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        Simply put, this book is dedicated to everyone who has stuck by me, every step of the way. You know who you are. So many people faded away, fell by the wayside, and ultimately disappeared. But you select few remained by me, stalwart and steadfast, for every hardship, snag, and speed bump. I love you all with everything in me and do not have the capacity to illustrate the enormity of my gratitude. Thank you all hundredfold.
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            NIGHT REUNIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      Glenn Hansen had been chronically homeless for more years than even he could count by now. He had, for the past several months, found refuge on a park bench off Wallace Avenue. He loved it there. The park itself was open from dawn until half past eight at night. During that time, his unsightly, disheveled appearance was problematic for the joggers, walkers, photographers, and whoever else dared to intrude on his own personal kingdom. And this was indeed his kingdom. The trees were his palace. The public bathroom was his relaxing chambers. And the central bench had the dual role of his bed and throne.

      He tolerated the spectators and tourists at his palace during these hours, though. Because he barely saw them. The daytime was when he went to “work”. If he exhibited enough cleverness and was careful, most days brought about some form of success or pleasure. Sometimes people were especially stingy, and his routine had to be sharp as a knife and done to perfection. Other days, charity was like the tide; he just had to find the right place and time and wait for it to come in. He would bring back the spoils of every victory each evening, when his “kingdom” was quiet, and his throne waited. He could get a good night’s sleep, and look forward to the next morning, which always brought about new challenges.

      And this night was no different.

      In his travels, Glenn had rummaged a pair of pants, scrounged enough scraps for a nice couple meals, and had even guilt-tripped a couple into sparing him ten dollars. Luck was in his favor like that sometimes.

      He returned to the park pretty late that night; the watch he’d scrounged months ago never kept good time. If he had to guess, it was probably a quarter to nine in the evening. His kingdom was his own once more.

      He was truly thankful that the other vagrants didn’t hang out here. They avoided the place like the plague because the occasional police officer would come around every so often to enforce closing time. They were imbeciles. The cops were easy enough to elude. One just couldn’t be stupid enough to come into the park by the front entrance. The woods around the park weren’t deep, but they were dense enough to avoid lazy police officers whose sweeps were only halfhearted at best.

      He had just emerged from his route through the woods, having cunningly hidden his new stash of goods in a secret location. His mound of cardboard that served as his pillow was under his arm, and he was already putting his mind towards the next day’s adventures as he neared his central bench—

      And discovered that it was already occupied.

      A thin trickle of fury ran through his body. What in hell was this shit? He’d picked this place for the lack of after-hours company. Now someone was on his bench.

      This had been a good day. He had had fun.

      And now it was marred by the presence of this trespasser.

      He approached them, trying to keep his annoyance at bay. All he had to do was get close enough. This time of night, a questionable figure such as himself was bound to scare off anybody.

      He was ten feet away. The person hadn’t moved. Five feet, the same. Three feet … this just had to be the moment when they would get up and hurry off.

      But it still didn’t happen. The person hadn’t even flinched.

      “Ahem.”

      Silence.

      Now Glenn was pissed off. This bastard needed to go! He needed to sleep! There was a busy day ahead!

      “Um, this park is closed,” he said clearly, adding just a bit of gruffness to his tone, which he hoped would aid in scaring the person off already.

      But, to his surprise, the occupant still hadn’t moved. They did, however, speak for the first time.

      “If that is the case, then why are you here?”

      Glenn’s droopy eyes widened. It was a woman! What was she doing out here alone at this time of night? “Uh, little lady, you have no business here at this hour,” he said, just a little alarmed. “You are very lucky right now—for all you knew, I could have been some miscreant predator—”

      “At this point, I don’t give a shit,” murmured the woman. “I couldn’t give less of one if I tried.”

      There was sadness in the woman’s voice. Glenn rolled his eyes. He did not need this right now. He had to sleep! He wasn’t interested in what was wrong with her. Either she‘d been wronged, had a falling out with parents, experienced a job loss, or had gotten knocked up. He hadn’t had a job himself since he didn’t even know when, and he wasn’t crying.

      But if it meant that he could get her off his bench so that he could sleep …

      “What’s bothering you?” he questioned reluctantly.

      “There was a death,” answered the woman in a miserable tone.

      Glenn deflated. Oh. This lady had experienced somebody dying, and she must have been particularly bad off to brave a dark park after hours. That could have been why she was on the bench in the first place. She’d probably wound up here after aimless wandering and decided to rest her weary feet.

      Now he actually felt a little ruffled. A little uncomfortable.

      He had half a mind to give her his newly acquired ten dollars.

      Half a mind.

      “Who?” he decided to ask. “Who died?”

      The woman mumbled, but it was too low for Glenn to hear.

      “Sorry?”

      The woman muttered something again, but it was still barely audible. Glenn had to move in closer, so that he was mere inches away from the depressed woman.

      “You’re gonna have to forgive me, lady, but I still didn’t hear you. Now, who died?”

      The woman finally lifted her head to face him. “I said, you.”

      So quickly that it could have been imagined, she slit a razor blade across his throat.

      Glenn cried out, feeling his eyes bulge as he instantly grabbed his neck. It almost seemed as though he thought that by covering the wound, he could keep his life and blood within. But the woman rose swiftly to her feet, grabbed the back of his neck to prevent him from collapsing too soon, and shoved a small bottle near the deep laceration she’d made. She made a noise of derision as he gurgled and choked.

      “Will you fuckin’ die already?” she demanded as Glenn kept up his struggle, though it was much feebler by this point. “I don’t have all night!”

      With a final anguished gasp, Glenn struggled no more.

      The woman continued to collect his blood in the bottle for a little while longer, until the amount was substantial. Then she shoved the limp body away from herself.

      She gave the area around the deadfall a quick scan. Satisfied that her actions hadn’t had an audience, she turned and began to walk down the path that led away from the bench. After fifteen deliberate steps, she abruptly turned left and began walking in the grass. Ten steps later, she turned right. If someone had seen her, they might have thought that she did this every single day. But that wasn’t the case.

      Before today, this woman hadn’t ever been in this park.

      All the while she walked, she’d been casting off the drab, flat, dark clothing that made up her disguise, revealing her true outfit of a burgundy halter top and skin-tight black jeans. A nonchalant, lazy yank at the wig on her head, and the listless brown hair gave way to long, strawberry blonde locks.

      There was no more character now. The woman was once again her true self.

      She stopped at a seemingly insignificant spot of land, tapped her throat with two fingers, and uttered, “Per mortem, vitam.”

      Suddenly, the previously near-empty park was much more active. People stepped out of thin air, holding twigs in their hands, and in other locations, crows bulleted down from the night sky, shapeshifting in the air and landing on their feet with grace that illustrated they’d done it hundreds of times before.

      Even though all this activity occurred all around the woman, she barely paid attention to any of it. She seemed quite bored as she lit a Camel cigarette.

      One of the figures who’d just mutated from avian form approached her, moving at a curious saunter.

      “This is the place?” He didn’t even bother to hide his skepticism.

      The woman drew from her cigarette. “Yes.”

      The man raised an eyebrow, still skeptical. “In a very public park?”

      “Where would you rather it be, Sam?” the woman demanded. “In the middle of Neiman Marcus?”

      There were a few snickers, but Sam’s eyes narrowed.

      “I have a valid reason to be iffy about you, Hale. Let’s face it…your claim to fame ain’t been, well, fame-worthy as of late. I ain’t the only one who thinks so. Is it true that an Ungifted librarian broke through your C.P.V.?”

      The question elicited some more snickers. Jessica Hale lowered her cigarette and smiled sweetly.

      “Sam?” Her tone was as sweet as her smile. “Come here.”

      Just that quickly, there was a subtle change in her voice. Sam, who’d been laughing before, suddenly desisted. His eyes widened as he approached where Jessica stood.

      “Take this cigarette,” she said in that same deliberate voice, “and bring the filter end to the side of your face.”

      With a look of fury, Sam took it from her and did as she ordered. There was a hiss of air, and he growled in pain. Jessica then kneed him in the groin and head-butted him full on in the face. He fell to the ground, clutching his shattered nose. Jessica then gave the onlookers a scathing glance.

      “He just said that he’s not the only one who thinks I’ve lost my touch. Who else has been talking about me as opposed to talking to me?”

      Sam was on his feet in seconds, bloodied and minutely singed, but not incapacitated. “You bitch—”

      “That is enough.”

      The wintry voice sliced cleanly through the tension, silencing everyone present. They only had eyes for the tall man who had just appeared in their midst, having neither dropped a twig nor reformed from an animal shape.

      His pale face stood out against the evening, but the dark eyes contrasted starkly with the brightness of the moon. In the time since he had returned from the grave, his hair had grown out and a beard had begun to form. Although it was a summer evening and not the slightest bit cool, he wore a bluish-black trench coat.

      Creyton’s mere presence would have brought about silence, but his voice made the fact that much more certain.

      “You are a lady, Inimicus,” he murmured to Jessica. “Show some class.”

      Jessica lowered her head. “Yes, Transcendent.”

      “And Samuel,” Creyton slowly turned to face him, “if it is dissension that you desire, by all means, begone from here and go join the unworthy. Or set up shop with Laban Cooper. Of course, you’d never make it that far, but if it’s what you want—”

      “No, Transcendent!” cried Sam, who looked appalled and terrified at both options. “I was only saying that Hale over here ain’t really been up to snuff—”

      “That’s your assessment?” interrupted Creyton. “Do you speak for all your fellows? You believe that you can watch over the Deadfallen disciples? If you could, then I wouldn’t be here, would I?”

      “No, Transcendent.” Sam's eyes bulged when he realized what he said. “I mean—I mean, well, I didn’t mean that! It’s just—”

      “Shut up and stand there.” Creyton turned back to Jessica. “Is this the place, Inimicus?”

      “Yes, Transcendent.” Jessica shot a filthy glance at Sam. “Nature is simple enough to control. It just took a bit of ethereality to function as a sort of jammer. Rivers was a fool to think that his auditory trick couldn’t be countered.”

      “Well, think about his daddy,” muttered someone among the Deadfallen disciples. “Seems like the apple fell right next to the tree on that one!”

      There was a smattering of agreement. Creyton paid it no mind. His eyes remained on Jessica.

      “Are you sure that it’s enough in the bottle?”

      “I am,” said Jessica readily. “It’s weak, and from an Ungifted bum. But even that is far more than he deserves.”

      “Very well.” Creyton stepped back. “Proceed. Jerome, help her.”

      Another Deadfallen disciple stepped forward, holding some sort of short sword. He cut a deep, jagged groove in the earth at Jessica’s feet. When he was done, he nodded and backed away. Jessica knelt and poured the blood she’d just collected along the groove.

