealed the top of what looked like a metal box.

      “I knew it.”

      Even Rivers came forward, betraying no emotion in his expression, but giving away his curiosity by leaning over and peering past her shoulder.

      She took Neoprene gloves out of a Ziploc bag in her pack, pulled them on, and reached into the hole. With a raw scraping noise, she pulled the box up out of its shallow grave. It was a dull gunmetal gray, square, about thirty centimeters on a side and half that in height, with a simple hasp to hold it closed.

      She opened the top, shielding its contents from the wind with her body.

      Inside were two objects. One was a completely ordinary brass key, the kind that can be purchased at any hardware store in the United States. The other was a folded piece of paper.

      She opened it. It was a short handwritten note, in a hurried but completely familiar script.

      

      The map is inside a book in my house. I put it inside an old copy of David Copperfield on the top shelf of the built-in bookcase in my living room. This key is to the front door. Retrieve the map and you’ll know where to go. They’re right behind me, so I don’t have much more time to explain. I’ll get in touch if I can.

      Kerri Elias

      

      Kerri gaped at the note in silence for nearly a minute.

      She was brought out of her reverie by Rivers’s voice, hard and cold, right behind her.

      “If this is your idea of some kind of practical joke, you and Salerno, I....”

      “It’s no joke.” Her voice sounded thin in her own ears. She stood, wishing she had a few more inches of height as she glared straight into his eyes. “Why in the hell would I do that?” She thought of adding, “Especially since it means having to spend more time with you,” and stopped herself at the last moment.

      “Is that your handwriting?”

      “Yes. Close enough. But I didn’t write this note. And not only that, this is not my key.” She pulled a key ring out of her shorts pocket and held it, jingling, in front of his face. “Also, I don’t live in a house, I live in an apartment. I don’t have built-in bookshelves. I don’t own a copy of David Copperfield. And I don’t know anything about a map.” She looked back down at the scrap of paper, and a shudder twanged its way up her backbone. “I don’t have any more idea what this is about than you do. But if the Black-eyed Children are involved, I suggest we discuss this later, and get our asses out of here so we can make it back to the car before the sun sets.”

      Even Rivers couldn’t come up with some dismissive response to that. She put the note and the key back into the box, collapsed the shovel, stowed both in her pack, then hefted it back onto her shoulders with a grunt. Without giving her superior a second glance, she turned and started her descent.

      The sun’s red-gold rays stretched their shadows out ahead of them as they trudged in silence. How far in had they hiked to reach the hill? A mile and a half? Two miles? At the time she’d paid more attention to her irritation with Rivers than she had anything else. Since joining the Boundary Guards three years ago, she’d put more miles on her boots than she could come close to estimating. By this point, every day had become just one more hike, one more footstep in front of the other, all of them one step behind the Black-eyed Children the Guards had been founded to fight. In all that time she had only once seen a Child, and that from a distance.

      Even Salerno, for all of his easygoing jocularity, had a half-dozen sightings and an actual kill to his credit.

      It was no wonder Rivers didn’t take her seriously. She felt like she hadn’t done a damn thing since she’d joined the Guards except walk for hundreds of miles behind someone else. Was Rivers right? Maybe she wasn’t cut out for this. But was it too much to ask to have an opportunity to find out?

      They took a sharp turn to the right and a steep scramble downhill before the terrain flattened out, their way turning into a wandering path in the sand between thick tangles of sage, ocotillo, and creosote bush. At least the air was cooling, but the daylight was running out. If there were Children in the area, it wouldn’t be a good idea to....

      A shuddering rustle in a clump of sagebrush immediately ahead of them. Kerri’s thoughts ceased with a gasping intake of breath. She jerked to a halt and drew her gun in a movement that was nearly reflexive. Rivers, stumping up behind her, almost collided with her.

      “What?” His voice was thick with exasperation.

      “I heard something.” She gestured with her gun toward the source of the noise.

      “Jackrabbit?”

      Did he really have to be such an asshole?

      “If I knew what it was, I wouldn’t be standing here with my gun drawn. Back me up.”

      He gave an irritated snort, but stepped up beside her and drew his own weapon. She edged forward cautiously, setting her feet down silently in the sand, keeping her gun trained on the bush.

      And of course it’d turn out to be a coyote or something, and she’d look like an idiot. She reached out with her left hand and parted the branches.

      Empty of anything but shadows. She let them go, and with a dry creak, they snapped back.

      She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and turned back toward her partner, ready to admit once again that what she had seen turned out to be nothing.

      She never had a chance. A lithe form sprang out, seemingly materializing from the air, and struck her hard enough to knock her sprawling. Her hip slammed into the sharp edge of a rock, sending a searing jolt through her. She clenched her teeth against the pain and rolled over, still clutching her gun, looking for a target.

      Rivers was struggling with a figure half his size, a lanky waif whose ragged clothing barely covered his thin torso. Despite the fact that Rivers could bench three hundred pounds, the long, narrow hands clutched around his wrists were flinging him back and forth like a rag doll. She steadied her aim, but their movement prevented a clear shot.

      Suddenly, the Child gave Rivers a fierce shove. He stumbled backwards and kept his feet with an effort. It turned toward her, giving her only a momentary glimpse of dark eyes in a pale, youthful face, then gave a tremendous leap to the side and vanished into the underbrush. She heard a few light footsteps, but the Children can run almost silently, and even that noise disappeared within seconds.

      Rivers winced and massaged livid bruises on his wrists, one muscle in his cheek twitching—as much evidence of being frightened by his experience as he’d ever let show.

      He came over and helped her to her feet.

      “You okay?”

      She nodded.

      Somewhere near them, an unearthly keening cry spiraled upwards into the crimson-stained sky, ending on a pitch nearly above the range of human hearing.

      Rivers spat. “It’s calling its friends. Let’s get out of here.”

      Nobody would argue that point.

      She turned back down the path at a jog, with Rivers’s heavier footsteps following.

      Ten minutes passed. Fifteen minutes. Twenty. How far was the goddamn car? Every rustle in the underbrush was turned in her mind into a Child, gazing at her with unblinking eyes, waiting for her to come close enough to grab.

      Cresting a low rise, she saw Rivers’s silver Subaru Forester a hundred yards ahead, parked on a bare patch of gravel alongside the highway. Her jog sped into a full-on sprint as the last violet rays of sunset winked out.

      She reached the car, and out into the empty road, and flung open the passenger side door.

      A gunshot shattered the still air. Then another, and another. Kerri whirled around, her breath whistling in her throat, and gazed back down the trail.

      Empty.

      “Rivers?” Her voice quavered on the desert breeze.

      He was right behind her. She’d heard him. His footfalls. She knew that sound, he couldn’t have been more than five yards back.

      “Rivers!” Her voice was stronger now, and she stepped around the front of the car, moving cautiously back toward the thickets of sagebrush, gun held in front of her.

      They got him.

      The thought burned through her mind like a lightning bolt.

      They got him, and she was alone.

      One more call. “Rivers!” The response was nothing but the hissing sigh of the wind in the branches, brushing her face like a caress.

      Movement in front of her. A pair of slender figures, clad in torn pants and faded t-shirts, stepped out from behind the underbrush. They regarded her with a curious expression, curious and still and devoid of emotion. Even in the failing light, their eyes were a glossy, solid black. No whites, no irises, nothing but an onyx surface that wasn’t in the least human.

      Then the two were joined by another, and another, and another.

      Kerri’s nerve failed. With a cry, she leapt for the driver’s side door, pulling it open and hurling her body inside. Three of the Children sprang forward toward her, but she slammed the door closed, narrowly missing the grasping fingers of the nearest. She threw herself across the front seat, pulled the passenger door shut, and in a frantic, flailing motion hit the button for the electronic locks.

      Only then did she turn and look. Two Children peered into the driver’s side window. Their faces were relaxed, one with its head tilted to the side like a curious dog. Two pairs of obsidian eyes studied her with an appalling calm.

      Here she sat. And Rivers had the keys.

      She fought to push back the panic that rose in her chest. It was now almost completely dark, but she could see movement in the shadows. More Children? How many more?

      It was impossible to tell.

      She could use the radio to contact whoever was on duty. They’d send out reinforcements. They wouldn’t leave her stranded.

      The way she’d abandoned Rivers?

      She scowled.

      She hadn’t abandoned him, there was nothing she could have done....

      A flurry of motion outside the window. Three Children stood in a tight triangle, heads tilted forward, communicating in the way they had even though no words were spoken. They were capable of speaking perfectly normal English—they certainly had no problem asking for help from people kind enough to stop and offer them a ride.

      That much was known, even though most of the people who had heard those plaintive voices were never seen again.

      One of the Children stooped, straightened, then all three turned toward the car. The Child who had bent over had a large rock in his hand.

      Kerri’s heart gave a stutter-step.

      She was as good as dead. They’d find Rivers’s car with a shattered window, and both of them gone. How many could she shoot before they overpowered her, dragged her away?

      The Child with the rock lifted it, its thin arm showing no strain in lifting the heavy chunk of limestone. Kerri backed away from the window, raised an arm to shield her eyes.

      But another Child put its hand on the shoulder of the one with the rock. It turned slightly, its arm aloft, still keeping its gaze locked on Kerri’s. There was a frozen moment in which nothing moved.

      Then with a silent, fluttery movement, all three Children turned and vanished into the darkness. After a breathless minute, Kerri leaned toward the window, finally ending with her nose pressed against the glass.

      There was nothing between her and the line of sagebrush. She was alone in the New Mexico night.
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      Kerri’s footsteps made no sound as she walked down the hallway. Of course Stillwell’s office would be at the very end. He’d have thought that through. Not only would it separate him from the rest of the riffraff, it would give people who had transgressed a longer walk of shame.

      Well, screw that. She knew Stillwell didn’t like her, but that didn’t mean she had to be the fall guy.

      She opened the last door on the right and entered a foyer with tasteful gray-blue carpeting, a potted plant that Stillwell himself had probably never watered, and a generic-looking art print of a mountain scene with a waterfall. Stillwell’s secretary, Delia Banks, looked up and gave her a sweet smile that was about as authentic as the faux-mahogany veneer on her desk top.

      “Miss Elias, I believe?”

      She had to struggle not to roll her eyes. Yes, Delia, you damn well know I’m ‘Miss Elias.’ Cut the horseshit. “I have an appointment with Hank at nine o’clock.”

      Delia consulted her schedule, making a great show of following the formalities. Kerri’s anger rose another notch. Delia Banks lived for watching people get their asses chewed off by Hank Stillwell. Kerri had to admit it was probably the only interesting thing about her job, but still, the idea that it was her turn to provide the morning’s entertainment didn’t improve her mood any.

      “All right. I’ll see if Mr. Stillwell is free.” She picked up the telephone, dialed in four numbers, and a moment later said, “Mr. Stillwell, Kerri Elias is here. You’re seeing her at nine?” The smile became even more saccharine. “Very well, I’ll send her right in.” She hung up and pointed at the inner door with one manicured finger. “He’ll see you now.”

      Kerri didn’t answer, just took a deep breath and walked into her boss’s office.

      Harlan “Hank” Stillwell had been one of the people who had founded the Boundary Guards ten years ago, for the express purpose of fighting, and hopefully stopping, the threat of the Black-eyed Children. Word was that at first he was on the front line, and was hell on wheels. But something happened—no one was quite sure what—and two years ago he used his influence as one of the founders to move to a cushy desk job directing operations and generally driving all of his subordinates crazy.

      He sat behind an expanse of desk—real mahogany, this one, Kerri was certain—and even in a seated position he was an imposing figure. Six-foot-three, square-faced, with a thatch of dark brown hair that never seemed to lie flat, beginning to develop a paunch but still thickly and powerfully muscled, huge hands that he had laced together in front of him. He regarded her in silence as she approached.

      “You wanted to see me?”

      “Sit.” He gave a curt nod toward a chair.

      She sat, already feeling whatever control she had over the situation leaking away.

      “I read your report about what happened with Rivers.”

      “And?”

      Stillwell’s scowl deepened. “And Rivers was one of our best operatives. We can’t afford to lose him.”

      “I’m not the one who lost him.”

      He looked down at a sheaf of papers sitting in an open manila folder, and flipped one over. Purely for effect, of course. Stillwell had an eidetic memory, something he’d used to his advantage hundreds of times. He no more needed to re-read Kerri’s report than Delia had to check to make sure Kerri had an appointment.

      “According to your statement, you were twenty feet away and in plain sight of him when he was abducted.”

      “One of us had to be in front. He wouldn’t have been in plain sight unless I was running backwards.”

      “You also claim that two of the Children were about to smash the window of the car into which you had locked yourself, and then they just changed their minds?”

      “How can I know what was going on in their minds? I’m telling you what I saw. One of them had a rock, then another seemed to confer with it, and they left instead of attacking.” She paused. “And there were three of them, not two.”

      Stillwell nodded. “You didn’t follow them?”

      “Alone?” The single word was full of incredulity.

      “Rivers would have, if the situation had been reversed.”

      “You think so?”

      “Certainly. He risked his life many times for his partners, and more than once simply to complete a mission.”

      “Rivers might have been a hero type, but he wasn’t stupid or suicidal. You can’t be asking me to believe that alone, at night, he’d have blundered off into the sagebrush after me, knowing that there were at least five Children out there somewhere, possibly more.”

      Stillwell shrugged and looked down again at the papers in front of him.

      “C’mon, Hank, you can’t be serious.”

      He gave a momentary frown at the use of his nickname. He was fine with his subordinates calling him Hank when they were shoulder-to-shoulder on a job, but in what was rapidly turning into a disciplinary meeting? That pissed him off.

      So Kerri decided to continue using it.

