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Don't Give Up




AUGUST 2, 1986.




“DON’T TOUCH ANYTHING,” Anson said to the nurses and doctor attending to Jezebel. He zeroed in on the doctor’s name tag as they navigated the gurney past him. It read, “Maguire.”

“Everything in this room is part of an ongoing investigation,” he continued, “including whatever you find in her gut.”

Dr. Maguire daggered her eyes at Anson. “You and I both know this scene is compromised. Get out of our way. We have a life to save.”

Anson speared the trigger guard of Jezebel’s pistol with his pen, lifted it off the floor, and followed Dr. Maguire and the nurses out so they could see it. Globs of congealed blood dripped off the grip. “She brought a gun into this hospital with intent to kill. She’s a psychopath and you should let her bleed out. You hear me?”

Anson felt a warm hand on his shoulder. He turned to find Jake and Madeline, a comforting smile on her face. “Easy, Anson. They’re only doing their jobs. Everyone deserves care.” Her eyes followed the gurney as it rolled down the corridor. “Even her.”

“Not if I was in charge.” Anson returned to Wynter’s room and transferred the pen and the hanging pistol to Cash. “Hold this. And don’t touch the gun. I got to grab evidence bags from the Suburban.”

Anson headed for the elevators at a brisk pace. He noticed blood on his right hand, Jezebel’s blood, and wiped it on his pants in disgust as he approached the patient transport elevator.
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JEZEBEL STARED AT the fluorescent lights in the ceiling, floating past her eyes like the broken white lines dividing the lanes on the interstate.

Where's the ’Cuda?

The pain in her abdomen radiated throughout her body with every breath and every beat of her heart, chasing away any coherent thought. Sweat beaded on her face and soaked through her shirt and hair.

A team consisting of two nurses and Dr. Maguire rolled Jezebel into the patient transport elevator. One nurse held a wad of gauze on her wound with a gloved hand, while Dr. Maguire tested Jezebel’s iris response with her penlight. The second nurse rolled a cardiac unit alongside the gurney.

Dr. Maguire peeled the bloodied gauze away, careful not to disturb the clotting, and examined the wound’s entry. The back end of the inch-wide glass shard sat just above the surface of Jezebel’s abdomen and cast the elevator lights into reddened refracted patterns on Jezebel’s skin. Other than the blood, the glass looked like ice, refreshing and cool. “The glass is stemming the flow of blood. I’m sure surgery would rather avoid a laparotomy, but there may be no other choice. She’s running out of time.”

The second nurse punched the button for emergency surgery. The doors closed quickly, then reversed as Anson jammed his foot in the door. He used his hand to keep the doors from closing.

“The world would be better off without her in it.” Anson pointed at Jezebel as he glared at the doctor.

Jezebel half-grinned back at him. “Deputy Dolt,” she hissed from the back of her throat.

“Let go of the door, Sheriff,” Dr. Maguire said. “You’re delaying emergency medical treatment. Besides, you’re way out of your jurisdiction. I could have you arrested.”

Anson gritted his teeth with the knowledge that the doctor was right, and begrudgingly let go of the door. “The world would be better off—” The door slid closed once again and cut him short.

The elevator lurched upwards.

“Dizzy,” Jezebel croaked out. “Hurts.”

Dr. Maguire glanced at the clipboard lying on top of Jezebel’s legs. “Jezebel... Caine?”

The nurse applied new gauze to Jezebel’s wound. “That’s what that good ol’ sheriff back there said.”

“Immortal,” Jezebel whispered.

Dr. Maguire cocked her ear and leaned toward Jezebel. “What was that?”

Jezebel extended her neck and tried to project her voice, unsuccessfully. “I’m immortal.”

Dr. Maguire faced the two nurses. “Says she’s... immortal.”

“Is she high on drugs?” one of the nurses asked.

Maguire shook her head. “Her eyes were clear, pupils responsive.”

The elevator doors opened to the surgical floor and the nurses wheeled Jezebel out.

“If she’s not fixed soon,” Dr. Maguire said, “she’s going to find out the hard way that immortality is a fantasy. God help her if her renal artery is lacerated.”

The nurses guided Jezebel into an operating room and Maguire briefed the two attending surgeons, anesthesiologist, and scrub nurse, careful not to break the sterile field.

The inner doors to the operating room closed and the doctor and two nurses stepped out.

“She’s in good hands now,” Dr. Maguire said.

Moments later, inside the operating theater, Jezebel’s thoughts of immortality turned black. Not even Ransom would be able to break through the anesthesia.
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WITH EVERY WAKING moment, Wynter remembered more about what had put her in the hospital and what had happened while she was in a coma. Her brain, her memory, her ability to summon, and how it all worked was still a huge enigma. Medical science had advanced by leaps and bounds over her short lifetime, but doctors and scientists had barely mapped the human brain’s inner workings with any great detail. Who knew what those doctors and scientists would subject her to if they discovered the power she and her friends held.

Two years ago, she had researched and written a report on comas and near death experiences for her 9th Grade Biology class. She had discovered that there was no common type of experience. Everyone’s recollection was different. Some patients reported remembering nothing, floating in a vast sea of blackness, and others recalled dreams so vivid they rivaled their waking perceptions.

Wynter’s experience added a new dimension of complexity. She could talk to her friends within her dreams, exist among them as a dreamwaker, and remember all of it. This kind of power could only be experienced firsthand to be believed. She had it and so did her father Nolan. The best part: it was a power she could share, as long as Ransom was with her.

But it was a power she was never meant to lose. Once Jezebel got her grubby hooks into Ransom, Wynter’s world and her sanity began to slowly unravel. Reconnection was always in the back of her mind and as time pressed on, more of her usual thoughts were pushed aside. Her great grandmother had taken her own life because of it. Wynter needed that control back in order to survive. After the hospital discharged her, her only goal would be to recapture that control. With the help of her best friends Quinn, Cash, and Jake, Wynter believed in her heart they would be able to help make her world right again. She had no choice.

However, Madeline would never approve of Wynter’s intentions, especially after her coma at the hands of Jezebel. So she decided not to tell her. Deceiving her mother would be difficult; Wynter had always confided in Madeline and trusted her implicitly. But some secrets and plans were never meant for adults. This realization set her mind at ease.

Visiting hours had ended and Quinn, Cash, Jake, and Madeline had left for the night. Her nurse wrangled dinner from somewhere, a barely palatable meal of reheated chicken, broccoli, and potatoes, with a square of lime Jell-O for dessert. The meal certainly hadn’t come from the cafeteria. Despite the sub-par food, Wynter ate every bite.

Her full stomach lulled her to an intentional sleep for the first time in a week.
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WYNTER OPENED HER eyes to what she thought were stars spinning above her head. As her eyes focused in the surrounding darkness, she realized that they weren’t stars at all, but reflections from a hanging disco ball.

Wynter eased herself up onto her elbows. She wore a white babydoll T-shirt that exposed her midriff, denim shorts, and her favorite rainbow knee-highs that extended down her calves, culminating in a pair of white rollerskates with hot pink rubber wheels.

