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The Knives have been sharpened.

Tash finds special youths. People with powers and abilities that make them different than the rest of their generation. She finds them and she trains them, to guard themselves both against threats from outside their community... and from within it.

Following a terrible personal tragedy, Tash takes her young students — Kelly, Iseult, and Nick — on a getaway to escape the madness that is their normal lives. They need a chance to just be young, she knows.

But a chance encounter with the psychic projector Thatcher catches the teens in a desperate conspiracy that might unravel one of the darkest secrets known. And to stop them from figuring it out, those behind it have sent a elite killing squad to deal with the teens: the Knives of Engen.

Can the team survive long enough to reveal the shocking truth?

Written by renowned bestselling author Matthew Daniels in his debut novel. Destiny doesn't wait for anyone.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


PROLOGUE
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Aboard the Huginn, International Waters

“Do you even use the machines?”

Jacinta was well into her fourth incision. Silas, the one who spoke, was not really looking for the answers to the questions he was asking. He imagined this whole process – the surgical auditorium, the surgical team, the subjects, the students (for lack of a better word), the researchers, the scientists, the operatives and Section Heads, all of it – to be like ancient Greek theatre. There were performances, lessons, rhetoric, and dialogue. A sense of community. Allegory, in a manner of speaking. Silas was asking his questions for the benefit of both the live audience and the recordings.

Everything was recorded. Not only the obvious data, like which anatomization room (AR) was used, which staff were participating, and what were the subject’s physical and mental states, but anything else the researchers might need for posterity: who attended in the gallery; shipboard time; people of note who were absent; weather and other conditions outside the facility; location at sea to a thousandth of a second; subjects before and after this procedure; what other work everyone in the AR had done that day; equipment used; and so on.

“I use everything,” Jacinta eventually replied. “Note the bone responses in the left ulna, right radius, ribs, and tibia.” A myriad of cameras had been set up at a wide variety of angles. She pointed as she spoke. “When one works at a calibre such as my own, and indeed at the scale we seek here,” she continued, waving her scalpel about to take in everyone present, “one must be sufficiently adept so as to proceed without halting to consult every measure. Imagine writing a journal entry in which you stop to consult a dictionary for the spelling of every word. That would do more than slow you. You wouldn’t follow through on a mood, you would miss big-picture elements, and you might even make mistakes in your grammar. Forests and trees. Pay particular attention to the thermal scanners while I explore the nerve clusters surrounding the left infraspinatus.”

Many of the audience blinked or sat straighter as Jacinta hopped between musing aloud, holding conversation, and directing her team. “Noted,” Silas said, the moment she’d finished speaking. He was grinning behind his mask. He knew she’d know that, most likely from the tone of his voice. But he wondered about the things she could know. And how she knew them.

Jacinta was an event in herself. In the years he’d worked with her on Engen’s ship-borne labs, Silas had found that getting to know her wasn’t about watching her grow. Most people, as you got to know them, developed as you watched. You saw them cut people or things out of their lives. Dating, shifts in friendships or marriages, having children, the empty nest, education, changing jobs. Ambitions, goals, book clubs, sweaters. Yet Silas was starting to wonder if Jacinta had a kinship with the subjects of the Huginn.

Learning about Jacinta was an exercise in cross-sections.

“Why Baroque?” Silas asked suddenly. While the surgeon kept her gaze on her work, he could afford the odd glance, and he saw the ripple and sparkle of attention in the audience. While there were some muffled whines or muzzle-snuffed screams from the subject, most of the sound in the AR proper had two sources: the life supports, vital surveillance, and surgical implements on the one hand; and music from the speakers on the other. It was low volume. Background: intended to encourage concentration and creativity. In contrast to the majority of the people working in both Sections of the operation, Jacinta’s music always came from a record player.

Knowing that there was a needle carving a path was important to her.

“While I love the ideology of the Renaissance,” Jacinta answered, laying a hand on the patient at the edge of her incision as she explored, “I do not pursue world change just for the upheaval. I want what’s built after. They carved stone more than anything else in those days, but you can learn many things from where the surface splits. From the blade and where it parts things.” Her tone wandered from a clinical answer to a slower, more hushed distraction.

They were listening to Tonos Humanos, a collection of secular classical work composed by the Spaniard José Marín in the late 17th century. Some of his history had sparked Jacinta’s interest as well, but she left the discussion at the Baroque.

Silas glanced at whispers, furious notes, and gleaming gazes. “You’re never really talking about what you’re talking about, are you?”

Most of the others in the Section felt they had two missions: fulfilling their role and learning from Jacinta. They never used honorifics, nicknames, or other such things. The only other person named Jacinta used her middle name because the Sections reserved that name, set aside like a social monolith.

The surgeon rolled her eyes. “I’m proud of what I’ve accomplished, and of what I’m continuing to do with my life,” she said. Silas got the impression she wasn’t talking to him. “But what we’re doing is far more important than status.” It was her teaching tone of voice: imperious, but oddly coaxing. Like a monarch nudging his most promising general into an unprecedented battle. “This subject is not an individual, but an organ in a bigger system. We don’t get uncomfortable cutting out bad organs for transplant, or studying the tissues. We work toward greater healing, something bigger and more alive.”

“I’ll take that as a no.”

