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      The light I was using to read the Chronicles in the cargo train went out once it got dark outside. Silly if you asked me, but I guess they weren’t used to people riding with the merchandise in the cargo crates. I put the book back in my bag and tried to get some sleep, but my head was spinning.

      I started the summer off full of excitement, ready to get away from the house I grew up in and start a new life in college. I never expected to end it on the run for my life with Embry and Gabriel.

      My heart felt like it hadn’t slowed down since Donovan found us and broke it into a million pieces. I tried not to think about Sam, my surrogate big brother, but he was the reason I wasn’t sleeping like Gifted knights in shining armor. Every time I closed my eyes, all I could see was Sam. How I left him on the cold, hard asphalt to bleed out and be discarded somewhere, probably never to be found. How I let him die.

      Letting it happen would have been bad enough, but I went one step further and caused his death. Donovan wasn’t going to kill Sam until I said no. Until I fought back, knowing that someone like Sam would pay the price.

      I shook my head to get the images out, but Embry must have been watching me rather than sleeping like I thought. “You should get some sleep,” he told me.

      “I’m not tired,” I lied, struggling to keep my eyes open.

      “You’re safe for now Lucy. We won’t let anything happen to you.” He gave me a reassuring smile, but I knew he couldn’t promise that. He and Gabriel would both give their lives to protect me, but they were out of their league. “Come here.”

      “I’m not really…” I tried to come up with a lie about how fine I was.

      “Come here,” he repeated, his Italian accent more pronounced when he was tired. I crawled over to where he was sitting and leaned into him while he wrapped his arms around me. “I’ve got you.” He kissed the top of my head. While Gabriel had always kept his distance, at least emotionally, Embry had been a constant source of love and support.

      “I know,” I assured him. It just wasn’t enough.

      “Donovan is weak right now. Every time we come back, it takes a while for our Gifts to return at full strength. Everyone who was following because of him has to be recruited all over. We can go to the plantation, get some supplies, and find somewhere safe so we can be prepared to face him when he comes back.” I knew the only way he would let me fight Donovan was over his dead body, but that was still a likely scenario.

      The compartment was quiet, other than Gabriel’s occasional snore. I tried to concentrate on that, but the longer we sat in the dark, the more I felt the pain and fear I was burying rise up.

      “What did the Chronicles say?” Embry nodded to the book of stories from my ancestors, pulling me from my thoughts.

      “I didn’t get very far,” I admitted. “I think Beth is why Grams made soul cakes for Halloween, though.” One of Beth’s first entries was a recipe for them. “And why we jumped into the creek to celebrate the solstice,” I ventured. It sounded like something she would do.

      “Beth had some superstitions.” I could hear the smile in Embry’s voice.

      “She didn’t grow up at the plantation like the rest of us. Or the manor. She moved to New Orleans when she was little, and never came back. From what I gather, that kind of stuff is accepted there.”

      “It’s definitely a place where magic feels possible,” he agreed.

      “Says the guy who’s turning three-hundred-and-forty-seven.” He and Gabriel both looked like they were in their early twenties, but I now knew that they were Gifted, and had spent the past few centuries protecting my family.

      “The whimsical kind of magic that amazes and amuses, but doesn’t harm or curse,” Embry elaborated.

      “The kind that doesn’t actually exist?” I fished for stories.

      “There has to be a balance somewhere,” he argued.

       

      I didn’t remember falling asleep, but I woke up to Embry gently shaking me.

      “Wake up, bambolina,” he used one of his Italian terms of endearment for me.

      “What’s wrong?” I felt my heart racing. The darkness was gone, and the sun was shining in through the door Gabriel wrenched open, but my fear was ever-present.

      “Nothing’s wrong. We’re just getting off before the end of the line,” Embry assured me with a smile that didn’t quite meet his eyes.

      “What station?” I asked, putting my backpack on, and slowly waking up.

      “We can’t wait for the station. People would see us getting off, we’d have to explain ourselves⁠—”

      “Then how are we getting off?” One look at them told me the answer, but I was not ready to accept it.

      “We jump.” Gabriel gave me a smile. It was his genuine, excited smile, which only made it worse.