      “Okay, Hank, what’s this about? No one’s claiming that I wanted Rivers to get abducted….”

      “It’s well known that the two of you had a fractious relationship.”

      “Fractious?” She gave a tight little laugh. How much longer could she hold her temper? “Even though Rivers treated me like a wet-behind-the-ears kid, we did what we had to do, and we had each other’s backs. I would have prevented his capture if I could have.”

      “And this note you found. In a box buried on a hilltop.” Now Stillwell was the one who sounded incredulous, as if it was a tall tale he was being told by a five-year-old. “There’s a map inside your copy of David Copperfield? You’re sure it wasn’t Treasure Island?”

      “You saw the note.”

      “I saw it. You have no idea what it signifies? Or why you—you, of all people—apparently received a cryptic note from yourself, via the hands of a Child?”

      “None.”

      He slapped the folder shut. “You see how all this looks.”

      “No.” The word was clipped, as if she’d bitten off the end of it. “Why don’t you tell me how it looks?”

      “It looks like a lot of bullshit to me. It looks like all of your talk about how serious and important the Guards are to you was just a bunch of talk. It looks like a practical joke on a partner that went south and resulted in his being captured. And one that you’re now desperately trying to explain away so you can cover your own ass.”

      “You read my report.”

      “I read your version of what happened.”

      Now her anger boiled over. “Fuck you, Hank, that’s how it went down!”

      He stared at her for a moment, his eyes narrowing. Was he about to fire her? The thought of having to start looking for a job fluttered through her head. How would that work, when her résumé said she’d spent the last three years working for a government agency that wasn’t technically supposed to exist?

      “Calm down, Elias.”

      “Why?” She glared at him, and was gratified to see that he didn’t hold her gaze, but looked back down and fiddled with the folder. “You bring me in here and chew me out, then insinuate I’m a coward at best and a traitor at worst, and you expect me to be calm about it?”

      “I’m not saying anything that’s not being said by others.”

      “Others like who?”

      He shook his head. “That’s not important.”

      “The hell it isn’t.”

      “Look.” His voice rose. He was becoming angry himself. Kerri wasn’t sure if she was scared or glad she’d finally gotten him to react. His laced-together fingers tightened their grip. “When something happens that threatens the cohesiveness of the Guards, it is my concern. I’m not going to report back to you who’s gossiping about what.”

      “Then why’d you bring it up?”

      He gave a harsh sigh. “You’re not making this any easier.”

      “Making what easier? What is this, anyhow? A prelude to being fired? The first step of a disciplinary report being filed on me? Or just you looking for someone to blame?”

      “You honestly take no responsibility at all for what happened to Rivers?”

      She tried to keep her righteous indignation up as a shield, but that one hit home, and when she spoke, her volume dropped a notch. “Of course I take some responsibility. Blaming myself seems like all I’ve been doing for the past three years.” She tried to lock gazes with him again, but he wouldn’t give her even that much. He was unreachable, unassailable. “As far as Rivers goes, show me one person who has lost a buddy in a combat situation who doesn’t feel responsible. You wish you had done things different, that you could go back and change what happened. But that is not the same thing as implying that I wanted Rivers abducted, or that I’m lying about the circumstances. I’d think that considering my past you’d know that’s flat-out impossible.”

      Stillwell continued to flip through the papers on his desk as if he hadn’t heard her.

      “Well, Hank?”

      He looked up. “I’m assigning you a new partner. The first priority is retracing your steps and seeing if there’s anything you missed, anything that could be used to pinpoint Rivers’s whereabouts.”

      “You know as well as I do that once someone’s abducted....”

      “That’s an order.”

      She took a breath, let it out slowly. “Yes, sir.”

      “We’ve lost operatives before, but it’s always been when they’ve been killed. That’s bad enough. But what Rivers knows, if the Children find out about it, could be devastating.”

      “He wouldn’t talk. Not if they tortured him.”

      He met her gaze. He was still angry, that much was obvious, but it wasn’t at her now. “They may not need to.”

      “We have evidence they can mind-probe?”

      “Not certain. But there have been times their behavior looked very much like they were picking up thoughts from humans. People who have encountered them and escaped. Your own experience yesterday could be interpreted in that light.”

      “Do we have any information about what technology they may have access to?”

      “Again, nothing certain. But I fear the worst.” He put his hands down flat on the desk, as if he were going to push himself upright, but then simply stared at her with an inscrutable expression. “It is absolutely critical that we recover Rivers.” His eyes locked on hers. “Dead or alive.”

      “I’ll do what I can.”

      “You understand what I mean, yes?”

      Kerri nodded.

      “Then tell me. I cannot take the chance that you’re misinterpreting me. Another misstep and we could undo everything we’ve accomplished over the last ten years.”

      “I’m to find Rivers.” Her voice sounded mechanical in her own ears, as if she was reciting something she’d been made to memorize. “Rescue him or recover his body. If he’s in captivity, and I can’t secure his release....” She stopped, swallowed.

      His gaze intensified. “Say it.”

      “Kill him.”

      Stillwell nodded, leaned back in his chair. “I hate like hell that it’s come to this. Don’t think I don’t understand what you’re going through. When this kind of thing happens, we all look around for someone to blame. I don’t want it to be you.”

      “After you just spent the last fifteen minutes blaming me, then gave me orders to kill my own partner if I can’t rescue him.”

      “You know that’s standard procedure.”

      “I don’t have to like it.”

      He looked at her in silence for some time, and when he spoke, his voice lost some of its acerbic edge. “No. No, you don’t. I don’t like it either. Rivers is—or was—a friend of mine. But this thing is bigger than friendship, it’s bigger than you, me, Rivers, and the rest of the Guards put together. This is about the long-term habitability of the Earth.”

      “I know that.”

      He scanned his desk, then patted his shirt pocket. “Dammit,” he said under his breath. “I swear I had my Cross pen a minute ago. Old age sucks, Elias. Highly overrated.”

      Whatever age had done to him, it hadn’t dulled his brain. The folksy baloney was a put-on intended, for some reason, to put her at her ease. The result was that she felt even more on edge than before.

      He opened his desk drawer and pulled out a plain old ballpoint, and wrote a quick note. “Give this to Delia on your way out. Authorizes a half day’s paid vacation. Hit the gym, take a nap, whatever it takes to push reset on your brain.”

      “But Rivers—losing another day’s time…?” She trailed off.

      “I said you should take the rest of the day off. I didn’t say I’d take the rest of the day off. We have people on intelligence who need to report in before I’ll have you launching out blindly.” He gave a shooing gesture with one hand. “Now go. I’ll introduce you to your new partner tomorrow first thing and bring you up to speed on what we’ve found out in the interim. Then it’s up to the two of you.”
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        * * *

      

      Taking time off was exactly the opposite of what Kerri wanted to do. When she was frustrated, she wanted to do something about it, not idle. And especially not when Hank Stillwell had excluded her so he could deal with his inquiries and intelligence.

      The way he’d dismissed her was too much like the way her high school principal had reacted when she was a tenth-grader and got caught skipping class with some of the bad boy seniors. “Don’t run with the big dogs,” he’d told her, his voice full of condescension. “They’ll just get you into trouble.”

      In retrospect he was probably right, but he was one in a long line of people who treated her like a child, a little sister, someone inconsequential. Joining the Guards had been a way not only of settling some scores but leaving all of that behind. But then there was Rivers—she had a momentary pang at the thought—and Stillwell. Blustering males who didn’t take her seriously, didn’t give her credit for toughness and intelligence she knew she had.

      “Well, shit.” She scowled as she pulled on her workout clothes in the locker room of the facility’s gym. That was one perk of working here—state-of-the-art athletic equipment. Their overseers in the federal government, whoever they were, evidently recognized the importance of keeping the Boundary Guards fit.

      She grabbed a towel and walked out past the weight machines and up to a treadmill. The frustration flowing in her veins could probably spur her to run for miles. She set her iPod to a playlist of raucous alt rock, punched the buttons, and started running.

      People came and went. Kevin Salerno, Rivers’s other underling, came in wearing shorts, a form-fitting tank top, and his perpetual easy grin, and headed for the bench press. Danielle Tauriac, who now that Rivers was gone was Kerri’s immediate superior, worked herself hard on an elliptical. She paid no attention to the surreptitious glances cast her way by the men in the room, but the fact she wore a skin-tight gray and red suit that left no curve to the imagination made Kerri think she was well aware of the effect she had, despite the blasé expression in her dark eyes. Danielle was a no-nonsense Louisiana native who oversaw about a dozen Guards, including Kerri and Rivers, and who in hundreds of field missions had established herself as tough, strong, and absolutely fearless.

      Two treadmills over was a man she’d never seen before, and Kerri found herself doing a bit of looking of her own. From the frown he wore and his intense, distant gaze, he was concentrating on his run, and seemed unaware of anyone else. He was a little over six feet tall, had green eyes, wavy hair of a deep chestnut brown, a finely-sculpted jaw, and a muscular frame. His gait was regular and confident, tanned legs flexing smoothly with each stride. It was clear he had been a runner for a long time. She tried not to be too obvious about it, but there was no doubt that he was pretty damn attractive.

      She forced herself back to focusing on her own run, tuning in to Linkin Park belting out something about what doesn’t kill you making you more strong. But her disobedient brain made her turn her head one more time, and found him climbing off the treadmill, and turning toward her with a grin.

      Kerri blushed and faced forward again. The man, on the other hand, seemed entirely unperturbed. In fact, he made a point of pulling up the hem of his t-shirt to wipe the sweat from his face, exposing a belly with six-pack abs he no doubt wanted her to admire.

      Apparently he’d been aware of her after all.

      Great. Now some arrogant jock was strutting for her benefit. Not what she needed. She poked at the touch screen to increase the treadmill’s speed. Maybe she could purge the frustration, the guilt, and the lust from her body all at the same time.

      Although her brain was still not cooperating, at least fate was. She was able to resist another sidewise glance for nearly ten minutes, and by that time he was gone.

      She ran hard for another twenty, until her calves and quads burned, then switched off the machine, grabbed her towel and water bottle, and headed for the shower. The locker room was unoccupied except for Olivia Wright, a genial and athletic young woman who had joined the Guards three years ago right around the same time Kerri had, and whose friendly demeanor could be misleading. She had won the state championship in judo for three years running, and could afford to be relaxed because she was supremely confident about taking no shit from anyone. Olivia looked up as Kerri entered. She was stuffing her work clothes into a locker, and gave Kerri a grin.

      “Elias.”

      “How’s it going, Wright?”

      Olivia shrugged. “Okay. Off to Louisiana tomorrow. Apparently there’s been Child activity in some pissant little town called Broussard. You heard about that?”

      Kerri shook her head.

      “Can’t say I’m thrilled. I hate humidity. Brennan said he’s been there before, and it’s like a sauna this time of year. It’s him and me and two others.”

      “Isn’t that near Danielle’s home town?”

      Olivia shrugged. “I think she’s from around there somewhere, yeah. Wonder why they didn’t send her, you know? Me, I’m gonna melt.”

      “Sorry about that.”

      “Guess that’s the breaks.” She paused, and slung her towel around her neck. “Say, Elias, I heard what happened to Rivers. I’m sorry.”

      “So am I.”

      “What’re they doing about it?”

      Kerri scowled. “About finding Rivers? Or about finding a way to blame me for it?”

      The other woman’s pale blue eyes showed no particular reaction to the bitter tone in Kerri’s voice. “Both, I guess.”

      “I’m being assigned a new partner tomorrow, and first priority is seeing if we can find any trace of where Rivers was taken. Can’t imagine it’ll do any good. Have we ever been successful finding someone who’s been abducted, unless the Children released them of their own accord?”

      “Not that I can recall.”

      “Me either. As far as my fate, Stillwell wouldn’t give me a straight answer. At first he sounded like he wanted me crucified for it, like he was looking for a fall guy and I’m it. Afterwards, though, he was more like, ‘Look, we all gotta stick together. I got your back.”

      Olivia laughed. “That and two bucks’d get you a cup of coffee.”

      “I know. I don’t put much faith in his ‘I have your best interest in mind’ bullshit. But maybe I’m just getting cynical.”

      “That’s not cynical, that’s the flat-out truth. But I’ve found that nobody much has my best interest in mind except me.” Olivia picked up her water bottle. “Got to get on the weight machines while I have a chance. Take it easy, Elias.”

      “Have a good workout.”

      Kerri hit the shower, got dressed, consulted her watch. It was still only eleven o’clock. Half a day left, and nothing to do. Ordinarily, days off were precious, and all the more so for being uncommon. The Guards worked when they were needed, not on a nine-to-five, Monday-to-Friday schedule. That much was understood when you signed on.

      So when lulls came, and afforded opportunities for reading, relaxing, or—miracle of miracles—a social life, it was something to be relished. But now she had hours at her disposal, and all she wanted was to be given a job, any job.

      She got her belongings together and headed out of the Guard headquarters, past the sign that said SunTec Solutions, Inc. The operation was camouflaged as a renewable energy research company, a ruse that was helped along by the banks of solar panels that powered the place and a logo with a smiling, bright yellow cartoon sun painted on the white stucco façade of the building. The front desk receptionist, a cheerful fifty-something named Amelia, regularly fielded inquiries and took applications from ecologically-minded people who wanted a job working for SunTec. Most of them never heard anything further about employment opportunities after their résumés and applications were dropped off—except for the handful who seemed to Hank Stillwell and the rest of the higher-ups to be good candidates for joining the Guards. Those got an unexpected visit and an offer of a strange job that had nothing whatsoever to do with renewable energy and curtailing fossil fuel use.

      Although it did turn out to be about saving the planet.