“The Starlite,” she whispered to herself, smiling. But it wasn’t the Starlite, not exactly. The familiar disco ball spun above her and she ran her fingers across the smooth wooden floor, but there were no sideboards she could see. Apart from the glow of the disco ball above and its reflected points of light, the rink faded into dark shadows.

Wynter sat up and worked herself into a kneeling position. Her arms and legs felt sluggish and it took all her effort to keep her balance.

“Whinerrr.”

Wynter’s blood ran cold. “Jezebel!” She spun around in an attempt to find the source of Jezebel’s voice. “Where are you?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know, Whinerrr.” Jezebel’s laugh echoed around Wynter’s head.

“Show yourself, you fucking coward!” Wynter cocked her head and heard a low rumble beyond the shadow’s terminator. “What the...”

The rumbling melted into the sound of rollerskate wheels on wood. Jezebel’s figure breached the edge of darkness and rolled toward Wynter. She wore all black, aiding her obfuscation: black T-shirt, shorts, socks, and rollerskates. But her face grinned back at Wynter just as it always had, like a beacon from hell. A knife sat tucked alongside her waist.

Wynter felt a cold shock travel up her spine and raise the hairs on the back of her neck. The odor of blood hung heavy in the air, but she could see no evidence of it.

“Here’s what’s going to happen.” Jezebel’s words slurred together like she was drunk or stoned. “You’re going to bring me out of your dream so I can cut your throat for real.”

Jezebel slid the knife out from within her right side, not her waistband like Wynter had first thought. Thick ruby-red blood dripped off the blade’s razor edge that looked more like glass than metal. She licked some blood from the knife’s tip.

Wynter began skating backward. “If you think I’m going to make you a dreamwaker, you’re crazy.”

“Dreamwaker, huh?” Jezebel propelled herself forward on black rubber wheels. “Is that what you call it? Cute.”

“What about your precious Ransom?” Wynter scowled as she increased her speed. “You kill me and he’s gone forever.”

“Fuck him.” Jezebel snapped her fingers and “One Way Or Another” by Blondie broadcast from the inky shadows. She narrowed her eyes and pumped her legs, laughing maniacally.

Wynter’s legs still felt wobbly. Had she fallen, that would have meant game over, but her strength returned surprisingly quickly. She spun on one leg and bolted in the opposite direction, away from Jezebel. But despite her speed and the cool wind on her face, she felt like she was getting nowhere. The rink’s floor moved past her feet but the glow of the disco ball above her remained stationary, as if it was attached to her body by an unseen support.

Wynter glanced over her shoulder to see Jezebel gaining on her with every stride. She could not let Jezebel touch her.

“Going to get you, Whinerrr.” Jezebel laughed. “Going to get you get you.”

Wynter could feel the heat of Jezebel’s hatred as she grew closer and closer. A few more seconds, a few more strides and she would be able to reach out and grab Wynter’s collar.

“This stops NOW.” Wynter braked, squatted, and swung her left leg out in a wide arc. Jezebel’s knees struck Wynter’s backside first, then her legs and feet slid out from under her. She landed on the floor hard, knocking the knife from her hands, but Jezebel was on her feet in seconds.

Wynter raced after the knife as it slid across the waxed wooden surface. Without stopping, she crouched again and grabbed the knife as she rolled past it. Spinning to face Jezebel’s frenzied approach, Wynter held the knife to her left arm.

“Stay in your own head, you bitch!” She ran the crystal blade’s edge across her forearm. The skin split open without blood, smoking and charred as if the knife had been red hot. Pain filled her body like she had swallowed a molten ingot and—

Wynter sat up, panting. Her cardiac monitor beeped frenetically, signalling her blood pressure and pulse were at dangerous levels.

A nurse burst through the door. She checked the numbers on the cardiac monitor, steadily falling as Wynter calmed herself.

“You gave me quite a scare,” the nurse said as she inserted a tympanic thermometer in Wynter’s ear until it beeped its reading. She jotted notes on Wynter’s chart.

“Sorry. I had a nightmare.”

The nurse poured water into a paper cup and handed it to Wynter. “Must’ve been a bad one, huh?”

“Yeah,” Wynter said softly. She ran her right hand over her left forearm, the skin smooth and unbroken. “But I won.”

“You killed the monster?”

Wynter nodded, a hint of a smile on her face. “I did.”

The nurse glanced at her watch. “There’s still a few hours until breakfast. Try and get some more sleep.”

“I think I’d like to stay awake for a bit,” Wynter said. “Got anything to read?”

“Let me take a look.” The nurse hustled out of the room, returning less than a minute later with two publications in her hand. “Popular Science or Mad Magazine?”

Wynter balked at the two options, then said, “I’ll take the Mad Magazine, thanks. I think my brain could use a break.”

“I’ll leave them both, just in case you change your mind.” The nurse set the magazines on Wynter’s lap and left the room.

Wynter picked up the Mad Magazine. The cover depicted Hulk Hogan holding Alfred E. Neuman in a strangle hold around his muscled body. She glanced at the cover of Popular Science. It featured “Buick’s performance car for the 1990s.”

She set Popular Science down. “Mad. Most definitely.” Wynter flipped through the pages, giggling at the stupid jokes. It was just what she needed. As her body relaxed, her eyes grew heavy again. She fought against her body’s weariness, but sleep would always be a relentless and endlessly patient opponent who would accept nothing but victory.

With the Mad Magazine open to a satire of TV’s Moonlighting, Wynter’s body rewarded her with a dreamless sleep.
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AFTER BREAKFAST, DR. Cornell performed a neurological exam to assess Wynter’s recovery. She passed most of the tests with flying colors, with the exception of standing and moving her limbs.

Wynter clutched the side of the bed for stability but even her arms weren’t strong enough for the task. The doctor reached out to steady her.

“Are my legs supposed to feel like Jell-O?”

“Even after seven days, your muscles weaken,” Dr. Cornell said. “And your brain must relearn how to move. But don’t worry. You’re doing well. Just to be sure, I’ll arrange for a walker to be brought to your room.”

She raised a brow at Wynter’s empty breakfast tray and smiled. “Looks like you’ll need no help regaining your strength.” She jotted notes on Wynter’s chart. “I’m going to schedule a CT scan of your brain to make sure no wires are crossed in that head of yours.”

“Does a CT scan hurt?”

“Nope.” Dr. Cornell hung Wynter’s chart down at the end of the bed. “You’ll be in and out in less than fifteen minutes. It’s an amazing machine.” She helped Wynter back into her bed. “You should get in the habit of going to the bathroom on your own, if you’re able. Just buzz a nurse if you need help.”

“Thanks, Doctor Cornell.”

As the doctor stepped out of the room, Madeline entered, followed by Quinn, Cash, and Jake. Cash had a white bandage on his left ear, and bright yellow fiberglass strips wrapped the top third of Jake’s cast.

“Oh, hon. How do you feel?” Madeline scurried to the side of Wynter’s bed. She reached out and touched Wynter’s forehead, then stroked her cheek lightly.