      

      Gabriel went first. He lowered himself until he was almost touching the grass, then used his supernatural speed to hit the ground running. I wouldn’t say that I was panicked, but it was more than Embry reassuringly touching my arms that got me to actually jump. I didn’t like Embry using his Gift to manipulate my feelings, but it was better than the alternative of him pushing me out a moving train against my will. As it was, I landed in Gabriel’s arms as softly as could be expected, with my eyes shut tight and possibly not breathing. I could feel Gabriel’s heart pounding next to mind as I tried to calm down.

      “I’ve got you,” Gabriel whispered, no longer running. “I’ll always catch you,” he promised, waiting a little longer before cautiously putting me down.

      “That wasn’t so bad, was it?” he asked without taking his arm off me until we walked a few steps with my legs holding me up, rather than buckling from the shock.

      “I never want to do that again,” I argued. Embry had landed on the grass a dozen feet ahead of us, so I went over to make sure he was okay.

      “There’ll be a bruise in the morning, but I’m fine,” Embry assured me, brushing a twig out of his sandy blonde hair.

      “Which way is home?” I looked from one to the other. I couldn’t even tell you which state we were in.

      “This way.” Embry put his arm around me and confidently steered us in the direction the train came from.
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      “I’ll have the three-egg western omelet with sausage, bacon, and ham on the side. Whole wheat toast is fine. Hash browns, beans, and seasonal fruit would be great, with an order of pancakes and black coffee,” Gabriel ordered from the diner’s waitress while I stared at him in disbelief. He was occasionally hungry enough for an egg, a piece of toast, or a bit of oatmeal, but his usual breakfast consisted of black coffee with nothing else.

      “I’ll have the same, but French toast instead of the pancakes, and espresso rather than coffee,” Embry told the waitress, who raised her eyes to him in surprise. She probably assumed, like me, that Gabriel had ordered for the table.

      “I’ll just have…” My stomach growled as if I hadn’t eaten in days. I looked to the guys and remembered we were starving because none of us had eaten anything but the protein bars from my backpack since before we got to the motel. Plus, they both fought in multiple battles, died, and came back to life. “I’ll have pancakes with bananas and Nutella, and all the meats they’re having.” I chose to forego the fruit and granola yogurt bowl for something more substantial.

      “Coming right up.” The waitress gave us a smile before moving on to her next table. There was a man sitting alone at it with four stacks of pancakes, each with different toppings. We weren’t the first customers to order large amounts of food.

      “I didn’t even realize how hungry I am.” I had to look away when I got the urge to stick my fork into one of the man’s pancakes and eat it.

      “It comes in waves,” Embry explained, as his stomach made the same growl mine had.

      “How are we getting to Boston from here?” The diner menu told me we were in Missouri, which was still a ways from home.

      “I saw a used car dealership down the road. Depending on how legit he is, that could be an option.” Embry tried to make it sound like a fun prospect, but I had no interest in riding in a car from a shady salesman that would likely fall apart on us.

      “We could also hitchhike across the country if staying under the radar is more important than staying alive,” I said in an optimistic way that had Embry shaking his head at me. “I thought we had a breather now, which is why we’re going home. If they’re still looking for us and ready to pounce, I’m not going anywhere near my family.” The guilty feeling in the pit of my stomach intensified when I mentioned Deanna and Clara, Sam’s wife, and daughter. How could I call them ‘family’ when I sacrificed Sam so the bad guys wouldn’t get me?

      “I would never take you in a car that wasn’t completely safe, Tesoro,” Embry assured me. “But we don’t want to be obvious about where we are, or where we’re going.”

      Gabriel’s main focus was on the other patrons in the greasy spoon. Aside from the man with the mountains of pancakes, the diner had two other occupied tables. One with a man in a suit reading the newspaper and drinking black coffee, then another with a young family dressed like they came from church. The parents looked exhausted, while the children were as excited about their brunch as I would be for Disney World.

      “Can I have bananas and strawberries on my pancakes?” the little boy asked.

      “And blueberries!” his younger sister exclaimed.

      “You can have whatever your heart desires,” the dad said, ruffling the little girl’s hair.

      I got lost watching them, thinking how Sam would never be able to ruffle Clara’s hair like that again. Because of me, the only happy family I had ever known was broken.

      “If you could go anywhere in the world, where would you choose?”

      I was surprised when it was Gabriel who asked such a silly question, but I saw concern when I brought my attention back to our table. He’d been watching me watch the family.

