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Trigger Warnings




While I had a lot of fun writing this book and hope you will enjoy reading it, be warned there is some difficult content included. With that in mind, here’s a list of some trigger warnings. 




	Animal Abuse (Mentioned)


	Animal Death (Mentioned)


	Assault


	Blood


	Child Abuse


	Death


	Decapitation


	Drowning


	Drugs


	Gun Violence


	Hostages


	Kidnapping


	Knife and Sword Violence


	Murder


	Profanity


	Racism


	Sexism


	Teen Suicide







I’ve tried to include everything I could think of, so if I’ve missed anything, please feel free to contact me via my social media and let me know. I keep a mirror list on my website for this book, and will update that with additional items, if needed. If there are future editions of this book, I will update those, as well.








  
  

Chapter 1: Lynna


Friday, 21 January 1983





Not even night could conceal the sins of East Berlin. Lynna landed on the cobblestone streets a little before midnight. The tainted air of industrial smoke choked its way into her throat. Buildings of crumbling grey bricks wore their scars from World War II as if the race between the Allies to claim this city had ended a week ago. 

The black trench coat she slipped on only offered a little protection from the cold. She turned up the collar to shield the back of her neck, which her shoulder-length hair did little to protect.

She circled the block. This time of the evening, she only shared it with a white Wartburg, parked on the street next to an office building. The auto resembled a frog with wheels. Two slender pieces of black tape were placed on top of the car, above the front passenger seat, in the shape of an “X.” Smoke drifted out of the driver-side window which was cracked open enough for the driver to stick his cigarette out and tap off the ash.

Satisfied no unwelcome eyes were focused on her or the Wartburg, she climbed into the car. The driver’s startled look suggested he’d expected someone different than Lynna. At seventeen, she wasn’t much younger than him.

The clinking of glass from the back seat greeted her as she shut the car door. Boxes containing tall-neck bottles sat directly behind the driver on the floor and the seat.

“Good,” Lynna said as she reached behind her to lift one of the heavy bottles. “You brought them.”

“Weirdest damn thing I’ve ever been asked to do.” His cigarette dangled between his lips as he spoke. “Thirty quarts of water. You wouldn’t believe what it took to get all those bottles for it. What could you possibly need that much water for?”

“If you’re lucky, you won’t find out.”

She looked out the front window towards the other office building across the street. The cracked exterior with boarded up first-floor windows made it look like some home for vagrants, a la Escape from New York. Lynna knew that wasn’t the case, though. The building still functioned, and according to her briefing, the office where her contact worked was halfway up on the third floor. She counted four windows over and waited.

“Do your parents know you’re out this late?”

The German’s joke missed her funny bone by a good mile. She answered him with silence and stayed focused on the office building.

“Seriously,” he said, oblivious to her irritation or perhaps egged on by it, “how old are you?”

“If I wanted to be questioned, I’d have arranged a meeting with the Stasi.”

He took that as an invitation to talk about himself. Lynna failed to tune out his rambling stories about how he and his elderly uncle ran a small smuggling operation shipping pornos and cigarettes from West Berlin. “You wouldn’t believe what my uncle has managed to get in here by shoving them down his pants. Of course, those border guards aren’t worried about stuff getting in here, just people getting out.”

During his storytelling session, he’d offered her a cigarette. Now, she was twice as glad she’d refused.

Lynna wished she could have brought her chemistry textbook. She had a test on chemical bonding in Mrs. Black’s class on Monday. Of course, if she got killed on this mission, she wouldn’t have to worry about the test. Going to a normal high school with other students who couldn’t set things on fire with their minds, project lightning from their fingers, or feed on blood had fallen short of her expectations.

Of course, she wasn’t exactly normal either. She was half-dragon, and that’s why the CIA had her here and why this prick’s joke about her parents made her want to hit him.

“Wall has been a blessing to my family. Wouldn’t make so much money off of our imported goods without it. I’m getting a tall stack of D-marks for driving you from here to the Wall.”

She didn’t bother to point out he was here more to provide the water and to give her a place to wait for her meet that wasn’t out in the open.

He flicked the stub of his cigarette out the window and lit another. “So why are you working for the Americans? I mean, what are you? Japanese or something?”

“I am an American.” She didn’t bother sharing that at least one of her parents had been of Chinese descent. Although, having been taken by the CIA right after being born, she didn’t know if her mother or father or both were Chinese. If she had a dollar for every idiot at school who asked her if she was an exchange student or why she didn’t have an accent, she’d be set for life.