      Kerri strode toward her car, a spotless dark green Mini Cooper, and dropped into the driver’s seat. Back to her apartment for the rest of the day. She was too keyed up to nap, but she’d just started the latest crime drama novel by Gil Miller, so maybe she could catch up on her reading.

      Anything to avoid thinking about where Rivers was right now, what the Black-eyed Children might be doing to him, and what she and this anonymous new partner Stillwell mentioned might have to do to try to rescue him.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, no less wound up but at least determined to manage her dislike of her boss with more aplomb, Kerri retraced her steps down the long hallway toward Hank Stillwell’s office. She went through the same rigamarole with Delia about whether she’d actually been asked to the meeting with Mr. Stillwell or was trying to elbow her way in for some reason. Once cleared, she was ushered once again into the inner sanctum.

      “Elias,” he said as she entered. “Good. You’re the last one.” He gestured for her to sit. About a dozen people were already there, but she didn’t spare them a look because Stillwell launched right into a briefing as she was getting settled.

      “As you all know by now, two days ago we lost one of our most experienced Guards, Michael Rivers. He was abducted Tuesday evening while investigating a sighting near Deming.”

      Kerri shifted uneasily, waiting for him to make some kind of snarky remark about her role in his disappearance, but he passed up the opportunity, probably in the interest of time. She wasn’t fooling herself into thinking that she’d heard the last of it.

      “We have men and women in the field who are specialists in obtaining information about the movement of the Children. We have reports of increased activity in several spots around the country. Southern Louisiana, upstate New York, and some towns in the Cascade Range northeast of Seattle have seen movement and some additional sightings. There is one report of a disappearance in Louisiana day before yesterday, but the victim is a seventeen-year-old girl who went out at night after a fight with her parents, and may turn out to be a runaway, or at worst an ordinary kidnapping. Still, it may not be a coincidence that she was last seen near a town south of Lafayette where our people have had multiple reports of activity by Black-eyed Children.”

      “So no news about Rivers?” she blurted out. Several people, including Kevin Salerno two seats away from her, turned and looked at her.

      “Nothing.” Stillwell’s voice took on a querulous tone. He didn’t like to be interrupted. “The fact that all three of the hotspots are so distant from the site of Rivers’s abduction gives us some hope that he’s being held in the area. Which brings us to the topic of what we do next.” He paused. “We are sending a team back to where Rivers was captured in the hope of finding some clues regarding where he was taken. Another will begin inquiries in the Deming area, and a third will scour the sites of previous sightings from the past year. Western New Mexico and eastern Arizona has had significant activity in the past, and just because things have been calmer in the last months doesn’t mean that they may not be ramping up again. I hardly need to mention that given what Rivers knows about our operations, it’s critical that we devote whatever resources we have to finding his whereabouts.”

      The question How? occurred to Kerri, but this time she kept her mouth shut.

      “A team has already been dispatched to Louisiana, on the off chance the disappearance there is connected to Rivers’s abduction. They’re in flight as we speak. You here today are tasked with finding out whatever you can in your assigned area. I realize these are vague instructions. We hoped by this morning to have more to go on, but the usual sources of information didn’t pan out, and time is of the essence.” He picked up a sheet from his desk. “Salerno, Cristofi, and Fujimoto, you’ll focus on Deming itself. It’s been suggested the Children may have a hideout somewhere in the city we haven’t discovered yet, which is why this area has been an epicenter of sightings in the past. If that’s the case, it’s probable that Rivers was taken there, although even so it’s not certain how long he’ll be held there. Rayner, Pizarro, Moss, Sharif, Choudhary, and Levasseur, you’re taking the widest geographic area, so you may want to split up. You’ll be checking out known sites of high activity, with the goal of finding out whether they’re beginning to escalate in those same locations again. Report back any information you find via an encrypted channel on your cellphones to the appropriate data coordinator. Relevant findings will be relayed to me.” He paused. “Elias and Vincent, you’re back to the spot where Rivers was abducted to see if there’s anything we missed, anything at all out of the ordinary. Elias, can you find the spot exactly?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Then the two of you retrace your steps. Elias, fill Vincent in on the exact circumstances of the events of two days ago on the way, including the information about the... artifact you found.”

      There was just the slightest hesitation before the word artifact. For all of his appeasing talk, apparently Stillwell hadn’t let go of his skepticism about the contents of the letter.

      Of course, to be fair, Kerri was just as much in the dark herself.

      “Are there any questions?”

      Kerri gave a small motion of one hand. “Yes. I have one.” Stillwell turned toward her, and she gestured around the room. “Who is Vincent?”

      Stillwell’s square face showed exasperation, but how the hell was she supposed to figure out who the guy was? Telepathy? He pointed to the back of the room. “You’ll be working with Aaron Vincent. He’s new to the staff, recently transferred to headquarters from our branch unit in Georgia, but I think he’ll be up to speed very quickly.”

      Kerri twisted in her chair. A man seated in the corner sat up, and gave a little smile and a wave to her.

      It was the well-built runner she’d ogled at the gym the previous day.

      She winced, blushed, and faced front again.

      Great. This day was shaping up to be just great.
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      As the meeting dispersed, Kerri tried to figure out how to get past her own embarrassment and force herself to approach him. But how? Act like nothing happened? Or say nonchalantly, “Oh, you’re the guy I saw at the gym yesterday. What a coincidence?”

      Or give him a salacious grin and say, “Nice ass, dude?”

      The thought made her blush deepen, especially when she heard a friendly voice behind her.

      “Kerri?”

      She turned. Mr. Gym Rat stood there, looking totally at ease, wearing a relaxed smile.

      He stuck out one hand. “Aaron Vincent. Glad we’ll be working together.”

      Kerri shook his hand and attempted a smile. “Kerri Elias. And me too.”

      “When do you want to leave? My sense is that we should hit the road as soon as possible. I looked at the map. The site is what, two hours away?”

      “A little less. I can leave whenever you’re ready.”

      “Good. I’m ready to roll. My car or yours?”

      “You have a pref?”

      He shrugged. “Not really.”

      “Then I’ll drive. It’ll give you a chance to read my report. I can fill you in on anything else you need to know.”

      “Assuming you know it yourself.”

      She gave him a sharp look. Was that a dig? But his face was still as genial as ever.

      Time to get a grip. Everyone was not out to knock the legs out from under her. Just because Stillwell and Rivers were assholes didn’t mean all guys were. It was only fair to give him the benefit of the doubt.

      She took a deep breath and attempted another smile, more successfully this time.

      “Right. There are a ton of unanswered questions here. This is going to involve a lot of feeling our way forward. It’s the first time in my experience that a Guard has been abducted. And there’s the box with the letter I found.”

      “Yeah, I heard about that.” Again his voice was noncommittal, certainly not threatening or derisive. “What’s that about?”

      “It’s the weirdest damn thing I’ve seen since I joined, and there’s some stiff competition in that regard. I’ll tell you about it on the drive up.”
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        * * *

      

      Aaron Vincent flipped in silence through the pages of Kerri’s report as she drove down I-10 West toward the Deming exit. He paused longer on the letter, paperclipped at the end, and read it with a creased brow.

      “Bizarre,” he finally said, and closed the folder.

      “Yeah. I’ve never gotten a letter from myself before, much less one that I have no memory of writing.”

      “It’s your handwriting?”

      “Yes. But before you ask, I don’t live in a house, I live in an apartment. I don’t own a copy of David Copperfield. And I have no idea what map it’s referring to.”

      “You think…” He stopped, looked out of the window at the desert rolling by, already rippling with heat shimmer.

      “Do I think what?”

      “Look, this is gonna sound off the wall.”

      Kerri snorted. “No more than it already does.”

      “Fair enough. I just transferred here from Atlanta. We’re a small staff but are charged with monitoring pretty much the entire southeast. And there was one guy I worked with, Ben Fallon, who had some strange experiences.”

      “With Black-eyed Children?”

      “Indirectly. He said he’d run into people who had been—I dunno, saved at the last minute is the best way to put it. They were in imminent danger of being abducted, and then someone shows up and warns them or gives them a lift or joins them on the side of the road. It always makes the Children take off pronto.”

      “Someone? Who?”

      “He didn’t know for sure. But the people who reported this said that their rescuers always seemed a little flustered, kind of looking around like they’d just gotten there themselves and didn’t quite know where they were. Always had big goofy smiles on their faces, though, like they were thrilled to be there. And more than one of the people he’d talked to said these rescuers disappeared just as quickly as they’d arrived once everybody was safe. They walk off or drive off or whatever, as if they’d showed up specifically to prevent an abduction, and once that was accomplished, they’re gone.”

      “And what does this have to do with the letter?”

      Aaron shook his head. “I’m not sure. But Ben, he said he thought it might be a case of time travel.”

      Kerri snorted a laugh. “Time travel? I thought the physicists had pretty much proven that was impossible.”

      “I don’t know about that. But the fact that these guys, whoever they are, show up just in time to save someone from being abducted, then disappear—it’s convenient, you know? That maybe they’d known it was going to happen, and moved around in the timeline to make sure they got there and stopped it.”

      “So you’re implying that this letter is from Future Kerri?”

      He shrugged. “Like I said, it sounds pretty freakin’ stupid when you put it that way. But is it any weirder than the Children are themselves?”

      “I guess you got a point there.”

      “So maybe you should be on the lookout for houses and copies of David Copperfield.”

      “Maybe. But if you’re right, I wish Future Kerri had been a little more explicit about what was going on, because Present Kerri is pretty damn confused.” Her smile vanished. “Or better yet, I wish one of your friend’s rescuers had shown up two nights ago.”

      Aaron turned toward her, his face serious. “Sorry. That must have sucked.”

      “Losing the partner you’d worked with for a year and a half? Yeah, you could say that.”

      “You were close?”

      She didn’t answer for a moment, just watched the ribbon of freeway spooling out ahead of her, through the sagebrush- and mesquite-covered hillsides toward the roadside where Rivers had been captured.

      Then she sighed. “I don’t know if I’d call it close. Rivers and I worked pretty well together, I guess. He knew what he was doing, that’s for damn sure. That’s why it’s so weird he got caught. The man knew more about the Black-eyed Children than anyone, probably even more than Stillwell and the rest of the higher-ups. Stillwell used to be good, I hear, but now he sits behind a desk pushing papers. But Rivers? He was on the front lines. And wasn’t afraid of a damn thing. He’d been in way more precarious situations than that and fought his way out.” She paused. “I guess his luck finally ran out.”

      “You think we have a prayer of a chance of finding him?”

      “Honestly? No. I think the best we’ll do is see if there’s any evidence telling us what direction they took him. Once you get abducted, that’s that.”

      “But we might figure out where they’re holding him?”

      “Slim possibility, but yes. That’s what Stillwell thinks.”

      Aaron didn’t answer, and for a few minutes, the drive proceeded in silence.

      “So have you ever actually encountered a Child?” Kerri faced forward, trying not to let the tension show in her voice. She didn’t want him to interpret it as fear.

      It wasn’t fear, was it?

      “No.” He fidgeted with the folder in his lap. “I saw a couple from a distance once. I interviewed a lot of people who had seen ’em, though, the ones who were lucky enough to get away, with or without help from Ben Fallon’s Time-Traveling Rescue Squad. But actual contact? No.” He paused. “Not yet.”

      “I hadn’t either. Not until two nights ago.”

      “What are they like?”

      She turned toward him with a grim smile. “Let me put it this way. The Black-eyed Children are the single fucking scariest thing I’ve ever seen in my life. I grew up on a farm in Nebraska, and spent my childhood with cattle and horses, and I thought I was pretty tough and fearless, you know? But when the first Child I saw that night looked at me with those shining black eyes, it was like looking at something with no connection to humanity at all. They may superficially look like human children, but when you see the eyes, you know it’s all a sham. There’s nothing human about them. And when those two stood there staring at me, debating whether to smash the car window with a rock and drag me off, too? I wouldn’t call that afraid. I was somewhere between pissing my pants and having a stroke.”

      “I’ve heard others say the same thing. My friend Ben put it, ‘It pulls you down into a depth of fear you didn’t even think was possible.’“

      “That’s it exactly.”

      “Amazing that we’re deliberately headed toward them.” He gave her a crooked smile.

      “That’s what the Guards do.” She glanced at him. “So what made you join?”

      He chuckled. “Series of peculiar events. I had just finished college. Majored in sports management. Lots of jocks go that direction, ’cuz they have the idea it’s a way of getting a degree while just messing around out on the field, you know? Of course, it turned out to be way more than that, and also I spent too much time partying, so my GPA wasn’t that great. So they hand me my diploma and boot my ass out into the real world. And there I was, with thousands of other jocks who thought the same thing but who had realized sooner that you need to work hard, that college isn’t just about parties and girls and sports. Couldn’t get a job, and by then I wasn’t all that sure if I wanted a career in sports management anyhow. So I drifted. Worked for Home Depot for a while, but hated retail. Worked as wait staff in a restaurant, and hated that worse. I finally decided I better get my shit together and get serious, and at that point, the degree was all I had. There’s a place outside of Atlanta that is supposedly the corporate office of a chain of gyms, so I applied for a job there.”

      “Let me guess. Not a corporate office for gyms.”

      He grinned. “Nope. But I guess they saw something on my résumé that interested them. God alone knows what. A month passed, and nothing. I figured that they’d round-filed my application—and who could blame them?—when I got a call from a guy who wanted to meet with me to talk over an employment opportunity. So I headed back to the place, dressed in my nice shirt and tie, expecting to hear about getting in on the management end of a fitness center or something, and I’m told this crazy shit about some alien race trying to take over the Earth.”

      “Did you believe it?”