      “Italy,” I gave my standard response. “Everywhere.” I shrugged, my heart no longer in it. I still wanted to see the world, but home was the first place I thought of. My main problem was that home wasn’t home anymore.

      “I’m sure we’ll knock a few places off your list.” Embry gave me a smile as the waitress showed up with three plates that all went to Gabriel. She came back multiple times to bring two plates for me, three for Embry, and some sides she left in the middle of the table.

      “Could we go to a library at some point?” I asked, trying to swallow the ginormous bite I took.

      “Missing homework?” Embry raised an eyebrow at me.

      “Research. If I only read what they wrote, I’ll never know more than they knew.” I swallowed and took a piece of bacon from the plates in the middle.

      “I doubt any of it will be in a library,” Gabriel argued.

      “Libraries have internet,” I pointed out as the mother’s phone from the other table went off with the Imperial March. I was momentarily distracted by how cute it was that the little boy hummed along. Once she answered, it only took him a few notes to turn it into a song from Mary Poppins. “And there are biblical references and Latin words I want to confirm,” I came back to our conversation as if I hadn’t spaced out.

      “My Latin is excellent,” Embry volunteered. “But we can still check out a library at some point.”

       

      The conversation took a lull while we savored our meals. I had my doubts about the hole-in-the-wall diner we encountered by the train tracks, but the pancakes were big and fluffy, the bananas were perfectly ripe, and they were generous with the Nutella.

      “Ready to hit the road?” Embry asked once our plates were mostly empty, and he finished his third espresso.

      “I’ll use the restroom, then I’m ready to go.” I stretched as I stood, picked up my backpack with the Chronicles inside, and handed it to Embry to watch while I was gone.

      “We’ll get the bill,” Gabriel told me, motioning the waitress over.

       

      

      The washroom was better than I expected. It was old, stained, and falling apart, but you could tell that it had been cleaned recently.

      I was washing my hands when the young mother from the other table walked in and headed straight for the other sink.

      “Is that one empty too?” she asked me when her soap was empty. She held her hands out like they were covered in something gross and sticky.

      “Nope, it’s all yours,” I told her with a smile, heading to the paper towel dispenser to dry my hands.

      “You’re nicer than the last one.”

      Something about her voice made the hairs on the back of my neck perk up.

      “The last what?” I turned around, looked into her eyes for the first time, and knew exactly what made me uneasy. “You’re one of them.” She was wearing blue contacts, but they only made the darkness underneath stick out. “How did you find us?”

      “Some wounds heal, but they always leave a scar.” She kept her eyes on me as she moved closer.

      “What do you want?”

      I took a step back, only there was nothing but wall behind me. Not even a window to escape from.

      “What I want is to get back to my grandkids and enjoy a nice Sunday brunch.” Like Embry and Gabriel, she was clearly a lot older than she looked. “But Donovan doesn’t believe in coincidences, so the two of us in the same room is apparently too good of an opportunity to pass up on.” She sounded bitter. “Everyone’s gotta have something to live for.” She sighed, giving me the impression that she didn’t think too highly of the Big Bad’s quest.

      “What’s yours?” I asked, my voice shaky. “Have you done it yet?” I scoured the room but didn’t see anything I could use as a weapon. Everything was either bolted down, or innocuous. I could try some of the self-defense Caleb taught me when we were hiding on the island, but this woman was almost a foot taller than me, and looked like she could be a personal trainer.

      “That is so cute. Worried you’ll hurt me so bad I won’t come back?” she mocked me.

      “We can’t all be villains intent on destroying humanity.” I tried to hit a nerve.

      “Don’t let my grandbabies fool you. I’ve killed infants with my bare hands and still sleep soundly every night.”

      “Lucky you.” I swallowed, taking one last look around. I still felt guilty for the Gifted I strangled so I could escape at the gas station. And the guy the house evaporated at the plantation, even if he was trying to kill me at the time.

      “Listen, we can do this the easy way, or I can carry you out in a bag. It’s up to you.” She stood with her hand on her hip.

      “You can’t hurt me,” I said with a conviction I didn’t feel. I knew my death was what they all wanted, since my heart was an ingredient in a ritual they had to perform, but I was pretty sure Donovan’s master – the real Big Bad – had to be the one to do it.

      “I can’t kill you,” she conceded. “But there are lots of ways to get you to him without taking all the life out of you.”

