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Dark storm clouds rumbled across the sky, lightning flashed, and computer sensors went haywire. Aldron, the self-proclaimed Shadow King, stood fixated on the flickering screens in the Black Palace war room, absently stroking his coal-black beard as he watched the Shadowlords and an entire army of shadowkind bearing down on the Bolivian pyramid at Tiahuanaco. Inside the ancient stone ruins, the D.A.S. team had holed up with the so-called clockwork machine in an effort to prevent its activation. The machine - an ancient doomsday device capable of breaking apart the universe (or alternatively, putting it back together, if used correctly) - had fallen into the hands of the enemy. Now it seemed there was no way to get it back without risking damage to the machine itself. 

Aldron’s cold, black, calculating gaze never strayed from the screens. It was the fate of the world he saw before him, and it was now out of his hands. As the Shadowlords converged on the site, gunfire broke out. Aldron frowned and began pacing back and forth, wringing his hands. He tried to ignore the nervous feeling growing in the pit of his stomach. He didn’t like what he was seeing. The Shadowlords should not have allowed the D.A.S. agents to attain possession of the machine... but who was he kidding? The Shadow had lost control of the situation long before then. 

It was that fool Ba’al who had allowed the double-agent Gabriel Frost to abscond with the machine in the first place. Even after everything Aldron had done to Gabriel, nearly crippling the boy with his “lessons,” the teen still had somehow managed to master his growing abilities and best the Shadowlord. Aldron would have killed Ba’al for his failure if D.A.S. hadn’t already done it for him. And now, Aldron was helpless to do anything but watch as all that he’d worked so hard for came unraveled before his eyes.

As Aldron paced, his gaze strayed nervously from one screen to the next. Displayed in glowing high definition, he watched the ensuing firefight between the shadowfriends and the resistance as they drove the D.A.S. agents back into the temple. Flashes of gunfire lit up the screens, and he noted occasional jolts of crackling electricity from some new top-secret government weapon that instantly disabled the varsifur, grimlocks, and other shadowkind.

As the bullets flew, precious seconds ticked by. Gradually, the ancient world of the Shadow came within reach of its counterpart, Earth. Aldron knew this not only by the sophisticated array of sensors that surrounded him, but also because he could feel the gentle tug of the two separate worlds, like the full moon pulling against the tide. The stars had aligned perfectly for the first time in ten thousand years. This was it... this was the precious, irreplaceable moment in which the machine must be activated in order to restore the Shadow world to its proper glory and power. The moment Aldron had waited and planned for his entire life had arrived. 

But something went wrong. Mere seconds before its intended activation, the machine came to life. A massive laser-like beam of light shot out of the pyramid and penetrated the space over the earth. The light scattered, creating a web of light across the galaxy and there, in the darkened heavens, Niburu appeared. In the span of a heartbeat, everything changed.

The broken pieces of the world converged, dark and light merging instantaneously, but not in the way in which they should have. The timing was wrong. The pieces of the universes were off kilter, like gears in a broken clock that couldn’t mesh correctly. Although Aldron didn’t know it yet, there was something wrong with the machine. One of his shadowfriend accomplices had shot it.

Aldron glanced at the atomic timepiece in the corner, and then drew his gaze back to the display screens in disbelief. A wave of horror washed over him as the truth revealed itself. He stared at the streaming images, his mouth agape, his heart drumming in his ears. Waves of anger rolled over him, tempered by something else, something strange and foreign to the Shadow King: It was the icy grip of fear clutching at his heart, and it sent cold chills running back and forth across his skin. 

All those years, all that planning... What would happen now?  He couldn’t even guess. No one had ever even imagined that the machine would be activated at the wrong time. No one had expected a catastrophic failure so late in the game. 

“You failed,” said a voice near the doorway. The tone was harsh, seething, filled with loathing and disgust. 

Aldron closed his eyes and took a deep breath. His hands knotted up into fists and then opened again. He searched his mind for words, for an explanation, but he had none. He wanted to say that it would be all right; that they would find another way, but he knew better. The next time Niburu passed this way, they would all be dead. Ten thousand years...

“You failed,” the voice repeated, dripping with venom. “I told you to let me go after them.”

“I couldn’t risk that,” Aldron said. “I needed you here. The Shadowlords could manage without you.” 