      “Listen, conform, accede,” murmured the former spy as she poured the blood, that subtle thing in her voice again. “You are at my will, like the spirits chained and subjugated in this blood. Listen …”

      After several seconds, the trail of blood glowed and then turned very dark, taking on the composition of sludge. It was as though something vital had freed itself from the red mass and continued to permeate the ground. Seconds afterward the groove began to expand. What was once Jerome’s jagged line became even more misshapen and elongated as the earth around it boiled and broke. Then a filthy, rank figure sprang from the earth, open-mouthed and emitting harsh, ragged gasps. Dirt fell in large clumps from his hair and clothing, but he gave it no notice as he doubled over in agony.

      “The silver,” he moaned. “Please …”

      “Broreamir.” Creyton’s indifference practically dripped from his tone. “Handle it.”

      The tall, dreadlocked disciple approached the bent figure with disgust, grabbed the silver needle-like objects protruding from his chest, and yanked them free. With that one action, the figure stood without struggle and looked at Broreamir and Jessica and all the others around him. Every single face was a study in hatred.

      The figure ran a filthy hand over his equally filthy face, now recognizing many of the faces around him. He realized the gravity of the situation. He slowly turned and looked into the face of the man he clearly had never expected to see again.

      “T—Transcendent,” he whispered, his very being alight with terror. “I—I—”

      “You what?” A nearby disciple spat on the ground. “Went into business for yourself? Just disregarded all of us by taking the Transcendent’s plan and—”

      He immediately ceased when he caught sight of Creyton’s quelling look. Creyton then turned back to the quaking individual, who at that moment finally managed a coherent sentence.

      “Are you here to kill me?”

      Creyton took a deliberate breath. “If I wanted to kill you, 49er, then you would be dead.”

      He walked to the vampire. The 49er was easily 6’9’’ and outstripped Creyton by several inches. Yet with his every step towards him, the 49er flinched a little more. Cowered a bit more.

      “As it so happens, and it is very lucky for you, I once again have use for you. Things need doing, and we could use the set of hands.”

      The 49er’s breathing became slightly less shallow. He stood a bit straighter. “I understand, Transcendent.” The subservience in his tone was almost tangible. “Would you be so kind as to tell me what the date is?”

      “It’s the Season of Omega,” replied Creyton. “That’s all you need to know.”

      The vampire’s eyes widened. “The Season of…? Then I haven’t missed it?”

      “Obviously not.” Jessica’s sneer was only disrupted by her pull from her second cigarette.

      “But then … the Six …”

      “Has come to fruition and is now past,” finished Creyton. “Jonathan Grannison is no more.”

      The 49er allowed himself a smile of delight, which faded in seconds. “How much time have I missed exactly?”

      Creyton lifted his eyes to the ceiling of stars. “Enough for my rage to cool enough to see that you might still be useful.”

      The 49er noted the statement. The small amount of security that had built up inside him took a hit with those words. “Do you need me to reorganize the Haunts, Transcendent? I have no doubt that they’ve been running amok in my absence—”

      “No, they have not,” dismissed Creyton. “I’ve found a much more efficient disciple to corral the Haunts in your absence.”

      Broreamir, who stood a few feet behind Jessica, gave the 49er a two-fingered salute. The 49er swallowed his envy, knowing full well the thin ice on which he stood mandated no objections to the current status quo.

      “Understood, Transcendent. What is it that you want me to do?”

      Creyton pocketed his hands. “The current state of things has illustrated a shift to the position they should have been all along. It is laughably ironic, but in an attempt to show strength, Jonathan weakened the entire cause.”

      “That so?” asked the 49er. “How?”

      “When my War Haunt tore his essence to tatters, Jonathan declared Jonah Rowe the Overseer of the Grannison-Morris estate.” Creyton’s words caused snorts and choking sounds from the crowd. “As a result of his decision, Titus Rivers III incited an insurrection. It is my understanding that a brutal skirmish broke out between Rivers’ allies and those of Rowe. Then the two of them engaged in an equally brutal exhibition. The end result? Rivers and his friends abandoned the estate, but not before he gave a rousing monologue that swayed even more people to abandon Rowe right along with him. He played heavily on their fear, uncertainty, and lack of faith in Rowe’s ability to lead. That is amusing in itself, because Rowe has yet to fully embrace the role. Right now, he has the unenviable position of a laughingstock playing at power.”

      The 49er appeared to let that information sink in. The momentary flash of rage that he felt for Trip Rivers and Jonah Rowe faded. He had to arrange his own fate before he could go off sealing the fates of others.

      “There is one more thing that you need to know,” Creyton went on. “Laban Cooper is currently at large. On the run from both the Curaie and myself. For his sake, he had better hope that the Curaie find him first…at least before they crumble, anyway. Because if I am the one to find him first, he will be lucky to just get murdered.”

      The 49er repressed a shudder. He remembered with perfect clarity how Laban Cooper turned himself into the Curaie and went to The Plane with No Name to escape Creyton’s vengeance for his ambition and ulterior motives. There was undoubtedly a moment of jealousy of Laban; being on the run seemed much more appealing than being surrounded by not only the Deadfallen disciples he’d betrayed, but Creyton himself.

      Much to the lifeblood looter’s relief, Creyton turned his attention to other matters.

      “That is all the catching up that you will need. Now that we are all accounted for, the council can begin. Broreamir?”

      Broreamir squared his shoulders. “The Curaie feel the ground shrinking under their feet. The Networkers have no days off, and their work has suffered accordingly. Engagah may have been stone-faced at Jonathan’s memorial, but the Protector Guide’s vanquishing rattled her greatly. The Old Regime views us as a disease that they have taken too long to cure.”

      “Hmm,” mused Charlotte Daynard. “Never been regarded as a disease.”

      “Don’t get comfortable with the label, as it is absurd.” There was anger in Creyton’s words. “The Curaie are the disease. We are the cure.” He switched his attention to Jessica. “Inimicus?”

      Jessica nodded and took one final pull off her cigarette, her fourth since the beginning of all of this, before she spoke. “Gabriel Kaine is having an even harder time than Rowe, and that’s with leadership in his blood. He would love to pool resources with Rowe, but between the disorganization and distrust within his own ranks, he is better off keeping his ass in Florida.”

      “Spare me your opinions, Inimicus,” said Creyton.

      “Right, Transcendent,” said Jessica hastily. “Apologies. Anyway, the estate has all but become an island. Hope for anything is dwindling, and they are one step away from scattering.”

      “Stephen?” Creyton turned his attention to a tall, unshaven, awkward-looking bespectacled man.

      “Nearly there, Transcendent.” Stephen’s voice had hint of triumph. “I can have one ready for every Deadfallen disciple in about two weeks, give or take—”

      “You have five days,” Creyton told him.

      Stephen blinked. It looked very comical behind those glasses, but there was no humor to be felt in the situation. “Pardon me, Transcendent?”

      “You heard.”

      “But, five days … that’s impossible!”

      Without warning, Creyton swung his crow-tipped staff at Stephen’s head. It flew clean off; the severed body part flew into the darkness, landing with a thud somewhere in the distance. Stephen’s body remained erect for a few seconds before it crumpled to the ground. Everyone started at Creyton with fear and alarm. But Creyton’s cold eyes stared angrily at the heaped corpse.

      “We are Eleventh Percenters.” Despite whispering it, everyone caught Creyton’s words. “Nothing is impossible.”

      A black man with an eye patch stepped forward, though not by much. Clearly, he wanted to remain out of range of Creyton’s staff. “I can have it done in five days’ time, Transcendent. You can count on me.”

      Creyton’s eyes still stared lasers through Stephen’s body. “Then get it done, Sean.”

      “Yes, Transcendent.” Sean nodded and returned to his original place.

      Creyton then turned his attention to a woman not far from Sean. “It is a pleasure to see you able-bodied and whole, India.”

      The star-white haired woman smiled. “The skills that you taught me weren’t for naught, Transcendent. I am very glad to be here. Being in your presence is the highest honor of my life.”

      “There is something I require of you.” Creyton didn’t even acknowledge the groveling.

      “Anything, Transcendent.”

      “It will require you to return to the Plane with No Name,” Creyton told her.

      India’s eyes widened. Then she glanced to the bloody tip of his staff. “Of…of course, Transcendent.” Her voice was quiet. Controlled. “That’s not going to be a problem.”

      “Very good.” Creyton smiled as though he were pleased. Or perhaps he was content in the knowledge that India knew the consequences of anything less than her agreement to do it. “You will receive further instructions in due course.”

      It was at that moment that he returned to addressing the group at large. Before doing so, he removed a black handkerchief and cleaned the blood from the tip of the staff.

      “Omega has been mine to control ever since Rowe revealed his eternal weakness.”

      At those words, Jessica lowered her eyes. Several disciples away, Charlotte Daynard looked at her with narrowed eyes. Creyton paid no attention to either woman.

      “Omega can be a long and glorious enterprise,” he went on. “And I intend for that to be so. But it will be more enjoyable without the presence of Jonah Rowe.”

      Creyton regarded all his disciples. They looked back at him with equal parts curiosity and anticipation.

      “It has been said that Jonah Rowe, as the Light Blue Aura, is the beacon of hope. The rallying point of all of my opponents. The one who has it within his power to restore the balance. In short, he is supposedly my equal.”

      Those words got looks of revulsion, disagreement, and outrage.

      “But just imagine it, my disciples,” whispered Creyton. “Imagine the effect it would have on the collective psyche of the ethereal world if their wonderful beacon was gone?”

      Creyton knelt and surveyed a patch of green grass near Stephen’s body.

      “The imbeciles, the barely gifted, and the great unwashed. They never change. They never lose their tendency to rebel or resist the things that are best for them when they have inspiration. As long as they have their hope—their faith—they will behave irrationally. Even in the face of oblivion.”

      Creyton rose, and the bunch of green grass rose with him, still green and whole-looking, despite the fact that it was no longer attached to the ground.

      “But I have the remedy for that, my friends. Hope and faith are substances that are fragile … perhaps moreso than glass. And when they are crushed …”

      The patch of grass hovering in front of Creyton suddenly withered and died.

      “How wonderful will it be”—Creyton had all of his disciples hanging on to his every word by this point—“to dispose of victims utterly devoid of hope and faith? To have prey who are at their absolute lowest, who have finally accepted that resistance is useless? Can you imagine that?”

      The Deadfallen disciples were practically salivating. There was a malicious sparkle in every eye. Creyton grinned.

      “That beautiful dream will cease to be a dream very soon, my disciples.” His words were a promise. “This is where you come in, 49er. I have a task for you, Charlotte, Jason, and Walden to perform. Your enterprise with mental linkages will be of great benefit. You will bring Jonah Rowe to me, alive. I will lower the final curtain myself.”

