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For my mother, father, and siblings

You have always believed in me even when I have given you every reason to not.
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METAPHASE
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WHEN SOMEONE YOU LOVE plans to sacrifice themselves to save innocent people, do you really have a choice? I think so. I think there’s always a better answer. Unfortunately, the only answer I can come up with in the time allowed will sacrifice me.

You know those funny old cartoons when the character’s floating on a rug or some object in the air, and it’s pulled from beneath them? I feel like the character running in place in the air for a couple seconds before the fall.

How do you choose between two people you care about? As time runs out, I have to go ahead and take the leap and hope I’ve chosen wisely.
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DISCOVERY
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THE BED SHAKES AS JOSH jumps from his sleep at my scream. He leaps up to fight an attacker if necessary, but then he sees it’s only us in the room. I can hear my heartbeat, it’s pounding so hard. He relaxes and puts his arm around me. My room is a mess. The bonus of having a boyfriend from the streets is that he doesn’t seem to notice things like that. His forest smell almost causes me to forget my previous thoughts, and I have to hide my smile. How does he make even an undershirt and flannel pajama pants look so attractive? I can see a sheen of sweat on his forehead. I wonder if he’d been having a nightmare in his sleep too.

“Did you have a nightmare?” Josh asks as he gently squeezes me.

My previous thoughts rush back to me. “They’re going to go after Jack next if they haven’t already done so,” I say as I look at him pleadingly. “When did we last see Jack? He wasn’t part of the rescue team. I wonder if Lea’s with him right now?”

“Why do you think they’re after Jack? He was at the haunted house today as we met with security. He even left a little early so he could get Lea a surprise.”

I know I should confide in him about everything that has been going on with my father and the warnings, but I’m not ready to yet and, anyway, there’s no time. Little Jack, who I couldn’t bear to mock hang in the haunted house, is in danger. I think about how he blushes every time he smiles. How he hasn’t grown into his extremities, like a puppy with too big paws. Then my mind warps, and I imagine him cut open, even gutted, with blood spilling everywhere. I have to put my head between my legs as I sit to keep the dizzy spell away. I look up and continue talking to Josh because, if there’s any way we can save him, we must.

“He has different DNA like mine too. That’s why he was hit with the coffee mug that night and a pro-bono medical team magically appeared,” I say.

“Are you sure?”

“Dead sure.”

##
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TIFF AND LUKE WAKE easily. I think my scream had already stirred them from their sleep. They make a cute couple in pajamas with matching disheveled hair. We all sit in the kitchen now drinking caffeinated coffee. The smell reminds me of the first day at the haunted house when Josh joined Tiff and me at the coffee shop. Could that really have been just a month ago? It feels like I’ve known Josh for years now.

“So you think they’re after Jack next?” Luke asks as he rubs his eyes.

“I don’t have time to explain right now, but yes, they’re after him,” I confirm.

“Tiff, do you know how to locate him from the restaurant?” Josh asks.

“Um, let me see.” She scrolls through the contacts on her phone. “Yeah, here it is. I have his number.”

“Call him, Tiff,” I beg.

“It’s three in the morning. Are you sure?” she asks.

I’m so tired of everyone not believing me. It cuts deep into my pride. Here we’ve been working together, and this is my best friend, my roommate. They’ve seen my capabilities, yet now they don’t take my word. I guess they think that after being through what I have, my head isn’t clear. The stitches in my abdomen still ache. I imagine the men that were going to take my organs and tremble. Josh puts his arm around me and hands me a blanket. I don’t feel as tired as I should. I’m alive with fear. The only thing making me tired is the fact that we’re wasting time.

“I’m sure,” I state, hoping this ends the questioning.

Tiff hits the green button on her phone. She’s like the sister I’ve never had. She sees that I’m serious now. She puts it on speaker so we can all hear. It rings and rings. After four rings, we’re forwarded to his voicemail. Shit. He could be anywhere. He could be safe at home asleep or strapped to a gurney as I’d been. What are we going to do?

“Do you have Lea’s number?” I ask frantically.

“She just started working, and I haven’t gotten it yet,” Tiff answers, giving me a consoling look.

“Should we call the cops?” I plead.

“They should be better able to locate Jack,” Tiff says.

“I don’t trust them. Why would they help you if I’m involved? They despise the street kids,” Josh says. He’s looking at the floor as he talks. I put my arm around his shoulders. He has to see that this might be our only hope for some help. I have faith that he can set his distaste aside. They were there when he rescued me, so I’d wished a bridge might have been formed. It looks like it might not be that easy. Past grievances may not be put to rest; ghosts haunting outside of our haunted house.