“I feel fine, Mom. Seriously.” Wynter sighed. She glanced at Quinn, winked, then clutched her stomach with stiff fingers. “On second thought...”

“What is it?” Madeline froze, ready to jump into action. “Are you in pain? Should I get the nurse?”

Wynter’s feigned concern melted into a smile. “No, Mom. I’m kidding. But I am fucking hungry!”

Madeline gasped and tapped Wynter’s shoulder lightly. “Language! And don’t do that to me, Wynnie. I’ve been through enough this past week. I don’t need your jokes and sarcasm.”

“Sorry, Mom.” Wynter made her best puppy dog eyes. “I bet Dad would’ve laughed.”

“Yeah.” Madeline chuckled to herself. “He probably would’ve.”

“I think I can help with the hunger.” Cash handed a white plastic bag to Wynter.

“Is it...?” Wynter peeked into the bag. “Yes! Thank you, thank you.”

Cash chuckled and nodded.

Quinn shared a glance with him and gave him a playful shove. “Such a romantic.”

“Well, what is it?” Madeline knew she was standing on the outside of an inside joke.

“It’s...” Wynter reached in and pulled out the contents of the bag. “A Hostess Blueberry Pie and a Coke.” She found Cash’s eyes with hers and sent him a look of warmth and gratitude. “You know me so well. Thanks.”

Cash rocked on his heels as his neck and cheeks flushed red.

Jake chuckled. “Is it hot in here, or is it just me?”

Cash elbowed him in response.

Wynter unwrapped the fruit pie and took a bite. “So good. Way better than the oatmeal and melon chunks they gave me for breakfast. Like, gag me.” She cracked her Coke and took a sip. “Did you guys go back home last night?”

“Nah,” Jake said. “We crashed your mom’s motel room.”

Wynter stopped eating and scanned the faces of her friends. “Oh. I’m so sorry. You guys must be bagged.”

“I don’t see how,” Madeline said. “Everyone got a great sleep last night.”

“Come on, Mom. You snore.”

Madeline recoiled, mildly insulted. “No, I don’t.”

“You do so.”

“I absolutely do not.”

Wynter took a bite of her pie and turned to Quinn, Cash, and Jake. “Did my mom snore last night? Did you guys sleep at all?”

Quinn, Cash, and Jake shared knowing glances. Jake cleared his throat. “I refuse to answer on the grounds that it may incriminate me.”

“Hmph.” Madeline alternated her gaze between Wynter and her friends. “Well. I think I’ll go find Nolan.” She stepped toward the door.

“Mom, don’t be mad,” Wynter called after her. “I love your snoring.” She grinned and sipped from her Coke.

Madeline pulled the door open and looked back at her daughter, a sparkle in her eye and a small lopsided smile on her face. “I know, honey.” She stepped out into the corridor and released her hold on the door. Cash caught it before it closed and crossed the corridor to the waiting alcove. He grabbed two chairs and carried them back to Wynter’s room.

“Excuse me, young man.” A nurse spotted him part-way across the corridor and gave him a questioning look.

“It’s temporary,” Cash said. “I’ll put them back when we’re done. I promise.”

Hands on her hips, the nurse considered Cash’s words with narrowed suspicious eyes. “Okay.” She turned to walk away, then stopped and faced Cash again. “What’s your name?”

“Cash Hawkins, ma’am.”

“I’m going to hold you to that promise, Cash Hawkins,” she said.

Cash nodded. As he carried the chairs back into the room, Wynter and Quinn were mid-conversation. “Sorry guys, got busted for stealing chairs, but it’s all good.”

“Dude, you’re such a rebel,” Jake sat in the chair Cash had slid behind him. “My leg is eternally grateful.”

Cash dragged his chair to the opposite side of the bed, next to the cardiac monitor. He gave Wynter’s right hand a brief and gentle squeeze and took a seat. Both Quinn and Jake noticed the gesture.

“If I had to guess,” Wynter said to Quinn, “I’d say my mom knows that my dad made me a dreamwaker. They’re pretty good about talking things through.” She peeled more wrapping from her pie and bit into the remaining pastry.

“If your mom knows that, what else does she know?” Quinn paused as if waiting for a mind-blowing answer. She glanced at Jake and Cash before continuing. “Do you remember why your dad’s in the hospital?”

“He’s here?” Wynter sat up, concern clear on her face. She set her pie and Coke on the rolling side table by her bed. Cash and Jake exchanged looks.

“He’s one floor up in recovery,” Quinn said. “Remember why?”

“No, I...” Wynter’s eyes darkened and thickened with tears. “He was burned. Our trailer... Jezebel torched it?” She looked at Quinn. “All our stuff?”

Quinn nodded. “I’m so sorry, Bug.”

Wynter covered her face with her hands, but instead of tears she let loose a muffled scream.

“The doctor said you might forget things,” Quinn said. “We hate reminding you, but we need you to remember as much as possible.”

“Is my dad okay?” Wynter spoke through her hands as if that might protect her from the truth.

“His legs were burned and...” Quinn looked to Cash for support.

“He had a heart attack on the way to the hospital,” Cash said. “I rode with him in the ambulance. But he’s going to be okay. His doctor said so.”

Wynter dropped her hands from her face. Instead of tears, her eyes contained fiery rage. “My gear? My books?”

“It’s all gone,” Cash said.

“Fuck.” Wynter leaned back against her pillow and stared at the ceiling. “I hadn’t returned Vinny’s favorite telephoto lens yet. He’s going to fire me, then kill me.”

“Vinny’s not going to do shit,” Jake said. “We’ll make sure of it. None of this is your fault.”

Wynter gripped her bedcovers with white knuckles as she scanned her friends’ faces. Her eyes were clear but still steeped with anger. “We have to kill her.”

“No, Wynter,” Cash said. “That’s a bad idea.”

“Why?” Wynter faced him, her red hair flipping over her pillow. “She almost killed me and my dad. And Quinn, Jake, even you.”

Cash stood and paced beside his chair. “If we kill her and get caught, then we could go to prison. You want to risk that?”

“So we don’t get caught.” Wynter crossed her arms in defiance.

“Easier said than done,” Jake piped up. “This ain’t the movies.”

“Got any better ideas, shithead?”

“Easy, Bug,” Quinn said.

“No, actually I do.” Jake raised his voice and propped himself up on his crutches. “Let Anson handle it. Not bringing in the police back when Jezebel sideswiped us was a fucking mistake.”

“You know why we didn’t get Anson involved,” Quinn said to Jake. “Ransom was in Jezebel’s head. We had to get him back first.”

“Ransom this, Ransom that.” Jake scowled. “Look where chasing his ass got us. Fucking move on already.”

“I can’t move on, Jake. Okay?” Wynter pointed at Jake’s leg. “You need that cast to heal, right? Ransom is like that for me. I’ll never be the same if I don’t get him back.”

Jake watched a single teardrop roll down Wynter’s face. “Look, I’m sorry. I’m just frustrated.”

“We all are,” Cash said.