      The other Deadfallen disciples still made it clear that they had no trust for the 49er. But the vampire nodded eagerly.

      “It will be an honor, Transcendent.”

      “Very well,” said Creyton. “Now go clean yourself up. Welcome back to the family. This council is adjourned.”

      Everyone turned to leave via twig portals or shape-shifted back into crows.

      “Oh, and 49er?”

      The 49er turned. Creyton waved his staff, and what looked like a black shockwave flew in its wake, knocking the 49er to the ground. Creyton pounced on him and began to pummel and batter the vampire with black gleaming fists, snarling curses and jeers the entire time. When the 49er was completely dazed and bloodied, Creyton ripped a vial from his pocket and poured a silver liquid on the 49er’s face. The flesh hit with the liquid instantly began to burn, almost to the bone. The 49er howled in pain, and Creyton grabbed him by his soiled shirt.

      “Those burns won’t heal,” he growled. “Now listen and understand, you treacherous filth. If you ever double-cross me again, I’ll castrate you and put that substance tha currently burning your face in the wounds. Then it will lace the stake that I drive through your heart. Do you understand me?”

      The 49er’s face was burned and bloodied. Creyton had given him such a vicious beating that he could barely move. “Y-y … yes, Transcendent.”

      Creyton released the 49er’s shirt and rose. “Now, get out of my sight before I re-evaluate your usefulness.”
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        July 7th, 8:02 A.M.

      

      

      Reena sat, idly sketching. She didn’t say it often, but it had always been amazing to her that even as her mind wandered, it still seemed to achieve synchronicity with her hands.

      Very soon after she’d begun, the pages in her pad were covered with cloud sequences, animals to which she felt a kinship, pedestrians she’d seen … things as random as the thoughts that swirled about her mind.

      “Reena?”

      Reena turned and smiled without hesitation. Even though the source of the voice was hooded and rather in shadow, there was no threat whatsoever. It was Kendall Rayne, her fiancée. She’d just gotten out of the shower and had been on her way to the bedroom when she caught sight of Reena at the kitchen table, with multiple drawings spread out in front of her.

      “Everything is just fine, Kendall. It’s no secret that I’m the artsy-fartsy one.”

      Kendall rolled her eyes and walked Reena’s way. The morning had just begun to bathe her kitchen in sunlight, which illuminated a drawing of a cat’s face. She slowly grasped Reena’s hand, to coax her into ceasing. “You may be able to read essence, Reena, but I don’t have to have powers to gauge you. I’ve been with you long enough to know that, yes, you are indeed the ‘artsy-fartsy’ one. But you paint regularly. You only sketch when you’re really stressed out.”

      Reena paused, and then relented. “Guilty as charged,” she muttered, though she smiled a second later. She dropped the pencil and sighed. Kendall didn’t release her hand.

      “So, what’s the problem?” she urged.

      Reena straightened her posture in the chair. “Kendall, I don’t know how we are all going to make it through this. And I hate not knowing. Can’t stand it. I’m the smartest one, or so they say—”

      “And they’re right,” interrupted Kendall.

      Reena allowed herself a smile for that, then she continued. “But this entire situation is something that can go ten kinds of wrong. And with all of this shit … with Creyton … no amount of Plan Bs will help us if anything goes wrong.”

      Kendall’s face showed concern for several moments. Reena had to admit that she was grateful for that. Sometimes Kendall might have been a stickler concerning her students, but she allowed Reena her moments to have her feelings when she spoke on her ethereal life. They never spoke about it much, anyway; there was an unwritten code between them that said that Reena didn’t go into too much detail about the current state of the ethereal world. The less Kendall knew, the safer she was. Still didn’t mean that she wasn’t at least partially in the loop. “Have you spoken to Jonah and Terrence?” was her next question.

      “Of course I have. But at the moment, they have their own minds to rein in. We all do, I suppose.”

      “Uh-huh,” murmured Kendall. “That’s fair. But are they doing any better than you are right now?”

      Reena stood and wandered over to the sink, staring out the window at nothing in particular. “They all look up to me, Kendall. Even Jonah, for whatever reason. He has more than enough on his plate as the Light Blue Aura. I just want to be of use … hold up my end. In recent weeks, Terrence has started to call me Miss Action. It’s tacky, but the more I hear it, the more it fits me. But I don’t know how any of this will turn out for us. Any of us. That scares me. Yeah, I admit it.”

      Kendall joined Reena at the sink, kissing the back of her neck as she did so. She then wrapped her arms around Reena’s waist. “Reena, I will not pretend to understand all that’s happening, but I do know this much. Whatever role throws itself your way, you will adapt to it and thrive in it, just like you always do. If all the things that Jonah and Terrence say are true, you’ve been doing that long before we met. The only thing that matters is that they believe in you. And everyone trusts you. Your best friends … your brothers … trust you. And I trust you too, wholeheartedly.”

      Reena gave her a small smile. Yes, fear was still on her mind. But Kendall’s words aided her nerves. She was intelligent enough to know that fear of the unknown was inevitable but sitting here, allowing fear and worry to consume her, didn’t stop the fact that Omega was coming. Perhaps if she kept her wits about her, she’d have some type of edge. “You’ve always had such a way with word. I am abundantly thankful for that.”

      “You flatter me.” Kendall grinned. “And, speaking of Miss Action,” she gave Reena an appraising look, “you up for some this morning?”

      Reena snorted. “Is this a question?”

      Kendall grinned once more. “I was headed to the bedroom anyway—”

      “Who needs a bed?” scoffed Reena. “That’s too damn far.”

      Kendall gave her a sinful smirk before they clashed in a kiss right there by the kitchen sink, with Reena relieving Kendall of her bathrobe within seconds.

      
        
        July 7th, 9:15 AM

      

      

      “You alright, son?”

      Arn Decessio saw Terrence lying idly on a weight bench in the backyard and must have assumed that he hurt something. Terrence shook his head at his father’s concern.

      “Yeah, Dad.” He pulled a smile on his face. “I’m good. Just thinking.”

      Mr. Decessio gave him a look of understanding, but returned inside, choosing not to pry. Terrence rose and followed suit.

      He smelled breakfast in the kitchen, mightily delicious smells, but he walked on by, headed to his bedroom.

      He looked at all the pictures that were bunched up on the dresser. Him and his brother Bobby, him and Alvin, the complete group of the brothers, Raymond, Sterling, Alvin, Bobby, and himself. Pictures of fishing trips with Mr. and Mrs. Decessio. The picture taken in the family’s kitchen the night he’d cooked his first meal for the whole family. There was also a picture of him with his famous adopted brother, the football legend Lloyd Aldercy. It had been a great surprise and blessing to have reconciled with him. All good things, all good times.

      Then his eyes moved to the other pictures there. The ones from the estate. With Reena. The sister he’d acquired through tough times and surviving some serious shit shows. They were all images of family. Unity. Illustrations of awesomeness, as he had said from time to time. But just the combination of pictures made him grimace.

      Every single person in the pictures had achieved something amazing. His father’s meticulous record-keeping and retention of details while he was in the S.P.G. was revered to this day, and that was before he opened a successful garage. His mother was the backbone and glue of the entire family … no small feat since she was surrounded by so many male egos. Raymond was a self-defense instructor for both Tenths and Elevenths, and his work had always been lauded. Even the Networkers employed some of his techniques. Sterling was a mentor. Alvin was such a present individual, capable of being mindful of surroundings and details while also being just detached enough to remain objective and clear-headed. And then Bobby, who, just like his brother Lloyd, was a football czar. Blessed with good genes, natural strength that he cultivated further every day, and a mind tailor-made for the sport, he was about to finish college and was a legend in the making. Not to mention that he had the greatest girlfriend on earth.

      Then there was his “brother” Jonah Rowe. The Light Blue Aura, who could touch just about anything and make it flourish. At times, he had even managed to do heroic things without a spiritual endowment.

      And Reena, smarter than everyone he knew, equally as badass, and seemed to have the perfect blend of book sense and common sense.

      And there was himself. Terrence.

      What had he done?

      Everyone had a niche. The thing they brought to the table. Eleventh Percenters were all artistic in some form or fashion, in just about every field. Terrence hadn’t found his niche yet. Other than having good genes that prevented him from ever gaining weight, there was nothing remarkable about him. He was an awesome cook and could buff floors pretty well. And he was a damn great auto mechanic, thanks to Arn Decessio’s tutelage.

      Big whoop to all of those.

      Omega was coming. Because of that fact, culinary talent, mechanical work, and janitorial skills weren’t the stuff that would assist him, or anyone else, in survival. He needed some real skill, some profound talent. What did he bring to the table? Cooking? Cleaning? The ability to fix a car, and muscle someone around from time to time?

      None of those traits sounded very endearing at the moment.

      The steel knuckles that were his weapon of choice sat in front of him, near all the pictures. He just stared at them and sighed.

      In all the action movies, the nameless, aimless people were the ones taken out first. Not the comic relief. The nameless strong guy. And in this particular movie, Jonah was the chosen one. Reena was the smart one.

      And he, Terrence Wade Aldercy, was the nameless one.

      He pulled himself up and went back to the kitchen. Perhaps he’d have better thoughts on a less empty stomach.

      July 7th, 12:28 P.M.

      Jonah slowed his car to the mandated twenty-mile speed limit as he passed the long sun-beaten sign that didn’t evoke very many positive memories: RADNER CITY LIMITS Pop. 219.

      He regarded that sign for a few seconds. Two-hundred nineteen people. It had been two-hundred-and-one when he’d moved away. That meant that either eighteen kids had been born, or eighteen people decided that small-town living was what they desired in life.

      He didn’t know and didn’t care.

      Jonah had never liked Radner. The place was worse than dog years; one year here was like one decade everywhere else. He could still remember going to the store to get sweets and overhearing people talking passionately about matters that everyone else had long since forgotten. And his schoolmates? Oh, they thought they knew everything about how the world worked. And Jonah believed that that was true for the longest time. It took moving away from this lump-on-a-hill for him to realize that those fools didn’t have a clue.

      He looked around here and there as he rolled, and snorted when he saw that Donovan Burke, who was the biggest bully and asshole on earth back in high school but got away with it because he was the star linebacker from whom many people expected big things, was now the assistant manager at a bait-and-tackle shop. Jonah hadn’t even known. Nasty fall from grace, that. But Jonah didn’t mind. One had to savor life’s little blessings.

      But he filed that away. While the effects of karma were always refreshing, they didn’t really matter at the moment.

      He slowed to a stop at a vacant lot. It was the site where his former home used to be.

      His and Nana’s.