By now, Jacinta had completed the preliminary stages. This would be a lengthy, elaborate exploratory procedure. With proper equipment and such an exemplary team, the subject should be sustained for many hours. He may even survive, which would have value for future studies. But it wasn’t necessary.

As she delved further, both into tissues and into her ideas and the vast network of knowledge she was bringing to bear, she found that her surroundings became like the music. It was present, and she’d notice it if she really concentrated, but doing so would derail her work. Even her own commands were background: “Prepare ultrasound implants. Here. Here. Here.”

Others said things that she automatically acknowledged but which were instantly melded into her mind map of the whole process. In a way, she’d cut herself out of the room. All of this blended with a thought experiment she’d been playing in the back of her mind for a long time, though often in a blurred way. It had needed years to percolate as she played with the world and tried to make it blink.

Even with a shallow, straight cut. Even without a scar, and no need for stitches. Even with nothing removed. Once you’ve parted the surface, you’ve cut something away. None of the removal was the point, however; what mattered to her was how this changed what remained. A chunk of wood carved away loses weight, size, strength, and any trace of ever having been a tree. Nevertheless, all that cutting away turned it into a wheel, an ornament, a weapon, furniture, pieces of houses, or bridges.

What could you fashion by cutting away bits of the world? Life? Society? A person?

Yourself?

This was what she called the Diary of Knives.

“Machina deus est,” she said. 
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CHAPTER 01: THE EXECUTION OF EVERYDAY THINGS
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Mill Bay Beach Park, Kodiak, Alaska

The ocean wrote its shadows on the beach. Feet cut their play into it. Laughter and the songs of sunlight strayed from the scripts of calendars and pay stubs.

A volleyball filled Iseult’s face.

“I’m not even playing!” she huffed as she picked herself up.

“Oh, have some fun!” Nick chided. “The world is our oyster!”

“What if I don’t like oysters?” demanded Iseult as she gathered herself up. She was the only one not exposing her legs. Nick wore shorts. Kelly had a two-piece bathing suit and Tash, the group’s de facto mother, wore a one-piece, a towel, sunblock, and sunglasses.

“You love oysters!” Kelly declared, grabbing up two fistfuls of sand and whipping them upwards while spreading out her arms. The result was an (attempted) arc of sprayed earth, like the human answer to fairy dust.

“You’re not the boss of me!” Iseult did her best to deliver the childish line with bravado, but then dropped the volleyball in order to kick it at Nick.

“That’s not h-” started Nick.

A child swept between them, grabbing the ball in a running bear hug and continuing, without losing stride, to go beyond their unmarked boundaries.

As Iseult and Nick stood blinking, Kelly called out a half-laughing, “Hey!” and was the first to give chase. The other two followed suit, with Tash calling out, “Go, little guy! You got this!”

“Traitor!” called Nick and Kelly at once.

Shaking her head and chuckling, wondering how the others managed to sweep her up in this, Iseult began gaining ground on Kelly. Neither of the three were running full tilt; the child couldn’t have been a day past seven years old. Iseult called out, “Quack! Quack! Quack!”

“NOT THE DUCKS!” cried the child, swinging the ball side-to-side to keep his balance with each stride.

A pair of adults with a picnic setup called out the child’s name, but the trio didn’t relent in their mock chase. Slowing with fatigue, the little one suddenly turned and called out, “Parley!”

Unable to resist, the trio all stopped and doubled over with laughter. “That’s not...” Nick got out.

“...not what that...” Kelly added.

“...means!” Iseult finished.

“Three to one! Not fair!” said the kid, holding the ball. His father stood with hands on hips while the mother, smiling, just shook her head. Tash, a grin on her face, returned to her book.

Nick turned to the ladies. “I guess we’ll need a spokesperson to parley.” He began to step forward.

Swiftly, Iseult inserted herself at the fore. “I’m Captain...” she thought for a moment, reflecting on something she used to enjoy when she was the boy’s age. “...Innkey! Of the Pierian Spring,” she declared proudly. “And I won’t stand for your pirate ways!”

The child drew himself up. “Respect, Cap’n Inky! I’m General Wallop from the Starship...” here he touched his lip, awkwardly adjusting the ball. “...Spongepants!”

Nick went red, struggling not to laugh at the child. Kelly put on a serious face with better success. Tash looked up at Iseult when she heard the reference to the Pierian Spring. She felt obscurely proud. The parents caught her gaze and they exchanged smiles.

“Well, General,” Iseult strove for straight-faced diplomacy, “I must ask why you’ve secured our property upon the...” her lips wrestled “...Spongepants.”

“Volleyballs are for everyone!” the child proudly declared.

As they watched this exchange, Nick and Kelly stole glances at each other. Both resisted the temptation to speak out of turn. After all, their captain was parleying. Nick registered that a crowd far to his left, some distance past a cluster of splashing rocks, included seven children moving in an ungainly way. They held their arms straight in front of them, wrists limply suspended, and slowly chased one youngster wielding a foam bat and a toy gun that fired little hollow balls.

“We’re vacationing in these waters,” Iseult replied, “and we brought that ball for our adventure. You wouldn’t want to interrupt our adventure?”

“Can I be a pirate?” asked the boy.

“You must be,” she reasoned, “because why else would you take the ball? But you said you’re a general, and they don’t take things.”

“They do if it’s for everyone! It’s a pirate’s honour!” This “General Wallop” stood so proudly that Nick burst out laughing at the sheer brazen confidence.