      “Not at first. I thought the guy interviewing me was either playing some kind of stupid practical joke or else was flat-out crazy. But he didn’t seem like a psycho, you know? Suit and tie, clean-shaven, nice haircut.”

      Kerri smiled. Something loosened in her, like a knot she hadn’t even been aware of. Maybe this would be okay after all. “Crazy people don’t always have wild hair and untucked shirts, you know.”

      “I know. Not only his appearance, but the way he talked, the way he carried himself. He didn’t seem like some lunatic conspiracy theorist who wanted to recruit me for his cult or something.” He paused. “Then he brought out the photographs.”

      “Scary as hell, aren’t they?”

      “I don’t know if you’ve seen the same ones, but yeah. Freaky. Apparently there aren’t that many verified photos of Black-eyed Children, but the ones he showed me made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. I remember one of the photos in particular—two kids in ragged clothing, like little homeless kids, standing under a streetlight at night. Shaggy hair, barefoot, skinny, look like they haven’t had a bath or a good meal in weeks. But one of ’em is turned toward the camera, and you can see his eyes are solid glossy black. And it was like you said earlier. His expression wasn’t human. I don’t know how to explain it. I remember thinking, ‘People stop to give these kids a ride? I’d stomp on the accelerator and not slow down till I was safe in my driveway.’ But I guess if you don’t look closely at first, or if the light is bad, you might be fooled long enough to—” He took a deep breath.

      “To get caught.”

      “Yes. So anyhow, the guy in the interview told me all of this loony-sounding shit about what the Guards were trying to do, and I believed him. I don’t know why, but I believed him. And I signed up. Three months of training and six months of probationary appointment later, I was assigned to Atlanta. That was five years ago.” He looked over at her. “What about you? How’d you end up in this outfit?”

      Kerri saw the green road sign in the distance, Hwy. 180 North—Silver City. And suddenly the knot was back, tighter than ever, constricting her breathing, snarled around her heart.

      When she spoke, it was in a quiet, steady voice, barely audible over the hum of the engine, even to her own ears.

      “I joined the Guards three years ago because the Black-eyed Children abducted my boyfriend.”

      Aaron looked over at her, a stricken expression in his green eyes. “Jesus, Kerri, I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

      “No reason you should.”

      “And they never… he didn’t….”

      She shook her head. “No trace. Just like almost all the others. There’ve been a few people who have returned from being taken, apparently unharmed and in good health, and remembering nothing of the experience. Noah was not one of them.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It sucks. I still don’t go a day without wondering where he is, whether he’s still alive, what those bastards might be doing to him.” She flipped on her turn signal, slipped onto the on-ramp to 180 North. “At this point, I’ve had to let him go. Let go of any hope that I’ll ever see him again.”

      “How did it happen?” He frowned, shook his head. “I shouldn’t ask. If you don’t want to talk about it⁠—”

      “No, it’s okay. If we’re going to work together, you should know my background.” She paused, took a deep breath. “We were students at the University of Nebraska, studying sustainable agriculture. Like I said, I’m a farm kid, and was always interested in trying to find ways to make it all work better. I was hoping to go to Africa or somewhere, you know, somewhere they’re really trashing the environment just to survive, and help them to find better ways. Idealistic. Noah and I both.” She chuckled a little. “We were living together in a little apartment in Lincoln. No plans for getting married, but probably heading that direction once we both graduated and had jobs. Then one night, the Black-eyed Children intervened.”

      “Jesus,” Aaron said under his breath.

      “We were in bed. I was almost asleep, Noah was reading, just a reading light on. There was a knock on the door. So Noah got up, put on his bathrobe, peered out of the bedroom window—you could see the front door from there—and he said, ‘It’s a couple of little kids.’ I said something like, ‘At eleven o’clock at night?’ And he said, ‘I’ll go see what they want. Maybe they’re lost or something.’“ So he went out into the living room, and I heard the front door open. I heard some voices—I couldn’t understand any words—then silence. I almost dozed off again, but something didn’t seem right. After about ten minutes, I got up to see what was going on. The front door was wide open. Noah was gone.”

      “That’s horrible.”

      “The days following his disappearance were some of the worst times I can ever remember. The police don’t want to believe you, you know? You tell them your boyfriend disappeared, they think you’re either a hysterical woman or maybe that he took off because you drove him to it.”

      “Was there any, you know, evidence? Something to support what you said?”

      “No. That’s the problem. There usually isn’t. Someone decides to take a walk at night down to the corner store for a six-pack of beer and they don’t come back. Old lady driving home from a church social sees a kid trudging along on a lonely country road, stops to give him a lift, and the next day the police find her car on the roadside, abandoned. Most of the disappearances are ascribed to ordinary crime—kidnapping, some crazy perv out there snatching people off the street.”

      “Maybe some are.”

      “Could be. But the cases I’ve worked on, there’s something different. I don’t know how else to put it, but they feel different. You talk to people, find out the circumstances around an abduction, you get to where you can tell.”

      “Sounds like you worked pretty close to the front lines.”

      She shrugged. “With Rivers, it was hard not to. The guy was damn near obsessed.”

      “Wonder if there was something in his history, too.”

      The thought had occurred to her before, and more than once she’d wanted to ask him. Now, more than likely she’d never have the chance.

      “I don’t know. He never talked about his past. He was not an easy guy to work with, a lot of the time. But Stillwell was right this morning. Rivers was one of the best Guards we had. He’s not going to be easy to replace.”

      There was another period of silence between them. Kerri had a twinge of embarrassment at how easily she’d told Aaron about her boyfriend’s abduction. Most of the other guards didn’t know—she’d told Danielle Tauriac one evening a few months ago over drinks, but Danielle was one of the most loyal people she’d ever met. The likelihood of the story entering the gossip pipeline through Danielle was slim. Of course, Stillwell knew, as did the other supervisors who had made the decision to approach her for a job, but probably not a lot of others.

      Aaron, though, had a personality that invited confidences. Her initial judgment, when he’d pulled his shirt up in the gym in a blatant attempt to show her some skin, struck her as unfairly harsh. The guy didn’t seem like an arrogant jock as much as he did simply light-hearted and ready to flirt a little if given the opportunity.

      She really needed to lighten up. The chip on her shoulder got a bit heavy at times.

      The rest of the drive to the pull-off was taken up by small talk—how New Mexicans dealt with the heat and dryness and dust, how Georgians dealt with the heat and humidity and mildew, a common interest in college football and competitive running. It was pleasant to have something to distract her from the jangling thoughts of the previous two days, and it was with some disappointment that she saw the spot in the distance where Rivers had parked his car.

      “Here we go.” She pointed, put on her turn signal for the benefit of no one, and pulled to a grating stop in the gravelly patch along the side of the highway.

      “Desolate place.” Aaron scanned their surroundings.

      “Welcome to New Mexico. It’s got its own beauty, but if you’re used to the green of the southeast, I can see how it’d be a little stark.”

      “Atlanta seems like a jungle by comparison.”

      They got out. After the air-conditioned interior of the car, the hot desert wind hit them like the outflow from an oven. They retrieved packs from the trunk of the Mini and donned baseball caps to shade their faces. She hoped Aaron had remembered sunscreen for any exposed skin. Sunburn this time of year could happen in fifteen minutes. But despite her revised opinion of him, she resisted the temptation to remind him. She wasn’t his mom.

      He’d learn one way or the other.

      Kerri pointed off down toward the sagebrush and a hill in the distance.

      “We’re looking for anything. Anything out of the ordinary. Anything Rivers may have dropped, especially on the way back toward the car. He was caught maybe forty or fifty yards that way—” she nodded toward a trio of twisted mesquite trees next to what might by a stretch have qualified as a trail “—but where they took him after that is unknown.”

      “So if he dropped something, hoping we’d find it, we’d have to stumble on it by pure luck.”

      “More or less.” Reluctance welled up in her, but she forced it back. “Of course, Rivers would know that. Once they left the path we’d taken to the hill and back, it’d be a thousand to one against our ever finding something he left for us. So we’ll have to hope luck is on our side.”

      They struck off down the narrow rocky path toward the little hill where she had recovered the box and the letter, where two days ago Salerno thought he’d seen a Black-eyed Child—the sighting that had started the chain of events that led to Rivers’s capture.

      The place looked different during the day. Open, sunny, ordinary. At night, the familiar shapes of rocks and bushes took on sinister outlines, as if they themselves had come alive and were watching them with some malign purpose. She recalled reading in college a book by Carlos Castaneda about a wannabe mystic who had apprenticed himself to an old Native shaman in the Mexican desert, and a passage where the apprentice talks about how changed the desert is at night, how all of the shadow creatures and evil spirits are gone when the sun is out. The shaman corrected him.

      The shadows and so on are still there, still watching you, during the daytime, the shaman told him. It’s just that in the daylight, you can’t see them.

      Kerri gave a shudder and kept walking.

      They moved slowly, Kerri in the lead, trying to retrace the path they’d taken in their return from the hilltop. The rocky soil held no footprints. There may have been trackers who could read a whole story into a broken branch, but she was not one of them.

      She didn’t think Aaron Vincent was, either. She watched as he stopped to take a pull of water from his canteen. His thin t-shirt snapped in the wind, and he scanned the ground around him, looking fruitlessly for some sign of Rivers or his captors.

      Forty-five minutes later they were on the hilltop where Salerno had seen the Child and Kerri had found the letter two days earlier. The place was as desolate and windswept as ever. She climbed onto a rock and turned east, back toward the car, then made a full 360-degree circuit, scanning for anything out of the ordinary.

      The only things visible were rocks, sagebrush, ocotillo, mesquite, and one low, craggy hill after another, all nearly identical. She could easily understand why people got lost in the desert. Just observing it from the comfort of an air-conditioned car gliding down the road, it looked safe and picturesque and scenic. Out in it, you realized how huge it was, and that it was not so much hostile as completely indifferent about humanity. Next to the immensity of the desert, a human life seemed no more significant than a housefly batting out its life against a window screen. Live or die, the desert would go on unchanged.

      She jumped down from the rock outcropping. Aaron was farther out on the perimeter of the hilltop, near where it started a precipitous decline on the west side. He turned toward her, and she raised both hands toward him, palms upward, in a gesture of futility.

      “Anything?”

      He shook his head. “You didn’t think there would be.”

      “No. I was pretty doubtful about it from the beginning. But Stillwell wants you to go, you go.”

      “How’d he end up calling the shots?”

      She chuckled. “He’s one of the founders. He and six others. I don’t know the whole story, but the scuttlebutt is that they banded together after a string of disappearances and started pursuing an investigation. One of them, Lindsey Whittington, was an FBI agent, so she had an automatic in with the authorities. I gather that’s how we got some form of blessing from the federal government, even though the official line is still that we don’t exist, and they know nothing about it.”

      “I’d heard some about it, but it’s not surprising that the branch offices are kind of disconnected. You’ve worked at headquarters the whole time?”

      Kerri nodded, and took a drink of water from her canteen.

      “I’m glad I transferred. I don’t think I’d ever have gotten the chance to do anything worthwhile if I’d stayed in Atlanta. Mostly seemed to be paperwork.” He did another scan toward the horizon, and then stopped, frowned.

      “What?”

      He pointed to the south edge of the hilltop, where a huge limestone boulder was slowly being eroded into pinkish grit. “Something reflective. Near the base of that rock.”

      Kerri re-stoppered her canteen and hooked it back to her belt, then followed Aaron. His comments had revealed his inexperience. It was probably a shard of glass from a beer bottle, left behind by some kids on a campout. Maybe just a piece of mica. She’d been fooled that way herself.

      But Aaron reached the spot, bent over, and held up a set of car keys. The key ring had a square piece of brass engraved with a Celtic knot as a fob.

      Rivers’s keys. She’d seen them many times before. She reached out silently, and he laid the keys across her palm. A house key, a couple of random keys that could go to anything, and a heavy car key inscribed Subaru.

      “Are those his?”

      She nodded. “No question about it.”

      “Could he have dropped them here before? You know, when you were here, when you found the box and the letter?”

      “I don’t think so. I don’t think he came over here the first time. And it wasn’t like he had a lot of opportunity to drop his car keys. He wouldn’t have taken them out, and he didn’t, like, sit down or anything, something where his keys could have fallen out of his pocket unnoticed.”

      “So they brought him back here.”

      “Looks like it.”

      “But then where?” He gestured toward the empty expanses. “Why would they go farther away from the road?”

      “Beats the hell out of me. But we better give a thorough search. There might be other clues.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour’s scanning of the area around the hill resulted in nothing but frustration and a glare headache. At least Kerri was gratified Aaron took the whole thing seriously, but at the same time showed no sign of blaming her for Rivers’s abduction or pulling the male chauvinist bullshit at which Rivers and Stillwell both excelled. By two o’clock, Aaron was sitting in the shade of the boulder where he’d found Rivers’s keys, munching on a rather squashed peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich he’d extracted from his pack, and watching her kick for the fifth time through the gravelly soil where the box had been buried.

      “Nothing there, Kerri.”

      She brushed a stray lock of hair out of her eyes, and the wind immediately blew it back. “Yeah, I know. I can’t get past the feeling we’re missing something.”

      “Even if they brought him back here, there’s no reason to think there’d be more in the way of evidence. It’s amazing we even found the keys. Rocky ground like this doesn’t hang on to footprints. I don’t know what else you’re hoping to find.”

      “I don’t either. Just give me ten more minutes.”

      Aaron gave a sharp little shrug—the first sign of irritation she’d seen on his open, handsome face—and went back to his sandwich.

      Nine and a half minutes later, she had nothing new except an added edge to her headache. She was about to turn around and concede defeat when Aaron said, “Um, Kerri? Come take a look at this.”