      It had fallen into disrepair after Nana had passed into Spirit, and Jonah wanted nothing more to do with the place after that. None of his other relatives had cared, either…not that they cared before…and it was his understanding that after it had been vandalized a few times, the other family members made the decision to bulldoze it. It didn’t matter much to him, though it did haunt him a little on occasion.

      Jonah accelerated and drove on. For what reason had he stopped there? That hadn’t even been his destination.

      Luckily (or not), his destination was only about five minutes away. He hadn’t been there for years, but in recent weeks, he suddenly felt the need. So here he was.

      The Radner Memorial Cemetery.

      He walked slowly, consciously, through the rows, well aware of where he was headed. He avoided Spectral Sight at all costs due to an extreme need for no distractions. He couldn’t help but wonder how he remembered the route with complete clarity, despite the fact that he hadn’t been there in years.

      Somewhere in the distance, birds chirped rhythmically, and random traffic passed. But those sounds seemed otherworldly somehow. Detached. The silence, deafening and uncorrupted, was the only thing that prevailed here.

      He nodded absently at the caretaker as he walked a few more steps, and finally stopped, taking a moment to drink in the scene that was branded into his memory for the rest of his physical life:

      
        
        Doreen Lucille Beech-Rowe

        June 3, 1913 – November 10, 2005

        Beloved Mother, Grandmother, and Friend

      

      

      Almost reverently, Jonah knelt and stared at the spread of grass, beneath which laid the human shell of the most wonderful woman he had ever known. It had been so long ago, and so much had changed since that rainy night that had derailed his entire being. But no matter how much time had passed, he still felt abandoned and alone sometimes. That night, all those years ago, he had been jarred out of a loving routine that had needed no deviation. None.

      Yet it still happened. Damn it all.

      “Hey, Nana.” He looked at the familiar marble that was now slightly worn and faded by sunlight and the elements. “I brought your favorite.”

      He carefully arranged the impatiens around the stone and rose.

      “You were one who always said that flowers were God’s greatest gift,” said Jonah as he backed away to look at his work.

      He wished with everything in him that he could speak to her again. He wished that he could get that all-encompassing hug, the sweet words, and the neat assurances. The simple things that he had taken for granted when he had them and had missed more than anything now that they were gone.

      “Nana, I made you a lot of promises when that ambulance took you away.” He sighed. “I can’t say that I’ve made good on most of them. I’ve often wondered if you are proud of the man I’ve become. I’ve tried to do the right things, tried to live right. Tried to make the smartest decisions. I’ve tried very hard to follow your example. But then I realized that I have my own opinions … my own mind …”

      He closed his eyes. He was his own person, with his own life. Yet he still felt like he’d betrayed his grandmother by taking a different path.

      “Nana, I’m the Blue Aura. The Light Blue Aura, the best hope, at the forefront of Omega. A big hero, supposedly. Basically, a million things have happened in my life that I didn’t want”—he caught himself—“and many things that I didn’t mind at all.”

      He slipped his hands into his pockets. The left pocket contained his batons in their dormant form. The right contained the Vitasphera, which had been passed to him the night Jonathan was vanquished. He kept it out of sight, because its pitch-black composition always put him in a negative state of mind.

      “I wonder if you knew anything about any of it, Nana,” he went on. “If you knew about the Eleventh Percent. If you knew that I was an Eleventh Percenter, or at the very least, knew that I was strange.”

      He felt his eyes begin to burn. Why wasn’t she here? She always had an answer. Always. He remembered that night when he was eighteen, when he was supposed to be of age. It didn’t matter. When he knew that Nana was gone, he was terrified about being alone in the world. The blade of grief that was embedded in his heart remained as sharp as ever, although he’d learned to live with it. He simply resigned himself to the fact that it’d probably never go away. He changed tack again.

      “I met this woman.” He impatiently wiped his eyes. “You probably would have liked her. But you would have hated her sister, who’s a murderer and well … crazy. You probably wouldn’t like her boyfriend, either, come to think of it. I also met this other woman, but there weren’t any strings attached there, it was just sex—Christ, why am I telling you about that, Nana?”

      He resumed his silence. He didn’t know how to stay on subject. It wasn’t easy conversing with a headstone. This damned headstone. The symbol that illustrated the unfairness of Nana being gone. All this time had passed, and it still wasn’t fair.

      “In case you haven’t figured it out, Nana, I wish you were still here. Maybe I could make sense of all these things happening to me if you were. But…” He stopped yet again. After all these years, the conversation still wasn’t any easier.

      “Say hi to Mr. Steverson for me, Nana. And Jonathan?” Jonah’s voice caught once more. “Nana, I know that we can’t see the spirits of people that we were close to in life, but if you happen to be around me, if there were some kind of way for that to happen, please …”

      Silence. Still as deafening as it was when he’d first arrived.

      He turned his back on the headstone. It was time to go. He had to get away from here. Give himself some time to compose himself before he saw everyone again.

      Fifteen paces away, Jonah turned around, closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and willed the curtain to rise and the actors to perform. When he opened his eyes, there were the bluish-white sheens that shimmered around the headstones, which indicated spirits and spiritesses that still walked Earthplane.

      There were dozens of them.

      But his grandmother’s headstone wasn’t one of them. The marble remained resolutely white and weather-beaten.

      Jonah had expected that. Jonathan had told him when they first met that his grandmother was on the Other Side. Besides, he wouldn’t have been able to have seen her, anyway.

      He knew those things already. All of them.

      That knowledge still did nothing to remedy the pain and disappointment he felt as he turned to depart.
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            THE NIGHTMARE SCENARIO

          

        

      

    

    
      Jonah had worked up an appetite, which wasn’t a surprise because he’d had no lunch. He just couldn’t focus on eating earlier; his stomach was too full of shaky resolutions to have any room for food.

      And he’d actually remained in his car for a while, doing nothing. He had to get his emotions under control. He’d seen far too many movies where people hit the road while they were a bundle of emotions and got into grisly car accidents as a result. Jonah had enough threats to his physical life to be concerned with inattentiveness on the highway.

      Despite that, he’d be damned if he was going to eat anywhere in Radner. Everybody knew everybody. If he got accosted, he would have to have a zillion conversations, playing catch-up on subjects that he didn’t give a shit about. Couple that with the fact that he might have run into one of his stupid relatives. Even though Jonah had dropped weight and had a perpetual five o’clock shadow, he was certain that he’d be recognized by every single person that he didn’t want to see.

      So, after an hour or so in his car, still deep in thought but functional, he got out of Radner and back on I-40.

      He saw restaurant signs after about a half an hour on the road, but he kept on driving. Thirty minutes away wasn’t far enough. Not from Radner.

      After another twenty minutes or so, he saw more outlets for food. But fifty minutes was hardly better than thirty minutes with Radner. It was almost as though there was a radius that spread from that damn place, which put one at risk of seeing someone they knew if they didn’t properly escape it.

      When Jonah finally felt comfortable enough to stop, he’d been on the road about ninety minutes.

      He’d seen a sign for a diner in a small town named Ruby River. He remembered seeing it on the map when he was a kid. It might have been small but, as was the case with over half the towns in North Carolina, Ruby River wasn’t as small as Radner. with its two-hundred-plus hangers-on. Ruby River had twenty-seven hundred people, and was considered a tiny town? Please. If Jonah had said it once, he’d said it a thousand times. People did not know what small was.

      He stopped at the Ruby River diner and looked it over. It was a neat little place, bigger than he’d expected, with a (what else?) ruby-tinged paint job. Because of Reena, he always checked the rating. The place had an A. So far, so good.

      Jonah stepped inside the door with the vaguest feeling that he’d forgotten something. Before he could focus on that thought, however, he was distracted by the meal of the day: chicken-fried steak, rice with homestyle gravy, and iced tea with unlimited refills, all for $4.65.

      “Wow,” he whispered to himself. That was some really heavy food, particularly on an empty stomach. But that price was beyond great. He shrugged, figuring that he would be alright so long as he didn’t eat like a hog, and he could always work it off later.

      He sat in the far corner, with no desire to be near the door. There was an unforgiving gust of heat every time somebody opened the damn thing. Within a few minutes, a maternal-looking woman with pulled-back brown hair came up to him, pen and pad ready.

      “What’ll it be, sweetie?” she asked with a smile.

      Jonah returned the smile and pointed to the board near the door. “Meal of the day and, um …” he glanced at her nametag, “I’d like some ice water with that sweet tea, Lavonda. I haven’t ever been here before, and I don’t know if you have sweet tea, or sweet tea.”

      “I’ll bring you the water, sweetie.” Lavonda chortled. “Because I can already tell you that here, we have the latter.”

      She left him. Jonah felt his mind improve. Lavonda had such a warm demeanor that it put him at ease almost immediately. He almost wanted to tip her before she’d done anything. He already liked and respected her. That was something that people learned quickly when they were around Jonathan, who had always stressed that it was vitally important to respect everyone’s position, because everyone had some valuable purpose that they brought to the table.

      Jonah closed his eyes for a moment. He ought to be happy for Jonathan, because he was on the Other Side, together with his soulmate Francine. And when he thought about it, he actually was happy for him. But the Protector Guide’s absence still felt wrong. Still felt unnatural. It felt like the pillar that had always bore most of the load had been yanked away from the estate, and everything had been shaky ever since. So many people had abandoned the estate … left them all high and dry. Liz repeatedly implored Jonah not to think of it that way, but a part of him still did. It just made more sense to band together rather than tuck tail and run.

      His head was down as he contemplated all of this, eyes on his hands. The bell continued to ding every once in a while, indicating new patrons. He could swear that one of the groups sounded rather large. In his head, he was mildly envious of them and their normal lives. On the other hand, he was glad that he got here when he did. Everyone came for the meal of the day. He didn’t have to worry about being eighth or ninth in line.

      “Here you go, sweetie!” Lavonda slid a hearty, piping hot platter underneath Jonah’s nose. “And I got your sweet tea and water, like you asked!”

      Jonah thanked her and began to eat. Man, if it wasn’t one of the most delicious things he’d ever tasted. He sipped his tea, and his eyes bulged. The fact that every tooth that had just been washed with that sweet tea didn’t suddenly have a cavity was a blessing. He diluted it with some of the water and tried it again. Much better.

      Despite the deliciousness of the food, Jonah was still mindful of his previously empty stomach. He took his time with the food and sipped from his drink at regular intervals. After a while, he was sated, and his stomach didn’t feel bad at all. He could never tell Reena that she gave such good advice on eating. He’d never hear the end of it.

      He was about to ask for the check when Lavonda approached him again, polite curiosity in her features.

      “Let me clear that for you, darling. You must be really hungry!”

      Jonah frowned. He couldn’t eat another bite! “Um, Lavonda …?”