The light in the third-floor office turned on, saving her from anymore of this German’s jabbering. Someone, backlit by the lamplight, came into view. They placed two strips of black tape on the window in an “x,” like the one on top of the car. The sign meant they were alone and clear for Lynna to make the pickup.

Her heartbeat quickened. In theory, this was a simple knock on the door once she got inside, take the photocopied documents, and let “Motormouth” drive her to a building near the Wall. From there, she could leap off the roof and then glide over the “Death Strip” that separated East Berlin from West Berlin.

She leaned into the backseat and pulled out two bottles of water. “Be ready to go as soon as I get back.”

He answered with a wiggle of his eyebrows and a smile that somehow held his cigarette in place.

The wind picked up as she got out of the car, sending a shot of cold through her body as if the coat wasn’t even there.

She marched up to the front door of the building. Her eyes shifted in all directions, especially with an eye towards any open windows on the neighboring buildings which could suggest a sniper, but they were all shut. She’d gone on plenty of milk runs like this for the CIA, and they had a flow to them. When they were face-to-face, the other person always hesitated, usually thrown by meeting a teenager. They’d study her. She’d give whatever coded greeting she’d been told to use. They’d shake their head and sometimes wipe their brow and hand her whatever they wanted the Americans to see. Then she walked away, never running and never showing excitement. Agent Mills taught her that. “Never look like you’re in a hurry, because that makes people ask questions about you. Walk like you belong there, and everyone will assume you do.”

She did belong here, having trained for spycraft since she was five. She knew multiple forms of hand-to-hand combat and how to use a variety of firearms including the East German MPi-KM assault rifle. Motormouth had been nice enough to speak his heavily accented English, but she could have answered him in German, French, and Mandarin. She couldn’t speak fluently in Russian yet, but she was getting better.

Her footfalls echoed on the steps as she climbed to the third floor. Before exiting the stairwell, she glanced up for any hint of movement. Satisfied, she walked down the dark hallway towards the door, keeping her steps as light as possible.

Less than ten feet from the stairs, she stopped. Something was wrong. She couldn’t say what, but Agent Mills had also trained her to trust her gut. She stayed still and studied her surroundings for some sign of danger.

Then she saw it, or rather, she didn’t see what should have been there.

The third door down was her destination, the clock repair shop. The dark brown wooden door had a bland black plate at eye level with the rather basic name of “Uhrmacherwerkstatt” inscribed in white text. The door sat in its frame wrong, with almost a half an inch of space between its bottom and the floor. The light from the lamp should have spilled out of that wide crack, but no light showed.

There was a signal to warn her off, if she’d made it this far, but that was supposed to be a blank slip of paper sticking out the bottom of the door. Technically, turning off the light didn’t signal anything.

Lynna’s back tingled from the dueling urges of fight and flight. A look over her shoulder confirmed no one was there in the narrow hallway. With slow, silent movements, she set the two bottles of water on the floor. When she slid off her coat, she lowered it into a careful pile.

Stopping short of the door, she knelt low enough to press her hand flat, feeling for any vibrations in the hardwood surface then pressed her ear to the wall to listen.

Nothing, and under the circumstances, that was the most alarming thing of all.

Taking the two quarts of water, she placed them in front of the office, one bottle before the other to make a noise like someone stepping in front of the door and stopping. Crouching to the side again, she took a deep breath and centered her will. The world around her shimmered in a yellow haze that only she could see as she grasped the mystical energy that infused her body. She hovered on the edge, close enough to look human but altered enough to access her powers. The bottles shivered as her mind gripped the water within each of them.

She knocked. When she spoke her scripted greeting in German, she concealed the strain of the pain coursing through her bones.

“Mr. Marquardt, could I have seven minutes of your time?”

She didn’t finish the question before a volley of bullets exploded through the door into the space where she would have been standing.

The destructive percussion deafened her until the gunfire cut a hole the size of a baseball in the door.

Lynna tensed as her body embraced the transformation she’d held back. Even though the overall shape of her body remained human, her skin changed to pale blue scales with wings sprouting from her back. Her hands and feet shifted into something more like talons, which thankfully didn’t ruin her sneakers.

The knob turned, and the door eased open. Lynna burst into the room, slamming the battered wood against a lithe figure, who fell to the floor.

Fresh gunshots thundered within the clock repair shop. She kept moving, not letting herself become a sitting target.

Enough light from the half-moon outside cut through the window for her to assess the scene. The woman she’d knocked to the floor was scrambling to her feet. Two other women stood deeper in the room: one armed with a rifle and the other a handgun. A vacant-eyed man lay prone on the floor in a dark pool of his own blood. The left wall held a large number of tools tailored to the dead man’s craft with an array of spare parts on the right. A desk sat beneath the far window with a dark lamp on it and a folder she hoped would contain the packet she’d come to get.