“I’m with Josh. I’ve seen cops take payoffs from both Matt and Ed. Who’s to say that isn’t happening with other parts of the human trafficking ring? I think, if we contact them, we could possibly increase the odds of a bad result for Jack.”

Luke’s siding with Josh and not with Tiff. This I didn’t expect, but what he says makes sense. If he’s witnessed it with Matt and Ed, I don’t think we have a choice but to find Jack ourselves. I don’t know where to begin. The look Josh and Luke give each other reminds me of when kids silently converse behind their parents’ backs. They nod their heads as if they understand each other completely without saying a word at all. I wonder what they have up their sleeves.

I wish my father could visit me from the dead as he has recently in my dreams and visions. He had warned me before I was captured. Maybe he could tell me where Jack is. I don’t know how to summon him. How does one call the dead, or undead for that matter? I bet Tiff doesn’t have that number on her contacts list.

“Tiff, you tailed Matt and Ed to the house and, Luke, you knew about that place before our rescue mission. Do either of you know of other locations?” Josh asks. His forehead creases in concentration. Luke nods at him like he knew this was the direction Josh would take.

“There are two more houses that I know of, but with the arrests that took place, they might have disbanded them,” Luke responds.

“Where are they?” I ask.

“Do you have paper and pen?” Luke replies.

Tiff gets up and rifles through the desk in our kitchen. This is where our mail piles up, an abyss of the unknown. It’s nice to have a place for that so our table can remain clean and available for meals. The desk is tucked into the wall so as to not make the entire kitchen appear messy. It’s so cluttered it’s like the black hole of our documents. She’s successful in finding paper and pen, though, and returns. Luke draws a map. I recognize some of the downtown streets. He draws a house near Olive and 39th. This is a bit southeast of where we are. The next house is near S. Minnie Street and Lake Avenue. This is southwest of here. Luke’s drawing is nowhere close to the intricate artwork Josh could produce, but it’s readable, and that’s all we need for it to be functional.

“I followed them to the one on Lake Avenue too,” Tiff puts in.

“Do we know where Jack’s staying? Let’s stop by there first, then we can go by the house at Lake Avenue as that’s the one we’re most familiar with. After that, we can take 39th over to the Olive house,” I say.

I’m ready to be doing something. Every second that passes worries me. I find myself massaging my hands to release tension.

“We should get some help. Can we stop by Ethan’s first?” Josh asks. There’s a hint of resignation in his words, but Luke’s nodding his head in approval. This must have been what they had up their sleeves. They want more people on this mission. I can’t really complain, but what time could it cost us and how much does Jack have left if he’s taken?

“That’s out of the way,” I reply, exasperated.

“We can go to Jack’s place first and then to the house on Olive,” Josh says.

“But Luke and Tiff both have witnessed the Lake Avenue house. I think we run the risk of losing Jack if we don’t go to the Lake Avenue house first. If we go to the Olive house, they’ll tip off the Lake Avenue house and relocate Jack to an unknown place,” I say.

“Or they could be at the Olive house to keep a low profile after the arrests of their colleagues,” Tiff says. “If they’ve been watching us as closely as I fear, I may have tipped them off when I followed them to the Lake Avenue house. I’m sorry.” 

I hate when Tiff apologizes to me. It’s not like she’s part of this human trafficking ring. What does she have to be sorry for? She followed her intuition and tailed them to see what was going on. She’s been more aware than I apparently have been.

She’s right. It’s a huge possibility. We really have no clue where they are. We have to split up.

“Okay. Let’s recruit more people and split up. We can simultaneously approach both houses,” I suggest.

Luke and Josh nod their heads again as if this was expected. Maybe Josh even led me down this trail on purpose. Then Luke looks at me.

“Um, Austria, are you up for this? You just got out of the hospital. They were already after you. Won’t we run the risk of them recapturing you?” Luke states.

I see the muscles around Josh’s jaw flex. His hands clench into fists too. I grab one of his hands and massage it open, out of the fist, hoping to release the tension as I had in my own.

“I’ll be okay. I’ll stay out of their reach. Now, can we go already?”
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WE PILE INTO LUKE’S Escape. It oddly feels like we’re a couple of husbands and wives setting out on a Sunday drive. If only we were enjoying something that relaxing. His car even has a new car smell. Instead, we’re driving to Jack’s apartment, hoping to find him asleep and not kidnapped by people who want his organs. Just the thought of it makes my breath catch. Jack lives in an apartment within a tall building across 31st from Penn Valley Community College. The gray cement feels like a prison. It towers over us and curves around us. It gets cold as thunderclouds blot out the sun. We buzz his number. Luckily, Tiff had the apartment number saved in her phone too, in hopes that he’ll answer, and all of the worrying tonight will be for nothing.