“To the brig with you!” Iseult commanded with a half-smile. “This is parley!”

Doing his best to look dejected, Nick obediently walked down to the water’s edge and promptly sat on the moist sand. With each lap of Alaskan sea water, he gasped. “How do people swim in this?” he murmured under the sounds of surfers and swimmers behind him. He faced the other youths and did his best to only watch Kelly. Out of the corner of his eye he could still clearly make out the eight children playing at a zombie chase.

Kelly looked over her shoulder at Tash, who was frowning and consulting a notebook. I’ll have to call her out on that. We’re not the only ones who need a break.

When Nick accepted his punishment, Iseult had immediately turned her attention on the interloper. She hadn’t yet noticed the eight. “Are you a general turned pirate, then?”

“Yes’m!” he said, and thumped his chest with a closed fist in the fashion of centurions. He was playing fast and loose with all manner of historical or fictional references. “I became a pirate to save Ruby Gloom!”

“That’s...” Iseult’s voice shivered with suppressed humour “...that’s just so admiral of you! I mean, admirable,” and she broke down giggling. “I’m sorry,” she said as she recovered herself.

The child also laughed. “It’s okay! Even people with big ships make mistakes!”

Kelly noticed something about Nick, even from the fifteen feet or so to the shore, that tugged on her. He put on a brave face, and looked like he was watching them, but she knew. She knew when he wasn’t blinking quite often enough, or that little difference in tension between one side of the face and the other. He was looking at (or thinking about) something specific. Her thoughts about this distracted her from the conversation.

“Well?” Iseult demanded. “Lieutenant Kelly?” I need this. I hope his parents are nice.

“Hm?” she looked at Iseult blankly.

“Here!” the little one said suddenly as he threw the ball to her. She caught it, blinking her eyes and tucking in her chin.

“Whoa!” Kelly said.

Iseult put her hands on her hips and pretended to be offended. “General Wallop!” she declared.

“It’s for everyone!” he said, as though this were the most obvious thing in the world. Then: “She could use it. Wanna help me find pirate treasure?”

“All right,” the boy’s mother called. “Let the nice people be, now.”

“Oh, it’s okay! We were just having fun,” Iseult said with a friendly wave.

“Your friend all right?” the father asked, arms folded and lifting his chin in Nick’s direction.

The two girls turned his way and saw that he’d shifted. His expression was a rictus of silence. Kelly and Iseult looked at each other with a frown and started walking toward him, looking in the direction of his attention.

A girl with a Russian accent was running from the other seven. She’d most likely been talking already, but this was the first time anyone in the trio heard her words. “Down with ze undead!” she cried, shooting a boy in the leg with a toy ball. He fell to the sand and started crawling at her, making exaggerated groans and calls for brains.

Nick sat. He watched the children and did not feel the surf on his behind. He heard no waves, no birds. The scents that dove into his waking moments came not from the beach but from a house in Atlanta. Even as the Russian girl fired her gun, he heard glass shattering. Red stenches filled his nostrils and wooden songs of people fighting in a house shattered his-

“Nicolas!”

It was like the lifting of the stomach as a person slips at the top of a flight of stairs. Held in the desperate gravity of a hard moment, he needed a second to be himself again. His contacts were steel grey today. They were focused on Tash, who stood in front of him. She still held her pen. Kelly’s hands ran through his hair. He forced a smile. “Mill Bay Beach Park,” he said.

“Sometimes it tastes bitter,” Iseult said.

Everyone looked at her.

“The beach?” Nick’s quip was pale.

Iseult stuck out her tongue. “Medicine, dork.”

Tash knelt in front of Nick. Iseult dug her nails into her palms. Every time she spoke up, it seemed she was doing something awkward or telling jokes that didn’t translate. But these people made her want to try, anyway. She watched them try to help Nick. If she knew exactly how he felt, why couldn’t she help him?

“Ah, c’mon!” He started. As he shuffled his legs to stand, Tash pressed him down with a hand on the shoulder. “You’re embarrassing me in front of the war hero!”

“Am I a war hero?” Kelly asked.

Nick blushed. “Well, yes, but...that is, I meant...” and he pointed a helpless finger at the children. Even as he glanced at the kids going off in another direction, a defeated “zombie” tearing open a packet of mini-cookies, the parents of the youths were lounging in Nick’s peripheral vision, oblivious to the women and their sitting friend.

“I told you before about the eyes,” Tash admonished. “Pick a colour.”

“I did!”

“I mean the same one.”

“They’re both grey!”

Tash sighed and stepped away. “Maybe we should go home...”

“No!” Iseult protested.

They all looked at her again.

She stood her ground. “We’ve already done therapy. We said we’d try a vacation. Take it easy. Step back. No pressure. No remembering.”

“I’m fine,” Nick began.

Iseult pressed on: “None of us are fine. That’s why we came to a place that’s four places.” Tash furrowed her brow and opened her mouth, but Iseult continued: “A mill, a bay, a beach, and a park. We’re now at the beach called Mill Bay Beach Park,” and now she attempted a grin. “But I don’t think we actually need to go to a mill.” Iseult usually felt like the adult, but when her jokes fell flat, she was suddenly the most teenaged of the teenagers under Tash’s care.

Kelly helped Nick stand. “So you’re saying walk it off?”