The fight paused long enough for all involved to stare at the unexpected. The three women facing Lynna were grey-skinned with pointed ears. Whatever they were, they weren’t human.

Neither was Lynna.

The tallest of the three got her rifle back up first. “Dragon!”

Lynna launched at the woman who got off a few shots, two of which bounced off Lynna’s steel-hard scales while putting a hole in her tank top. The third shot nicked the left side of her stomach, above the waistline of her jeans, and chipped off some of her scales to expose the more tender flesh beneath. One of her wings swatted the rifle out of the woman’s hand as she slashed forward with her razor-sharp nails. She missed the tallest one’s throat, but she forced her back towards her companion, turning her into a shield to block attacks from the other two.

Fortunately, the tall one didn’t block Lynna from attacking the others.

Water shot out of the bottles she’d left in the hallway. The twin streams spiraled into the room at their targets. Water blasted one in the face, but the other stream hit the mark, burrowing into the woman’s open mouth, pushing down her throat to choke her.

Who were these people? What were they? Lynna didn’t stand around to ask them. She turned and went straight for the desk. She snatched up the brown folder she’d been sent to collect, closed her eyes, and leaped through the window.

Glass shattered and rained onto the street as she plummeted. She pulled her wings in tight to speed her descent. A three story drop might have threatened her in her human form, but as a dragon, it posed no challenge. She hit the ground, rolling to distribute the force of her landing and launch back onto her feet, a task not made any easier by the folder flapping in her hand.

She came back upright, restored to her human form, because if her driver got a look at her all dragonfied, he might panic and leave her in the cold with nothing but her tank top and jeans. She could fly, but not faster than a bullet.

The two pointy-eared women not choking on water followed. Whatever they were, the drop didn’t threaten them either.

Lynna jumped into the passenger seat of the Wartburg and slammed the door shut. The entire car shook, causing all the bottles of water to rattle.

“Go!”

Motormouth didn’t answer her demand, didn’t even move. His eyes stared straight ahead with his jaw hanging open, almost as wide as the bloody slash to his throat.

Someone grabbed a fistful of her hair from behind and jerked her back against the seat. A dagger pressed against her throat.

The two attackers who had leaped down after her strolled towards the car. The tall one smirked.

The one in the car growled in her ear, her breath a mix of flowers and honey. “If I see a hint of smoke from you, dragon, I’ll slice you open.”

This shouldn’t have made her heart go berserk and want to jump up into her throat, but this wasn’t a training room with a CIA-approved, thick-necked soldier ordered not to damage the “test subject.”

Lynna barked a nervous laugh at that thought. She tried to keep still, but her body shook so much she feared she might accidentally cut herself on the knife.

“You think this is funny?” The Grey Woman in the back seat tugged harder on Lynna’s hair.

“Actually, yes.” Lynna tapped into her power, the world shimmering for her again. “I’m not that kind of dragon.”

The smirk on Tall, Dark, and Grey outside the car changed to panic when she got close enough to see the bottles of water stacked in the back seat. She shouted a warning to the one with the knife, but Lynna couldn’t make it out as a twist of her thoughts shattered every bottle behind the driver’s seat and in the trunk of this cheap Eastern Bloc wind-up. A second thought, and the complex shape she gave the water pushed the knife away from her throat and flung back her attacker. Then the car blew up around Lynna like a hurricane in a balloon with her safe at the center of the storm.

Lynna dropped to the street, landing on her feet. The attacker in the car was flung back with Lynna’s seat landing on top of her. The passenger door had smashed into the shorter of the two outside the car. The tall one stood unscathed and drew a long, curved dagger identical to the one that had been pressed to Lynna’s throat.

Transitioned back into her dragon form, Lynna held onto her control of the water which returned to her, spinning around her in a spiral that acted as a shield.

The tall woman twirled the long dagger in her hand. “Give me the file, and I might let you live.”

The file! Lynna dropped it when the car exploded.

The tall one must have registered Lynna’s panic. Her eyes shifted to the road, scanning left and right for the file. Lynna did the same. The paper had scattered onto the street to Lynna’s left near her driver’s body.

They both raced for the paper, with Lynna too slow to get there first. These Grey Women moved like cats. A shift of thought, and Lynna sent two threads of water spiraling after the tall one’s ankles. The first tendril missed, but the second wrapped around the woman’s right ankle and spilled her face first onto the cobblestones.