“Hello.” It’s a girl’s voice.

“Lea,” I say.

“Yeah? What are you doing out and about? Shouldn’t you be resting?” she asks.

“Can you let us up? It’s me, Josh, Tiff, and Luke.”

There’s a click, then we open the building door, and head up to Jack’s place. The stairs are laminate with black rubber footholds. The stairway’s depressing and dark. It smells dusty. The metal railings are cold to the touch. I’m glad we only have to climb three stories. My abdomen aches with each step, but if I say anything, they’ll put me back in the last place I want to be, bed. I’m glad I’m at the rear of the group so I can wobble up the stairs attempting to scale them without using abdominal muscles. I feel like a pregnant woman. Lea lets us in when we’re at the door to Jack’s apartment.

“What’s up? Have you seen Jack? I’ve been looking all over for him. He isn’t at any of our secret hangouts.” She blushes with the last statement. She’s adorable. Jack and her both are. She looks flustered. Her hands are shaking. Her hair is in disarray.

“No, that’s actually why we came here,” Tiff says.

“Shoot. But your group doesn’t always hang with him. Why would you come all the way here?” There’s a wall of silence. We all glance at each other awkwardly. She looks at us one by one. She gasps for breath. Luke rushes over to her and has her sit down.

“What is it? What aren’t you telling me?” Lea says shakily.

Everyone looks uneasy. Lea’s eyes get so wide, I’m afraid they might pop out of her head.

“Lea, do you remember Jack being hit over the head with the coffee mug and the pro-bono medical team?” I ask.

“Uh, yeah. What does that have to do with anything?”

“Jack has different DNA.” I pause. I’m completely breaking our promise to my mother. I wish I didn’t have to tell so many people about my DNA being different, but I don’t see how I can explain this and its urgency to Lea without doing so. “I know because I do too. The same people who had me are after Jack.”

“Oh. Wait, so do they have him now? This is out of control. We have to find him.” Lea’s putting on a jacket and her shoes. Her jacket is leather, and her shoes of choice are sturdy boots. These outside appearances contrast with her trembling hands. Now I feel like Luke. He’d thought it might be best for me to stay back and not join in the search. That had really upset me, but here I am thinking the same thing of Lea. She really isn’t in the best emotional state for a rescue mission.

I walk over to her and put my hands on her shoulders so she has to look me straight in the eyes. She appears as impatient as I had felt earlier tonight. I take a deep breath. “Lea, you need to be able to keep your head if you go with us. Can you do that?”

She follows my lead and takes a deep breath and exhales. Her eyes focus on mine. “I’m fine,” she says. I can see why Lea was able to work at the haunted house. The look she gives me tells me that if I try to stop her, I may lose a limb. Not as sweet and innocent as my first impression of her had implied.

We’re back in Luke’s Escape headed to Ethan’s place. His mom is still out of town. I wonder what he, Patrice, and probably Ceresa are doing right now. I rest my head against the window next to me and look up at the stars. I find the Big Dipper and the North Star. The North Star falls behind us as we head south, like the hand of a clock. It’s four in the morning. If we take much longer, we’re not going to be able to sneak up on the houses in the dark.

When we pull up to Ethan’s house, I see more lights on than I’d been expecting. He must have people over. This could throw a wrench in our plans. The three peaks of the roof appear to be reaching toward the sky more than the last time we were here. We all exit the Escape and head to the door. It opens before any of us knock.

Ethan greets us, “Did you hear what happened? Is that why you’re here?”

“No, man. What happened?” Josh asks as we all enter.

Then I see Camille on the couch in the Game/Dining Room. She has a small towel up to her face. The towel is drenched in blood. Emmitt’s by her side massaging her shoulders and neck. Brittany and Landon are on the floor playing a video game. Patrice and Ceresa walk out of the kitchen toward us. Patrice has another towel, and Ceresa has a baggie of ice.

“Hola, see the bloody nose our coworkers dragged in here,” Patrice says.

“What are all of you doing here? We’ve had enough action tonight,” Ceresa complains as she removes the bloody towel from Camille’s face to inspect her nose. Luke walks over to examine her. Without his medical school experience, I may not have survived my kidnapping. I have him to thank for my very professional sutures.

“Jack’s missing. We’re sure he‘s been taken by the same group that took me. There are two possible locations that we need to seek out.” I eye them and hope my words are sinking in. I don’t have time to explain this more than once. What if they think I’m hiding something? Would they really think I would do that right after they saved me? Just as in the beginning, I’m questioning my read on people, but I am hiding something from them. I’ve been seeing shadows and my dead/undead dad.
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