The twinge was brief, and she thought it should have been anger. It was sadness. Iseult breathed out of her nose. “Well, sort of. We knew this sort of stuff would happen. You all heard me talking in my sleep, or so you said this morning.”

“What do you think?” Tash asked Kelly.

“I think we should just swim right now,” Kelly replied after a moment of tapping her chin. “We can talk and unpack and study and stuff when we get back to the hotel.”

“I’m game,” Iseult said. She was their best swimmer.

“I’m sure you are, dear,” Tash said. She did her best to suppress a smile.

Even as Iseult blinked, Nick and Kelly set about carrying her to the shoreline. “I have extra lives!” she declared and tried to get out of Kelly’s grip. Nick had her legs and wasn’t going to lose to her. Not like this. “I’ll respawn! I’ll...I’ll CAMP!” but by this point she’d found her way into the air.

Then came the water.

Nick and Kelly high-fived, then Nick whumped under the water. Tash and Kelly started laughing. “I’ll be your knight in shining armour!” Kelly declared. “I’ll save y-” she slid backwards as her feet were pulled out from under her. She recognized Iseult’s grip.

Iseult popped up. “Naaataaashaaa! It’s two against-”

The sound of a blast, if you’re at the right distance, grows in the ears and the bones like a kind of mould. You think it’s coming from inside you. At the very least, it covers the surfaces of things. Water ripples, glass clinks, even the teeth can hum. You feel it, you see the evidence of it. Only then do you hear it.

Nick and Kelly re-emerged even as Iseult was looking around. “What was-” Kelly started.

Tash was already on her phone.

All activity on the beach had ceased as everyone turned about, looking for the source of the blast. The child claiming to be Captain Wallop called out, “There!”

Kelly, Iseult, and Nick were marching toward Tash as best they could in the water. It was colder than they’d all expected, but no one wanted to admit to it. Even in spring, it was the kind of cold that tensed muscles to the point that moving was a blocky and wooden experience. Everything seemed sharper, even the shuddering of the earth and sky as the blast reached the vacationers.

“What’s goi-” Nick started, but Iseult and Kelly each put a hand on his shoulder. Kelly scanned the youths to be sure they were okay. Iseult’s attention was on Kelly and Nick. South, past all the hilly mounds of rock and shrubbery, smoke rose from down the road they’d taken to get to the beach.

Tash put a hand over her mouth as she continued talking. “...don’t be. You couldn’t have known. I’ll be there soon. Thanks for telling me personally. Yes, thank you. You too. Good luck!”

She hung up, continued to stare at the rising torrent of smoke, and took a breath to gather herself.

“I thought this was a private trip?” asked Iseult.

Tash blinked. “Hm? Oh! It is. My contacts told me Alaska was all clear. Until I just called them, wondering what was going on.”

“Cops,” Nick said. Before anyone could say anything, he added: “Fire department. Paramedics. Hell, they probably have neighbo-”

“It was Providence,” Tash interjected. When Kelly raised a brow, she clarified: “The Kodiak Island hospital.” Her mouth was a firm line. “And you know I’m no amateur, young man.”

“Sorry,” he said, feeling a little lame.

Iseult frowned. “Should you be? I mean, why not emergency services?”

“I chose this place because I had it scouted,” Tash repeated. “You wanted to be far away from Gavin, didn’t you?” Kelly shuddered. Tash gave her a look like chocolate still warm from the hand. “I know, sweetie, but you need to at least hear his name without getting wigged out.”

“Who were you talking to?” Kelly asked.

“Make-up,” she replied.

“Huh?” Nick said.

Iseult caught on: “Less is more.”

“You don’t wear make-up,” Nick said.

“Glad to see you still have that talent for observation,” Iseult said dryly.

“Why are you letting us banter?” Kelly asked.

“Because I’m thinking about what we should do. Get your things,” Tash said as she folded her portable chair and collected her notes and her book.

They continued to talk as they obliged. “How will I know more by not knowing who you were talking to?” asked Nick.

“You’ll catch on,” Iseult said when Tash didn’t reply. Then: “So, let’s hear it.”

Silence. They reached the car, loaded up, and were in even as Nick said, “Let’s hear it, Mom.”

Tash looked at Nick through the rearview mirror, a smile poking through even as she wrestled with getting them involved. This was a vacation, they might get mixed up in something now, and Nick just called her Mom. He probably meant nothing by it. She rubbed her mouth with one hand as the other turned the ignition. “When I called my contacts, they were already investigating. We don’t have a lot yet. There’s so much chaos. I’m so sorry.”

“For what?” asked Kelly.

“We came here to heal,” Iseult said, “not to be safe.”

The couple looked at her. Tash drove. She opened her mouth a few times but didn’t know how to respond to that. Instead she focused on the issue: “Suicide bomber. They didn’t think it would go this far. They were keeping tabs on him.” Then she answered the question she knew was coming: “My contacts thought the bomber might be...of interest to us.”

Nick was watching out the window now. Kelly was in front with Tash. Iseult was thinking, but Tash could see in the rearview that Iseult’s thinking looked a lot like staring forward intently. Tash took a breath through her nose. Kelly asked, “Like us?”

There was a different kind of heat in the car.

Tash drummed her fingers on the wheel. “You know you kids mean more to me than your gifts.” It wasn’t a question. Kelly squeezed her hand. Nick nodded, looking Tash in the eye through the rearview, wearing an expression suggesting that that was obvious. Iseult showed no sign she’d registered the conversation.