Lynna didn’t slow her run. She leaped over the woman and snatched up as many of the scattered sheets of paper as she could with her talon-like hands. She shoved the damp pages into her pants pockets, and then sprinted for the nearest building. She jumped with all her strength. Her nails dug into the brick, getting enough of a hold to keep her from falling back to the street, but her tennis shoes slipped against the flat surface.

Something hard slammed into her right shoulder blade. Pain exploded through her back and down into her arm, causing her to lose her grip on the wall. She plummeted with her wings flapping limp around her. The ground crashed against her back, her head bouncing off the cobblestones, leaving her dizzy. She regained her senses in time to pull her wings in tight and roll out of the way of the tall one’s boot which stomped onto the street where her face had been.

Lynna got to her feet. The tall one snatched her dagger off the street. In hindsight, Lynna realized the hilt of the dagger must have been what hit her in the back. She tried to summon up the water from the street, but it was distributed too far and her mind was too fogged from her fall to control it. If she could get away from this woman and get enough height, she could take to the skies, but the woman pressed her advantage. The dagger slashed through the small bit of space between the two of them. Lynna batted the swing away with her hands and wings, but she wasn’t gaining enough separation to turn and run.

Another swing of the dagger and Lynna swatted with her wing, but the Grey Woman’s attack had been a feint. She grabbed Lynna’s wing before it could pull back. She raised the dagger, ready to bury it in Lynna’s chest.

Instinct asserted itself, and Lynna flipped backwards. The move slammed the bottom of her foot up into the woman’s jaw. She let go of Lynna’s wing to try to block the kick, but the Grey Woman’s muffled shriek of pain and surprise proved she’d been too slow.

Lynna landed on her feet and ran for it. She rounded the nearest corner and spotted a black car parked on the side of the road. It would have to do.

She sprinted for the car and leaped up onto the back of it. Then she jumped with all her strength off the top of the car. The jump pushed her up a good two stories. Her arms and legs went limp as all her thoughts turned to her wings, which beat down hard to catch the wind and push her higher into the sky. The pain in her right shoulder didn’t help matters, but she clenched her teeth, fighting back the sensation of bruised flesh and muscle.

Swimming through the air, she banked right to turn the next corner taking her out onto one of East Berlin’s major streets. Bullets whistled through the air from her attackers. One shot pounded into the building she’d rounded. The office building shielded her for a moment as she pushed higher into the sky. She couldn’t get high enough to be out of range of their guns, but the more distance she gained, the less likely they were to hit her.

The searchlights of the Wall came into view, sweeping across the ground along the Death Strip. Only God and the communists really knew how many people had died trying to get through that obstacle field of barbed wire, bricks, and cement in hopes of making it into West Berlin. Never mind the soldiers with guns and dogs on constant watch for anyone fool enough to make a run for it. Of course, this was why the CIA deployed her for these missions.

Lynna didn’t need a plane or a bribe to slip past the Wall and its defenses. She could soar right over all of it without making a sound.

She flew high above the street of Zimmerstraße towards Checkpoint Charlie, though not as high as she would have liked. Given the women chasing her, she preferred to take her chances with the guards, who focused more on the ground. They didn’t have a chance of spotting her until four gunshots chased her and sent her spinning to her left. Not one of the bullets came close. She never even heard the hiss of their flight path try to intercept hers. As she rolled, she spotted one of the Grey Women on a nearby rooftop. Even from here, she could see her struggling to catch her breath through a satisfied grin.

The witch hadn’t worried about hitting her. The dozens of armed soldiers on the ground and in the lookout tower at the border crossing would take care of that. The searchlights swung in Lynna’s direction, cutting through the dark sky until they caught the shimmer of her pale blue scales. Shouts of “Segelflugzeug!” went up from all directions, the border patrol of East Berlin mistaking her for a glider. A storm of bullets drowned out the rest of their cries and sent her turning hard in retreat.

Flapping her wings, she forced herself into a climb. If she could gain enough elevation, she could then dive like an attacking peregrine falcon on the hunt, not for food but for safety. At that speed, the guards wouldn’t have a chance of hitting her as she raced over the Wall.

Her shoulder protested, and she worried the blow to her back might have hurt her more than she’d realized. She screamed as she struggled for more altitude. Bullets hissed around her. One passed within inches of her head. She flinched, and the mistake sent her tumbling too soon into her dive.