      She returned to the shadow of the limestone boulder, its rosy bulk towering higher than her head. Aaron was no longer sitting. He hunkered down next to it, and had taken out a small hand-ax from his pack. Where he’d sat was a pile of crumbled rock.

      She gave him a questioning look.

      “I was gonna put on my pack—reached out, and my elbow hit the rock. It just kind of shattered. The whole face of the rock is, I dunno, spongy. It falls apart if you touch it.” He tapped the stone with the flat back edge of the little ax and a shower of rubble fell from its surface.

      “So?” She tried to keep the annoyance out of her voice, without much success.

      He didn’t seem perturbed by her tone. “So it’s weird. I know that rocks erode, but this one you can crush with your hands.”

      He picked up a softball-sized chunk of the fallen stone and squeezed it. There was a crunch, and pinkish sand slipped between his fingers.

      He grinned. “I mean, I like to think I’m strong, but I’m not that strong.”

      “What does it signify?”

      “No idea. But check it out.” He tapped along the rock face starting directly in front of him and producing a cascade of broken limestone. He worked his way to the right, and abruptly the sound of the ax became a metallic clink.

      “Right here, all of a sudden the rock is solid again.”

      “What would make that happen?”

      “No idea. But Stillwell said we should try to find anything out of the ordinary. I’m not a geologist, but it seems strange to me.”

      Kerri nodded. She reached out silently for the ax and he handed it to her. She struck the stone with it, moving upward. This time, about six feet from the base, the ruinous crunch was replaced by a sharp tink!

      “Could infiltration by water do this?” she asked. “I’ve heard of marble façades of buildings getting eroded away in places with lots of rain.”

      Aaron gave her a skeptical look. “Could be. But we’re not exactly in a tropical rain forest, here. And why would water damage affect a vertical rock face on the top of a hillside?”

      “You’re right. Stupid idea.” She struck the rock again moving to the left. Crunch, crunch, crunch, tink! “The rotten part has definite edges.”

      Aaron took the ax back and hit the limestone face in a systematic fashion, moving back and forth in horizontal rows. In minutes, the parts of the outcropping that had become porous and fragile lay in a pile by his feet, and at about head-height was a rectangular slot three feet wide. The upper corners were perfect right angles.

      “That’s not natural,” she said under her breath.

      “Some rocks fracture in straight lines.” But even he didn’t sound convinced. “I remember that from ninth grade Earth Science.”

      “Limestone doesn’t. This is important. Keep chipping it away. Or if you like, I’ll take a turn.”

      Twenty minutes of work cleared a cavity from the rock face. It was only about two inches deep—beneath that, the limestone was again solid and resisted the hammer blows. The space had a rectangular outline a little over six feet tall and three feet wide, with edges so straight they might have been cut with a saw.

      When she spoke, it was in a whisper. “It’s a door.”

      His voice was modulated, light, but his glance belied that. He was afraid, no doubt about it. “A door to where? There’s nothing behind it but rock.”

      “I don’t know. Isn’t that what it looks like?”

      He nodded. “I guess.” He dropped the ax next to the foot-high mound of crumbled limestone they’d chopped away from the boulder. “But look. Before we jump to the conclusion this has anything to do with the Children or with Rivers’s disappearance, shouldn’t we at least try to rule out any natural explanations?”

      “Okay, can you think of a natural explanation?”

      He looked at the square-cornered cavity they’d excavated, and finally, reluctantly, said, “No.”

      “Me either.” She ran her finger along the flat edge of the hole. “And this is right where you found Rivers’s keys.”

      “I know. What do you think? It sounds like you have a definite idea of what this is.”

      She shook her head. “No. No definite idea. Just a peculiar hunch. Nothing certain.”

      “Okay, what’s your hunch?”

      “I’m thinking about plastic flower pots that get left in the sun.” She pressed in several spots in the middle of the cavity. The rock was cool, the grainy surface solid and unyielding beneath her fingertips.

      “Beg pardon?”

      “I remember my mom used to have lots of plants in pots out on our front porch. Hanging baskets, that kind of thing. In Nebraska, the sun is pretty unrelenting in the summer. And after being out in that harsh sunlight for months, the plastic got brittle. You know? Plastic is usually pretty tough and flexible. Think about trying to tear a plastic bag. But after a summer in the sun, you could break a piece off the pot without even trying hard. Two seasons out, they’d crumble if you put any pressure on them at all.”

      “Okay.” He gave her a curious expression, one dark eyebrow raised quizzically. “But I’m guessing you’re not saying the sun did this.”

      “No. For one thing, this side of the rock faces north. It’s not going to get direct sunlight. And even if sun could do this to limestone, which I don’t think it can, it wouldn’t break down a perfectly rectangular chunk of it and leave the rest intact.”

      “All right so far. So what did it?”

      “What if—okay, I’m admitting up front that this is speculation, so hear me out—the Children have developed a way to create some kind of a portal? It would explain how they appear and disappear so quickly, why they’re so hard to capture. If they have an ability to make a window they can jump through, it’s got to involve significant amounts of energy. E equals m times c squared, and all that sort of stuff.”

      “I never really understood that all that well.”

      “Me either. But I’ve heard some talk people have tossed around about the possibility of teleportation, and the limiting factor always is how much energy it’d take. If the Children could create a stable threshold—a doorway—maybe the energy released would have this effect on any matter it touched.”

      He slipped the little ax into a loop on the side of his pack, and hoisted the it onto one shoulder. “It’s a good idea. I can’t think of anything else that could explain it.”

      She pulled out her phone, and with a couple of touches took a half-dozen photographs of the rock face with its peculiar, artificial-looking hole. “I don’t know if it’s right. But it would explain why they brought Rivers back up here. And why he dropped his keys here—it was his last chance at leaving a clue.”

      “But you see what it also means.” Aaron’s voice sounded reluctant.

      Kerri shouldered her own pack. “Yes.” She turned away, trudging eastward toward the path down the hillside, the direction where two miles away her Mini Cooper was parked along the side of Highway 180. “It means Rivers could by now be literally anywhere on Earth.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            four

          

        

      

    

    
      The drive back toward Las Cruces proceeded largely in silence, with both of them lost in their own thoughts. When Aaron spoke, Kerri startled a little.

      “So what do you think the Black-eyed Children actually are?”

      “What are they?” She shook her head. “No idea. Everybody I’ve talked to about it has always assumed they’re aliens.”

      “What do they want with us?”

      She looked over at him. His clean-cut face looked troubled. Her thoughts went back to his comment on the way out, that he had never had actual contact with the Children. She knew all too well that before direct contact, the Children had been to her a scary story, a freaky tale to tell over a campfire at night. Even since Noah’s disappearance, it was easy enough to pass the Children off as a diffuse, vague threat, something not quite real. There was still the possibility Noah had vanished for a different, and completely prosaic reason, and however unlikely that actually was, part of her brain still clung to it.

      That perspective had changed forever two nights ago. The Black-eyed Children had gone from being a story to a terrifying reality. Aaron apparently had yet to make that transition. It would come sooner or later.

      And he was right to be apprehensive about it.

      “What do they want?” she said. “I don’t think anyone knows, really. What the abductions are for. What they’re accomplishing by kidnapping a person here, a person there. We know it’s been going on for a long time. There’s a guy at headquarters you’ll meet eventually—Dwayne Constantin—whose specialty is historical accounts of the Black-eyed Children. He told me there have been reports of Children in dozens of cultures. They’ve been worked into the mythology of people all over the world. He told me the Cheyenne have been doing battle with them, probably for centuries. They call them ‘the Enemies.’”

      “That scares the shit out of me.”

      She gave him a grim smile. “It should.”

      “Did Stillwell tell you his orders about what we have to do if we find Rivers?”

      “If we can’t set him free and get him back to safety, you mean?”

      He nodded.

      “Yes.”

      “Do you think you could do that?”

      She didn’t answer for a moment. “I don’t know. I’d like to say yes, I’m a good soldier and would follow orders. It’s not like I don’t see the reasoning behind it. Stillwell isn’t saying we should murder Rivers for the hell of it. He’s right that Rivers knows enough that if he caved in and talked, he could endanger what we’re doing. But to kill him? I don’t know.”

      “I don’t know how you would know until you’re in the situation.” Aaron’s face was thoughtful. “It’s like when you say, ‘Of course if the building was on fire, I’d rush in and try to save my family.’ But you don’t really know until you’re there, whether you’ll do the brave thing and put your own life at risk, or chicken out, put your tail between your legs, and save your own ass.”

      “Exactly. That’s it exactly. You hope you’ll do the right thing, but you can’t be certain.”

      “That’s why you have to think it through ahead of time. Better than the situation suddenly being on top of you, and you never gave it any thought.”

      “I suppose. Still, I hope we never have to find out. I think that either way I’d feel guilty for the rest of my life.”

      “I get that.” He gave her a rueful smile. “Sorry for bringing up depressing topics.”

      “No, you’re right. We’re in this thing, whatever it is. You can’t stand there and put your blanket over your head and pretend the monsters don’t exist.”

      “So what do we do now?”

      “We go back to headquarters. We tell Stillwell what we found. We await further orders.”

      “Great. I hate waiting.”

      He said it in such a flat tone that Kerri burst out laughing. “Once you see some action, you may regret saying that.”
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        * * *

      

      Stillwell clicked through the photographs on Kerri’s cellphone one at a time, frowning, enlarging each and examining every detail. Finally he pushed the phone back across the desk to her.

      “This—this artifact—was up on the same hill where you found the box and the letter.”

      “Yes. And Rivers’s car keys.”

      “And the car keys.” He leaned back in his chair. “Why didn’t you see the hole in the rock when you were up there with Rivers two days ago?”

      “We told you—” she started, but Aaron interrupted.

      “It looked like an ordinary rock face until you touched it. The rock was brittle, like it was eaten away. I had a hand-ax in my pack, and I cleared away all the rotten parts, and this is what was left.”

      “So you cut the hole in the rock.”

      Kerri rolled her eyes. “No. You can’t cut rock with an ax, Hank.”

      Stillwell gave a sharp, angry gesture toward Aaron. “Isn’t that what Vincent just told me he did?”

      “I didn’t cut into it, sir.” Aaron’s voice was just this side of obsequious. “I used the flat end to shatter the parts that were already crumbling. The straight edges were formed by whatever damaged the rock face in the first place.”

      Kerri looked over at her new partner. How he could keep his temper in the face of Stillwell’s condescension was anyone’s guess. Maybe being new, he was worried about his position if he stood up for himself. But it was the right approach, she had to admit.

      Stillwell’s bulldog-like visage softened slightly. “That’s remarkable. Any idea what could have caused that? And whether it has a connection to the Children and to Rivers’s disappearance?”

      “Kerri and I discussed a guess she had. It’s as good as anything I could think of.”

      Stillwell looked up at Kerri, bushy eyebrows rising on his broad forehead. “Oh?”

      Somewhat reluctantly, Kerri launched into her thoughts about the possibility of a portal. Stillwell sat, leaning back in his chair, large hands laced across his belly, and at least didn’t interrupt her.

      “Do you have any evidence of this other than the hole in the rock?” he said, after she concluded.

      “Only that it’s been reported that the Children can appear and disappear more or less at will, and no one’s ever explained how they do it.”

      Stillwell stared at her, and finally gave her a grudging nod. “Interesting possibility.” He cleared his throat. “Of course, you see the difficulty. It doesn’t get us very far in terms of figuring out where Rivers is being held. There was no sign that this… this portal was still active?”

      Aaron shook his head. “No. Beneath the crumbled parts was solid rock.”

      Stillwell nodded again. “Which would support Elias’s contention that the damage to the rock face was the aftereffect, not a sign that the portal was still there.”

      “Yes.”

      “Well done, then.” The words sounded as if he spoke them with difficulty. He picked up the papers on his desk, tapped them sharply on the wooden top to straighten them, set them down again. “We’ll keep your hypothesis in mind. There’s a lot of information we’re still waiting for, which we can only hope will clarify what you’ve found. We haven’t heard anything yet from the other teams. I’m expecting the ones who went to Arizona might be away for a day or two, possibly more, depending on what they find. In any case, there’s no necessity that you stay here, as long as you’re reachable should something come up.”

      Kerri slipped her phone back into her pocket. “Thanks.”

      As they were preparing to leave, Stillwell spoke again. “Vincent?”

      “Yes, sir?”

      “I’d like a word with you before you go. Elias, you’re dismissed.”

      Kerri let a puzzled frown flash across her face, and her eyes met Aaron’s for only a second or two. He looked as mystified as she was.

      “Of course, sir.” Aaron turned to Kerri. “See you tomorrow.”

      “Later, Aaron.”
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        * * *

      

      Kerri ate dinner alone in her apartment. Boneless chicken breast with broccoli and onions, quick-bake biscuits that came from a can, a cold bottle of Lagunitas.

      Why would Stillwell have wanted to talk to Aaron at further length? It could, of course, have nothing to do with the Black-eyed Children, and nothing to do with her. He’d just been hired a few days earlier, so it could well be some completely pragmatic question about his employment.

      But if so, wouldn’t Delia, Stillwell’s secretary, have handled it? Stillwell was way above having anything to do with making sure Aaron filled out his application for company health insurance, for chrissake.

      And then there was the subservient tone Aaron had. “Yes, sir.” “Of course, sir.” Once again, there was the possibility he simply had a strong respect for authority, or was on his best behavior as a new hire. Nothing to it, probably.

      Damn, but she was jumpy and suspicious, lately.