“I just meant the gift thing,” Kelly said. “Like, having them.” She blushed.

Tash swallowed. The hospital, a crowd, and emergency lights glittered into being around them like daytime starlight. “I’ll get the shirts and stuff in the trunk,” Nick said.

“Thank you,” Tash said as she stepped out of the car.

Iseult got out too but did not join Nick because she was more covered than the others. Not too covered to be out of place sitting on a beach. Reaching her elbows and knees, her spandex seemed a little odd to be out of the water. She’d pulled on sneakers, not bothering with socks, when they got to the car.

In front of them, people were a faceless cloud mirroring the ashes that rose from the hospital.

Police were already on the scene, struggling to push back the ever-growing crowd.

“There aren’t enough,” Iseult said to no one.

But the crowd changed. Nurses came waddling out of the hospital wearing a pouched shirt/dress that made them look like flying squirrels. In each pouch was a baby. This was how they got the newborns out of the nursery. Some people were wheeled out. Others were using crutches. The crowd parted ways when the fire truck approached. It stopped being about spectators and curiosity. The police maintained a barrier and focused on a head count, conferring with nurses.

The doctors seemed nearly as much at a loss for what to do as the general public. Iseult watched them and understood: they helped the victims of this kind of situation. They weren’t supposed to be the ones displaced, and such a remote community probably didn’t do much to train them for it. She watched as someone gathered them all together and led away the ones who struggled to recover or hadn’t already joined the relief efforts. Tables were being set up. Beverages, food, blankets, and other sundries began growing out of the milling throng. Cars came and went. Firefighters went to work.

“Seeing anything I’m not?” Tash asked Nick.

“Not really,” he said. “Nothing that helps.”

Kelly put a hand on his belly and the other on his far shoulder, resting her chin on the nearer one. “Let us be the judge of that, handsome.” She pecked his neck.

He leaned his head on hers a moment, conferring more gratitude to her than most of the others might have noticed. Iseult folded her arms and closed her eyes. Nick began: “The woman helping the doctors is with the public library. She gave someone a card with the library’s info. They’re helping coordinate the town, I think. But there are more service people, like cops and stuff, than what we’ve got here in front.”

Tash made a small, quick turn to face Nick a little more closely. “Go on.”

“They’re using the community in front as a distraction so they can do most of their investigation in the back. Number of assailants, building sweep, victims still inside, making plans, that sort of stuff.”

“How can you know that?” Kelly asked with surprise.

“Lines of sight, plainclothesmen with a certain walk, clipboards, a lot of little things,” Nick answered. “They wait for moments in the crowd, like when some of the injured children came out carrying each other? Yeah, that’s when they do their moving. They dodge through cover, like with trees and whatever.”

Tash nodded. “Anything else?”

“A bunch of medic alert bracelets, some of the firefighters are angry, the cops on this side are struggling to keep their hands off their holsters. I think they’re afraid there’s more in the crowd like whoever did that,” he said, lifting his chin at the swath of the hospital that had been cut out of the world. “Reporters are already hard at work, but they’re getting some harassment. See? There and there.”

He pointed at different ends of the crowd. A person on each end was wearing a less distressed expression than the others. One a tall woman, still in her gym clothes. The other a man whose blocky build made him look shorter than he actually was. “But how do you know they’re reporters?” Kelly asked.

Nick shuffled his feet a little. “I’ve...uh...been practicing lip reading.”

Tash did not look at all surprised. Then she very much did, and she whirled around. “Where’s Iseult?”

Nick whipped his head back and forth. “Over with th-”

A bristling wooden crash snapped from within the hole in the building. Several people cried out. A scream, like a surgery of sound, left everyone teetering on the edge of silence. Nick tried to step forward, but Kelly held on tight and Tash grabbed him too, for good measure. “Someone’s still in there!” he shot at them with distress.

“You have a good eye,” Tash said, “but you can’t let that cut your brain out of the equation. See what you’re looking at!”

Kelly looked at Tash with new admiration. Nick could be stopped with walls, fists, and the like. But bringing his attitude, his will, to a halt? That took something else. “Two firefighters and some random dude,” Kelly started, referring to the ones dashing into the hospital. There were still gurneys and the like being wheeled out. People had brought makeshift stretchers, running the gamut from broken doors to surf boards, to help move patients who didn’t have beds out of the building.

“Park ranger,” Nick said. “He’s buddies with one of the firefighters. They fist-bumped before they ran in.” Nick had relaxed enough to accept that the hero’s work wasn’t for him today. Beyond the fire trucks, ambulances and other vehicles such as vans and — ominously — a hearse had been lined up to take in the badly wounded. Nick continued: “...and Iseult is doing her thing.”

Before, when she stood behind Tash and the couple, Iseult had been concentrating. Now, Kelly saw, Iseult was amongst the worst of the wounded. As she’d waded through the crowd, Iseult had been searching for a certain flow in things. Not just blood flow, which was her gift, but also things she might recognize: suspicious people, the laisser-faire attitude she’d seen too much of in Atlanta, care takers who weren’t taking care. So far as she could tell, though, it was just a community frightened and fighting in the face of an explosion. Compassion versus Death. Everyone’s blood was fast and carried the sparkle of adrenaline. She waded through weaknesses, like murmuring hearts and mouths running without the brain’s attention:

“How could this happen?”