She tucked in her wings and let gravity pull her. The dark streets rushed up. Searchlights blinded her as she neared the point where she needed to stretch out her wings. Trusting to her instincts and the feel of the wind rushing around her body, she threw her wings wide and pushed up, praying she wouldn’t smash into a building or the road.

Shouts and more gunfire erupted from the ground. Her vision adjusted in time to see the Checkpoint Charlie watchtower rushing at her. She’d all but gift-wrapped herself as a target for the rifleman. The only thing that saved her was the shock he got as she came into focus and he saw the truth, that she wasn’t some fool trying to get over the Wall with a hang glider but a thing of myth.

Twisting to her left, she missed the watch tower by inches. The guard shot after her, but the attempt came too late for him to get a decent aim.

The Death Strip vanished from beneath her, replaced by the more brightly lit streets of West Berlin.

Her efforts to avoid the watch tower sent her flying too fast and too low down a narrow street off of Zimmerstraße. Buildings, street lamps, and utility lines thrust into her path like a maze being built around her with cars and people zipping along its floor to deny her a safe landing.

She lost height. Her wings fought in vain against the tug of the planet. A dark colored car moving slower than her came up beneath her and she did the only thing she could think to do. She tucked in her legs. Her feet neared the top of the car. Just as she was about to hit it, she kicked up with her feet, bouncing off the roof and back into the air. Beating her wings, she fought her way up until she could place herself safely above the buildings. Without the obstacles of West Berlin threatening to crush her, she let her flight slow to a less perilous rate until she found an alley to descend into and land. Her legs churned so that once she landed, they took over for her wings.

Finally stopping, she leaned against the side of a brick building next to a dumpster. Her body shook as her pounding heart refused to believe she was safe. Shifting back into her human form, her body trembled more from exhaustion than the cold. Sweat rolled down her face. She clung to the wall as she headed towards the street.

Emerging from the alley, she leaned against the front of what turned out to be a hotel. A few stared at the fool girl standing outside in the cold in nothing but a tight, black tank top and a light pair of jeans. The cold didn’t touch her—not yet. Whenever her internal war of “fight or flight” passed, she’d want to crash, but she couldn’t do that before she found true safety.

She spotted a yellow phone booth on the far corner of the hotel and staggered towards it. Nausea hit her, but she forced it down. A couple approached her, asking if she needed assistance. She waved them off. “Nein,” she said and repeated that word until they were gone from view.

As she entered the phone booth, the stench of stale cigarette smoke and things she didn’t want to recognize punched to the forefront of her olfactory senses. She pulled a coin from one of the smaller pockets in her pants, lifted the receiver off its cradle, and dropped the coin into its slot. Her hands shook as she dialed the number she’d memorized for this and several other missions in and out of East Berlin.

After one ring, a woman with a deep voice answered in an American accent with a hint of New York to it. Her tone suggested she expected nothing but the most boring conversation of her life to follow. “Endeavour Bookstore.”

“I’m looking for a copy of The Deadlands by Paul Starnes.”

Lynna heard the faint spin of a rolodex on the other side of the call. “Do you know its ISBN?”

She took a deep breath, forcing her brain to pull up the code number. “9798218199395.”

“ID confirmed. Please state your request.”

She covered the handset’s mouthpiece to hide her laugh of relief and then said, “I’m at the corner of Trittstein and Schwarzer Dornbusch, and I need an extraction.”

“Standby.” The phone clunked in her ear as the woman on the other end put down her handset.

Several minutes passed. The cold, which all of her physical efforts had staved off, finally took hold. She leaned against the inside of the phone booth and hugged herself as she searched the passing cars and the pedestrians for a sign of the Grey Women who’d attacked. Who were they? What were they? What if they could change their appearance the way she did? What was taking this lady on the phone so long? If those Grey Women could track her, this phone booth left her too exposed.

The welcome sound of the phone clunking again let her know the other woman had returned.

“White and yellow Volkswagen van three-two-three-Whiskey-Bravo-niner-six. Ten minute ETA.”

“Got it.”

The line went dead. She dropped the handset back into its cradle and waited.

Three hours later she was strapped into the back of a military transport heading straight across the Atlantic to Langley Air Force Base. Before they took off, she ate a ham-and-cheese sandwich and washed it down with a bottle of Coca-Cola, which she also used to swallow two acetaminophen. The last thing she saw before she fell asleep for the entire flight back home was the grim face of the CIA agent strapped in across from her. He’d looked less than pleased ever since she handed him the fruits of her labor, which were the wet pieces of paper with the smeared ink from typed Cyrillic letters. There might have been as many as five pages in what she handed him, but it was hard to tell given they almost fell apart coming out of her pockets.