      But she had already walked away with the dirty dishes. He didn’t have long to wait, however, as Lavonda was back with a new plate which contained the largest hamburger Jonah had ever laid eyes on.

      “Lavonda,” Jonah regarding the burger with distaste only because he was full, “there must be some mistake. What is this?”

      “It’s the Ruby Classic!” answered Lavonda with pride. “Quarter-pound burger with homemade slaw and chili! And you needn’t worry; it’s cooked well done, so the meat’s dead. Very dead.”

      Jonah looked at her. Dead meat … that was unsettling for some reason. But there was nothing sinister or strange in Lavonda’s grin. Okay, so it wasn’t her. “Lavonda, who put in this order?”

      “Your friend by the door. I don’t want to point. But it’s the man in the duster. You know him, right?”

      Jonah glanced at the door. And his gut suddenly lined with lead.

      The man near the door sat in a booth. There was an untouched cup of coffee in front of him. It was a severe-looking guy with unruly stubble and hard blue eyes, which were fixated on Jonah with an almost hungry gaze. Seriously, the guy looked seconds away from salivating.

      Jonah had seen him before. At that godforsaken house a while back. He was one of the many Deadfallen disciples who’d chased him as he ran for his physical life after Creyton achieved Praeterletum.

      Jonah had only just processed this information when Lavonda sighed and shook her head.

      “I asked him whether he was hot in that duster,” she whispered to Jonah, “but he said that he was wearing it because of our A/C. I didn’t think it was that cold in here.”

      “You’re right, Lavonda.” Jonah manufactured a smile. “This isn’t a mistake after all … the burger, I mean. I’m sure it will be as delicious as the chicken-fried steak. Thank you, ma’am.”

      With another warm smile, Lavonda returned to her other tables. Jonah’s eyes returned to the Deadfallen disciple. The man did a barely noticeable dart of his eyes, which indicated to Jonah that they were not alone.

      Jonah looked several tables away. Sure enough, there was another disciple there, who also wore a duster and a bandanna around his spiky blonde and black hair. Unlike the wooden-faced guy, this man actually snorted as he darted his eyes to the other exit. Jonah looked that way and could have sworn out loud.

      Charlotte Daynard was right next to that door. She looked him square in the face. How had he not seen her?

      Then he remembered. He’d had his head down while deep in thought as he waited for his plate. He was certain the Deadfallen disciples had ways to not be noticed while he ate. Then again, the food had been so good that he hadn’t bothered doing much looking around. And now they positioned around him, Paul Bunyan at one exit, Bandanna in the corner, and Charlotte Daynard at the other exit. Jonah was badly placed. He couldn’t even get to the bathroom without the three of them seeing it.

      With a pang of irritation, Jonah realized what he had forgotten. He hadn’t gone into Spectral Sight to check the spirit count of the area before he walked into the diner. If Deadfallen disciples were around, the spirit count would be low or non-existent. If he had known that, he’d have kept on rolling to the next county!

      Very discreetly, Charlotte cleared her throat so as to bring Jonah’s attention back to her. She closed her eyes, took a deep intake of breath, and then opened her eyes and performed a cutthroat signal.

      Jonah’s own throat tightened at the maneuver. So, there was no need to go into Spectral Sight. There was nothing to see. They must have usurped every spirit and spiritess around the area. Swell.

      Jonah was so caught up in thoughts about those poor spirits that he almost missed the fact that Charlotte wanted to catch his eye again. She opened her jacket, and revealed a crescent-shaped blade, its handle stamped with the head of a crow. One prod of her index finger darkened the steel.

      They were spiritually endowed. He was not. So, unless he thought of something, he really was dead meat.

      Just then, what sounded like a pained howl made everyone jump and look around for the source. By the looks on Charlotte’s, Mountain Man’s, and Bandanna’s faces, that noise was not part of the plan.

      A man stormed through the door near Mountain Man. He was clad in a disheveled flannel shirt and ragged jeans. Dirty, stringy hair obscured his face. He lumbered straight for Jonah.

      “You didn’t think I’d find you, Thomas?” the man shouted at him. “You thought you were untouchable or some shit, boy?”

      Several of the older people looked appalled at the swear word, but Jonah paid that no mind. Because at that moment, his mind went from “What now?” to “Thomas? Who the hell is Thomas?”

      “Um, you’ve got the wrong guy, dude. My name isn’t Thomas—”

      “Don’t gimme that shit!” bellowed the disheveled man. “I told you I wasn’t going away! You tried to run all the way to Ruby River to get away from your responsibility? Oh, hell to the naw!”

      Jonah had no idea what this guy was talking about, but he needed to figure it out, and quickly. He had enough problems at the moment. He glanced at the Deadfallen disciples. They didn’t know what to make of this guy, either. Charlotte, in particular, kept looking between Jonah and the dirty man with puzzlement.

      Lavonda, who was obviously somewhat braver than her fellow colleagues, stepped toward the man. “Look here, sir, this here diner is a peaceful establishment. I think it’s high time for you to leave—”

      “Why?” the man snapped at Lavonda. “Because I’m dirty? Because I look like I look? That is the true scum right there!” He pointed a filthy finger at Jonah. “Sitting there as bold as I don’t know what! He made a slut out of my sister! Knocked her up!”

      Now several faces snapped Jonah’s way, looking accusatory and judgmental. Jonah rose from the booth before he was even fully aware that his legs were at work, moving him. Confusion and anger grew side by side within him.

      “I haven’t done anything of the kind! And since you didn’t seem to hear me the first time, my name is not Thomas, it’s J—”

      “Stop the lyin’, Thomas!” interrupted the man. “You promised my sister the moon! Now, she’s wobblin’ all over the place big as a house, and you ain’t been nowhere in sight! You got all this money to buy fancy meals and leave ladies nice tips, but you ain’t give Essie one thin dime!”

      While Jonah was momentarily distracted by the name Essie (it sounded like a damn cow), Lavonda got between them. She thrust something forcibly into Jonah’s hand.

      “Take it,” she snapped. “And both of you get out.”

      Jonah realized that it was the tip he’d put down for Lavonda. He hadn’t even paid for his food yet! He’d put the tip down first!

      “But ma’am—!” he began in anguish, but she shook her head.

      “I don’t want your tip, boy.” A scathing look now contorted Lavonda's previously friendly face. “Why don’t you give it to that poor girl you wronged? Now, both of you get out of here before I call the sheriff!”

      “Yeah, you little shit.” the dirty guy and grabbed Jonah’s shirt. “Get outside so I can beat some child-support out of you!”

      Flabbergasted, humiliated, and angry, Jonah noticed that they’d passed by Charlotte. He clearly saw that she was seething but didn’t want to be noticed. But the next thing he knew, he was outside, where the anger once again muscled out everything else.

      “Look, you filthy bastard,” Jonah readied himself for a fight. “I’ve already told you that my name’s not Thomas—”

      “Get in the car, Jonah.” The man no longer sounded angry, but tense. “We need to get out of here.”

      Jonah’s eyes bulged. Huh? “You just called me Jonah! Who are—?”

      Impatiently, the man shifted his filthy hair, and Jonah’s eyes widened.

      “Raymond? But—”

      “In the car, Jonah,” repeated Raymond. “I bought us five minutes. Three if they’re smart. Which they are, unfortunately. Now come on!”

      In a daze, Jonah got into the passenger seat of Raymond’s car. Raymond waited until they were both in the car to remove that god-awful wig. They were on the road in seconds.

      “Why did you make me look like an asshole back there, Ray?”

      “Had to.” Raymond looked genuinely apologetic. “That’s exactly why I cut you off when you were about to shout out your name in that diner. Someone might have tried to look you up or something.”

      “Ray, I’m grateful that you got me out of there, but that was truly the best story you could think of? That whole Thomas thing?”

      “Thomas was the first name that came to mind,” shrugged Raymond. “And I figured that in a cozy town like this one, nothing would be more scandalous than an unwed mother and a sorry-ass father. What better way to get you away from those Deadfallen disciples?”

      Jonah’s anger evaporated at that. It wasn’t like there was any truth to those accusations, anyway. Now, on to the important questions.

      “Let me save you some breath.” It was as though Raymond read Jonah’s mind. “Creyton expected you to visit your grandmother’s grave. According to Dad and Patience, he prides himself on the notion that he knows everything about you. So, he stationed some Deadfallen disciples around the area.”

      “What? Dude, I was an hour and a half outside of Radner!”

      “These are the sticks, Jonah,” Raymond reminded him. “Distance doesn’t mean shit out here, especially to Creyton and his ass-kissers.”

      Jonah growled. He thought he’d heard a tiny note of criticism in Raymond’s voice, as though he viewed him as too predictable. But at least he didn’t come right out and criticize him for it. But this wasn’t the time for aggravation. File it away. On to the next thing. “So, how did you know where I’d be?”

      “Terrence. He said that you were going to Radner to pay your respects. When I used the Astralimes to that cemetery, you’d already left. So, I used the Astralimes back to the car, and started driving. I knew that you, of all people, would be leery of using ethereal travel nowadays, at least alone. I had hoped to see you, either on the road or stopped off somewhere. I saw when you took that exit to go to Ruby River, but I lost you at the light once we were off the highway. It took a little while to find you again, but then I saw your car at the diner. I went into Spectral Sight but saw no spirits or spiritesses. Was that your doing? Did you tell them to run?”

      Jonah heaved a sigh. “How did you know you’d have to be in disguise?” he asked, choosing to ignore the question. “Was that outfit ready-made?”

      “No, not really. I helped Ma clean out the basement and had a bunch of my old crap in the trunk as a result. The wig was something I wore in a short film one of my buddies made in college. I was on my way to donate some of it when Dad said that one of his contacts warned him that there might be an attempt to get at you like this. That was the exact same time that Terrence said that you were in Radner to visit your grandmother’s grave. I was the one who could get here the fastest, so I came.”

      “Back up a second.” Jonah noticed something weird in Raymond’s story. “You can’t have driven from Rome to Radner to come looking for me. You’d still be on the road right now. But you just said that you used the Astralimes to try and find me in the cemetery, but then used them back to this car. Did you steal this car from someone in Radner?”

      “It’s only temporary.” Raymond was now about twenty over the speed limit. “Your well-being trumps a car theft. I’ll try very hard to get it back to them.”

      “Wait a second!” Jonah just realized something. “My car’s still back there!”

      “Your car can be retrieved, Jonah. I’ll tell Dad to get Patience or somebody to handle it, don’t you worry. Your car’s location is the least of your problems right now. Believe that.”

      Jonah fell silent after that. Evidently, visiting his grandmother’s grave was a miscalculated risk. Especially if Creyton expected him to do it. But something in his mind was defiant, unapologetic about it. Jonathan always said that your opponent had already won if you deviated from the normal course of events in your life because of them. It was one of the reasons why he still had feelings of anger and disappointment towards the people who left the estate. And Trip? Oh, buddy … it would probably be better for everyone if they never spoke to, or saw, each other again.