“But we’re safe here.”

“Town’s small...”

“All these things happen to noisy places.”

“This isn’t right.”

“Where’s Mom?”

“Where’s Kevin?”

“Where’s Stacey?”

Where, where, where.

Tash ran a hand through her hair and answered her phone. “Got anything for me?” she said without preamble.

Nick watched it all and felt guilty for the gift of his eyes. What good was having the power to watch others struggle?

Kelly took a breath and stepped back from him. “Anything’s better than nothing,” she said to him. He held her gaze and they shared a thought.

Iseult shuddered. Two individuals in the area gave her an icky feeling, like grease that had burned, been left to cool, and then got in the hair. She didn’t have much opportunity to seek them out, though, because there was one person just as she was approaching the ambulances who had something in his blood flow she recognized. She moved in to catch him a flash before he started to fall.

“I’m a first aider!” she said as the cluster surrounding her looked on. “This man is having a stroke!” 
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CHAPTER 02: BLOOD SAMPLES
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Kodiak, Alaska

“Who the f-” a young woman started.

But the man, one side of his face slackening, had already begun crumpling into Iseult’s arms.

“He’s never...” started an older woman who was part of the group, but Iseult was already in action.

“You!” Iseult said, pointing at the youth who’d gone from hostile to helpless. “Get one of the paramedics!” As she began adjusting the man’s body for rescue position, she pointed to two more people in the throng. “You and you! Push everyone back! Give us some room!” Then she tuned everything out and concentrated on the man. It was like her brain had a heartbeat separate from anything in her chest. She knew the spot afflicting him and did what she could to stymie the cluster of broken vessels and crowded blood cells. Much like telling the people what to do as a first aider, this was crowd control. But he was a TV with poor reception, so it was crowd control with one hand and no words.

This was limiting damage, not healing. It might not even have been enough for hope.

Tash, meanwhile, had abandoned her phone for now. She had first aid training as well, so she was in the thick of things. “You’ll be all right, gentlemen,” she crooned as she deftly tied an improvised elevation sling on a man sitting with his back propped against the side of an outdoor bench. It was the sort with wooden slats between concrete sides.

Another man, dressed in a postal uniform, was properly seated on the bench. The one Tash was helping was right beside him. While he was being treated for a leg injury by a paramedic with gauze, he watched Tash work. He said, “Arms and legs, sure. But that’s not what’s really hurtin’ here, ma’am, meanin’ no disrespect.”

“None taken,” she said as she met his gaze. She couldn’t bring herself to smile, but the warmth in her eyes was unmistakable.

More service workers arrived. A news van showed up, though the group was only tangentially aware of it. Iseult couldn’t get much more than the raw fear of people, raging under their skin like a river under a frozen surface. Tash noticed people shouting, crying, gathering, arguing, giving and taking orders, using phones, struggling to make sense of what they were seeing.

Nick saw police trying to get statements, answers, or even some sense of who was who. No one wanted to stop for that. Everyone had something else to contribute, and the ones most eager to talk had the least to say. It was the little things he saw in the cops — micro-expressions, twitches, blinks. Much of the building was blocked off now so the firefighters could do their work, but there was detritus all around them. He kept glancing at a pile of rubble. Something was niggling at him, but he couldn’t quite sort out what he was seeing, or almost seeing. He tapped one of the officers, who turned a weary eye at him. “I’m Nick. I’m following Kelly’s lead,” — he pointed her out — “and we’re talking while we work. We’ll update you.”

He glanced again at the rubble. There wasn’t enough light coming from its spaces to be a twinkle or a sparkle. But there was a moving half-glitter he couldn’t quite get from this angle. The officer replied, “We’ve gotta find the attacker, sir, and get things under control. I know we’re short on hands-”

“That’s not what I mean,” Nick said. “You keep on keeping on.” He stopped himself from telling the officer that Tash was the one to update; the cop wouldn’t recognize that ladder of authority. Instead, he just added, “One of us will fill you in about what everyone’s saying, get a picture. You’re obviously shorthanded. We’re rooting for you to stop the scumbags who attacked a hospital!”

Nick was too focused on returning to the rubble to see it, but Kelly saw the warrior spirit spark back to life in the officer’s hardened eyes. Pride in him lined a side of her heart like sunlight limning metal. She’d been running this way and that, moving water bottles, distributing volunteer-provided blankets and foodstuffs, carrying messages, and helping to move debris out of the way of paths, people, and vehicles. Everywhere she went, she spoke to the people. What’s your name? I’m Kelly. Did you see who did it? I’m Kelly. How can I help? I’m Kelly. Did anything lead up to this? Were there arguments or announcements? People moving unusual stuff? I’m Kelly, I’m Kelly, I’m Kelly.

“SOMEONE’S IN THE RUBBLE!” Nick shouted.

Most of the doctors, seeing that the explosion was attended by rescue workers and the law, had been shaking off their dismay (for now) and getting into the fray. Supplies, supplies, supplies. Some of them looked up at Nick’s cry, but they were busy restoring order to medical services as best they could in the upheaval. A lifeguard, three fishers (one of them a stocky woman), a man in a business suit, and a woman in a skirt she’d cut so she could run, all came to Nick’s aid.