      “My friends are right outside. If I scream, they’ll⁠—”

      “They’ll die,” she said simply, with a lot more confidence than I had earlier. “And I’m not sure if they’ll come back from this.” She touched the sink to her left without taking her eyes off me. The stained ceramic went grey as she turned it to stone.

      A chill went through my entire body. On the bright side, unless she could reverse it, turning my heart to stone meant no one could use it to complete the ritual.

      I saw her take a step towards me and froze. I closed my eyes so I wouldn’t see it coming and put my hands up, as if that could protect me.

      I waited for the blow, but it didn’t come. There was a gust of wind and a loud bang, then nothing but a faint ringing in my ears and tingling in my palms.

      When I opened my eyes, the woman was gone.

      The sink slowly turned back to white ceramic and my heart dropped into my stomach. I stood there, frozen, before looking down at my hands. They still felt tingly, but looked completely normal, without a scratch on them. I cautiously took a step forward, to see if the woman was hiding somewhere, but the sink reverting to its former self told me I wouldn’t find her. The only thing different from before I closed my eyes was a small pile of what looked like sand on the floor where the woman had stood.

      

      “Is everything okay?”

      “What happened?”

      Embry and Gabriel burst into the washroom, probably expecting an explosion based on the noise. All they got was me, standing alone and in shock.

      “We need to get out of here,” I said, snapping myself out of it. There was an explanation for what happened, I just couldn’t think of it with the ringing in my head.

      “Are you alone?” Gabriel looked around to see what had me so frazzled.

      “Yes.” I looked to the pile of sand that was most likely her ashes.

      Embry and Gabriel were looking for answers, but I knew it was only a matter of time before the woman’s husband came to see what was going on, at which point he would either finish her mission, or call the cops on me.

      I ignored their questioning looks and went to leave the washroom, relieved when Embry beat me to the door and opened it for me. I was half-expecting an army of Donovan’s men to be waiting for us, knowing what I did and ready to exact their revenge. Instead, the hallway leading to the washrooms was empty.

      “Let’s go this way,” I suggested once I saw that Embry already had my bag on his shoulder.

      I brought us to a back door that opened to a row of dumpsters. I could see the road off to my right, but every other direction had tall grass covered in dew. It would be great to hide in, but we wouldn’t get very far, at least not very fast. There was a car parked on the other side of the dumpsters, probably older than me, covered in rust, with a duct-taped plastic sheet covering one of the windows. It was falling apart, but would serve our purpose as long as we ditched it before the owner reported it stolen and the cops caught up with us. I was about to make sure one of the guys could hotwire it when I heard the unmistakable hissing of a large bus using its brakes. “Do you have cash?” I asked instead, hurrying towards the road. There was a guy my age walking around the front of a city bus, wearing headphones and looking down at his feet instead of the world around him.

      I looked back towards the diner and saw the husband was no longer sitting at his table, but standing in the middle of the restaurant, looking upset. We did not have time to argue over not having bus fare.

      “I think I have a twenty.” Embry fished it out of his pocket. They followed me into the road but looked at me with confusion and fear. I wondered if my face was as red as it felt, if they could see it. Maybe not what happened, but that I caused something terrible, without meaning to.

       

      Luckily the bus driver, a plump woman with tight curls, waited for us to get on.

      “You’re new, child,” she said, looking me up and down as I walked by.

      For the first time today, I looked down at myself. It was hidden by the table at the diner, but our adventures from last night were now on full display. Gabriel’s jacket covered most of Sam’s blood, but the mud was everywhere.

      We took our seats, and the bus took off. I looked back at the diner through the window and saw my victim’s husband rush through the doors to look around outside. I could almost feel his anger as he kicked the ground and took another look in each direction before going back inside. I let out the breath of relief and sat back in my chair. He wasn’t coming after us. At least not for now.

      

      The guys waited for the adrenaline to die down and for my breathing to go back to normal before they both looked at me with all their worried intensity.

      “What happened in there?” Gabriel’s tone demanded an answer.

      “The woman who came in after me, she was Gifted. One of Donovan’s more willing participants.” I swallowed and saw Gabriel clench his fists.

      “Why didn’t you scream, or call for us?” Embry asked.

      “She said she would kill you,” I said simply. “I believed her. She touched the sink and it turned to stone,” I cut them off before they could defend their fighting skills against a lone assailant.