      “Thanks, man.” It was hard for Jonah to force himself back to center. “I appreciate it.”

      “Don’t thank me, Jonah. We aren’t done just yet.”

      Jonah frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      Raymond sighed. “Remember when I said that it was Terrence who told where you were headed, and how I used the Astralimes and all that? And how Dad said one of his contacts said there might be an attempt like this?”

      “The last part isn’t a surprise, I guess.” Jonah sighed to himself. “Creyton has been after me from minute one. I have to deal with that every day.”

      “Look in the side mirror,” commanded Raymond. “And then tell me about what you have dealt with every day.”

      Jonah did so, confused. Then he saw them.

      Three crows, in formation like fighter jets, followed them in the sky.

      “Son of a bitch.”

      “Yep, pretty much,” said Raymond. “That’s what I meant when I was talking about buying us time. Before that happened.”

      “What the hell are they doing?”

      “I don’t know much about it, Jonah, but Dad filled me in, sort of. His contact said that it’s something called a Nightmare Scenario.”

      “A what?”

      “Basically, it’s a trap,” Raymond explained. “They’ve sprung it to get you. It’s my understanding that Creyton put it in play when he figured out you were going to Radner, and that you’d likely be alone.”

      “What is the Nightmare Scenario? I dont understand.”

      “According to Dad, it’s set up like a nightmare.” Raymond kept glancing into his own side mirror. “Each one is set up to get you. But if you luck yourself out of one, if you escape one trap, you fall into another one, or something like that. I’m guessing Charlotte and those two in the diner were like the first attempt—”

      “Don’t say it like that.” Jonah voice was suddenly sharp and cold.

      Raymond gave him a puzzled expression, which instantly made Jonah feel shame.

      “Sorry,” he muttered, looking back out of the window to see the pursuing crows. “I didn’t mean to blow up at you, man. It’s just when you said it like that, it reminded me of the Six. Not something I want in my mind right now.”

      Raymond’s face showed understanding. “Gotcha.”

      “So, if this is a trap,” said Jonah, eager to change the subject and also focus on the task at hand, “their … Nightmare thing or whatever, that would mean they blew their chance. Does that mean that they aren’t actually chasing us right now?”

      “No, not exactly. They’re trying to herd us to the next bag of tricks.”

      Now, Jonah felt numb. In that moment, he experienced a sharp reminder of a time right before he found out that he was an Eleventh Percenter, that night when the minions Howard and Walt told him that they’d found him because thinking of his grandmother had fired up some type of mental link, or something. Now, after he’d visited her grave, they’d “figured out” his location.

      Raymond said that Creyton liked to think that he knew everything about Jonah. Bullshit. He had simply remembered Jonah’s weakest point.

      “What can be done to get out of this and safely back to the estate?” he grumbled

      “Patience and Daniel quarterbacked this the second we found out Creyton might try something. Since Creyton has a plan in place that deals with predictability, they said the best thing to do to combat it is to be unpredictable. They threw a plan together against the short time frame. Dad was in on it, too. One of his friends was supposed to alert him. And that’s what happened. Today.”

      Jonah stared at him. There was a plan? “How long has this been in place?”

      “Damn if I know. After Dad got the message, he told me to find you. That’s why I asked Terrence where you were.”

      Jonah took a deep breath. “With all due respect, Raymond, why did they send you to Radner? They could have easily sent Terrence or Reena.”

      “Driving skills.” There was a note of pride in Raymond’s voice. “Sterling, Ma, all of them claim that I can drive like a Hollywood stuntman.”

      “Holly—whoa!”

      Raymond took an abrupt turn off-road and drove down a dirt path. It wasn’t the smoothest one in the world. Far from it.

      “W-Where are w-we g-g-going?” sputtered Jonah as they jostled along the poorly packed earth.

      Raymond didn’t answer. Laboriously, Jonah looked out of the window again. He didn’t see the trio of crows. Raymond had lost them on the path when they reached the trees. Seconds later, he stopped and killed the engine.

      “Wasn’t trying to ignore you,” he said. “I needed to focus. Now, get out with me.”

      Jonah got out of the car, trying to focus his hearing to hear those crows. Unfortunately, the woods were full of many sounds. He had no time to process that before he and Raymond were hit by a gust of wind. A man stepped in front of them.

      He looked to be around Mr. Decessio’s age, with salt and pepper hair pulled back in a ponytail. His eyes were gray like Jonathan’s, but nowhere near as piercing. And at the moment, he didn’t look like he was in the mood for chit-chat.

      “Charles, three disciples were in the sky,” said Raymond without hesitation, “they are likely on the ground now. If there are any more of them, I didn’t see—”

      “There were an additional five,” interrupted Charles, who dispensed with a torn vest. “They were chasing me because I muddled the second trap they had for the boy here. I killed one of them, but that didn’t do a damn thing to help my situation because I only pissed off the remaining ones. They’ll be here soon enough, probably with the three you saw flying.”

      Jonah just looked at the man, who regarded him in an odd sort of way. He met the gaze with a confused one of his own, because he still didn’t fully understand what the hell was going on.

      “Rowe, my name’s Barisford Charles. I’d love to go into detail…do the pleasantries and all that…but we don’t have the time. Raymond, have you given him at least given him the skeleton of what’s happening?”

      “Skeleton?” Raymond almost laughed. “I think poor Jonah barely got a femur and a skull.”

      “If that!” Jonah wrung his hands. “I don’t even know what we’re doing! Look, I’m not trying to be critical of anyone, but Raymond said that this was planned in advance. This right here feels very thrown together!”

      “That was by design.” Charles said it like it was obvious to all. “The only thing we had planned in advance was that we would need to improvise, having no idea when or where. Creyton had your return mapped out. At the current time, randomness is our only weapon. I’ll take it from here, Raymond. Take care of yourself.”

      “Always.” Raymond pat Jonah’s arm. “See you at the estate, Jonah. We can speak and be able to sit and breathe at that time!”

      “Raymond, wait!”

      But Raymond had already stepped into nothingness and was gone, abandoning the car that he promised to return. This situation must have be really fucked up. Charles snapped his fingers to get Jonah’s attention.

      “Listen clearly, boy. And I pray that you’re as good at retention as I’ve heard, because I pick my words carefully, and I hate repeating myself. You and I are using the Astralimes to Elizabeth City—”

      “What? Why are we going there? Why can’t we just go to Rome? Straight to the estate?”

      “Didn’t I just say that Creyton had your return trip mapped out? They are expecting a straight shot! Creyton has stationed Deadfallen disciples in specific spots, and he has trained them to recognize specific patterns on the pathways, particularly the ones that are made when someone takes a straight shot for the Grannison-Morris estate via the Astralimes. You’ll be snatched and bagged within seconds. So, we have to do randomly picked spots. Now, as I was saying, we’re going to Elizabeth City. There, we will meet up with Patience. He’ll drive you maybe a mile outside of the city limits, and then you’ll be using the ethereal travel somewhere else. Patience knows, so don’t ask me.”

      Jonah’s already minimal faith in this haphazard plan diminished further with each step. For all he knew, the Deadfallen disciples were already well on their way to adapting to this so-called unpredictability. “Charles,” he said in a steady tone, “before we go any further, I need a spiritual endowment.”

      “There is no way.” Charles didn’t even hesitate. “You can’t establish rapport with a spirit or spiritess quickly enough, not on our time schedule. Assuming any are even around with those bastards around.”

      “I need to be able to—”

      Charles raised a hand for silence. His head swung to the left, listening to something that Jonah couldn’t hear. Then branches began to shake, and four crows descended a tree, dipping Charles’ and Jonah’s way. The crows began to shape-shift in midair, and they landed gracefully right in front of them.

      Jonah cursed. Four!

      Charles removed a short retractable staff from his pocket, which grew to four-and-a-half feet long. It then gleamed a neat copper color, which had to be his aura. Unimpressed, the tallest of the disciples moved in front of the others. He produced a length of steel, which gleamed black the second his fingers wrapped around it.

      “I was hoping we’d find you, Charles. You killed Evan not too long ago … I wanted to be the one to return the favor.”

      Jonah tensed, hating the vulnerability that he felt. Charles positioned himself in front of him.

      “I’m right here, Ricky.” Then he threw a command over his shoulder at Jonah. “Change of plan, boy! You’re going to Elizabeth City!”

      “What!” Jonah removed his batons. “I’m not doing that, man! Let me help!”

      “Go now!” snarled Charles. “If you get hurt or killed, then what the hell are we doing this for?”

      “Wait a second,” said another disciple, “that’s Rowe back there! Kill this bum and grab him!”

      “Damn it all!” snapped Charles. “Run, boy! You can’t use the Astralimes from here; they’ll be on us too quickly!”

      Charles waved his staff in a wide arc, and dirt and dead leaves flew up into the Deadfallen disciples’ path.

      “Go!” Charles shouted again.

      Jonah roared in frustration, but tore off into the woods, Charles right behind him. They hadn’t made it ten feet when they heard the disciples behind him. Jonah supposed that he should count his blessings that they actually gave chase on their feet as opposed to shape-shifting back into crows and taking flight. Small comfort.

      “I take it that this wasn’t part of your big plan?” he Jonah of Charles.

      “We can make it work. More unpredictability can only be good for us. There!”

      They both ducked into a ragged, years-abandoned shack with only half a door and all its windows missing. They crouched underneath the gaping holes that once held the windows and listened. For a fleeting moment, Jonah had the insane notion that the pursuing Deadfallen disciples might hear his racing heart.

      “Breathe through your nose,” advised Charles, who wrapped a cloth around his hand so that his staff wouldn’t gleam copper and give them away. “You keep heaving gasps like that, they may very well wind up being the last ones you take.”

      Jonah did as he was told, feeling vulnerable and, truth be told, a bit angry along with it. It was the vulnerability that made him angry. He was in the middle of someone else’s plan—a plan that really wasn’t a plan—all in the name of inscrutability. Jonah could already tell that Barisford Charles was prepared to fight to whatever end, but he didn’t know that Jonah would do the same, even if he was unendowed.

      He had half a mind to see if there were any spirits or spiritesses around, but Charles, who had busied himself stealing glances out of the windowless holes, snapped his head Jonah’s way.

      “Don’t even think about trying to summon any spirits or spiritesses.”

      Jonah looked at him in surprise. “Are you an essence reader?”

      “Hardly. Years of experience just tells me that you were about to do something stupid and desperate.”

      “Stupid and desperate? What do you call this—?”

      Once again, Charles silenced him with a hand gesture.