The almost-light he’d seen was an eye, looking out from between a rocky chunk of stone wall and a contorted metal spider of what once was a hospital bed. Nick’s hands were dirty and trembling as he strove to turn over rock-like bunches of destruction. Everyone’s efforts were admirable, if only for the spirit and the attempt. Twice any two of the others, the fisherwoman hauled and turned and guided others through lifts. Nick worked harder, inspired by her drive, and half of him wondered if she could arm-wrestle Poseidon after slamming a flask of whiskey.

By the time they reached the buried woman, her eyes had seen their last.

Kelly was in a bind. She’d lost sight of Iseult. Tash popped in and out of view, navigating the crowd and soon slipping into a leadership role. She was proud to have Tash at the helm, never mind the arguments and the chores and “taking responsibility for healing.” Kelly briefly caught sight of Nick, now inexplicably far from the pile of rubble where before there was so much commotion. He was helping Tash reconfigure an oxygen unit for a woman in a wheelchair, tears streaming down his eyes.

And here was Kelly, holding up a recovered IV line and hoping no one would notice her hand hidden by a machine. She didn’t know what it did, but its battery was failing. She’d promptly placed her hand at its side, nothing but the side of the building able to bear witness. Feeling the charge like static leaving her body was a sensation she wished she could describe to someone. It was like hunger, but moveable.

She felt for the charge as she stood there, and the machine made a variety of sounds. Some low and slow, others louder or sharper. She was afraid to overload it, but adding electricity was not like pouring water for a potted plant. So far, she hadn’t broken the machine, but this was a tenuous situation at best.

A nurse ran over to help; the patient was attached to the machine but had been carried out in a stretcher, the machine haphazardly shoved into a suitcase and rolled with him by a retractable handle. Before the nurse could kneel, Kelly thought fast and said, “A doctor was just here. He said the battery’s failing. He couldn’t stay, but told me to find one, and I don’t know what it takes. I...” and she trailed off.

“I do,” said the nurse. “Let’s have a look.”

Kelly pointed at the news van. “Maybe they’d-”

The machine screeched.

Running off in a direction entirely different from the van, the nurse called over her shoulder. “I’ll be back! Stay with the patient!”

Almost as soon as the failing battery made itself known, Kelly returned the hand that she’d used to point at the van. It was a risk, but what would happen if the nurse touched her hand now? And she couldn’t do this forever. The arm holding up the IV was already beginning to quake. It only weighed as much as one or two bottles of soda, but holding up even that much for so long took its toll.

A doctor had taken over with Iseult’s stroke patient. She was impressed with Iseult’s efforts, despite the fact that first aid could do little for a stroke. The patient was completely stabilized. Iseult, however, was not. She was so covered in blood from other people that her grip on a tourniquet slipped twice. One more patient — a young woman Iseult’s age who’d lost a hand — had stabilized as well, but three more patients bled out or faded away from shock because of the shrapnel from the explosion.

The young woman’s eyes had a frightening clarity. The absence of her hand would mark so much in her life going forward, but right now Iseult could tell something else was consuming the teen. The blast, perhaps, or the loss of all innocence. “It can’t happen to me” is a powerful shield, but when the immortality of that belief is stripped away, one is faced with a raw, naked fear. This young woman was beyond Iseult’s help.

Standing, Iseult made another futile effort to wipe her hands on her knee-length spandex. She’d want to throw out or donate everything when she got home; if not the red, the memory was there to stay. A nurse ran from an ambulance carrying medical-grade batteries. Three firefighters emerged from the building. Two of them each carried a person over his shoulders in the fireman’s carry. The third carried a child in each arm, neither aged to double digits, and tears streamed down the man’s face.

The children were still.

Nick had run up, along with several others, to help the firefighters with their burdens. “What did he mean?” said one of the people. The firefighter set her down, nodded at Nick as he secured the woman, and went right back in. Nick waved his hand in front of the woman. “Hey,” he said, his voice parched by tears but steady. “Look at me.”

The woman looked at him. Middle-aged, she had a purple streak dyed into her hair and wore a custodian’s uniform. On her left wristband was a collection of keychains, all of child-oriented properties like Hello Kitty, Mickey Mouse, and what Nick thought was a dinosaur. “I’m Nick,” he said, feeling a little foolish. “What’s your name?”

“What did he mean?” she said again.

Nick took that for shock. “You seem to be breathing okay,” he started. The woman looked him in the eye.

“I’m okay,” she said. He opened his mouth but held his tongue. She continued, “But he wasn’t.”

“Who wasn’t? Is someone else inside?” Nick looked around nervously. Two people had taken the other survivor from the other firefighter, but that person was having trouble breathing so they took up a lot more attention.

Everyone else had surrounded the third firefighter. Many wept openly. Nick was fairly certain no one was related to the children, and he wasn’t sure if that was better or not. Regaining his attention, the woman said, “The bomber.”

Suddenly Nick couldn’t hear anything else. Every ray of light that he took in came from her. He was acutely aware of every micro-muscle, every stray hair, and only saw the flecks of raining ash when they immediately fell before her face. “Let’s get that off your chest, then you can get some water and rest, okay?” he said as gently as he could.

“I was passing the waiting room for Gastro,” she started. Nick wasn’t sure what that meant but didn’t interrupt. “This weirdo was in there with a big heavy coat, yammering about vets and his lizard. I tried to call security, but he pushed me away and ran down the hall. Tall guy, seemed too thin to wear a coat like that.”