Hopefully the Grey Women wouldn’t get anything better from the pages she’d left on the streets of East Berlin. Once she got back to the Greenhouse campus, she needed to study for her chemistry test and take her dog on a long walk to make up for being away from him so long.








  
  

Chapter 2: Lynna


Monday, 24 January 1983





In true Mrs. Black fashion, the witch had crafted a multiple choice and true/false test just as tough as if she’d made it fill-in-the-blank. Lynna would have struggled with this test, even on a good day. Lynna’s skull ached from being yanked to Berlin time and back. The gunshots hadn’t left any marks once she shifted back to her human form, but the strike to her shoulder still hurt. 

Most of the other students had finished the test within the first half of the fifty-minute class. Five minutes later, another wave of people walked up to their teacher’s desk and handed in their tests, along with their green and white scantron sheets with pretty little grids of number-two-pencil-filled-in ovals.

Lynna glanced at the clock on the wall above the blackboard, giving her a brief moment of eye-contact with her teacher. Mrs. Black was a short, stick-thin woman with harsh lines on her face and brown hair that sat on her head with all the elegance of a football helmet. The little troll probably harbored an unnatural fear of Bunsen burners because of all the hair spray she used.

With ten minutes remaining, Lynna called it quits and turned in her test. Without a word, Mrs. Black glanced at the answer sheet as if she expected it to give her a bacterial infection and then pointed to the blackboard behind her, which instructed them in pale yellow chalk to start reading the next chapter in their textbook, reminded them their notes on the chapter would be due tomorrow, and warned them not to talk while others finished the test.

Trudging back to her desk, Lynna straightened when she saw Patrick smiling at her. He sat in the desk in front of hers, and she considered him her only real friend at school, outside of the handful of students who also lived with her at the Greenhouse. Patrick Rogers wasn’t the best-looking boy in school, but he was one of the cutest and nicest, the kind of guy who was popular partly because he had no clue how popular he was.

He’d left a note, folded up to take up less space than a quarter, on her desk. Lynna didn’t unfold it until she’d pulled out and opened her chemistry textbook and her spiral notebook, filled with various doodles of elaborate line art far more than chemistry notes. In her defense, Mrs. Black made what should have been an interesting class as boring as stale bread.

Patrick’s note didn’t contain any words. Their notes to each other kept the words to a minimum, because they both knew if their teacher ever caught one of their exchanges, it wouldn’t leave her anything to read out loud to the class if she decided to go the “shaming” route for punishment. He’d make a great spy thinking like that.

The note showed a drawing of a piece of paper, followed by a plus sign, then a pencil burning at one end like a match, followed by a sad face.

She scribbled next to the sad face, “Same.”

Then she drew a guitar followed by a plus sign and a drum with another plus sign and a sandwich with a bite taken out of it. After the equals sign, she drew a square with Tuesday written at the top and a question mark in the middle of the box.

She folded up the paper again, stole a glance at Mrs. Black to make sure she wasn’t looking, then slipped the paper onto Patrick’s right shoulder. Her fingers brushed his dark brown hair before she pulled her hand back, less because she liked his hair and more as a silent cue that she’d left the note. The first time she’d slipped him a note near the beginning of the school year, she’d done it without brushing his hair. He hadn’t realized she’d placed the note there for several minutes, so she’d started doing the hair thing. Of course, if she was being completely honest, she did like his hair.

Before he could draw a reply, the bell rang to signal the end of fourth period and the start of lunch. Mrs. Black shouted a reminder about their homework being due tomorrow.

Free at last to speak, Patrick turned to look at her as he slipped on his grey windbreaker. “I’ll save us a space in the band room for lunch tomorrow.”

“Cool!” She smiled back at him, trying to not let it show how glad she was he’d agreed to it. They sometimes got together at lunch to make up songs. He performed in the marching band, so he always had his drums on campus, but she had to plan ahead to bring her guitar.

She hissed in pain as she pulled on her backpack.

“You okay?” Patrick asked as they walked out into the hallway.

She nodded. “Fell down this past weekend.”

The bruise on her shoulder looked ugly with hues of purple and yellow. She’d never before taken a hit in her dragon form that had injured her enough to carry the wound over to her human form.

“You do look really tired.”

She mock-glared at him as they headed towards the cafeteria. “I look that hideous?”

“What? Oh! Uh, no. I mean, you just—it’s that…you look…” His eyes couldn’t have gotten any wider, and she couldn’t keep herself from laughing. They’d stopped in the middle of the hallway, with people pushing their way around them.