“So what happened to Ransom?” Jake faced Quinn. “You drove him here. Didn’t he kiss her?”

“I’m sorry.” Quinn sighed deeply and fanned her face with her hands. “This is all my fault.”

Wynter reached over to Quinn and took her hand. “It’s Jezebel’s fault.”

“Just tell us what happened,” Cash said.

“The plan worked.” Quinn grabbed a tissue and wiped her nose and eyes. “They kissed and everything was cool. I went to get a couple of coffees and when I got back, Jezebel and Roxy were there. I had to fight to get past Roxy. A gun went off and when I got into the room, Ransom drifted. Jezebel did something because she said he was back in her head again.”

Quinn sobbed into her tissue. “If I hadn’t left for those fucking coffees, none of this would’ve happened.”

Jake hobbled next to Quinn and placed his hand lightly on her shoulder. “This isn’t on you, Quinn. Jezebel pulled the trigger.”

“And technically Ransom didn’t die,” Cash said. “He just got reset. It could have been much worse if you hadn’t gone for those coffees.”

Jake pulled his chair closer to Quinn’s and placed his arm around her shoulder. “The silver lining: Ransom stabbed the bitch. Jezebel’s going to need time to heal. That’s something she can’t control and it gives us an advantage.”

“It’s only an advantage if we can figure out a plan in time that’s foolproof,” Quinn said. “So, what are we going to do?”

“I still like the idea of bringing out a creature, like a sabretooth tiger—no wait—one of those hellhounds like in The Omen.” Jake turned to Quinn. “Remember those things? What kind of dogs were they?”

“Rottweiler,” Quinn said. “But Jake—”

“Right. Rottweiler. Scary as shit.” A mischievous grin spread across Jake’s face. “Those dogs were mean. We could just sick it on Jezebel and she’d be ripped apart. Jesus, remember that hallway scene?”

“I do,” Quinn said. “But we can only summon people. Right, Wynter?”

Wynter nodded at Quinn. “Yeah.”

Jake shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “That’s a stupid rule if you ask me.”

“Let’s say that you could summon a hellhound,” Cash said. “How do you get it to do what you want it to do? Just say ‘Attack Jezebel’?”

“Totally!” Jake gave the impression that he had everything all figured out. “Any hellhound I bring out of my dreams is going to understand English.”

“It just doesn’t work like that, Jake,” Wynter said.

“Okay. No animals. What about a ninja assassin? Or the actual terminator from The Terminator?” Jake’s eyes glossed over in awe. “Can you imagine? Schwarzenegger blowing Jezebel away?”

“Sorry, Jake,” Wynter said. “The person we summon has to have some kind of special meaning for us.”

“Schwarzenegger does has a special meaning for me.” Jake said. “He’s my all-time favorite movie action hero.”

“A special personal meaning, Jake.” Wynter smirked at him.

“Has anyone tried it?”

Quinn shrugged and Cash and Wynter shook their heads.

“Shouldn’t we at least try? If anyone could do it, it’d be you, Wynter,” Jake said. “You’re the master summoner.”

“I can’t do any summoning if Ransom isn’t back in my head.” Wynter popped the remaining piece of blueberry pie into her mouth.

“That reminds me.” Jake pulled himself up onto his crutches to stretch his legs. “You’ve all summoned someone right?”

All three nodded.

Jake turned to Cash. “Who did you summon?”

“I’ve summoned Ransom and my twin sister Sierra.”

Jake’s brows crunched, confused. “You have a sister?”

“Had a sister,” Cash said. “Long story short, she died when we were six.”

“Shit, dude. I’m sorry. I had no idea.”

“No reason you should. I don’t talk about her much.”

Jake turned to Wynter. “You summoned Ransom, and...” He looked at Quinn. “Who did you summon?”

Quinn did her best to conceal the panic in her eyes. “I... I summoned Ransom, too.”

Jake did a double take. “Wait. What?”

“That’s how the power to summon is transferred, remember?” Quinn said. “The last person to kiss Ransom gets him in their head. But they also get the power to summon other special people.”

“You kissed Ransom?” Jake looked at Quinn, confused and a little bit hurt.

Quinn shrugged it off. “It was just a kiss, nothing special. Just to get the power.” She glanced at Wynter with saddened eyes. “But no one will be as powerful as Bug, the master summoner.”

“Well, my dad is probably more powerful than me,” Wynter said.

“Hmm. Okay. Here’s where I get confused.” Jake paced on his crutches at the foot of Wynter’s bed. “If we can only summon people who are special to us, where did Ransom come from? I mean he doesn’t look like anyone we know.”

“Really, Jake?” Quinn motioned at Cash. Jake followed her gaze, a subtle smile on his face.

“Yeah, right, guys.” Cash blushed.

“He’s totally made up,” Wynter said. “From all the things I like in a guy. And before you ask, I guess I can do that because I’m the master summoner.” She smiled and held her hands up like she was addressing a congregation. “I like the sound of that.”

“Could your dad create some kind of super assassin then?” Jake stopped to adjust his baseball hat, his eyes cool and serious. “Totally made up?”

Wynter shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve never had a reason to ask.”

“We should ask,” Quinn said. “Most definitely.”

Cash looked at his friends, his doubt showing through. “Is that our plan then? Ask Nolan if he’s a grand master summoner?”

“That and getting me out of here.” Wynter stretched, then drank from her Coke. “I’m no good to you guys in a hospital bed.”

“Seems a little flaky,” Cash said. “The plan, that is.”

“We need to know what Nolan can do first. If he can summon a super assassin...” Quinn smiled and winked at Jake. “Then we got something to work with. Otherwise—”

“Otherwise we’re fucked.” Cash stood and ran his fingers through his hair.

“Not necessarily,” Jake said. “If we get Ransom back and get a whole bunch of people to kiss him, then teach them how to summon, we could build an army.”

Cash shrugged. “That might work. If we can get Ransom back. But who would we ask? How long would training take? It’s got to be fast because you know Jezebel’s going to recover fast. The enemy always does.”

“Daytona and Hunter would do it,” Wynter said. “They owe me big time.”

Quinn perked up. “Maybe my boss at FreshWhip? And Anson and Mercy?”

“How about our parents while we’re at it?” Cash balked. “I don’t know, guys. This is getting complicated.”

“A complicated plan is better than no plan,” Jake said.

“Keeping things simple has power.” Cash nodded at Jake. “Your super assassin idea has my vote.”

“I’ll talk to my dad,” Wynter said. “What are you guys going to do?”

Cash grimaced. “I got to work. I’m surprised that Finn hasn’t fired my ass yet.”

“Finn’s a teddy bear in disguise,” Quinn said.

“Are you sure we’re talking about the same guy?” Cash and Quinn laughed.

“Maybe I should practice summoning someone on my own?” Quinn glanced at Wynter, who responded with a thumbs up.

“I’ve got to dub that video I took of Jezebel shooting up the Starlite,” Jake said. “Anson’s going to love that.”

Cash faced Wynter. “Call when you find out about your dad’s superpowers?”