Nick took her hand. She wasn’t looking at him but stared ahead. Sometimes she furrowed her brow, other times she made quick turns and shakes of her head. It was like she was arguing with her own memories. “He kept saying, ‘Bring me back!’”

There was a lot to unpack here, but Nick had to keep things moving. “Tell me about him. Do you know his name?”

She shook her head. “Couldn’t get him to talk much sense. This was the first time he came in so covered up. Not sure when it started exactly, but I heard about him a week ago. I know he was here a bunch before that. Never that covered, though. Everyone called him Band Camp because he was super awkward and always wore band shirts.”

“What kinds of bands?” He felt stupid as soon as he said it. Nick had never before identified with the phrase “I need an adult” like he did today.

The woman ignored the question. “I have kids, you know,” she said, holding up the bracelet. “Never got them a pet, though. Pets are supposed to help...”

Taking a breath, Nick tried again. “Tell me what he looked like.”

“Tall,” she said. “Looked wrong in that coat, too lanky. And pale, too. He was like one of those toys, you know, the bobble-heads? Except everything bobbled. Kept talking about his lizard.”

“Did he have an accent or anything?”

“‘Bring me back!’ he kept saying,” she replied absently. “What did he mean? Bring me back, bring me back...” she trailed off, muttering.

He saw Tash moving about with water bottles and granola bars. Desperate with relief, he dashed to her. “This woman saw the guy, sounds like there was only one, um, perp.” He avoided “bomber” as though the word would bring out the action. “I think she knows more, but...”

Tash nodded. Iseult once remarked that Tash seemed to have a gift for completing a puzzle when she didn’t even have all the pieces. Nick couldn’t have agreed more. “You should go to Kelly,” she said. “I’ll take care of that poor soul,” Tash lifted her chin in the direction of the custodian. “And find Iseult. Make sure you all take a break. That’s an order,” she added. “There’s a pavilion set up with motorbikes as a barrier. The bikers are helping people find their families and making sure rescuers take breaks.”

Glad for the opportunity to not think for a moment, he sought out his girlfriend.

A bomb technician came through and entered the building once the firefighters were all accounted for. Iseult watched from where she knelt. At her knees was a little girl with a shattered length of metal pole embedded in her abdomen. It was one of those IV walkers, a torn IV line still attached at the other end. There were bits of gyprock in the wound. The piece of metal must have gone through a wall before reaching the girl. She’d been brought out by four people who’d been nearby, one to each limb. Her mother had been with the group but was currently sitting on the edge of an ambulance. A paramedic and a nurse were wrestling with her hysteria.

Iseult barely registered the distressed mother anymore. “I think this one’s stabilizing,” she said to the doctor who’d joined the group. He nodded agreement. “Is that just one bomb tech?” she asked, pointing a bloody finger at a heavily armoured person carrying a special kit.

“I’m surprised they found one at all,” the doctor replied. “This isn’t exactly Los Angeles, and we don’t get bombs here. Impressive work with the child,” he added.

Iseult just shrugged. She almost wanted to feel sick, covered as she was in blood and noise.

One of the people who’d carried the girl asked, “Can we move her now?”

The doctor looked at the other man in stupefaction, his opened mouth a silent rebuke for staggering ignorance. Iseult spoke up before anyone could make an issue of the doctor’s contempt. “I’m afraid not, sir. You’re all gonna have to take turns keeping on the pressure.” At the moment, an elderly woman was pressing a blood-soaked cloth on the girl’s wound, around the piece of metal. Despite her age, she’d been the carrier at one of the wounded girl’s legs and had had no trouble keeping up with the others — except for slowing down on the stairs once because of her hip. No one had complained.

“I can keep this up a while yet,” the senior said. She had sweet, brown eyes. Those eyes held Iseult’s gaze. This was a woman who’d seen some things in her time. Iseult could sense the robust warmth and strength of the elder’s blood.

“I believe you,” Iseult started.

“She can’t stay like this forever!” chimed in another man. His Hawaiian shirt was a stark contrast to, well, everything. The background was interspersed with prayers, weeping, people shouting for answers or rage or supplies.

“Once the bomb tech comes back out,” Iseult said, levelling a glare at each of the men beside her, “the girl’s-”

“Abigail,” interrupted the first man.

The doctor put in, “The nurse is right.” Iseult flushed; she wasn’t a nurse. But she wasn’t about to correct him. He went on: “Little Abigail here is going to need immediate surgery. She’s stable for now, but we can’t be positive about the extent of the damage until we have access to proper equipment. The longer she’s here, the harder our conversation will have to be.”

Iseult restrained herself from saying something like, “It’s about time!” It was a relief to finally see the doctor assert some authority. She was so very much out of her depth here. Instead, she looked at the one in the Hawaiian shirt. “Does she have family here?”

“I’m her father,” he replied. “He’s her uncle,” the father continued, pointing at the one who’d asked if Abigail could be moved.

Iseult nodded. She was doing her best to look like she was resting, but it was more her effort than the elderly woman’s that was keeping the bleeding in check. It wasn’t enough. Even if the surgery room were intact and immediately prepped, there could be no hope of sterilization after a bombing. She didn’t know what to do. Tears flowed freely, though she managed to remain stable. Not one sob.

“Will there be help from neighbouring communities?” she asked no one in particular.
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