      “But she left you?” Embry was confused.

      “The sinks were normal when we came in,” Gabriel pointed out.

      “She died,” I whispered.

      “How?” I felt like the guilt must be written all over my face, but they were expecting an answer.

      “She was coming at me, but I couldn’t find anything to stop her with, so I closed my eyes and raised my hands and…and pouf.”

      “And pouf?” Gabriel pressed.

      “There was something that sounded like an explosion and when I opened my eyes, she was gone. The sink went back to normal.”

      “The pile of sand,” Embry realized.

      “Ash,” Gabriel corrected. Neither of them took their eyes off me.

      “Looks like you’ve got powers,” Embry said with a sad smile, sounding worried more than anything. He wrapped his arm around my shaking frame while I kept my hands glued to my sides, terrified of what they might do.
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      We didn’t get off the bus until the end of the line, at which point our driver told us of some nearby hotels, and showers we could use. We got the hint.

      “Child.” She stopped me when I was on the steps, with the guys on the ground, clocking our surroundings. “I don’t know if they’re the bad situation, or if they took you away from it, but there’s a women’s shelter two blocks that way. Tony will be on the bench, ready to step in if they give you trouble.” The look in her eyes told me she had been there before.

      “Thank you.” I was touched by her concern. “But they’re the ones keeping me safe.”

      “It’s always open,” she called after me when I stepped off.

       

      “Where to?” I asked the guys, looking around the busy street. If I had managed to convince someone to bring me here last summer, I would have admired the Gateway Arch that towered over their skyscrapers and spent hours watching old boats pass us by on the Mississippi River. As it was, the hustle and bustle of the city put me on edge, with every person we crossed a potential threat to be avoided and feared.

      Embry and Gabriel gave each other a look, then reached a decision with head tilts and shoulder shrugs.

      “This way,” Embry ushered me over once they were on the move. We went from the main streets to side streets until we reached back alleys that, while creepy, made me feel less out of place.

      “Tip Top Body Shop?” I read when we stopped. Gabriel stayed with me while Embry went to check if it was open.

      “This was Eli’s place, once upon a time. It shut down over a decade ago, but as far as we know, he still owns it, and it’s really old, so they can’t tear it down.”

      “Eli as in the guy who lost an ear and was half-deaf for decades?” They’d mentioned the name once before. There was a blue circle plaque beside the door, so I went closer to check it out. “He was from here? Established 1905 by Elias Nettle, oldest garage and gas station in Missouri,” I read out loud.

      “In his first life and everything,” Gabriel agreed. “I think by the end he was pretending to be Elias Nettle the Eighth or something. Family-run since the day it opened.” He gave a rare smile.

      “Why did it close?”

      “His line died out.” Gabriel’s tone was simple, but I could tell from his face that it was anything but.

      “You were close?”

      “We all were.”

      I made a mental note to ask Embry, who was always more forthcoming, before he motioned us over to the now-open front door.

      “You’ve done this a lot?” I guessed.

      “Eli had a lot of qualities, but he was never going to be the one to help you in the middle of the night.”

      “Because of his ear?” It might be hard to hear if you were sleeping on your only ear.

      “Even before that.” I got another tiny smile from Gabriel.

      “He just wouldn’t come?” After Terrence and Caleb who selflessly housed us while we were on the run, risking their lives in the process…I had trouble picturing a friend of theirs that selfish.

      “He couldn’t hear you over his own snoring. It was horrendous. The phone, knocking, sirens…nothing got through to him once he fell asleep. He would wake up every morning at six, without an alarm, but good luck if you needed him before then,” Embry shared.

      “This is how you would sneak into his shop in the middle of the night?”

      “Exactly.”

      “We once spent hours trying to wake him up after we kidnapped him for his bachelor party. We were not as careful as we should have been in transporting him, and we started drinking long before we tried to wake him,” Gabriel admitted. I couldn’t help but wonder if his we included Embry, and they’d actually hung out together and had fun, not just to protect my family.

       

      The inside looked like an abandoned garage. Usually, when a business closes, the owners liquidate their inventory, selling whatever they can to recoup their costs. They would also go through the normal steps and procedures to close down a business, at least on a daily level. This place looked more like everyone got up mid-workday and left. There was a car up on the pillars with two tires off, tools and paperwork all over, a desk calendar with future appointments… The only signs that it wasn’t a working garage were the lights being off, and the inches of dust coating every surface. When Gabriel said Eli’s line died out, I got the feeling it was all at once.