“I see. And how did that work out for you, father?” 

Aldron opened his eyes to stare at the monitors. The massive red planet hovered in the sky, its blackened surface marbled by veins of molten lava. Here and there, volcanoes periodically erupted, spewing fountains of lava into the air and setting off massive charges of electromagnetic energy that flashed like lightning. Thousands of miles below, Aldron’s army of shadowcreatures scattered across the arid wasteland in search of shelter. 

“I will find another way,” Aldron said with more conviction than he felt. “I will find a way to fix this.” 

“No you won’t, father.” 

Aldron narrowed his eyebrows as he realized the voice had moved. Somehow, Victor had stealthed all the way across the room and now stood right behind him. How had that happened? Aldron was always aware of his surroundings. Always. Victor could not have moved that fast, unless...

Aldron twisted his head and began to turn, but it was too late. He felt the sudden sharp, stabbing pain of a stiletto piercing the flesh between the ribs in his back. A moan escaped his lips. Relentlessly, the blade drove deeper, impaling Aldron’s lungs and plunging deep into his heart. The Shadow King tried to cry out for the Shadowlords’ assistance, but his voice froze in his chest. He turned, stumbling towards the door as the icy fist of death closed around his heart, slowly and painfully throttling the life out of him.

Victor stepped out of the way, withdrawing the blade as he moved. With a crash, Aldron tumbled to the stone tiles. His body gave one last violent shudder as the life drained from him. Blood began to pool around Aldron’s corpse. Victor glanced at the crimson-slick blade in his hand and then tossed the thing distastefully to the floor. He ran a hand through the short, bleach-white mohawk on his head.

“Balazar!” 

A shadow appeared in the doorway, the tall lean figure of a Shadowlord draped in a long black cloak. He stood at an angle, somewhat stooped and leaning against the doorframe, as if his strength had failed him. It was an unusual posture for a Shadowlord. The creature tilted its head and the light glanced off its black, soulless eyes. Its gaze drifted to the floor and back to Victor. 

“Yes, my Lord?” 

“Clean this mess up.” 

“Right away, Lord.” A thin smiled turned up the corners of the creature’s mouth, revealing vampire-like incisors behind thin, ice-blue lips. Victor took no note of any of this. He had other things on his mind. 

As the Shadowlord summoned more servants to help remove the body, Victor pulled out his smartphone and hit speed-dial. Senator Skeverson answered immediately. 

“Hello?” the Senator said in a cautious voice.

“It’s me,” Victor said. 

“It’s about time!” the Senator shouted. “What in Hades is going on?” 

“Nothing I can’t handle,” Victor said calmly. He glanced over his shoulder as Balazar and the others disappeared from the room. He stared down at the trail of blood his father’s body had left on its way out the door. “We knew there might be contingencies to deal with.”

“Contingencies? I should have known better than to trust you. Let me speak to Aldron.” 

“That’s not possible.”

“What do you mean? I demand answers!”

Victor sighed. “Aldron is no longer... with us. I could arrange for you to join him, if you insist.” 

The senator fell silent for a moment and then cleared his throat. “I see... What do you need from me, my Lord?” 

The smile on Victor’s face widened into a grin. “Call the president. Tell him it’s time to activate Blue Horizon.” 

“Yes, Lord.” 

The line went silent and Victor shoved the phone back into his pocket. He reached out to touch one of the displays, tracing the shape of the glowing red planet on the screen with his index finger. A deep feeling of joy welled up within him and soft laughter came rolling out of his chest. 

At last, Victor thought. The world is mine.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1



[image: ]




Everything you are about to read is true. Should you ask, the government will deny any knowledge of these events. Likewise, they will deny the existence of gene-altering nanobots, unidentified flying objects, or a top-secret holographic projection system known as “Blue Horizon.” And for you, dear reader, one final word of warning: If you are wise and you know what’s good for you, you will never, ever ask these questions.

It all began on a deserted airstrip twenty miles south of the hidden underground government fortress known as D.U.M.B. 79, also known as Black Mountain...

The flight from Bolivia into the southwestern U.S. had taken several hours. During that trip, the entire world had changed. From their vantage aboard the Albatross -the large amphibious military plane owned by ex-secret agent John Reeves- the team observed hordes of shadowkind gathering in the dark, shadowy places of the world where the sun could not touch them and burn their flesh. The creatures pressed in together under bridges and overpasses, and stormed shopping malls and chain stores, driving the terrified humans out into the streets in a panic. 