Wynter smiled at him and nodded. “Yeah.” She reached for Cash’s hand and gave it a soft squeeze. “And thanks.” Her eyes flicked to the Coke can and Hostess wrapper, then back to Cash. “For everything.”

“Happy to do it.” Cash headed for the door, pulling it open for Quinn and Jake. “Bus or taxi?”

“Oh, shit.” Quinn looked in her wallet and shook her head. “I can’t afford a taxi. Can you?”

“Bus it is.” Cash glanced back at Wynter as Quinn and Jake shuffled out into the corridor. She waved at him and he waved back. “Call us as soon as you find out, okay.”

“For sure.” Wynter watched Cash ease into the corridor as the door finished its gentle arc. She finished off the can of Coke, smiled, and rested her head on her pillow. The gentle but incessant pulse of the cardiac monitor had been her constant companion for a week without her knowing it. But after almost a day awake, she looked forward to moving on. Making a plan with her friends, even one that was as simple as asking her dad to summon a super assassin, gave her hope that Ransom would soon be back where he belonged. Back in her head.

But there was a seed of an idea in the back of Wynter’s mind, an idea she couldn’t yet grasp through the receding fog of her coma. Perhaps in time it would hold another answer.
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ANSON SHIFTED IN his chair uncomfortably and glanced at the clock across the corridor. Its face read quarter past one in the morning. He briefly contemplated trying to gain access to the operating room as an observer, but after his run-in with Dr. Maguire and the nurses assigned to Jezebel, he thought better of it. He had already burned that bridge.

Instead, he had moved to the fifth floor recovery room and settled into the waiting alcove. After what felt like endless hours, he stood, stretched, and strolled to the nurses station. A young nurse blinked up at him. She noticed his attire and focused on his badge.

“Can I help you with something, Sheriff?”

Anson placed his hat on the counter and cleared his throat. “Yes. Could you tell me when Jezebel Caine will be out of surgery?”

“I’m afraid that’s determined by the severity of her injuries—”

Anson leaned on the desk with both arms. “How severe are they?”

The nurse spotted Anson’s passive intimidation a mile away. “I’m sorry. I can only share details with Miss Caine’s family.”

Anson scanned the corridor left and right. “Are they here?”

“If you’d like to wait, there’s a seating area just over there.” The nurse pointed back where Anson had just come from.

“I know. Thanks. I’ve been sitting there for four and a half hours already.” Anson gave her his best smile. “Sure you can’t give me any info? Anything at all?”

The nurse smiled sweetly at him and for a second Anson thought he had gotten through to her. “Sheriff, you know how this works. If you want information, you’ll need a warrant.”

Anson nodded. “Thanks.” He knocked his knuckles on the countertop and headed back to the waiting room. “Wait.” He sidled up to the counter again.

The nurse showed signs of agitation as she tilted her head in a silent question.

“Nolan LaCroix. Could you tell me what room he’s in?” Anson watched the nurse’s expression turn to one of curiosity mixed with doubt. “Funny story. See, Nolan is the father of Wynter LaCroix, who just came out of her coma one floor down. I’m Wynter’s godfather. And Jezebel Caine put them both here.” He paused. “Not really a funny story I guess.”

The nurse blinked at him.

“Just Nolan’s room. That’s all I’m looking for,” Anson said. “I’m not even going to talk to him. I just want to peek in—”

“Room 523.” The nurse pointed down the corridor. “Remember, I can see you. I don’t want to call security on the Sheriff of Newhaven.”

Anson thanked the nurse and hustled down the corridor to room 523. He looked back at the nursing station and gave a thumbs up.

He poked his head into Nolan’s room. The lights had been dimmed and his cardiac monitor beeped softly by the bed. Nolan’s chest rose and fell in peaceful sleep.

Anson pulled his head out of the room and walked back to the waiting area, giving the nurse another thumbs up. He took a seat close to the corridor where he could keep an eye on the nurses station and found an old issue of Popular Science. He flipped it open and pretended to read about flying diamond wing design.

Twenty minutes later, the nurse stepped away from her desk, perhaps on her break or needing the bathroom. Anson checked the corridor was empty and wasted no time returning to Nolan’s room, this time going inside.

He helped the door close and turned to see that Nolan was awake.

“Morning, Anson,” he said in a raspy voice. “You wanted to talk to me?”

“Uh, right. Just want to check in. See how you’re doing.”

“Doing fine,” Nolan said. “Doctor says my legs are healing well, but it might take another few weeks. Hopefully most of that will be at home instead of here.”

“Have you heard—”

“That Wynter woke up? Yeah. Maddie told me.”

“And Jezebel’s here, too.”

Nolan nodded. “I know. She’s going to make a complete recovery.”

“How...” Anson gave him a questioning look. “How do you know that? I couldn’t get any information from the nurse.”

Nolan shrugged. “Not sure. Just a feeling I guess.”

“Look, Nolan...” Anson chose his words carefully. “I got a question for you, and it might sound a little strange.”

“Shoot.”

“Do you know how Wynter was at the Starlight last night and here, at the same time?”

Nolan regarded Anson with cool blue eyes that also conveyed warmth. “If I were to say ‘no,’ would you believe me?”

“Nope.”

“Then, no. I have no idea how Wynter could be in two places at once.”

Anson sighed. “Alright. Glad to hear you’re okay.” He glanced back at the door. “I’ll check back later.” He eased the door open and peeked out. “Shit,” he whispered.

Nolan furrowed his brows and whispered, “What’s wrong?”

“The nurse is back. Last thing I need is to be thrown out by security.”

“That’s Julia,” Nolan said with a smile. “She’s an eyeful but she takes no shit from anyone.”

“I noticed.” Anson thought for a moment, then grinned. “Can you buzz her?”

“I thought you wanted to avoid her?”

“I’ll stand behind the door when it opens,” Anson said. “You talk to her, and I’ll slip out of the room. Easy peasy.”

“Got it.” Nolan found the call button by his bed and pressed it.

Anson heard the pat of soft-soled shoes approaching the room. He took his spot by the door’s hinge and waited.

“This is exciting, eh Anson?”

Anson shushed him just as the door swung open.

“Nolan?” Julia stood at the door blocking Anson’s getaway. “What can I get you?”

Nolan spoke in a whisper, then waved her over. Julia let go of the door and approached his bedside. Anson curved his body around the leading edge of the door and stepped into the corridor before spinning around and poking his head into the room again.

“Everything okay in here?”

Julia eyed Anson suspiciously. “You weren’t in the waiting area a moment ago. I fully expected you to be in here.”

“Bathroom.” Anson smiled at Nolan. “How you doing, buddy?”

Nolan gave Anson a thumbs up.

“He’s just thirsty.” Julia shooed Anson. “Out. Visiting hours aren’t for another five hours.”

“Thanks, Julia.”

Upon hearing Anson address her by name, Julia softened a little.

“I’m just going to be out here... waiting.” Anson crossed the corridor and took a seat in the waiting area.

A minute later Julia left Nolan’s room and headed back to the nurses station. She gave Anson a suspicious glance as she passed by.

