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Val stared out the window of the faded blue Cadillac Sola and up at the seven story high rise apartment building. It was one of three in the complex. "This is where you live?"

"Yeah," Amy said. "First floor though."

"Oh, so you're practically homeless," Valerie said.

Amy risked a long glance at her. "You're fucking around, right?"

Val laughed. "I'm so fucking with you! This neighborhood... the cars... the people? This is, like... I don't know! My dreams aren't even this good."

Amy smiled. "Find what you're good at. Stick with it. You might surprise yourself."

Val snorted and left it at that.

"Come on," Amy said and unbuckled her seatbelt. Val followed her lead as she opened her door and climbed out of the car. She moved slowly and rolled her shoulder, wincing as the soreness radiated at first. It warmed and then numbed with movement, easing up enough for her to open the back door and reach in for her bag.

"I'm supposed to get that," Valerie said after hurrying around the car. "You're supposed to take it easy. Doctor said he'd never seen anyone recover that fast from being shot and having surgery. He wanted to keep you a day for observation."

"He said he'd never seen a lot of what I've got," Amy reminded her. "And it's true. My regular doctor... well... I don't see him anymore."

"What? Why not?"

Amy sighed. "He's been busy lately."

"Oh," she said and then decided not to let it go. "Busy doing what? Is he one of those doctors that just do it for the big house, fancy car. and trophy wife?"

Amy chuckled in spite of herself. "No, Doctor Helzinger caught the Polymorph Virus and things went downhill fast I guess. He survived, technically, but from what I heard he didn't deal too well with what PV did to him. Lost his job and maybe his license too, but I'm not sure about the license part."

"Ouch. I had PV... made me sick but didn't do nothing else to me," she said.

"Really?"

Valerie nodded. "About six months ago. Spent a couple days too tired and miserable to move, but I lived and it didn't... you know... change me."

"Yeah, you're kind of short for that. So you're not a witch now or anything?"

"A witch?" Val gasped.

"Yeah, like my friend, Carmine."

Valerie's voice was barely more than an excited whisper, "She's a witch?"

"In more ways than one," Amy said with a wink. "The Poly Virus changes people. Some grow bigger. Some grow a lot bigger. Some figure out how to use magic."

"And some don't get anything," Val said. "That's me. Nothing."

Amy smiled at the young woman and slipped her right arm around her back to pull her in for a one armed hug. "You're not nothing, Val."

Val tried to smile back and nodded before they reached the lobby of the high rise. Amy went in first and made her way to the security desk. The man sitting behind it straightened up when he saw her and smiled. "Miss Foster! Keeping odd hours like always."

"Hey Carlos," Amy greeted him. "Anything worth talking about going on?"

"The Pacers are getting hammered," he said.

Amy frowned. "Carlos... we talked about this. I taught you better than that."

He held up his hands. "Mono feed, Boss! Noise only, I promise."

Amy sighed through her nose. "Fine. This is Valerie Mae, she'll be staying with me for a little bit so scan her bios and make sure nobody gives her any shit."

He flashed Amy a smile and hopped up with a handheld scanner. He passed it in front of Val's face and swept it around both of her hands before setting back down. A few taps on his keyboard later he said, "You're in, Valerie. Welcome to Diamondback Estates. I'm sure Miss Foster will make sure you enjoy your time here."

"You're a pig," Amy sighed. She turned to Val and said, "Ignore Carlos, we go way back. He owes his cushy job to me... you'd think he'd treat me better."

Carlos grinned. "Chica, you're the sun that shines on me every day."

Amy snorted and walked past the desk toward the hallway to the apartments. "Come on, Val, let me show you the place. I need a shower and to change, then we can go pick up your stuff."

Val hurried after her and said, "Hey, what about the doctor friend of yours. Heelzer or something?"

Amy glanced back over her shoulder. "Heelzer? Oh, you mean Helzinger. What about him?"

"Well, you said you know some people, why haven’t you checked in on him?"

Amy stopped outside of a door. She pressed her hand to the datapad beside it and submitted the security code via the secure short range wireless link to it. The mechanical lock twisted with a soft thunk and then the magnetic locks released, causing the door to shift almost a millimeter before it slid open.

"Woah," Valerie breathed.

"There's an app you can put on your phone. I'll generate a code for it. You don't have any tech in your head, do you?"

Valerie shook her head but couldn't take her eyes off the apartment as they walked in. Until they were assaulted by a fluffy ball of white fur that vaulted across the floor. Amy dropped her bag beside the island in the kitchen and knelt down to greet the dog and gather him up in both hands.

"Val, meet Snowball," she said as she turned to present the squirming puppy.

Valerie squealed. Snowball wagged his tail harder and licked everything he could reach.

"Can I pet her?"

"Him," Amy corrected. "And yes, please do before he has a seizure."

Val laughed and reached out. The ratio of pets to puppy licks was one to one before Amy handed the tiny fluff ball over to her. Val and Snowball both approved.

Amy gestured with her arm at the kitchen. "Grab a drink if you want one. There might be some leftovers in the fridge... not that I'd trust them to be safe to eat. Got some bagels and some cereal though. Oh, and try not to give the dog any. He just got over an upset tummy that cost me a lot of time and money in cleaning supplies."

"Holy shit," Val gulped as she looked away from the dog and around the apartment. "You live here?"

Amy followed the young woman's eyes to the living room set up with a large padded mat in the middle and a shiny brass bar that stretched from floor to ceiling. Around the edge of the mat were a few workout stations she could use or move onto the mat if needed.

"Sorry, I wasn't expecting company or I'd have cleaned up before getting shot and all that."