News reporters documented the chaos through live televised reports, describing the scenes in halting and sometimes terrified voices. They struggled vainly to focus their cameras on the odd shadowy creatures and the massive red planet hovering in the sky overhead, but their technology was insufficient. The images came out blurry and pixilated. The exhausted D.A.S. team stared at the live reports on the television screen. No one said a word. They watched the chaos spread from one city to the next as panic gripped the entire world. 

Even after landing, they remained fixated. It was Reeves who shook them out of it when he climbed down from the cockpit:

“Let’s get moving, people,” he said in a weary voice. “We’ve still got a long way to go and I want to sleep in my own bed tonight.” 

“Are you sure?” Commander Starling said. “You’re all welcome to stay in Black Mountain.” She had let the braids out of her shiny black hair, and the loose curls were a startling contrast against her pale skin and sparkling green eyes. Julia couldn’t help but notice that tired and dirty as the commander was, Starling still managed to look impossibly pretty. 

“That’s a very generous offer,” Julia said politely, “but I think we’d prefer to round up the orphans and just go home. It has been a long week.”

Starling accepted that answer with a quiet nod. She moved towards the rear hatch with the others. As the rest of the group disembarked, Julia crossed the cabin to hover next to Pete. He way lying with his back against the outside wall, his broken leg stretched out across the seat next to him. A new, bright white cast covered the injured limb. Pete glanced up at her and then returned his gaze to the TV. 

“Can I get you anything before we leave?” Julia said. 

Pete shook his head. “No thanks,” he said quietly. 

Julia patted his cast. “We’ll be back soon. I’ll bring a permanent marker  so we can all sign your cast on the way home.” 

Pete smiled weakly, but still didn’t look away from the television. Julia sighed and quietly left the plane, closing the hatch behind her. Pete heard the sound of the massive diesel engine in Reeves’s Hummer start up outside. The SUV rolled past the Albatross and disappeared into the hills outside the airfield. A lonely silence descended on the plane.

Pete hardly noticed. He continued to stare at the screen, unblinking, eyes watering. The news reports rambled on, displaying scenes of chaos and confusion from all across the globe. People were in a panic. They were terrified, and rightfully so. Large swaths of populated areas were without electricity or cell phone service. Thousands of satellites were offline, cutting off long distance communications and bringing down much of the internet. In many places, cellular service had failed.

Governments were racing to shore up their defenses against this strange unknown enemy and isolate the source of the attack. Meanwhile, civilization had all but collapsed around them. The entire world was degenerating into a state of mass hysteria. Frenzied mobs were racing into the streets of big cities, wielding guns and knives and whatever else they could get their hands on. Rioters had begun storming government buildings and raiding unprotected shopping centers, knocking out windows and stealing as much inventory as they could carry. The frightened, restless mobs had already begun degenerating into rioters and looters.

None of that caught Pete’s interest. What held his enrapt attention was something else entirely. It wasn’t the news reports, it was the strings.

Something had happened to Pete at the hospital in Bolivia. He wasn’t sure what it was. The bullet that had hit his leg during the gunfight at the temple had gone clean through. Stitching up the injury was no problem for the doctor. However, the bullet had hit the bone on the way through and had broken Pete’s femur. While lying in the hospital bed waiting for his cast, Pete had been sedated with painkillers that left him feeling somewhat loopy. It was then that he first began noticing the patterns. 

It had started with small things. For example, there had been something strange about the way the light from the window hit the wall across the hospital room and reflected back around them; something Pete hadn’t ever seen before and couldn’t quite articulate. And the shadows... they all seemed to fit together like pieces of some strange awkward puzzle. In fact, the way the light and shadow interacted with each other seemed almost deliberate, maybe even choreographed. Pete could almost imagine the interplay of light and shadow as a dance between two partners, an elegant and masterful interaction set to the tune of some ancient piece of classical music. But that was just the beginning. 

On the plane ride home, Pete’s eyes had begun to see more that he couldn’t explain: thin halos of light that covered the people around him, like pale yellow auras. Shapes caught his attention, like the rectangle of the plane’s small refrigerator, and the square microwave oven that hung over the sink. These and other shapes took on new meaning, and they almost seemed to pop out at him like images in a 3d movie. And then there were the glyphs...