      She took a pull on her beer and allowed herself a little smile. Honestly, Aaron looked like he’d work out better as a partner than she could have hoped. He didn’t have Rivers’s experience, but he struck her as smart and competent. His humble self-assessment, that he couldn’t trust himself to act when it was necessary, she doubted. He showed every sign of being an excellent person to work shoulder-to-shoulder with. He had, after all, been the one who found the keys, and discovered what had happened to the rock face.

      And he also had the advantage of being drop-dead gorgeous. That smile, lord help her, that smile….

      She laughed at her own thoughts as she finished the last bit of her dinner, then picked up her beer and went into the living room, punched the remote to turn on the TV. Stranger Things would be on in five minutes. Seemed an appropriate way to end the day.

      She dropped into her armchair with a sigh. Maybe things were going to work out.
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        * * *

      

      Kerri arrived at the Guard headquarters the next morning without any particularly clear idea of what she would be doing. She had learned early on that there was very little consistency in her job, day-to-day. Two weeks of non-stop driving, hiking, and inquiry could be followed by two weeks of idleness. The lack of a complete picture of what the Black-eyed Children were trying to accomplish made it hard for the Guards’ strategy to be anything but reactive.

      She gave a quick knock on the office door of Danielle Tauriac who, now that Rivers was gone, was her immediate supervisor. Danielle was a lean, lithe African American woman with a take-no-shit attitude Kerri found admirable. Danielle had impressed the hell out of Kerri on more than one occasion, most recently by a comment to Hank Stillwell in a meeting that “You can say what you like, but I’m going to do what I think is right. Write me up afterwards if you want.”

      Kerri had to stop herself from applauding.

      Danielle was able to maneuver her way through the Stillwells of the world, sticking up for herself and somehow staying just this side of insubordination. A skill, Kerri reflected, she had yet to perfect.

      Danielle said, “Come,” so she let herself in.

      “Morning.”

      “Elias.”

      “I wanted to check in and see what’s up. Any news from the Deming and Arizona teams?”

      “Not yet. Deming checked in yesterday evening, but the news was all negative. Arizona split up, which Hank recommended, and one of the groups is checking out a lead on a sighting down near Bisbee. Guy named Matt Giles, works for one of the mining concerns down there, apparently narrowly missed picking up a Child out walking by the side of the highway in the middle of nowhere. But he did pick up someone else.”

      Kerri opened her eyes wide, said nothing.

      “Not sure yet,” Danielle said, in answer to the unspoken question. “Giles was interrogated by the team, gave them a detailed report of the guy he claims warned him off of picking up the Child. The guy himself was out there in the Arizona desert at night, alone, no survival gear, not a water bottle, nothing. Told Giles he was in danger of being tailed by the Children, advised him to drive like hell and avoid opening the door to strangers for the next few nights. Then said to drop him off by the side of the road.”

      “Near a town?”

      “Nope. According to Giles, they were still miles from any houses. The dude said, ‘Here’s good,’ and Giles watched him walk off alone into the desert. By that time, Giles was so freaked out he did seventy miles per hour steady until he got to the nearest town.”

      “You want to hear something kind of weird? Aaron Vincent—the new guy I was assigned to work with?”

      “I know Aaron.”

      “He was telling me on the way out yesterday that a friend of his, someone he worked with in Atlanta, had run into reports of people being saved from abduction at the last minute by some… I dunno, some person showing up that the Children are afraid of. Aaron’s friend said there’d been more than one account of this kind of thing.”

      “I’ve heard of it happening.”

      “What do you think is going on?” Kerri didn’t bring up Aaron’s friend’s contention that the would-be rescuers were time travelers. That was simply too far-fetched. She doubted someone as serious and intelligent as Danielle Tauriac would dignify such a claim with more than a raised eyebrow.

      “At this point, there’s no way to know. We simply have too little to go on. The Arizona team is returning to the place where Giles allegedly dropped his passenger off in the hopes he might be somewhere in the vicinity. Slim chance, though. The whole incident happened a week ago.”

      “We always seem to be one step behind them, don’t we?”

      “Can’t argue with that, unfortunately.” Danielle fiddled briefly with the necklace she always wore, a little gold loop with a tiny emerald, one of her only concessions to adornment.

      Kerri knew from experience it meant she was nervous.

      “So what now?”

      “As always, we wait and see what happens. Sorry, Elias. Know that’s not what you wanted to hear.”

      She gave Danielle a rueful smile. “No, but I’m getting used to it.”

      “The Children have simply been too elusive.” Danielle shook her head. “They must have bases of operation, but we haven’t been able to infiltrate them. Hell, not infiltrate them—find them. Until then, we’re working without a clear line of sight. I know it’s frustrating, but that’s what we signed up for. Maybe it’ll change at some point.”

      “I hope so.”

      “You might want to hang around, though. We’re expecting further updates today from all of the teams still out. Hit the gym or rec room. I’ll let you know if there’s any new action you can be involved with.”

      “Thanks, Danielle, I appreciate it.”

      She left the office in a combination of reassurance that at least Danielle had her back and would make sure she was included in anything that went down, and a welter of frustration at yet another day of forced inactivity. She took Danielle’s advice and went to the gym, hoping again that a run and some lifting would clear the mental cloud bank, and was halfway through a stiff workout on the treadmill when her phone trilled.

      A text from DTauriac. Succinct, as was every one of her utterances. Meet in Stillwell’s office ASAP. Important.

      Kerri switched off the treadmill and looked down at her sweat-stained t-shirt. She picked up her phone and typed, Time for a shower first?

      The response was immediate. No. Now.

      She gathered up her things and left the gym at a run.
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        * * *

      

      This time, Delia didn’t even delay Kerri with questions about whether or not she had an appointment, simply ushered her into Hank Stillwell’s office. That was even more ominous than Danielle’s urgent text.

      She opened the door. Stillwell was at his usual spot behind his enormous desk. Danielle was there, as were a couple of the other supervisors—people Kerri recognized but barely knew. One she had worked with was Asha Choudhary, who had led the Arizona team, a small but tough woman from Mumbai who three years ago had supervised Kerri’s six weeks of Guard training. Of the field Guards, the lower echelon, Kerri was one of only two present. The other was Aaron Vincent, who sat in the same unobtrusive corner where he’d sat the previous day. Their eyes met, and Aaron gave a little shrug and shake of the head.

      Evidently he didn’t know any more about this urgent meeting than she did.

      There was one complete unknown there in the room. He was a small, wiry man, perhaps twenty-five years of age, with unkempt blond hair, dressed in a yellow t-shirt, shorts, and the leather footwear that her father had always called “Jesus sandals.” He looked up as Kerri entered and gave her a broad smile.

      Did she know him?

      She went through her memories and came up with nothing. He didn’t look at all familiar, but his grin was clearly one of recognition.

      “Sit down, Elias.” Stillwell indicated a chair that had apparently been saved for her. His voice sounded not entirely pleased, but Kerri decided to hold her tongue and see how this strange meeting would play out.

      “Choudhary, why don’t you fill Elias in on what you found,” he continued. “Bring everyone up to speed at the same time.”

      The dark, compact Guard nodded, and spoke in her characteristically cautious fashion. “Yesterday I took part of the team that had been dispatched to Arizona and went toward Bisbee, where there’d been a sighting a week ago that involved an encounter with a man who apparently knew all about the Black-eyed Children. This man not only understood the threat the Children represent, but prevented an abduction. We thought it important to follow up despite the fact that several days had elapsed. Much to our surprise, when we returned to the site of the incident, we found….” She gestured at the blond-haired man, who responded with a cheerful grin and a wave.

      “Hi.”

      “It was an extreme long shot that there’d even be any evidence of who he was and where he had come from, but he was simply—waiting by the side of the road for us.”

      “You knew they were coming?” Stillwell demanded.

      The man was unfazed by Stillwell’s bluntness. “Of course. Isn’t that what ‘waiting by the side of the road’ means?”

      Stillwell’s scowl deepened. “Before we listen to what you have to say, maybe you can convince me of your intentions. There is too much at stake here simply to take someone who walks in at their word. The fact that you are knowledgeable about the Black-eyed Children doesn’t mean you’re working against them. In fact, it could well mean the opposite.”

      “Do you want a list of references?” He gave Stillwell an incredulous grin.

      “It’d help.”

      “I have stopped many people from being abducted. The Children fear me and my kind, and rightly. I am the reason your people came back to that spot along the highway. I am the one who saved Matt Giles. If it weren’t for me, he would now be dead, or worse. If I am on the side of the Children, and feeding you lies, you should ask yourself why I did that.”

      Stillwell’s bulldog-like expression darkened further. “Fine. We’ll assume for a moment that you’re telling the truth. You have a message for us? Something that you wouldn’t tell Choudhary and her team?”

      “I don’t have a message for you.” The man’s grin widened further. “Like I told you earlier, I have a message for her.”

      He turned in his chair and pointed one skinny index finger at Kerri.

      Kerri frowned in complete incomprehension.

      “Why her?” Stillwell wasn’t even trying to hide his irritation any more.

      Still facing Kerri the man fixed her with light blue eyes that glittered with intelligence. “Let me tell her the message, and you’ll see.”

      Stillwell closed his mouth tight. Everyone in the room was still. The silence was almost a tactile thing.

      “You’re the one who will stop them,” the man said, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.

      “I don’t understand this,” Kerri said. “How?”

      “How will make itself apparent with time. At the moment, keep yourself ready to act. The true battle has yet even to begin. But soon. Very soon.”

      Something about the strange man’s manner made the room shrink, leaving the conversation between him and Kerri alone. The others—the curious and sympathetic faces of Aaron Vincent and Danielle Tauriac, the perpetually exasperated visage of Hank Stillwell, the others with questions in their eyes—all receded to the vanishing point.

      Moved by a sudden impulse, she asked, “Where is Rivers?”

      “We don’t know. That is something you must find out. With our help, to be sure. But you are the one.”

      She shook her head. “Well, that’s flattering. But Stillwell’s right. Why me?”

      The man’s grin flashed out again. It was a cheerful grin, almost mischievous. “Why anyone? It’s all a matter of accidentally being in the right place at the right time. You might as well ask why a particular rock in a stream deflects the current the way it does. Accident, place, and time account for ninety percent of what happens. Planning is the other ten.”

      “Who are you?”

      “You can call me Saul. We’ve led the fight against the ones you call the Black-eyed Children for generations.”

      Kerri gave a glance over at Danielle, who watched her with an expression of fierce intensity. “And the Black-eyed Children themselves, who are they?”

      Saul’s grin was gone in an instant, replaced by an expression of disgust. “The closest I can come is that they’re parasites. They use other sentient species as food. Left to their own, they inevitably wipe out all sentient life. It’s happened before. Many times before.”

      “Many times? Where?”

      “Other worlds traveling around other stars. The Children are great travelers. As are we.”

      “So you… you’re….” She couldn’t bring herself to finish the sentence. It sounded too ridiculous, like something she’d hear on the science fiction shows she was so fond of watching.

      “Aliens?”

      She nodded.

      “Of course. What did you think we were?”

      “I don’t know. You look human.”

      “That isn’t difficult. You see how the Children themselves have nearly perfected the same.”

      “What are they actually like? And you?”

      He gave her a canny look. “Perhaps at some point. Not today. Appearances, after all, are unimportant. The critical thing is to arm you with the knowledge you’ll need to respond when the time comes. I believe you had a discussion with your friend over there about that very thing not long ago.” He nodded toward Aaron, whose eyes widened in an expression of alarm.

      “How do you know that?”

      He shrugged his skinny shoulders. “Again, you’re focusing on inessentials. Right now, what you need to know is here.” He reached into his pants pocket and pulled out a much-folded piece of paper, set it on Stillwell’s desk, and motioned for her to take a look.

      She stood, as did several in the room—the others moved forward tentatively, as if half expecting Saul to shoo them away, to say that the information on the scrap of paper was for her eyes only. However, he merely ignored them, keeping his attention focused on her as she unfolded the paper.

      It turned out to be a map, much smudged and faded. It was drawn in pencil, and street names were a nearly illegible scrawl. Taped to the upper right-hand corner was a worn steel key.

      “What is it?” Kerri’s voice was nearly a whisper.

      “We believe it’s one of the Black-eyed Children’s bases. One of our people gave his life for this information.”

      “Where is it located?”

      “It is the site of a warehouse in the town of Issaquah, Washington.”

      “If you know this, why didn’t you attack them yourselves?”

      He shook his head. “They feel us coming. We are old, old enemies, and they know when we are near. We would lose any chance of a stealthy attack, and more than likely they would flee long before we arrived. No. It cannot be us.”

      “Do you think Rivers is there?”

      “Unknown.”

      “How many Children are there?”

      “Also unknown.”

      “So you’re sending us into potential extreme danger, against an uncertain number of the enemy, with no guarantee of accomplishing anything even if we succeed.”

      He cocked an eyebrow at her, and his smile returned, but it was wry. “Exactly.”

      Stillwell cleared his throat. The noise was harsh in the quiet of the room, and it broke the sense of confidentiality that had surrounded Kerri and the blond man, isolating them from everyone else.

      “Allow me to remind you that I’m the one who determines who is sent where. You can’t simply walk in here and start giving orders.”

      Saul laughed. “Orders? No. I have no jurisdiction here whatsoever. But a leader who ignores good advice is a fool who is likely to lead his people into disaster.”

      Stillwell scowled angrily. “Excuse me. We still have no idea of who you are, what your motives are, nor even whose side you are on except for your own word. A leader who trusts everyone is also headed to disaster.”

      “Granted. What would it take to convince you that I am telling the truth? Allow me to point out that Ms. Choudhary, who brought me here, is in no such doubt.”

      Asha Choudhary blushed, and wouldn’t meet Stillwell’s eyes.