Anson pushed three chairs together, stretched out on them, and set his hat over his face.

Jezebel had derailed his earlier plans with Mercy. The girl was like a force five hurricane, leaving nothing but injury and destruction in her wake.

Anson had realized far too late that he had forgotten to call and update Mercy about what was going on. He hoped that she would forgive him yet again for letting his work take priority over his personal life, but he knew also her forgiveness would only last so long. He was skating on thin ice as it was. He tried to dream of Mercy to ease some of his guilt, but try as he might, Anson’s dreams slipped back into work mode with Jezebel front and center. He was asleep in minutes even though his makeshift bed was as comfortable as a slab of concrete.

Anson felt someone rocking his shoulder. His eyes cracked open to see Jezebel crouching over him, almost nose to nose.

With one fast and fluid movement of her right hand, Jezebel produced a Bowie knife with a blade as long as her forearm. She placed the tip of the blade under his Adam’s apple. “Bye bye, Deputy Dolt.” She pushed the blade through his windpipe, blocking his airflow and his attempt to scream.

Anson gasped and forced himself up off the chairs. Julia took a step back, her eyes locked on him wildly. “Sheriff Jacobs! You surprised me.”

Anson tried to speak but could not. He rubbed his throat and his hand came away thickly covered with his own hot blood.

“I wasn’t finished.” Julia yanked the Bowie knife out of Anson’s neck and threw it on the floor. She extracted a scalpel from her pocket and swung its blade swiftly against his gaping wound, slicing through his remaining neck muscles and tendons like they were gelatin.

Anson threw his legs off the chairs. His hat tumbled off his chest to the floor as he stared at the seams between the tile.

Where’s the blood?

Cool air flowed into his lungs with every breath. He grabbed his neck. There was no slash, no blood, just a sheen of cold sweat covering his skin and his heart jackhammering in his chest.

Anson felt a hand on his shoulder. He looked up and saw Julia looking down on him with concern. He stood and scrambled backward. His hand went instinctively for his gun as he eyed her hands. No scalpel.

Julia must have seen the fear in his eyes because she took a step back as well. “I’m sorry Sheriff Jacobs.” She crouched, picked up his hat, and handed it to him. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

Anson’s hand moved from the butt of his gun to the proffered hat. He ran his hand through his hair before taking the hat and placing it on his head. “Thanks.” He glanced at her. “Sorry. Bad dream.”

“It looked like it.” Julia glanced over her shoulder at the clock across the corridor. It read five after seven. “My shift’s over but I wanted to let you know your patient of interest is now in recovery room 513. She’s still sedated, so questioning her won’t be possible, but you can poke your head in and take a look... if that helps.”

Anson ran a hand over his throat once more, his recent dream still vivid in his mind. “I’m sure a good slap would wake her up.”

Julia narrowed her eyes at him, unimpressed.

“I’m joking, Julia,” Anson said.

“I hope so.” She gave him a sideways glance. “How do you know my first name, Sheriff Jacobs?”

“Didn’t you tell me—”

“I most certainly did not.”

“I, uh, must have overheard you talking with someone in the hallway.”

Julia stared at Anson disapprovingly and he stared back, hoping the interrogation was over.

Anson broke the uncomfortable moment of silence. “I’ll see myself to room 513. Thanks for your help.” He stepped past her and hurried down the corridor, feeling her eyes on him all the way. Anson paused at the door to Jezebel’s room. He looked back and saw that Julia hadn’t moved from her spot at the waiting area. He tipped his hat, pushed the door open, and stepped inside.

One wall reflected the morning sunshine that beamed through the window and bathed the room in a warm glow. Considering it was Jezebel in the hospital bed, connected to a cardiac monitor, a pulse oximeter, and various IV lines to keep her alive, the warmth felt wrong. Cold and dark would have been more fitting.

Jezebel’s arms and legs were bound to the bed with padded leather restraints. “At least they got that right,” Anson said to himself. He imagined handcuffs instead, secured uncomfortably tight. The thought sent a shiver down his back.

He couldn’t help wondering how she ended up the way she was. Jezebel’s mother Frankie, a narcissist through and through, would never win mother of the year but her daughter took the sociopathic cake. Anson made a mental note to find out more about sociopaths. If he understood what made Jezebel tick, perhaps he could gain an advantage and stop her once and for all.

Anson stood beside the bed and watched Jezebel breath, her chest rising and falling, gently, steadily. He glanced toward the door to the room. The corridor outside was quiet. Not many people visited their loved ones this early in the morning it seemed.

He stepped closer to the bed but made sure there was still ample distance between them. Even though she was restrained, the image of her Bowie knife at his throat still remained crystal clear in his mind. Anson suspected that part of his recent dream would never fade.

It would be so easy. The restraints are a bonus.

Anson imagined holding his hand over Jezebel’s nose and mouth. Popular film and TV had perpetuated the idea that suffocation was quick and painless. From his police training, Anson knew that it would take an average of seven minutes to end a life by suffocation. Nurses and doctors would respond to her monitoring equipment sooner than that. And death by suffocation was far from painless. Instead, victims experienced a demise that was both violent and terrifying. That aspect suited Jezebel perfectly.

But it would never happen, even if there was a hundred percent chance of getting away with it. In all Anson’s years as a sheriff, and as a highway patrol officer before that, he had never taken a life, either intentionally or by accident, nor had he fired his gun at anyone. That was one perk of living in a small town. Gun violence was extremely rare. Then came Jezebel to screw up the odds.

The only scenarios in which he could imagine drawing his weapon were ones of self defense or to protect a civilian. If Jezebel had Wynter at gunpoint, would he have the nerve to pull the trigger? Anson hoped so, but he also hoped it would never come to that. Irrefutable evidence was his weapon of choice.

“Your luck is running out, Jezebel Caine,” Anson said in a hushed voice. He turned and headed out of the room.

Jezebel’s eyelids cracked open. She turned her head on her pillow and squinted toward the door to her room. “Is it, Deputy Dolt?” She smirked and watched the door slowly swing closed.
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DR. MAGUIRE AND two nurses stood by Jezebel’s bed.

“I’m sorry, Miss Caine,” Maguire said. “It’s going to take at least a week to heal properly.”

Jezebel shook her head, working herself into a frenzy. “That’s bullshit. I got to get out of here now!”

“Look, you might think you’re immortal, but the human body has limits. You can’t speed up the healing process.”

“I am immortal!” Jezebel thrashed against her bed, tugging at the securely fastened restraints on her wrists and ankles. She glared at Dr. Maguire standing at the foot of her bed. “Roxy’s going to pay for this. She’s fucked up too many times.” She pointed at one of the two nurses standing at the side of her bed. “Get her on the phone. She’ll get me out of here.”

Dr. Maguire’s patience was wearing thin. “Miss Caine, we need you to calm down. You’ve just had—”

“Calm? I’ll show you calm!” Jezebel gritted her teeth and yelled at the top of her lungs, then flexed her arms like she was trying to arm curl a barbell that was too heavy. “Don’t tell me what to fucking do!”