      Not a minute too soon. Voices were close enough to be audible.

      “They can’t have gotten far.” It was the same voice that had identified Jonah to his counterparts. “Rowe ain’t even endowed and the Networker’s getting slow in his old age.”

      “I wish Daynard was here,” whispered another disciple. “She’d be able to smell the bastard’s essence.”

      “We can do this without help,” the first voice insisted in a cold tone. “There is no way they got far from us. Probably found a place to hide.”

      “What about that shack there?” asked another voice eagerly.

      Jonah tensed. He saw that Charles had as well.

      “Nah,” said the owner of the first voice. “They aren’t dumb enough to hide in there. Too obvious. Besides, Charles was endowed. I don’t see any aura colors shining in there.”

      Silence for several agonizing seconds, then—

      “Good point. Let’s move on.”

      The footsteps began to move, got faint, and then faded.

      “You see?” said Charles when everything was quiet again. “See what might have happened if you had summoned somebody—had their luminescence brightenin’ up the universe—”

      “I got the point, man.” Jonah rose from his knees. “Now, can we move on from here?”

      Charles rose, removing the cloth from his hand so that his retractable staff gleamed copper once more. “We need to get to Elizabeth City. Let’s use the Astralimes the minute that we get out of this shack—”

      “Gotcha!” A Deadfallen disciple sprung from a nearby brush. “Knew you’d do the obvious!”

      He tapped his throat with two fingers, relishing the very gesture. “Per mo—”

      In a flash of copper, Charles bashed the man in the throat with his staff, instantly neutralizing his voice. When he gurgled and clutched his throat, Charles swept his feet out from under him and brought his foot across his face.

      “Go, Jonah I’m right behind you!”

      “Charles—”

      “Go, damn you!”

      Angry with himself for the compliance, Jonah stepped onto the Astral Plane and then took the second step. He now stood in the parking lot of a less than stellar mall. But he paid little attention to the details around him. The crappy mall didn’t matter in the least.

      “Come on, Charles,” he said impatiently to thin air. “Come on, man!”

      “Jonah!”

      Alarmed, Jonah swung a baton in that direction, endowments be damned, but the owner of the voice blocked it. It was Patience.

      God, he looked terrible. His brown eyes drooped, and his unshaven face looked so tired that his expression seemed to be one-quarter wakeful, three-quarters asleep. Still, there was urgency and firmness in his voice.

      “You made it! Where’s Charles?”

      “He stayed behind, Patience! He said he was right behind me!”

      Patience’s droopy eyes narrowed. “What happened?”

      “Some Deadfallen disciples were chasing us. We tried to hide in this old shack and thought they’d moved on, but one of them waited behind. Charles held him off long enough for me to get here. He wouldn’t even let me help him fight! He said he was right behind me, man!”

      Patience shook his head, as though it would make him more alert. “Was this still in Ruby River?”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “I’ll find him. I got his back. Jonah, your next destination via the Astralimes is Windsor. That’s in Bertie County. You will appear at the county armory. No one there uses it anymore, so you shouldn’t be noticed. No one will be waiting for you there; I was supposed to go there with you, but it doesn’t matter. I’ll tell you the next stop. Wait in Windsor for five minutes exactly, and then use the Astralimes to Kinston. There, you’ll see Felix, Terrence, and Reena. They will be with you for the next stop, which is the town of Rome and then, finally, the estate itself. Lord willing, I’ll see you there in a few hours.”

      Patience said all of that so fast that Jonah couldn’t believe he was drowsy. But Jonah was mightily concerned for Patience’s well-being. If Charles, alert and wary, was having a hard time, how would sleepy, tired Patience fare?

      “Patience, let me come back with you. I’m begging you, man. You are in no shape. Let me help you guys fight—”

      “The whole point of this is to keep you safe, Jonah. As for my fatigue, it looks a whole lot worse than it is. Now, get going!”

      Patience stepped back into thin air and was gone. Jonah very nearly used the Astralimes back to Ruby River to be an extra set of arms for the two Networkers, but he simply stared at the blank spot where Patience just stood. His impatience, confusion, and anger were slowly morphing into fear. This “plan” was way too disorganized. And there were already missteps. Charles was not supposed to stay behind to hold off Deadfallen disciples, just like Patience wasn’t supposed to go and help him do so.

      Hoping with everything in him that Patience and Charles could hold their own long enough to get away from those Deadfallen disciples, Jonah focused on Windsor, stepped onto the Astral Plane, and then took a second step into uncut, knee-high grass. The armory that Patience told him about was behind him. By this time it was six in the evening, but since it was summer, there was still light out. This armory had seen better days. But now, the area was remote. Too remote to remain in plain sight for the five minutes Patience mandated.

      Jonah needed a spiritual endowment. He needed one yesterday. He was rattled by the encounters in the diner and the woods. Not being spiritually endowed made him feel like he had his hands tied.

      He ran to the side of the armory, backed against the wall, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath, willing the curtain to rise and the actors to perform. Then, he opened his eyes again.

      There was one spiritess. That was it.

      But there was something odd about her.

      She seemed dazed. Confused. It was almost like she was disoriented from a fight. Jonah frowned. He knew that spirits and spiritesses could be harmed, since they were still living beings. But this spiritess acted as though she had a concussion.

      Was that possible for a spirit?

      “Spiritess?” he called out. “Are you alright?”

      “Get away!” cried the woman in terror. “You’re one of his!”

      “His?” said Jonah, confused. “Who?”

      “Him! The evil one! The usurper!”

      Jonah raised both of his hands. “No, no—I promise you.” He tried very hard to put reassurance in his voice. “I’m not one of them! They’re after me, too!”

      He took a step forward, but she took a step back.

      “You’re lying. I just got into Spirit, and he was waiting for me. Told me there was no resistance and tried to take me. I ran. He sent you to bring me back!”

      “That’s a lie!” Jonah was suddenly repulsed. “I wouldn’t do anything to hurt you! I’m the Blue Aura!”

      At those words, the spiritess shrank away even further from Jonah, her eyes gaping with fear. “He is a Blue Aura! There are two of you? Two devils?”

      Jonah made a choking sound. Literally. Her words stunned him. How could she come to that conclusion? Was there anything about him that was even remotely devilish? Just the thought of being compared to Creyton was enough to make him damn near vomit.

      He took a deep breath. He needed her help, but she needed help, too. And more importantly, reassurance. “Spiritess, please listen to me. I’m not like him. I am the Light Blue Aura. The one that tried to hurt you is the Dark Blue Aura. He is chaos, I am balance. I am not the devil. Please believe me. I only want to help you. As a matter of fact, we can help each other.”

      The spiritess’ fear hadn’t left her eyes, yet she regarded Jonah. “Light blue … balance. … You won’t take me?”

      “Never.” Jonah shook his head rigorously. “I want to help you. I will not usurp you.”

      The spiritess relaxed, if only by a fraction, and stopped cowering. Jonah sighed in relief and slowly approached her with the intent to further reassure her.

      “He might not usurp you, but I sure as hell will.”

      Jonah whipped around and saw a Deadfallen disciple, with a black bandanna over the bottom of his face. He had been camouflaged perfectly; his dark attire blended well with the shadows of the growing evening. Before Jonah could react, the disciple raised his hands toward the spiritess, and they darkened to the color of night. Instantly, the spiritess began to scream and her composition began to wane.

      “No!” Jonah ran forward. “Dammit, stop!”

      Jonah had no chance of reaching the disciple or the spiritess in time. She was gone within a few seconds. Jonah bellowed in rage but the disciple was inches away from him before he could act further. After the usurping of the spiritess, he looked invigorated, like he’d had a hundred hours of sleep.

      “I wouldn’t worry about her, Rowe. I have to admit, though … it was kind of foul, you suckering her in like that, promising her safety, coaxing her into letting her guard down.”

      Jonah trembled with fury. It was not unnoticed by the disciple, whose eyes narrowed over the bandanna covering the lower part of his face.

      “You might want to contain your emotion, Rowe. Because you need to focus on my words. You need to come with me.”

      “Tell me one good reason why I’d do anything you say,” growled Jonah.

      “Because your little plan to jump all around North Cackalacki to make your path impossible to follow has failed.” The disciple’s mouth was covered, but there was mirth in his eyes. “The Transcendent figured it out before you’d even left Ruby River; why do you think that the Nightmare Scenario’s net is so wide? Besides all that, if you knew what awaited you in Kinston, you’d thank me for catching you here.”

      Jonah’s eyes widened slightly. Oh, hell no. Felix, Terrence, and Reena were like deer prancing into a trap. A bonafide deadfall. And he still didn’t know what had happened to Charles and Patience. And had Raymond made it back safely?

      It was in that moment that he realized that he would escape this Deadfallen bastard. He still didn’t have a spiritual endowment. But he was an ethereal human. Unendowed didn’t mean he was entirely useless.

      “Now, raise your hands so that I can bind you in ethereal chains.” The disciple raised his weapon higher. “Now!”

      Very slowly, Jonah raised his hands. He just needed the bastard to get to work, that was all …

      The man neared Jonah with caution, his eyes narrow the entire time. When he judged that Jonah had accepted his fate, he let down his guard.

      And it cost him.

      When he touched Jonah’s arms, they crackled with blue sparks.

      “Ahh!” The disciple was knocked back, but not off his feet.

      Jonah ran forward, not even bothering to use his batons, and bashed his head full force into the disciple’s nose and mouth. Despite the bandanna, Jonah knew the bleeding was instant.

      The Deadfallen disciple was down and writhing in pain, but still very conscious.

      Jonah was already running, well aware that the man wasn’t out cold. It would take an actual endowment for him to have shocked him unconscious. Without that, all he could muster was a bad sting and some aggravation. Thus, the headbutt.

      Jonah ran down a narrow two-lane road. Soon, he saw a sign that announced to him that he was nearing the Cashie River. That made him pause. A July evening plus standing river water equaled mosquitoes. He couldn’t hide from this guy if he had to smack his arms and neck every three seconds. He’d have to get to Kinston via the Astralimes—at a running start.

      He hadn’t ever done that before; would running make things go wrong?

      “You little bitch! Get back here!”.

      Jonah was about to find out.

      He focused on Kinston as hard as humanly possible, and before he knew it, he was on the Astral Plane, and then in front of three people who all made exclamations of surprise.

      “Jonah!” Terrence helped him to his feet. “Are you alright?”

      “Yeah,” huffed Jonah. “I’m good.”

      “Why were you running through the Astralimes?” The rebuke in Reena’s tone was clear. “That is wildly unsafe—you could’ve come off of the Plane and slammed into a wall—”

      “Hello to you, too, Reena,” said Jonah.

      “What took you so long?” demanded Felix, who looked at Jonah with frustration. “You’re twenty minutes behind schedule!”