      “I’m a harder sell than Choudhary. Maybe the hardest sell in the room. You asked me what would convince me. How about some hard facts that we can use to our advantage, not a hand-drawn map that in my opinion is just as likely to be a trap?”

      Saul gave Stillwell a little shake of the head. “Your caution is understandable, but at the moment any further delay is counterproductive.”

      “Look.” Stillwell appeared on the verge of losing his temper. “If you wanted to help us so badly, why’d you wait till now? Till we dropped by and gave you an escort back here? If Elias is critical, why is this the first she’s heard of it, and the first I’ve heard of it? There’s something that doesn’t make sense, here.”

      “We are not all-powerful.” Saul closed his eyes, and inclined his head for a moment as if choosing his words carefully. “We have only had the map with the location of the base for a matter of days. We determined that you would come to the location by the side of the road where your team found me, but until now we did not know where your headquarters was. Each people can do some things and not others, each has its limitations. I cannot explain fully. It would not only take long enough that it would jeopardize this opportunity, you would understand only enough of my explanation to confuse you further in any case. Let me only say that my people and the Black-eyed Children have what you might call complementary abilities.” He turned toward Kerri. “What they can do with space, we can do with time.”

      “What in the fuck does that mean?” Stillwell demanded.

      “I believe you know that the Children can jump through space.”

      “Elias and Vincent claim so, but it’s yet to be substantiated.”

      Saul smiled and turned toward Stillwell, and for a moment, the alien’s figure flickered, as if the image had pixillated. Then he reached out one arm across the broad desk top. And lying in the man’s long, narrow hand was a shiny brass ball-point pen.

      “I believe you missed this yesterday?”

      Stillwell was, for once, speechless. He sputtered for a moment, his face flushing an angry crimson. Finally he choked out, “How?”

      “I think I just explained that.”

      He took the pen from Saul’s hand, looking at it like a man who had just been the victim of a magician’s trick. “That doesn’t mean anything. You might just have had a pen like mine.”

      One of Saul’s eyebrows went up slightly, and he gave a faint sigh. “By the way, where’s your appointment calendar? Don’t you have one?”

      Stillwell looked down, and pushed around a pile of papers on his desk. “I was trying to find it myself, but how did….” He looked up at Saul with narrowed eyes.

      “I’m going to steal it in a moment.” Saul gave a little shrug. “But you need to get it back first. Doesn’t your secretary bring in your mail about this time?”

      Stillwell nodded, his mouth hanging open a little.

      Saul gave a little jerk of the head toward the telephone. “Well?”

      With a slow, dreamlike motion, Stillwell picked up the receiver and punched three numbers. “Delia? Can you bring in today’s mail?”

      A moment later the door opened, and Delia, eying the people in the room with undisguised curiosity, walked up to Stillwell’s desk and set three envelopes and a small package on it.

      “Thanks.”

      Delia hesitated for a moment, clearly wondering what this could be about, but Stillwell’s thanks doubled as a dismissal. She left the room, giving one disappointed glance back before she shut the door.

      Stillwell tore open the brown paper on the package, and pulled out his appointment calendar.

      “May I?” Saul put out a hand.

      “Why the hell should I?” At least some of his previous snarly tones returned. Kerri wondered when the old Stillwell would resurface.

      Never took long.

      “Because if you don’t, it’ll generate a temporal paradox,” Saul said cheerfully, “and the universe will end. Which I think you’ll agree is worse than the fix you’re in now.”

      “That’s bullshit.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      There was something authoritative in the offhand way the man spoke, but even so, Kerri couldn’t tell if Saul were joking or not. Neither, apparently, could Stillwell. He opened his mouth, and then with obvious reluctance, handed the appointment calendar to Saul. Again there was the briefest of flickers, and suddenly Saul was empty-handed.

      “Where the hell is it?” Stillwell shouted.

      Another flicker, and Saul was back, holding the calendar. “I replaced it. Just hid it in your office instead of going back and mailing it to you. It had to stay missing, of course. Otherwise, it would have changed your memory, and we can’t have that. You have to consider these things when you start messing with time. But in any case, where is the package your secretary brought in? The one that the calendar was mailed in?”

      Everyone looked at the desktop. The torn brown paper package was gone. Kerri’s heart gave a little stutter-step. She’d believed Saul’s claim before, but seeing what he could do was something else again, something completely beyond her ken.

      Saul gave Stillwell a little frown. “I’m hoping that proved my claim, because we’ve spent long enough playing around. Even time travelers don’t have all the time in the world.”

      “So you’re saying the Black-eyed Children can jump through space that way?” Kerri asked.

      Saul nodded. “You deduced that, correct? You saw the effect of what they do.”

      “The way the stone on the hillside was crumbling….” She glanced back at Aaron, who watched the whole proceeding with wide eyes.

      “They create doorways.”

      She turned back toward the slender blond man, and he gave her a friendly smile, as if what he was saying was no odder than telling her about his favorite baseball team.

      “Meaning what?”

      “It allows them to go quickly from one place to another, but it does have a deleterious effect on matter. You should be aware of this when you go after them. Only follow them through a portal in the direst of circumstances.”

      She frowned. “Because it could harm us? Or because we could get caught more easily if they appear out of thin air.”

      Saul smiled. “Both.”

      “That’s reassuring.”

      “Do you want reassurance, or do you want the truth?”

      Deep breath. “Okay. Fair enough. What do you want us to do if we find this warehouse?”

      “Like most things, you won’t really know until you’re there. We know it’s one of their bases of operation, but how important it is, what might be there, we don’t know. We can’t jump from one place to another to find that kind of information. We can only jump from one time to another. For moving through space, we do it the same way you do—on our own feet. We do not know if you will find one Child or a dozen. It would therefore be prudent to choose your numbers carefully. Not so small as to be defenseless if you are surprised by a larger force than you expected, but not so large that a quick retreat will be impossible if you need it.” He turned toward the stern, unsmiling figure of Danielle Tauriac, and pointed with one slender finger. “You. You should go. And you.” He gestured toward Aaron Vincent, who looked surprised and mouthed, Me?

      “Why them?” Stillwell demanded.

      “Those three have a role to play. It is critical they be involved from the very beginning. This is the point where it turns from a defensive war into an offensive one.” Saul smiled, blue eyes glittering with what could only be described as mischief. “Of course, Mister Stillwell, if you have a better plan, it is of course your decision. As you have pointed out, you are the boss.” He held out both hands palm upward. “But if not, I would suggest the prudent course of action is to inquire into airplane tickets to Seattle.”

      Stillwell’s mouth compressed into a thin line. “Without my being told why these three are so important.” He spoke the last words with a sneer of undisguised contempt.

      “It is so hard for you to believe that the course of events can be altered by someone whom you outrank?”

      A flush appeared in Stillwell’s cheeks. He looked as if he were controlling his temper with an effort, and his voice was thick with scorn. “You know all of this because you’ve been to the future, of course.”

      The blond man gave him a genial smile. “Something like that. Now, I should go. I ask that I be driven back to the roadside where they found me. By—” he indicated Kerri, Aaron, and Danielle again “—those three. I have more to say to them, but them alone.”

      Stillwell snorted. “That is highly irregular.”

      Saul grinned. “This entire situation is highly irregular, don’t you agree?”
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        * * *

      

      Saul dropped into the passenger seat of Kerri’s car, and immediately pressed the button to roll down the window. He rolled it back up again, and laughed.

      “You do have some interesting inventions, but so many of them seem designed to reduce the amount of energy you have to expend.”

      Kerri sat in the driver’s seat, and Danielle and Aaron got into the back. “Isn’t that a good thing? Saving effort?”

      He laughed again. “Saving it for what?”

      Saul’s scorn needled her a bit, but his tone was so light and humorous that she couldn’t help a smile. “So why don’t you tell me what is important, then?”

      “Stopping the Children.”

      “And how do we do that?” Danielle asked.

      “That’s something you’ll have to figure out.”

      Kerri backed her car out of the parking space and headed to the exit from the base. “So you don’t know.”

      “I know some of their vulnerabilities, yes. My people have been fighting them for a long, long time. But killing a Child here or there will not stop them. Your species has been doing that for a long time as well. Fortunately for you, until now the Children were not particularly interested in your planet except as a place to stop and capture a few unlucky individuals to feed on.”

      The casual way he said this made Kerri’s mouth twist in disgust.

      “What changed?” Danielle asked.

      “Your species did. Throughout its history, there haven’t been that many humans available as a resource. But in the past hundred years, your population has exploded. You are, in a way, a victim of your own success. Now that there are what, seven billion? Eight? I’ve lost track. But with so many of you. the Earth has become a much more attractive hunting ground. It’s the way of the predator—go where the prey is the most numerous.”

      “But they’re only taking one or two of us at a time.”

      “Now they are. What you’re seeing is only the first tentative fingers of the invasion. I told you before. Unless you are able to halt them, they will not stop until there is no sentient life left on Earth. They are like a cancer, feeding on and replacing healthy tissue until the organism dies. When the invasion comes, it will be fast and complete. They've completely cleared whole worlds in a matter of weeks.”

      “And somehow I’m important in all of this,” Kerri said.

      Saul grinned at her. “Critical. The others may help. The two of you—” he gave a quick gesture at Danielle and Aaron “—are important, but you are the pivot. The fulcrum. Without you, the whole enterprise fails.”

      “So with me, it succeeds?”

      Saul’s grin flashed out. “I didn’t say that. No one can guarantee success, and no one can foresee all outcomes.”

      Suddenly her frustration boiled over. “But why me? Why not Stillwell? Or Danielle? They outrank me, they’re stronger and more knowledgeable, and have been at this far longer than I have. I’ve done damn little, good or bad, since I started working here.”

      “Funny thing, that, isn’t it? How history can be diverted by a person or event that anyone would, beforehand, have thought entirely insignificant?”

      “And that doesn’t answer my question.”

      Saul looked at her in silence for a moment. “You remember the content of the letter you found?”

      “Of course.”

      “That is one piece. You must do what the letter said. I gave you one map and one key today. A second key you found with the letter. This leaves only for you to find the second map. When you find it, you will know what direction to proceed.”

      “The letter said that I would find what I was looking for in a book in my house. But I don’t own a house.”

      “I believe that means you will at some point. Until then, simply take things one step at a time, and trust me that it will all become clear with time.”

      “But what am I supposed to do now?”

      “Ah. A game plan.”

      “Sure.”

      “The first thing is to be cautious.”

      She scowled at him. “That’s a game plan?”

      “You’re caught in this web, now.” He gestured at her. “I’m not the only one who is aware of your potential role in this war. The Children know who you are. And the deeper you get, the more the Children will want to stop you.”

      “So tell me what to do. And specifics, not just ‘be cautious.’”

      “You know the parts of it you need to know. But the Children recognize your importance, too, so it’s critical that you exercise some caution. Especially if your leader follows my advice and sends you to the warehouse. That will be sticking your hand into the hornets’ nest, and afterward they’ll be gunning for you. I can give you some protection, but not as much as you’ll need. You’ll have to rely on your own wits.”

      “That’s reassuring.”

      “You want the truth, or you want reassurance?”

      She put her turn signal on and pulled onto I-10 West toward Arizona and the country highway where they’d found Saul. Her scowl deepened.

      “All right, all right, I get it. But look. How can I protect myself? You tell me these things can teleport. They’re insanely strong, and highly intelligent. How am I supposed to take on something like that and have any hope of surviving?”

      “I can help you at least with respect to not getting caught unawares.” He reached into his pocket, and pulled out what appeared to be a piece of clear glass in the shape of a half-sphere. He set it on the dashboard where it caught the sunlight, sending a rainbow shimmer across the vinyl top.

      “What is that?”

      “The Children travel by creating spatial distortions. While the distortion lasts, they can step from one place to another as easily as you and I open a door and enter a room. You have seen how it affects the matter nearby. This device detects if a spatial distortion is near, and will glow brightly. That, perhaps, will give you enough time to avoid them when they seek you out.”

      “Not ‘if they seek me out,’ I notice.”

      “No, unfortunately.”

      “And you won’t tell me any more about what I’m supposed to do that’s so important.”

      Saul’s smile vanished. “It’s not that I won’t. I can’t. You recall that my people, we’re time travelers, yes?”

      “I guess. I don’t know how else you pilfered Stillwell’s pen.”

      “Beings with the ability to move back and forth through time have an odd set of responsibilities. We try to remain uninvolved where possible, let timelines play out as they will, but in some cases, we… interfere.”

      “Because you think it would be in your best interest for things to go a certain way.”

      “Not always to benefit ourselves, although I would be lying if I said our motives are entirely selfless. But it is a dilemma. Even races who do not manipulate time find themselves in such situations. You see something happening that is likely to lead to an outcome, and by your actions you could change that outcome. Do you interfere? In some simplistic cases, it may be clear cut, but the truth is that much of life is a zero-sum game. For one team to win, the other has to lose. We have had to make our decisions based on whose victory would cause the least overall harm.”

      “And you can’t tell me what I need to do because that could affect the outcome.”

      “Exactly.” He paused, smiled. “Foreknowledge is not always a good thing. What if you knew that your actions would lead to your species overcoming the Black-eyed Children, but would also lead to the death of someone you cared about? Or your own death?”

      She recalled Aaron’s comment the previous day about whether he’d have the courage to run into a burning house, and didn’t answer.

      “It’s not easy. I understand that. And even if you told me that yes, you would plunge on ahead even if you knew for certain you were going to die, it is impossible to know the truth of it until you are in the situation. It is better that you be prepared with knowledge, but not foreknowledge.”

      “So what you know, you’re not going to tell me.”