All around him, Pete began seeing strange glyphs and sigils accompanied by senseless jumbles of letters and numbers. They were everywhere. It started with the television. Pete had begun seeing flashes of long strings of glyphs and numbers sliding down the screen. At first, he thought these images were digital artifacts, something to do with the signal reception or a failure in the television screen, but then he began to see them elsewhere, too. They lined up and down the ribs of the plane’s aluminum trusses and slid across the floor. They twisted around the tubular chair frames, and stretched across the countertop... they were everywhere!

He noticed the strange sigils climbing up and down the hull of the plane and for a moment, he thought they might be helping to hold the aluminum hull together. That was ridiculous, of course. He banished the thought. Then he saw the strings of letters and numbers clustering around the rivets in tight spirals, and swooping across the hull in long, gentle waves. Still, he told himself it was all an illusion. He was hallucinating. There was no other scientific explanation. Pete, if nothing else, was certainly scientific. 

Pete kept his mouth shut about all of this. At first, it was because he thought the TV was broken. Then, when the strings began appearing elsewhere, he decided it had to do with the drugs the doctor had given him. He knew that painkillers were narcotics and that they could cause all sorts of side effects, including hallucinations. He decided to suffer through the temporary symptoms rather than alarming his companions needlessly. 

Then, as the sound of the Hummer faded into the distance, Pete finally realized that the strings weren’t going to go away. If anything, they had become more solid. Something else caught his attention. Pete noticed a stirring and shifting of the numbers near the front of the plane, just below the cockpit. He frowned, staring as the air in front of him seemed to come alive. It almost seemed that he could see the fabric of reality, like tightly woven like threads in a piece of cloth. The strings of numbers and sigils were the threads, and the cloth they made up was the world. 

Just as soon as had Pete made this observation, the fabric split open as if it had been sliced by a knife. The world in front of him seemed to momentarily part. There was a flash of light and two figures emerged from the curtain. The fabric closed behind them, and the light faded. Pete’s jaw dropped as he recognized his visitors. 

“Mom?” he said, bewildered. “Dad?” 

“Yes dear,” said his mother. “It’s us.” 

Pete licked his lips. His heart was hammering violently in his chest and the spiking adrenaline mixed with the painkillers in his blood made him dizzy. He stared at them in disbelief, trying to convince himself they weren’t real; that they were just another hallucination. They looked real enough. They looked exactly as he remembered them.

Senator Mitch Skeverson was a short, thin man with a long narrow face and close-set eyes. He wore his thinning hair combed back neatly, and was dressed in a three-piece navy suit with a gold Rolex watch peeking out from under his jacket sleeve. Pete’s mother Patricia was of an equal height but heavyset and somehow more formidable than her spouse. She wore a pantsuit with dark trousers and a light blue blouse, her graying hair tied in a neat bun on top of her head. 

The last Pete had heard of his parents, they had been abducted by shadowfriends. That had been over a year ago. Gabriel and Reeves had recently tried to stage a rescue, but it had failed. In the attempt, they had also lost the statue that the shadowfriends had needed in order to activate the clockwork machine. The whole thing had been a setup. Pete suddenly got an uneasy feeling in his gut. 

“What are you doing here?” he said. “How did you escape from the shadowfriends?” 

“Never mind that,” his mother said. “What’s important now is that we’re in a hurry, and we need your help.” 

Pete threw his gaze back and forth between the two of them. The strings were still there, but not so obvious now. He realized that they weren’t as noticeable when he was focused on something else. “Help for what?” he said cautiously. “I don’t understand.” 

Senator Skeverson put his hand on Pete’s shoulder. “We will explain everything later, son,” he said in a comforting voice. “The important thing is that we’re all together, at last.”

Pete nodded. It was good to see them. He had missed them so much. Even before they were abducted, Pete hadn’t seen much of his parents. Pete’s father was an important politician and he was always traveling around the world. Naturally, Pete’s mother always accompanied her spouse. That left Pete home alone, more often than not. Even in his childhood, Pete had often gone for months without seeing or hearing from them. 