      “We can stay here tonight and head out in the morning,” Embry suggested.

      “We can’t go home anymore,” I pointed out.

      “Where do you want to go?”

      “Far away from Boston.” I was horrified at the idea of going anywhere near the people I loved. “You said we had a breather now, that we were safe for a while, but Donovan knew we were at the diner. He called that woman and told her I was there.”

      “That phone call could have been anything,” Gabriel argued.

      “But it wasn’t. Maybe everyone out there knows what I look like, but she wouldn’t have come after me if Donovan didn’t make her.”

      “I’m sorry,” Embry said like he had failed me, yet again.

      “I don’t understand how they keep finding us.” Gabriel was angry. “We knew they would come to the plantation, but we were careful after that. The safe house, the motel…we did everything right.”

      “Wounds heal but they sometimes leave a scar,” I admitted. “I asked her and that’s what she told me.” I shrugged, not sure what she meant by it. I had a lot of emotional scars that were never going to heal, but physically I was fine.

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” Embry voiced what I was thinking, then looked to Gabriel, to see if he had any ideas.

      “It wasn’t like they followed us. We ditched our phones, we traveled in a chicken coop, and…you died,” I said when it hit me, but they both looked at me like I was crazy.

      “We both died, but that wouldn’t help them find us. It’s not like sparks go up and light the sky,” Embry argued.

      “She said some wounds heal, but they always leave a scar. That’s true for normal people, but when you guys come back, the wounds are gone, right?”

      “Like it never happened,” they both agreed.

      “You once told me you always buzz at the airport because there’s shrapnel in your shoulder from⁠—”

      “The wound healed, but the scar is on the inside. They put something in me when they found us at the plantation,” Gabriel realized.

      My excitement at figuring it out died when I understood the implications. “That’s my theory, but it sounds too high-tech for him, so it’s probably not…”

      “Don’t underestimate him. He’s not alone. Even if he is as clueless as you would expect from someone his age, which I don’t think is the case, his followers are kids your age. Some of them probably work at Google or Facebook,” Embry warned.

      “We need to take it out before we leave here.” Gabriel gave Embry a look and a subtle nod in my direction.

      “Later tonight,” Embry agreed.

      “We can take care of it later, because we need supplies and a clean environment to do it in, but from now on, I’m not being the kid who has to be protected from the truth. I know you want to protect me, so you can keep all the evil people away, but I will be right there when Embry digs around inside you to get it out,” I warned Gabriel.

      “Not offering to do the honors?” He gave me a sad smile.

      “I would if there was no one else,” I assured him. “I’ll hold your hand and help in any way I can, but I would rather not cause you pain if I can help it.”

      “Luckily for you, Embry enjoys it.”

      Embry rolled his eyes, not dignifying the accusation with a response.

      “Let’s get you cleaned up,” he said instead, showing me to the apartment above the garage.

      

      I was expecting a messy bachelor pad with stuff lying out as if the owners left in a hurry, like the garage below, but it was empty. Or I should say devoid of anything personal. There were fresh sheets on top of the night table and neatly folded towels on the sink’s counter, along with a pack of hotel toiletries. There were no photos, no knick-knacks, absolutely nothing to even hint at who Eli was.

      I took the shampoo, conditioner, and body wash, then put the water as hot as it would go, which still left a lot to be desired. At first, I let the water rinse off the dark brown crust, telling myself it was only mud, determined to keep it together. The blood was caked onto me, so it was indistinguishable from the crusted mud, until I looked at the stained water circling the drain.

      It brought me back to the plantation, to watching Gabriel’s blood swim down the drain, but at least he came back. I was traumatized then, but this was so much worse. Sam was gone. Forever.

      Once I was as clean as could be on the outside, I put on a pair of shorts and a t-shirt, with Gabriel’s jacket on top. The chill wasn’t letting me go.

      

      I found Embry in the kitchen, making mac and cheese. All I could smell was cheese and butter.

      “We also have a healthy salad,” Embry assured me without turning away from the pot he was stirring.