“I’m only messing with you.” She couldn’t help herself. He was such a goody-two-shoes that he made it impossible for her to resist finding ways to shock or startle him. He liked her. At least, she hoped he did. The question weighed on her whenever she thought about him. He made her least favorite class something she looked forward to, and while she enjoyed finding ways to shock him, she also panicked whenever his expression turned sad or troubled. Was it a reaction to her, or was he thinking of something else? Worse, what if he was thinking about someone else he was interested in more than her?

The circle of questions choked her. Getting to talk with him, here at school or on the phone before curfew at home, was the most normal thing in her life. At least, she assumed it was normal. She didn’t know of a life before being taken to the CIA’s Greenhouse, and Patrick offered her the closest thing to an escape from her sheltered life.

Her worst fear and her most frequent fantasy involved him. They’d be alone. He’d take her hand, pull her close, and then they’d kiss. She wondered what that would feel like, but she didn’t dare press him to cross that line. If anything, she did her best to discourage him.

When the CIA arranged for them to go to classes at West Chester High School, the arrangement came with a long list of rules. One of them was a hard “No” on any after-school activities. They also weren’t allowed to go off-campus at lunch, because if a mission came up that required them to deploy immediately, they had to be accessible. Technically, they weren’t forbidden from dating, but all the regulations they had to obey made that impossible. Patrick once invited her to go dancing at this teen club downtown called “New World,” and turning him down had been one of the worst things ever. Months later, that memory still stung.

Fortunately, the unwritten rule against dating didn’t stop her from bringing her guitar to school and being alone with him to play their music.

“I’ll go save us the room for tomorrow.” He grinned as he headed towards the band room. “See you later!”

He disappeared into the chaos of other students, and the smile melted from Lynna’s face. This was when the fears of their awkward dance troubled her most, her heart vibrating with worries—thinking if she’d said something wrong, that he might expect more than playing music together tomorrow and that their friendship would fall apart. “Normal” would end, and she’d lose the only real friend she had outside of the Greenhouse.

A blast of cold air disrupted her spiraling thoughts as she stepped outside into the breezeway and headed towards the center of campus. West Chester High’s courtyard stayed packed with students at lunch, no matter the weather. Some preferred to hang out in the breezeways making them a slightly less challenging obstacle course to maneuver than the hallways. Bathing in the welcome sunlight added a few degrees compared to the shade.

The floor of the courtyard was made up of large square stone tiles with a few round benches forming incomplete circles with bushes behind them for a little privacy.

Lynna and her friends from the Greenhouse always staked out one of those cement benches for lunch. Her friends Maria and Nevada waited there, already eating the sandwiches from their bag lunches, prepared by the Greenhouse’s kitchen staff. Most of them had unique dietary needs.

Back when Dr. Howard had proposed the idea of them getting part of their education from a public school, she’d convinced the CIA that Lynna and the others would learn how to interact with people in the “real world.” Lynna had expected to make so many friends here. They all had, but it hadn’t taken long to realize how superficial those potential friendships were. The students here were nice enough—well, some of them were—but Lynna and the others were expected to maintain their covers as orphans from a school for the gifted. Only, that lie didn’t go far when faced with a real conversation, because they weren’t allowed to discuss anything that happened in their classes at the Greenhouse. In less than two weeks, they had discovered it was easier to cling to each other.

Lynna, Maria, and Nevada had been close before they started attending West Chester, but their friendship had gotten stronger since then. Lynna dropped her backpack to the ground, got one look at Maria and knew something was wrong.

Maria’s features were pinched, adding deep lines to her round, tanned face.

“What’s the problem?”

“I failed my test on Frankenstein. We’re talking nuclear bomb failure here.”

Nevada sat on the other side of Maria and hand-signaled the grade: five fingers followed by eight.

“But you read the book. Devoured it in a single weekend!” While it wasn’t exactly a question, Lynna couldn’t hide the unspoken “How?” Nevada scowled at Lynna, silently demanding how brain dead she was to pour salt on an open wound.

“Yes.” Maria flung her half-eaten sandwich back into the brown paper bag on the ground in front of her. “I read it in time for the test two weeks ago, but then Mr. Roof rescheduled it. I started reading another book, and I couldn’t remember half of the crap I’d read for the test. I’m struggling wildly to think of the name for Victor Frankenstein’s best friend, and all I can come up with is Roland Deschaine and the Man in Black.” She roared her frustration, then paused to chug what was left in her can of Mountain Dew. “By the way, The Gunslinger is one serious acid trip. After I finish it, you two gotta read that so we can talk about it. Stephen King has got some seriously rabid cats rolling around in his head.”