Pete never told Gabriel or Jodi of course, but he often cried himself to sleep at night as he lay in bed wondering where his parents were and why they didn’t love him anymore. He had begun to wonder if he would ever stop loving them. But now, incredibly, here they were! They had come back to him. Pete’s mother bent over to hug him, and he threw his arms around her. 

“I missed you,” he said in a rattling voice, tears brimming his eyes. 

“And we’ve missed you,” his mother whispered.

Pete’s father gathered up his crutches and held them out. “Come on son, we’re in a hurry. We’ll get reacquainted later.” 

Pete accepted the crutches and crawled to his feet, leaning heavily on them. His father stepped to the side to make room and Pete realized the rift at the front of the plane had returned. The air shimmered as Pete stepped closer, and he saw the strings part once again like a curtain.

“Come along, Pete,” his mother said, stepping into the light. Pete’s father gave him a slight nudge. He blinked the tears away and hobbled into the rift with his father right behind him.
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Gabriel’s stomach churned as Reeves turned off the main highway and navigated the Hummer towards the D.U.M.B. -the deep underground military base- known as Black Mountain. 

Gabriel hadn’t been feeling well for the last few hours. He told himself that if he was sick, it was probably due to a lack of rest and the overwhelming changes he’d just witnessed. D.A.S. had not only defeated the Shadow once and for all, but they’d also managed to activate the clockwork machine in time to free the poor enslaved creatures that lived in the Shadow world. It was a phenomenal accomplishment, and for the Shadow, a major defeat.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t all rainbows and sunshine. The decision to activate the machine had been Gabriel’s, and it would affect the world forever. It had changed things, and it may have even cost some lives. That was something Gabriel took seriously. In fact, he was feeling quite guilty because so many people had experienced terror when the shadowcreatures suddenly appeared around them. Gabriel was worried, and that too may have been the reason for his sickness. He knew that if things didn’t stabilize soon, the situation could spiral out of control. 

Gabriel’s thoughts were interrupted as Reeves approached the gate outside Black Mountain and the entrance to the base appeared before them. Several armed guards stood by the gatehouse brandishing automatic weapons. A few more strolled back and forth, patrolling the other side of the chain link fence. Beyond the gate, a nondescript two-lane road curved around the hill slightly and then led down into two massive concrete doors on the sides of the bunker’s entrance, each ten stories tall. 

Reeves pulled up to the gate and rolled down his window. One of the guards approached the Hummer. Starling, in the seat behind him, rolled her window down as well. She leaned out to greet the guard. “It’s all right,” she said. “They’re with me.”

The guard looked her up and down. “Commander Starling?” 

“That’s right.” 

He took a step back and raised his weapon. He pointed it at Starling. “Step out of the vehicle, ma’am. You’re under arrest.” 

“What are you talking about?” she said. “I don’t have time for this nonsense!” As she spoke, half a dozen guards hurried to surround the Hummer, and trained their weapons on the group. 

“Get out,” the soldier repeated. “Now.”

Starling impatiently opened the door and stepped out with her hands on her head. “Who put you up to this?” she said as one of others stepped forward with a pair of handcuffs. “I’ll have someone court-martialed!”

“I don’t like this,” Jodi whispered to Gabriel. “I smell the Shadow.” 

Gabriel glanced at her. Jodi’s eyes were bright yellow under her fiery bangs. They were sharp and calculating, like those of a wild animal. Jodi hadn’t been the same since... well, since she’d become a werewolf. The change had heightened her senses, and her eyes had turned an eerie lupine yellow color.

That wasn’t all, though. She had become different in other ways. She was more confident now, and quiet. Jodi had never exactly been timid but now there was something different about the way she observed the world, as if she were somehow analyzing every single thing around her all at once. When she said she “smelled” the Shadow, she probably meant that literally. One of those guards was either a Shadowlord or a shadowfriend. Perhaps they all were shadowfriends. Gabriel knew she was right because he could sense it, too.

“The rest of you can leave,” the soldier said to Reeves. “Turn this vehicle around, and don’t ever come back here.”

Reeves shifted slightly, sliding his elbow over the center console. Gabriel’s eyes widened as he saw Reeves’ right hand inching toward the .45 pistol tucked in between the seat and the console. His muscles tensed. His gaze flashed back and forth between Reeves and the soldiers. His mind raced, calculating, grasping for some sort of plan that might stop what was about to happen... Gabriel knew all too well that if Reeves drew his gun, they could all be killed. He glanced outside and saw the soldiers lowering their weapons. They were focused on Starling now, preparing to handcuff her. Gabriel tensed up and he felt Jodi go stiff next to him.