      “What fuckin’ schedule?” Jonah fired right back. “This isn’t a plan, it’s a joke! But you need to listen—”

      “Where is Patience?” Felix’s eyes were still ablaze. “He was supposed to be with you—”

      “He and Charles were in Ruby River, holding off Deadfallen disciples. I hope they got away. Listen, Creyton figured out this … thing you’re all doing. Random spots mean nothing now … Creyton spread the net almost statewide. The last disciple I saw said something bad was waiting for us here in Kinston, so we really need to leave—”

      A hellish caw froze everyone. Jonah was the first to see a crow zooming toward them. Now, he was pissed.

      “To hell with finding an endowment. I’ve got this.”

      He reached into his cargo pants’ pocket and removed the apparatus with the black blade on the end of it, the weapon that he had reserved to use on Jessica the next time he saw her. He affixed the apparatus to one of his batons and then threw his eyes up at the crow, which wasn’t too far away now.

      The crow hit the ground, but the shape-shifting process was already underway, so instead of slamming into the dirt, a person took the impact in a full tuck-and-roll. It was a woman, and when she came to standing, she shook her wild hair from her face.

      It was Jessica. Just the sight of her put murder in Jonah’s heart. Evil bitch.

      “Well, look who it is!” Jonah abandoned his friends. “There is a God!”

      Jessica just tapped her throat and cried, “Per mortem, vitam!”

      “We need to be gone!” grunted Felix. “You said that just now, Jonah!”

      “I ain’t leaving!” snapped Jonah over his shoulder as he broke into a run towards Jessica. “She’s not getting away!”

      For whatever reason, Jessica did nothing. She didn’t draw a weapon or even brace herself. When Jonah was only inches away, a black man with an eye patch appeared directly in front of her. Jonah nearly barreled into him. Momentarily distracted, he paused, and the guy took advantage of his confusion by shoving him down. He then removed something that resembled a gun from his duster and fired it into the air. A beam of light flew from the gun-looking object and exploded when it reached a certain height. He then grabbed Jessica’s wrist and pulled her back.

      Jonah barely registered that he’d missed his chance to kill Jessica because some type of mist settled on him. It was the substance that was in the capsule that exploded when the one-eyed guy fired it into the air. It was odorless and tasteless—had no harmful effect at all.

      But something had changed the second the substance contacted Jonah’s skin. Now, the air felt … different. It felt heavy, like it was confining on all sides. Jonah had never felt anything like it in his entire life, yet he knew it was wrong.

      And likely dangerous.

      Some feet away, Terrence must have registered the same effects and he called out to the one-eyed disciple. “What the hell did you just do?”

      Even from the distance, Jonah could see the man’s smug smile. “Oh, just a successful experiment the Transcendent ordered me to make. That blocked feeling? The denseness of the air you feel? That is the feeling of life about to get really fucked up for you all. And you won’t be able to use the Astralimes to get away from it. No ethereal travel at all for several hours.”

      Jonah felt his stomach churn. This was ethereality that he had never experienced before, so he had no reference. But the thickness of the air let him know that this guy was not lying.

      “Sean, we’re done here.” Jessica was terse. “Let’s bail.”

      Sean nodded, grinning at Jonah and his friends. Then he and Jessica melted into crow shape and flew off into the night. The silence left in their wake was deafening.

      “What the hell?” said Reena. “Why’d they leave?”

      No one had any answers. Felix pulled out a sterling-silver knife and a kama-style weapon. The latter one gleamed the slate-gray of Felix’s aura color. “I don’t like this.” They’ve prevented us from using the Astralimes or any other ethereal travel and then just left? Make sure you’re armed.”

      Reena removed the socket wrench from her pocket, which gleamed yellow. Terrence removed the gloves that concealed his steel knuckles, which gleamed burnt orange. Jonah looked at their aura colors with envy, but it was what it was.

      “I know you’re concerned about not being endowed, Jonah.” Reena must have read him, which Jonah never care for. “But we’ve got your back. What I want to know is why they wanted us stuck here. Clearly, they were stalling … I want to know why.”

      “Indeed, they were stalling,” said a new voice. “For me.”

      Jonah felt all sensations descend from his body. He knew that voice, but it couldn’t be. There was no way their luck was that bad.

      He turned, and out of the shadows slunk the owner of that voice. Jonah actually winced. While the voice was familiar, the face was anything but. The 49er’s countenance was obscured by a cowl, but it was clear that over half it was badly burned, and the left eye was damaged. It looked as though the layers of skin had been burned away by acid or something. Shouldn’t those wounds have healed by now?

      But such musings didn’t matter. Despite the damage, the erstwhile vampire looked more feral than ever.

      “Jesus,” said Terrence in a numb voice.

      “Not quite.” The 49er smiled, and his facial wounds made the smile look sickening. “Though an event like this does have similarities.” He took them all in. “All of you were present the night I first infiltrated the estate grounds. The only one missing is the Chandler boy. I’ll see him soon enough, I’m sure.”

      He moved in closer, shifting his focus to Jonah.

      “I have to be gentle with you, Rowe, but only you. The Transcendent didn’t say anything about the rest of you.”

      Felix, who was stiff with incredulity and shock up to that point, suddenly pushed Jonah away and sprang forward. Almost lazily, the 49er pulled a black-gleaming knife from his duster and stabbed Felix with it, just underneath his collarbone.

      “Felix!” shouted Reena.

      Felix roared in agony, but quicker than they expected, the 49er yanked the blade free and stabbed Felix again, almost in the same spot. Felix collapsed in a heap.

      The badly scarred vampire took advantage of Jonah’s, Terrence’s, and Reena’s shock and horror when he darted forward in an inhuman blur, knocking Terrence and Reena back like rag dolls. He was too fast for either of them to block or counter. They both landed numerous feet back in a large mess of garbage.

      “No!” Jonah was scared for his friends, but he had his own problems. The 49er had his hands on him.

      Instinctively, he jabbed the 49er with his knife apparatus into his undamaged eye. The vampire roared and clutched at it, which bought Jonah time to slap him in the face with his knife-free baton and conjure up paltry sparks to knock the lifeblood looter off his feet.

      When Jonah tore off, a kaleidoscope of emotions ran through him: rage, because he didn’t have the power to do more, concern for Terrence and Reena, and absolute numbing shock for Felix. It was just like when Jonathan had been vanquished … he hadn’t been able to prevent that. He’d been unendowed then as well …

      And, on top of all that, there was fear. Creyton had let that psychotic vampire out of the ground. How? Trip had claimed that they’d never find his body. But maybe that’s what he got for listening to Trip, given the horse’s ass he’d turned out to be.

      Suddenly, Jonah had to stop running. He doubled over, sucking wind. His energy seemed to drain with each gasp. Where had this come from? He hadn’t experienced fatigue like this since before he started trimming up at the estate. It also felt like he’d just relinquished a spiritual endowment. But he hadn’t had one to begin with, so why did it seem like his adrenaline decided to make an untimely exit? It was most inopportune, seeing as he hadn’t yet escaped …

      But he had to keep going. He’d better not run, though. In this state, he might fall and bust open his head. Then, with his luck, the 49er would smell the lifeblood and forget that Creyton wanted him alive.

      He somehow managed to drag himself into an abandoned store, full of empty boxes, debris, and extremely dusty mannequins. Strangely, the door still had a lock, so he locked the door after shutting it. He had to pause again; each movement was more draining. What was wrong with him?

      After several minutes, he dragged himself over to a space of wall that wasn’t lined by boxes. It was comfortable enough. Then he nearly lost his balance and grabbed hold of a nearby pipe. With much effort, he righted himself.

      He released the pipe and frowned. Where his fingers had lopped it were traces of blood. He inspected his arm to discover that he was bleeding from the wrist.

      The same wrist that the 49er had grabbed earlier. The bastard hadn’t been trying to attack him when he’d gotten hold of him.

      Raymond was right. They’d been herding him the entire time, but to a specific bag of tricks. The guy in Windsor must have gotten greedy, because he tried to stop the buck there. But Jonah knew that this had to be the grand plan. Get him to Kinston. Where that one-eyed guy could spray them with his little ethereal travel prevention juice, and then leave him to the 49er.

      To poison him. And then cart him off like a sack of potatoes to Creyton.

      And all Jonah could do about it was be grateful that the 49er didn’t use any Haunts or had the damned bonesword of his.

      Were Terrence and Reena okay? He hadn’t been in any position to fight or check on them. It was clear that Creyton and his disciples viewed his friends as nothing more than pieces on the field to be removed. And despite all their efforts, he still wound up right where Creyton wanted him.

      “Finally, you got here,” said the 49er quietly.

      Jonah slowly turned his head, not even surprised. He didn’t know how long the vampire had been there. It didn’t even matter.

      “I’ve been mentally linked with you for a bit. I must say that it took you long enough to figure out the poison. But it would have been easy enough to follow you, either way. You’ve been leaking lifeblood for the past twenty minutes.”

      Jonah blinked very slowly. His brain actually managed to register confusion. Twenty minutes had passed? He must have blacked out for a bit when he sat down. But if he’d been that easy to find, why had the 49er allowed that much time to pass?

      “I wanted every drop of fight out of your system.” The 49er’s horrific face twisted into a smile once more. “It just makes things that much easier. Now, let’s get going. You’re my ticket back into the Transcendent’s good graces, after all.”

      He was about to hoist Jonah up when the locked door was bashed off its hinges.

      Felix stood there, dripping with water as well as fury. He leered at the 49er and practically growled with every chest heave.

      “You won’t kill me like that, bitch. It’ll take a whole lot more than that to stop me.”

      He aimed a crossbow at the 49er’s throat and fired one of his trademark silver nails at him. The 49er had been so stunned by his appearance that he hadn’t lifted a finger to defend himself. When the silver nail hit him, his hands immediately rose to his throat. He had trouble extracting the nail because the silver burned his hands just as much as his throat. With an anguished gurgle, he crashed to the ground, bringing several mannequins with him.

      Felix spat at the heap then came to Jonah’s side and pulled him to his feet. He noticed Jonah’s bleeding wrist.

      “Poison, but not fatal. Unfortunately, that silver nail isn’t going to kill him. Hopefully, Creyton will do that for us.”

      Jonah just looked at Felix. His consciousness faded more and more with each moment. “I thought …” he slurred, “I thought you were …”

      “Nope.” Felix shook his head. “Nope. Got an open wound that stings like a dozen bees and the granddaddy of all headaches, but I’m still here. Now, let’s get you home, brother.”

      Jonah nodded his head, but he didn’t have enough strength to pull it back up. The last thing he remembered was Felix preventing him from falling on the floor by grabbing him with two hands.
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