Lynna and Nevada laughed. Whenever Maria got going, her rants rolled out in an avalanche.

“I’m serious! You two better read it.” She sat straight and stared down her thin nose at them. “I really, really, really need to talk about this book. Don’t be mocking me!”

Nevada held up her hands in surrender. “Lynna and I will spar this weekend to see who reads it first.”

“Good.” Maria smiled as if she’d won an argument.

“Loser has to read it first,” Lynna said.

Nevada snort-laughed as Maria’s victorious expression transformed into a wide-eyed glare of betrayal.

A shadow fell over them as one of the few boys from the Greenhouse joined them. Lynna took a moment to recognize Pockets. This past weekend, he’d traded in his short afro for a buzz cut similar to the one Agent Mills had.

“Is it safe to sit, or should I run for it while I still can?” Pockets asked, probably noticing Maria looked upset. His tortoise shell Ray-Bans hid his eyes, but they all knew he was looking at her.

She smirked. “Enter at your own risk.”

Lynna scooted over so Pockets could sit next to Maria.

Pockets and Maria kissed as soon as he was settled. Sure, the school had rules against that, but as long as students weren’t giving each other dental exams with their tongues in the hallways, most of the teachers never said anything. Of course, getting time alone to make out was harder back at the Greenhouse campus. Pockets and Maria had started “jogging” in the woods within the fence line a lot more often since they became an item. That they were going together (couldn’t really say “going out,” since the CIA never allowed them to go anywhere together outside of school or the Greenhouse campus) was the worst kept secret in the unit. If Dr. Howard or any of the other staff knew about it, none of them had said anything yet.

Maria caught up Pockets on her disastrous test grade while he destroyed his sandwich in three large bites.

“Don’t sweat it,” he said around a mouthful of cheese and bologna. “Not like Doc Howard and Mills really care about our grades.”

“Yes, but I really, really care.”

“Then I’ll kiss and make it better later,” Pockets said.

Nevada gagged as loudly as possible. The only reason Lynna wasn’t joining in was that she wished she had the opportunity to be mushy. Within the unit, there was only one other option for her and Nevada, and neither one of them had any interest in “Captain Ego” no matter how hot he was.

Before any of them could say anything else, the public address system beeped way too early to signal the end of lunch.

“Attention, students. Rowan Beltrami, Raymond Bennu, Nevada Brandle, Lynna Harrison, Ava Lanier, and Maria Sanchez, please report to the Main Office.”

The office secretary repeated the announcement, but they’d all heard it the first time with their eyes widening and backs straightening with each name added to the list.

Pockets found his voice first, though he kept it to a whisper. “It’s an Alpha callout.” His words held a question in their tone, because this had never happened. The most the CIA had ever done was extract two of them from school at one time, a Bravo callout. Usually, it was one of them, a Charlie, as they had on Thursday to get Lynna to East Berlin in time for her op.

“Daemons on the move,” Pockets said as they grabbed their book bags and went straight for the main office. He’d given the team their nickname a couple years ago when they’d first started going on missions. He was big into comic books and insisted they needed a proper “superhero” name. Lynna didn’t care for the label, but “Daemons” had managed to stick, partly because it was a somewhat accurate description for all of them: half-human and half-myth.

Plenty of eyes followed them. Lynna didn’t doubt the other students traded lots of rumors about the “special kids,” speculation about what happened at their private school. Much as the talk behind her back annoyed Lynna, what troubled her more today was the fear she might not be here tomorrow to jam with Patrick.








  
  

Chapter 3: Lynna


Monday, 24 January 1983





The ride from West Chester High to the Greenhouse offered no answers. The driver fell into the same category as most of their campus guards: buzz cut, no-neck freaks who silently screamed “military” even wearing a dress shirt and khakis. These guys rarely spoke and typically knew even less. 

Lynna sat next to the driver side window in the back row. Maria and Pockets had taken the middle seats with Nevada riding shotgun in silence.

Her “little sister” Ava sat next to her. The freshman had adapted best to high school life out of all of the Daemons. Her numerous calls to classmates after school and on the weekends had single-handedly provoked Dr. Howard into placing limits on phone usage, which included a signup sheet. That only turned blocks of phone time into a form of currency that some of the unit children sold off to get out of chores. Ava cleaned the bathrooms a lot.

“They’ve only ever called me in one time for that Charlie to West Berlin.” Ava vibrated with an enthusiasm that Lynna’s sore shoulder didn’t share. “This must be as big as the Atlantic.”
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