      “I’ll tell you what I can. I, like you, want the threat of the Children to leave your planet forever. But you need to realize that I am fallible, as are the rest of my species. I cannot guarantee success, nor your survival, nor anyone else’s. However, I will try to do my best to help. It is the best I can offer.” Saul turned and looked over his shoulder, catching Aaron’s gaze. “But what about you? You have little to say.”

      Aaron cleared his throat, and in the rearview mirror Kerri could see his blush rising. “I don’t even know where to begin.”

      “Are you not curious as to why I said you should come along?”

      “Well, yes, of course I am.”

      “You have a role to play as well. Make certain it is one you are choosing for yourself.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Saul’s easygoing smile vanished. “I think you know perfectly well what I mean. There are never two sides of any situation, and often there are as many sides as there are individuals involved. They act out of different motives, and sometimes motives they themselves do not even acknowledge.”

      “Are you questioning my loyalty?”

      “Should I be?”

      A scowl crossed Aaron’s handsome face, and his flush darkened. “I am one hundred percent committed to fighting the Black-eyed Children. If you doubt that, why did you tell Stillwell that I need to go along on the mission to Washington?”

      Saul did not answer for a moment. When he did, his voice was grave. “It is not your commitment to fighting the Children that I question.”

      “What is it, then? Do you think I’ll cut and run when there’s danger?”

      “I hope not. Like her—” he pointed at Kerri “—you are already in too deep for running to do you any good. Once you join this enterprise, there is no turning back. The real battle is yet to be joined, but already you are marked. You need to be certain of yourself, and who you trust, so that others can do the same. And the ones you trust, you must be absolutely and completely honest with them.”

      Aaron did not respond. Kerri looked up into the mirror again, and tried to catch her partner’s eyes, but he wouldn’t look her way.

      She glanced at the little glass globe on the dashboard, and her gut clenched.

      If some vague advice and a glass bead are all he had in the way of aid, then they were truly and totally fucked.
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      Kerri woke up with a crick in her neck to the flight attendant’s command to fasten seatbelts, bring all seats to an upright and locked position, and put away all electronic devices. She yawned, swallowed, and wiped away a bit of drool from the corner of her mouth. Aaron was seated next to her, and had evidently been nodding as well.

      He stretched, blinked sleepily. “What time is it?”

      Kerri checked her watch. “A little before six a.m.” She pointed out of the window. “Look. Mount Rainier.”

      Aaron peered past her. “It’s beautiful.” His voice was thoughtful. “Fortunate there are still such beautiful things in this world.”

      “It’s what makes it worth fighting for.” She laughed. “God, that sounded like something out of a Batman movie.”

      “Doesn’t make it any less true.”

      “Why do you think Saul wanted you and me on this mission? We’re just rank-and-filers. We’re not experienced fighters, or at least I’m not.”

      Aaron shrugged. The tight anger he’d had in his face the previous day when Saul had confronted him about his motives was entirely gone. He was back to being the relaxed, friendly man who had flirted with her in the gym.

      “I’m not either. I have less experience than you do. And I don’t know. I didn’t understand most of what he said. But he told us he could pass through time, so maybe he’s got information from the future.” He rolled his eyes. “Which also sounds like a superhero movie, doesn’t it?”

      “Doesn’t make that any less true, either. Did you see Stillwell’s face when Saul handed him that ball-point pen? I thought he was going to pop a mainspring.”

      “I guess that should make me feel more confident. But right now, I’m trying to wrap my brain around what we’re doing.”

      The pilot’s voice came over the PA. “We are entering our final descent into Sea-Tac Airport. Flight attendants, please prepare the cabin for landing.”

      “Even Saul said he wasn’t sure what we’d find here,” Kerri said. “One thing’s for sure, though. I’m glad we have people like Danielle on our side. She’s not going to get caught unawares, that’s for damn sure. I’ve only been on one mission with her before. Even the Black-eyed Children seemed afraid of her. We were investigating a sighting near El Paso, one of those right-place-right-time things—we got pinged that there had been a near abduction, and Danielle and I and one other Guard were five miles away from the site where it happened. We hauled ass out there, saw three Children lurking around the place, a water tower on top of a rocky hillside. They saw us approaching, and turned tail and vanished. Ducked around the back of a shed, and when we got there they were gone.”

      “I guess now we know how they did it.”

      She nodded. “Whatever happens here, let’s hope that we gain something from it. I’m tired of spinning my wheels, coming out knowing no more than I did going in.”

      When Aaron spoke, his voice was somber. “It’s what you hope for in everything you do, though, isn’t it? You always go into it praying the gain will be worth the risk. I guess we’ll find out tonight if that’s true.”
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        * * *

      

      Kerri and Aaron met up with Danielle and three other Guards in baggage claim. Kerri had her backpack slung over her shoulders—the only luggage she carried. But they each retrieved identical hard-shell plastic cases from the conveyor belt, cases that contained their firearms, identical .40 caliber Glocks. Each case was tagged TSA Inspected: Firearm: I declare, as required by Federal Air Regulation 1544.293, that the firearm(s) being checked as baggage are unloaded, and signed and dated. A boy of about twelve glanced at the tag on Kerri’s gun as the case came down the conveyor, and his eyes got wide.

      “Are you a soldier?” His voice was reverent.

      She smiled at him. “Something like that.”

      Once all belongings were retrieved, Danielle gathered them together and spoke in a low voice. “We have two rental cars reserved. One is under my name, one is under Elias’s.” She looked over at Kerri. “You know how to find the house where we’re staying?”

      Kerri nodded. “You’re sure the neighbors aren’t going to get suspicious when we all descend on it at once? We look like some kind of plainclothes SWAT team.”

      The corners of Danielle’s mouth curled upwards, which was about as close as she ever got to a smile. “The house is at the end of a cul-de-sac. It’s owned by a retired Guard who is currently with her husband on vacation in South Africa. It’s free for our use both before and after.”

      After. What would after look like? Kerri gave a little shudder, and simply nodded.
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        * * *

      

      Kerri had expected the house at the rendezvous to look more portentous, but it was just a house—a nice split-level at the end of a cul-de-sac with cedar shakes for siding, a lush rhododendron hedge along the foundation, and a front porch with a set of long wind chimes jingling sweetly in the low breeze. It sat in the deep shade of a trio of huge old Douglas firs. They parked the rental cars side-by-side in a cluttered carport with a moss-covered roof, and Danielle let them in using a key on a thick key ring.

      It had a neatly furnished interior, with photos and artwork on the walls, but still possessed that odd air of desolation houses always have when their owners are away. All six Guards divested themselves of backpacks and other luggage.

      “The warehouse on Saul’s map is only a ten-minute drive from here, so we can strike whenever we’re ready,” Danielle said. “But we’re waiting until the cover of darkness to go in. The Children are rarely active in the daylight. My goal is to capture one of them alive.”

      “Toward what end?” asked a dark-haired woman Kerri didn’t know.

      Danielle gave her a grim smile. “Turnabout’s fair play. We need information. Bringing back a Child alive has never been done before. If we can do that, and induce it to talk, it could be game changing.”

      If. Kerri pictured the Children she’d seen—the calm, supremely confident faces with their horrifyingly alien eyes—and wondered what could possibly coerce one to give up anything. They had the advantage, they always had the advantage. Hard to imagine their responding to any demands with other than a derisive laugh.

      “For now, you all should probably try to get some sleep. Besides flying a red-eye, you’re likely to have a long night ahead of you. There are couches, recliners, and three bedrooms. Sort yourselves out as you see fit. We’ll plan strategy over dinner, do some reconnaissance, and then into the breach.”
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        * * *

      

      It was a little past two in the morning. Kerri pulled their rental car, an anonymous-looking silver Hyundai Accent, over to the side of the road and killed the engine. She studied Aaron. He appeared apprehensive, tense as an overwound clock.

      Understandable. The guy had never seen a Black-eyed Child up close and personal, so there was the fear of the unknown added to the very reasonable fear of an enemy that had showed itself to be wily, bold, and physically powerful. He’d be crazy not to be scared.

      “You okay?”

      He nodded, swallowed. “So far I haven’t pissed my pants. I consider that an accomplishment.”

      Kerri laughed. “It’s the little things that are important.”

      “How about you? You’re completely calm, aren’t you? You look like you could be going out to have a drink with your best friend.”

      “Hardly.” She shook her head. “The adrenaline never goes away. You just get better at hiding it.”

      “Are you worried that Saul could have planned this as a way of trapping us?” His voice was reluctant, almost apologetic.

      “I won’t say I haven’t considered the possibility. I wasn’t as suspicious of Saul as Stillwell was, but he was right to ask the question. At this point, both sides are desperate for a way to disable the other. A double agent could do a lot of damage.”

      “But you don’t think Saul is one.”

      “No. I don’t. But I’m not certain. We won’t be certain until we open that door. My gut says he was telling the truth.”

      “Okay.” Aaron cleared his throat. “Good. We’re on the same page.”

      She nodded. “Then let’s go.”

      She opened the car door as quietly as she could, got out, and pushed it carefully shut. Aaron joined her on the dark and deserted street. The warehouse sat a little back from the road, behind an empty parking lot. A door in the right-hand corner was illuminated by the fitful light of one incandescent bulb in a crooked metal fixture. Deep silence immersed the whole place. She strained her ears, trying to pick up at least the familiar summer nighttime noises of crickets, but there was nothing. The cool air of the Cascade foothills was padded in velvet. In the distance was the sound of an eighteen-wheeler, but nearer at hand was only a deathly stillness.

      Her phone vibrated. Even though expected, the sensation made her jump. She pulled it from her pocket. A message from DTauriac. In place ready when u r.

      She responded with quick, nervous punches of her index finger. Let’s do this. She gave Aaron a quick come-hither, and together they crossed the empty street.

      They slunk forward, keeping to the shadows of a long stand of dark conifers along the left side of the parking lot. There was a hint of movement on the other side. Danielle and her three Guards, slipping their way forward, so they could converge on the entrance simultaneously. Kerri looked ahead, scanning the parking lot for any sign of movement. The light over the door was a benefit and a hindrance. At some point they would have to leave the safety of the shadows and venture out into the circle of illumination near the front wall. If they took out the light fixture, they would be less visible to their enemies, but also unable to see them—and from what they knew, the Children could see in the dark far better than humans could.

      One advantage of those glossy obsidian-black eyes. Kerri suppressed a shudder.

      The end of concealment. The only way was forward into the light along the front wall of the warehouse. She jogged ahead, trying to keep her approach silent. Aaron followed, his footsteps on the asphalt heavier, his breathing rapid and shallow. Danielle and her team moved across the much shorter distance toward the door so that they arrived together.

      All had drawn guns.

      Kerri reached forward, slipped the key into the lock, and turned it. The tumbler moved smoothly and there was a click, loud in the silence, as the bolt shot back.

      She twisted the handle and pushed the door open into nearly complete darkness.

      “Flashlights?” Kerri whispered, reaching for hers, but Danielle shook her head.

      “No X-Files bullshit. Just turn on the damn lights.”

      Her groping hand contacted a switch. Overhead lights came on, but instead of the harsh glare of fluorescents, it was a dull reddish glow, like the lamps used in old photographic studios. They cast a bloody sheen over tables bearing equipment of uncertain purpose. A heavy wooden chair near one wall was fitted with straps, and farther on were two long, glass tubes on a wide base, just the right dimensions for hosting a human body.

      At least they were empty. Kerri swallowed hard. If they had been occupied, it would have been all she could manage not to run screaming back into the road, jump in the car, and drive as fast as she could to anywhere.

      Danielle motioned with her gun for Kerri to head toward the left. Aaron hung back, scanning the front interior of the building. Then he moved that way as well, past a row of ten-foot-tall metal shelves. Most were empty, a few contained pieces of equipment or packing crates. The fitful red light barely illuminated this part of the warehouse, and Kerri startled over and over, first mistaking a crumpled pile of canvas for a crouching figure, then a hulking machine beneath a plastic shroud as some kind of misshapen monster in the shadows. At the far end of the long aisle between the shelves, the other Guards crept along silently, tension evident in every step.

      A sudden flurry of movement. Something leapt out of the darkened space at the end of the aisle, struck Aaron mid-chest, and knocked him into one of the shelves with a crash. His gun flew from his hand.

      The Child, no bigger than a sixth-grader, struck Kerri with a lazy backhand that sent her sprawling to the floor.

      Aaron had retained his feet, and pivoted on his heel to face his assailant, a ferocity in his eyes she hadn’t seen before. He threw a punch, two, three, each one striking its target but having no effect. The Child’s thin, pale face rocked back as his fist made contact, but otherwise didn’t react.

      He launched a vicious kick at its torso, but with seemingly no effort, it caught his foot, twisted it, and pitched him bodily to the floor. It reached toward him with its slender hands, its face now showing an unmistakable desire to kill.

      Kerri levered herself into kneeling position and took aim. The sound of furious fighting came to her from somewhere else in the warehouse, inarticulate grunts of pain, the noise of fists striking flesh. Her finger tightened on the trigger.

      A gunshot, then two, then three. Her assailant was thrown, sprawling, onto the cement floor. The third shot went wild, struck the hanging light fixture and set it rocking, making their shadows gyrate crazily against the walls.

      Aaron stood a little shakily, retrieved his gun and then gave her a hand up, his face ruddy in the crimson light.

      “Thanks.” His voice was tense but steady. “You okay?”

      She nodded. “You?”

      “Yeah.”

      She looked down at their fallen attacker. Aaron moved toward it, prodded it with one foot, holding his gun at the ready should it only be faking death. It didn’t move. He leaned over, grabbed it by its thin shoulder, and flipped it.





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/littlebustardlogo.jpg
74

=





OEBPS/images/eyes_like_midnight_6-2.jpg
Author of the Arc of the Oracles trilogy

i =