No, he thought. Not a gunfight, Reeves. Not now... you’re smarter than that!

And then Reeves’ hand closed on the burl wood grip of his Colt 1911. 

Gabriel took a deep breath and slid his right hand down to silently release his seatbelt. The air was thick with tension, as if everyone there could sense something catastrophic about to happen. Time seemed to slow down. Gabriel’s senses came fully alert. His gaze darted back and forth, muscles tensed, ready to spring into action. 

Gabriel’s assassin training had kicked in, and in the back of his mind he noticed a thousand things all at once: There were nine guards in the area, all of them armed. The guards surrounding the vehicle all carried fully automatic M-16 rifles, the rest had standard issue forty-caliber sidearms. He also noticed pepper spray and tasers hanging from their belts, and a few of the soldiers had additional equipment like expandable steel batons, bowie knives, and backup weapons strapped to their ankles. 

If necessary, Gabriel knew that he could throw open his door and quickly disarm the nearest guard. He could also pull back the sun roof and leap out through the top of the vehicle. The nearest cover was a stand of trees to the right of the vehicle, approximately six yards away. He could close that distance in three seconds at most...

Gabriel closed his eyes and summoned his strength, reaching for the power that he had learned to draw from the Shadow world. Things had changed since then; the worlds had collided spectacularly with the activation of the Shadow’s doomsday machine and now the energy was like an ever-present ocean that rolled over Gabriel constantly. It took no effort to visualize it in his mind, to gather it into himself and channel it. 

As Gabriel latched onto the energy and brought it into himself, he felt an awful churning in his gut that almost made him vomit. A wave of nausea rolled over him, combined with an uneasy shakiness that made him feel like he might faint. Gabriel recoiled from the sensation. He pushed the energy away and immediately felt the sensation dissipate. He couldn’t explain it, but something was wrong with the energy, or with the world itself. Whatever the problem was, it made him feel awful. 

At that moment, a thundering explosion rolled across the sky. The earth beneath the Hummer vibrated with the deafening noise, and the soldiers glanced up into the heavens, looks of terror washing over their features. One of them screamed. That was the last thing Gabriel saw before a shadow passed over the world, and everything went black. 

And then there was nothing, or so it seemed...

Gabriel blinked, reaching out with his senses, trying to understand what was happening. He couldn’t see or hear anything. It was as if the entire universe had suddenly vanished. He blinked and leaned forward, feeling the seatback in front of him. He twisted his head around, trying to catch a glimpse of anything in that pitch black darkness. There was no light anywhere. It was as if the sun had simply turned off and the world had vanished. But the Hummer was still there, and so was Gabriel. He could only hope the others were all right as well. He reached out, searching the seat next to him for Jodi. He found only empty space. Her seat was still warm.

Gabriel reached for the door handle, and the world returned just as quickly as it had disappeared. In an instant, Gabriel found himself drenched in brilliant sunlight. He winced as his eyes adjusted. Around him, the world went on as if nothing had ever happened. The air was crisp and cool and birds sang in the woods nearby.

“Jodi?” he said, turning. She wasn’t in the back of the Hummer, either. Reeves, he noticed, was gone as well. Gabriel glanced at Julia and saw her staring at Reeves’ empty seat. She shot Gabriel a worried look and shook her head. They were both gone.

Outside the Hummer, the soldiers seemed to realize all at once that Starling had gone missing as well. The leader ordered the others to search the woods. As they ran off, he stepped up to the Hummer, brandishing his weapon. He gave Julia a menacing look. 

“Turn this vehicle around and get out of here, now!” he said. “If I catch any of you back on this land, I’ll arrest the lot of you.” 

Julia obediently slid over the console and settled into the driver’s seat. Without a word, she threw the Hummer into gear and made a three-point turn in the middle of the road. Gabriel turned to watch the soldiers disappearing into the forest and then looked at Julia as they drove away. She held the steering wheel in a white-knuckle grip, her eyes fixed on the road. Gabriel climbed over the console and settled down in the passenger seat next to her. 
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