Dr. Maguire tried again. “You’ve just had major surgery and if you—”

“Let me out of here, NOW! Wait!” Jezebel spotted Wynter and her red hair duck out of the partially opened door. “That’s her, for fuck’s sake! She did this! She did this to me! What are you waiting for? Get her!”

The second nurse looked at Dr. Maguire, unsure what to do.

“Go.” Dr. Maguire hooked her thumb toward the door. “What’s she going to do? Run after her?”

The second nurse hurried out the door after Wynter.

“That’s the first thing you’ve done right, you bitch.” Jezebel spat a thick gob of spit into Dr. Maguire’s face.

Without hesitation, the doctor moved to within an inch of Jezebel’s face, the spittle dripping off her cheek. “Listen here, bitch.”

“Fuck y—”

The doctor placed her hand over Jezebel’s mouth and pushed her back against her pillow, cutting off Jezebel’s words instantly. “You’ve just had major surgery. If you keep acting stupid, you’re going to tear your sutures, which will lead to more surgery and more recovery time.”

Dr. Maguire glanced at the remaining nurse and made a quick nod. The nurse stepped away and busied herself at a side table. Jezebel jerked her head toward the nurse, but the doctor forced it back.

“No. Don’t look at her. Look at me. And listen. You need to shut up and cooperate.” Dr. Maguire matched Jezebel’s furious gaze with her own. “I can have you admitted to the psych ward so fast it’ll make your head spin. You think it’s hard to get out of here? Wait until you’re in there.” The doctor stared at her. “We clear?”

Jezebel nodded, then felt a cool tingle in her arm. She glanced left to see the second nurse inject the contents of a hypodermic needle into her IV line.

“Just a mild sedative, Miss Caine,” Dr. Maguire said. “To help you calm down. Are we good?”

Jezebel nodded. Dr. Maguire removed her hand and Jezebel made an uncoordinated attempt to bite it. The doctor grabbed a tissue and wiped the spittle away from her face.

The first nurse returned to the room as the second nurse and Dr. Maguire were leaving.

“I acted unprofessionally back there,” Dr. Maguire said. “I would appreciate it if you kept it under your hats.”

The second nurse nodded. “Under the circumstances, I think you were totally professional. Not sure I would have kept my cool.”

Dr. Maguire turned to the first nurse. “Did you find out anything with that other patient?”

“No,” the first nurse said. “Just a lookie-loo.”

Dr. Maguire pulled open the door, waited for the two nurses to exit, and followed them out. “I got to say, the more I get to know Miss Caine, the more I’m beginning to side with that sheriff from Newhaven.”

“Jacobs,” the first nurse said. “It was right there on his uniform. I’ve made a habit of remembering the hunky cops.”

As the nurses and Dr. Maguire headed down the hallway discussing the finer aspects of the Halston police force, Jezebel sunk into a dreamless sleep. But her last conscious thoughts were of Wynter and revenge.
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A NURSE ARRIVED late-morning to take Wynter for her CT scan. Wynter had been willing to use the walker that an orderly had delivered earlier in the morning, but the nurse insisted on transporting her in a wheelchair.

“It’s important that you’re relaxed for the scan,” the nurse had said as she disconnected Wynter’s monitoring equipment. “Plus, it’s standard protocol.”

The CT scan itself was a non-event. Wynter laid back on a motorized table and set her head in a form-fitting pillow to reduce movement. The CT technician lined up Wynter’s head to the center of a donut-shaped machine he called “the gantry.”

“Hold your breath for me, please, Wynter,” the technician’s voice buzzed from an intercom within the gantry.

Wynter drew a breath and held it. Machinery within the scanner began to spin and click as the table moved laterally through the center of the machine. She wondered if the scan would affect her ability to summon. Or maybe it would give her superpowers.

The technician repeated the process two times, the table moving slower the second time. After a brief pause, the technician’s voice sounded from the intercom. “We’re all done.”

“That was fast,” Wynter said to herself. Dr. Cornell had said the scan would take fifteen minutes, but it actually took less than half that. A different nurse transported Wynter back to her room, a round trip of about half an hour, and just in time for lunch.

Wynter found herself ravenous. She wolfed down a dry burger, cold fries, and postage-sized piece of carrot cake, washing it down with lukewarm tea. In any other situation she would have tossed the entire meal, but she found she did not care. Her body wanted food.

She buzzed the nurse on call. “Can you please unhook me from all the machines? I’d like to visit my dad.”

The nurse gave her a confused look. Before she could ask the obvious question, Wynter added, “Oh, sorry. He’s a patient here too. Upstairs.”

The nurse removed the blood pressure cuff from Wynter’s arm and the pulse oximeter from her fingertip, coiled the leads, and hung them on the cardiac monitor stand.

“I guess I could’ve done that,” Wynter said. “Looks easy enough.”

“It’s better if we do it.” The nurse jotted a few notes onto Wynter’s chart. “Makes it official. You’re going to use the walker, right?”

Wynter glanced at the aluminum frame with handles and rubber feet and sighed. “My legs were pretty wobbly this morning, so yeah.”

“Good. If you’ve never used a walker before, they’re real easy.” The nurse gave a quick demonstration. “Push the walker forward a bit, then take a step, using the handles for balance. Then repeat. You try.”

Wynter repeated the sequence a few times and moved several feet towards her door. “This is going to take forever.”

“It’s not fast,” the nurse chuckled. “But I’m sure your dad’s worth the effort.”

Wynter smiled. “He is.” She shuffled along the floor toward the door. “They don’t call me Speedy Gonzales for nothing.”

The nurse laughed. “Don’t be too long, an hour at the most, and rest when you need to. Let us know when you’re back.”

Wynter set out down the corridor. Slide, step, step. Slide, step, step. In actuality, she moved faster than she thought she would, arriving at the elevators in ten minutes. She paused to catch her breath, then tapped the up call button.

The elevator doors slid open. She managed to shuffle inside and tap the button for the fifth floor before the doors closed.

Wynter took a moment to rest as the elevator ascended. Her mind wandered. Would she use a walker like this when she grew old? Would her dad’s burns force him to use one now? And if so, how long would he need it? Her worries grew darker as she approached the fifth floor.

Annoyed with herself, Wynter pushed her thoughts aside and focused on seeing her dad but the yelling that filtered through the elevator doors stole her attention.

“Dad?” Her voice echoed within the confines of the elevator before the doors opened to a profanity-laced tirade.

Wynter knew in an instant that it wasn’t Nolan yelling and she breathed a sigh of relief. She began to slide-step-step toward the nurses’ station at the end of the corridor. With every step, she could feel her legs regain a small portion of their original strength. But when every step took a few seconds, even a corridor like this one appeared daunting.

Wynter passed the source of the commotion, room 513. A familiar voice screeched from behind the door, “You’re fucking dead! All of you!”

Wynter felt the pit of her stomach drop.

Jezebel.

There was no window to this room from the corridor and she realized that she was in no danger. Wynter shuffled to the door and pushed it open enough to see the medical staff attending to the patient.