      “Thank you.” I took a seat and filled my plate with salad. His ‘healthy’ salad had a dressing made of olive oil, balsamic vinegar, and honey over a bed of mixed greens, cashews, and raisins.

      “Is it ready?” Gabriel came in with his shirt off, looking like he’d been lifting weights, with his earbuds in and sweat glistening.

      “Pretty much.” Embry turned around and saw his attire. “Trying to look pretty for me?” he teased.

      “I don’t know how butchered I’ll be by the time you’re done with me. This might be the last time I can do anything,” Gabriel defended himself.

      “Until the next time you die,” I said dryly.

      “This smells delicious. Thank you,” Gabriel said after a slight pause, where we all sat in silence. I didn’t mean to be bitter and make things unpleasant, I just couldn’t help it.

      “It’s perfect,” I seconded.

      “Gabriel also picked up some dessert.” Embry cautiously smiled once we were done with the meal. Gabriel went up to the freezer and came back with cookie dough ice cream.

      “Will the Big Bad be intimidated if I weigh three-hundred pounds?”

      “No, but we feel better about ourselves when we supply you with comfort foods, and convince ourselves they make you feel better.”

      “All better.” I gave them a smile and took a spoonful of ice cream.

      

      The guys gave each other looks again, then both got up and walked out of the room. They looked at me with confusion when I followed them.

      “No more keeping things from me, remember?” I pointed out, then walked past them into a room with a table they’d somehow already set up for surgery. There was a garbage bag under the ledge of it to catch the blood, and a tray with the instruments Embry would need.

      Gabriel shrugged at my determination, then took his place on the table.

      Embry looked at me, then to Gabriel, and sighed.

      “Hold him down.” He let me take part. He took out a scalpel and hand sanitizer, then moved with purpose. I wanted to ask what he was doing with this stuff, but I had to prove myself if I wanted them to stop leaving me out. By the time I figured out how I was going to control Gabriel without getting in the way, Embry had spread the sanitizer and brought the scalpel to his skin.

      “You’re going in blind?” I asked, shocked.

      “Do you have an ultrasound machine lying around?” Gabriel countered, like I was the one being ridiculous.

      “No anesthesia or anything?” This was going a lot faster than I expected. Embry pressed hard enough on the scalpel that he drew blood, but didn’t cut yet.

      To answer my question, Gabriel took out a bottle of Jack Daniels and downed a few gulps of liquid courage. “Go,” he told Embry, who nodded to me.

      I did my best to hold Gabriel down, but he was used to pain, and mostly gritted his teeth through it. He barely moved while Embry dug around inside him, but I kept one arm and my body weight across his chest, in case. My other hand found his and held it throughout the procedure, although I’m not sure if that was more for him or for me.

      My biggest fear was that I was wrong, and Embry wouldn’t find anything inside him. That he would poke around and cause immeasurable pain before giving up and bringing us back to square one. Fortunately for my guilt, after some very pointed looks from Gabriel, Embry eventually pulled out a tiny black device. If that didn’t confirm my theory enough, there was a flashing red light at the end of it.

      “We got it,” Embry told his patient, holding it up so Gabriel could see. He handed it to him before grabbing a needle and thread to stitch him up.

      “Our first clue.” Gabriel showed the tiniest bit of enthusiasm before finally passing out from what must be unimaginable pain.

      “That’s not normal thread,” I pointed out, a poor attempt at distracting myself. It looked a lot thicker than the one Mrs. Boyd used on my clothes, once upon a time. “You had this lying around?”

      “We left the garage as is, maybe as a shrine, maybe because it was hard, but Eli asked us to turn the apartment into a refuge. In our line of work, that requires a very elaborate first aid kit,” Embry explained.

      “You should splurge on an ultrasound machine next time.” I got a smile as he stitched Gabriel’s skin back together. “What happened downstairs?” I felt him tense up.

      “Nothing.” I got the feeling Embry was just as close to Eli as Gabriel. “Eli’s Gift was to see the future. Sometimes he could make a vision happen, other times they came to him unbidden. He would share if he thought it could help you, but didn’t see the point in hurting people before bad things happened. There was a man who didn’t like what he saw and kept trying to convince Eli to change it. One day, the man went to the market and shot Eli’s wife, as well as his three remaining descendants. Eli was working in the garage when he heard, so he ordered everyone out, threw a chair into the apartment window and never came back.”
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