Was it really Jezebel? Wynter had to know for sure. She pushed through the door a bit more. Jezebel had her arms and legs restrained to the bed. She raised her chest and extended her neck as far as it would go.

“Don’t tell me what to fucking do!” Jezebel pulled at the leather restraints. “Let me out of here, NOW!” She turned her head and caught a glimpse of Wynter at the doorway.

“Wait. That’s her, for fuck’s sake!” The tendons in Jezebel’s neck stood out in angry ropes. “She did this! She did this to me! What are you waiting for? Get her!”

Reveling in Jezebel’s fury, Wynter had moved away from the doorway too slowly. Her cover blown, she returned to her previous mission: slide-step-stepping to the nurses’ station.

Wynter had moved several feet down the corridor before a nurse stepped out of Jezebel’s room and approached her. The nurse stopped in front of the walker and placed her hand lightly on the top cross beam.

“Excuse me, miss,” the nurse began. “Do you know the girl back there, in room 513?”

“I, um...” Wynter panicked. She couldn’t tell the truth. A simple lie would be best. “No. I just peeked in there to see who was yelling. Sorry. I know it’s, like, none of my business.”

“She’s a handful alright.” The nurse looked her over. “Do you need help with something?”

“I’m just visiting my dad.”

“What’s his name?”

“Nolan LaCroix.”

The nurse smiled. “Ah yes, Nolan. He’s a wonderful man. All the nurses love him. Unlike...” She motioned back at Jezebel’s room. “He’s in room 523. Second to the last room on your left.”

“Thanks.” Wynter resumed her two-step boogie down the corridor, keeping her eyes forward. Her legs felt stronger even after such a short time, but she was glad to have the walker for support. Thanks to the nurse, and ironically to Jezebel, she wouldn’t need to walk all the way to the nurses’ station.

Wynter arrived at room 523, took a deep breath, and used the walker and her body to push through the door. “Hey Dad. Long time no see.”

Saturday’s edition of the Newhaven Register obscured Nolan’s face. At the sound of Wynter’s voice, he flipped a corner of the paper down. His eyes lit up and a wide smile filled his face as he dropped the paper on his lap.

“Wynter! This is an unexpected surprise.” He spoke a little louder than a whisper.

“Is this a bad time? I can come back—”

“Are you nuts?” Nolan laughed hoarsely. “Get your butt over here right now and give me a hug.”

“Give me a few minutes.” Wynter slid her walker toward the side of the bed, one step at a time. “My legs aren’t operating at a hundred percent yet.”

“That makes two of us.” Nolan shifted his body toward Wynter, held out his arms, and pulled her into a tight embrace, nearly toppling the walker in front of her. “God, Wynter. I was so worried about you.” He released her and studied her face. “Are you okay?”

Wynter sat in the chair next to the bed. “I’m fine, Dad. Well, except for the legs, but I’m getting my strength back pretty quick. I might be out of here by tomorrow.”

“It’s going to take me a while longer, but I heal fast.” Nolan thumped his chest twice with his fist.

“I hope so.” Wynter flipped up a corner of the newspaper. “The Register, huh?”

Nolan chuckled softly. “I’ve made a few friends in here.”

“The nurses on this floor love you, apparently.”

“Don’t tell your mom.” Nolan winked at her and flashed a wide, warm grin.

Wynter took his left hand in both of hers like she was praying to a rosary. “It’s so good to see you. I mean, like when you made me a dreamwaker, that was good, but seeing you for real? That’s totally awesome.”

“I agree,” Nolan whispered. “Most excellent.”

Wynter smirked at him.

“What? Did I get that wrong?”

“No,” Wynter said. “It just sounds weird when you say it.”

“I guess I need practice.” Nolan refolded the newspaper and set it aside. “Anson was here last night. Asking about you. Second time he’s done that.”

Wynter shifted in her chair. “Did you tell him that you summoned me yesterday?”

“No, but I think he knows, or at least suspects something.”

“You know Anson,” Wynter said. “He won’t believe something unless he, like, sees it with his own eyes. Sometimes even that’s not enough.”

“He’s stubborn,” Nolan said. “Just like someone else I know.” He smiled at her.

Wynter fell quiet for a moment. “Dad, we’re going to get Jezebel, once and for all.”

Nolan’s eyes widened. “No. Bad idea. That girl is too dangerous.”

“We have to. I have to. She’s got a part of me I need back. And she’s hurt too many people close to me.”

Nolan pursed his lips and sighed. “I’m guessing I won’t be able to convince you otherwise.”

Wynter faced him, her eyes set and determined, and shook her head.

“Is there anything I can do to help you and your friends be safe?”

“There might be,” Wynter said. “You summoned me, made me a dreamwaker. How did you do that? I thought I was the only one.”

A cup of water sat on the rolling table next to Nolan’s bed. He took a sip. “I did for a while, too. But I could summon people when I was your age. But not whenever I wanted, like you can.”

“But you chose to summon me yesterday.”

“Yes, but I guess the passage of time and everything else that’s happened allowed me to do it.” Nolan looked at her and whispered, “I don’t think I could do it again. At least not for a while.”

Wynter deflated.

“What’s wrong?”

“I’ve got this power to summon whenever I want to,” Wynter said. “We were hoping that since you’re my dad, you’d like have that power too, maybe even superpowers, so that you could summon a super assassin or something.”

Nolan reclined against his pillow and crossed his arms. “You’d want me to bring out someone to kill Jezebel?”

Wynter nodded. “Pretty much.”

“Hmm.” Nolan thought for a moment. “Even though it wouldn’t be me doing the killing, it just wouldn’t feel right. In the end I’d be responsible.”

“But your assassin wouldn’t leave a trace. Once Jezebel was gone, they could drift away.”

“Yes, and leave us with the memory of what we’d done,” Nolan said. “We’re not psychopaths like Jezebel. If we kill, that memory could haunt us for the rest of our lives. It could end up destroying us.” He placed a hand on Wynter’s shoulder. “You should let Anson take care of Jezebel.”

“But Dad, he won’t listen without evidence.”

“Keep trying. You’re stubborn too, remember?”

“We have been trying.” Wynter laid her head against her arms on the bed and looked up at her father. “And Jezebel keeps winning.”

“I know you’ll figure it out,” Nolan said. “And I’ll help in any way I can, except for summoning super assassins.”

“You know, you never answered my question.”

Nolan looked at her, confused.

“Can you summon a super assassin?”

Nolan smiled wistfully. “No. Your great grandmother had the true power of summoning, then it skipped a couple of generations. You’re it now, kid.”

“Great,” Wynter said. “So it’s not possible for someone else to have the true power? Like some of my friends can summon, and unfortunately so can Jezebel.”

“Your great grandchild may be blessed with the power.”

“Or cursed.”

“Possibly,” Nolan said. “But the power isn’t transferrable in its entirety. Your friends can only summon people they have a strong connection with. While you were able to summon Ransom, a person completely unique.” He tapped his temple. “Created with your own imagination... although he does look a lot like—”
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