Val let out a breathy giggle and shook her head. "No... I mean, this is just so big! You said you were on the first floor?"

"Oh, yeah. I technically rent two apartments. Mine and the one above me, which is also mine. This is my home gym, sort of. There's a gym not far from here I have a membership too for doing weight training and stuff. The bathroom is through that door over there and there's two bedrooms down the hall, one is my office and the other is a spare bedroom. You can sleep there or upstairs."

"Upstairs?" Valerie asked. "Is that where your bedroom is?"

"Yeah," Amy said and pointed. The stairs led to a balcony and a hallway with a railing ran around the open area of the first floor living room. A door at the end of the hallway was open, but they couldn't see her bedroom from where they were. "One more bedroom up there, plus a bathroom off the landing. Master bathroom off my bedroom."

Valerie turned slowly and asked, "You really live here?"

Amy nodded. "It's nice, but it's not luxury."

"Could have fooled me!" Val squealed. She calmed down and said, "Um, my safe word's pistachio."

"Your what?" Amy asked. "I don't have a sex dungeon or anything!"

"Oh, okay... I just figured that, you know, letting me crash here would cost me."

Amy stared at her and then shook her head. She smiled a little and said, "I get it. I came from shit and yeah, I used to pinch myself every day after I moved in here. I had a connection and I was able to get a great deal and get the remodeling I needed so it looks like this. I'm legit though, Val. "

"This is..."

"Consider it my payment for getting you messed up in all of this," Amy said.

"What?" she squeaked.

"You lay low here a couple weeks to make sure and then you can go back to your life and I won't be in your hair."

Valerie shook her head a few seconds before she said, "I— you're not in my hair. I'm in yours! I mean, this is... I can't stay here. I can't afford this!"

"You don't owe me nothing, Val. If I hadn't acted then those thugs would have robbed everyone at the Shark Tank and left. You wouldn't have been put in danger and maybe the restaurant would still be in good shape."

"You don't know that."

Amy shrugged and winced from the pain in her shoulder and back. "Maybe, maybe not. Whatever, we're here now and you're my guest. Make yourself at home while I get cleaned up and change. Then—"

"I'm kind of hungry," Valerie blurted out. Snowball chose that moment to lunge and lick her chin. "I think Snowball is too."

Amy smiled. "Then we can grab some food and start to figure things out. Pistachios for you?"

Val's eyes widened and then she laughed. "God no! I hate those things! But, um, whatever you want... as long as it's not that. Thank you?"

Amy smiled at her houseguest and scooped up her bag. She made her way to the stairs and did her best to climb them without limping. The hot water was calling her name. The only thing was, it was doing more than that. It was whispering how a nice soak in her Jacuzzi tub was what she needed, not a shower.

Her stomach rumbled. It had different ideas and the crap food at the hospital hadn't been fit for eating, let alone enjoying. She wondered who was going to win, the tub or food. 
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"Remember when there's nothing left, you still have a choice. RenYou."

Amy hesitated outside of the spare bedroom Val was staying in as she caught the tail end of the commercial. She tapped her knuckles against the door frame and then stepped into the open doorway. "Sorry, did you say something?"

Val's eyes were wide behind her mousy brown hair that shielded the upper half of face. Snowball was curled up on the bed beside her. "No, it was the 3V," she said. "Another one of those ads for RenYou."

Amy grunted as though she hadn't recognized it. "Oh, that place."

"You don't like it? They seem to offer people help..."

Amy snorted. "Sure they do, if they can pay for it."

"Really? They said they accept anyone..."

"Don't worry, they get paid somehow. I've never trusted them."

"Why not?"

"They prey on the weak," Amy said. She winced and held up a hand. "Sorry, that sounds bad. I mean people who are in bad situations. Depressed. Out of options. Homeless. Addicts. No friends. Sick. Whatever... people who hit rock bottom and haven't figured out how to get back up."

"Aren't those the people that need help the most?" Val asked. "I mean... I've been there, kind of. Not to RenYou, but in some pretty bad places. I mean, look at me now. I'm here— with you— because I've got nowhere else to really go. I'm using you, kinda. What are you getting out of this, or are you going to try to pimp me out or charge me or something?"

Amy laughed. "Fuck no! Look, I've been there too, Val. I've told you a few things about my past, that should tell you why I'm helping you. But no matter, a corporation should never be the answer. They've all got their own agendas and at best it's only going to cost you a little. At worst, well, it could cost you everything."

Val considered Amy's words. "You really hate them, don't you? Corporations, I mean."

Amy shrugged. "Do you hate a scorpion for being a scorpion? It's the people that I can't stand. The greedy fucks that have more money than they need to lead a decent life but still want more."

"I... I hear you. Having that kind of a life is so far from me I can't even imagine it. I mean, why? Why want so much? What good does it do? I just want to have enough so that one day I don't have to worry about having enough to live on, you know?"

Amy nodded. "Yeah, I get it. Totally."

Val glanced at the 3V again. "I swear, there's more ads than there is shows. Especially with the title and credits you don't get ten minutes out of a twenty minute show."

"I hear you," Amy said. "Anyhow, I've got my face on now so I'm going to head up to the hospital. Dar— Razi is getting out today and I want to be there."

"Already? It's only been two days since he got stabbed?"

"Wouldn't have been in at all if Carm could have healed him up," Amy said. "Anyhow, do you want me to pick you up anything?"

Val pulled the hair out of her eyes. "Me?" she squeaked. "Um... no. No, I'm fine. I don't need anything."

Amy eyed her for a long second. "You sure?"

She nodded.

"Okay," Amy said. "Stay here though, okay? I want to make sure you keep your head down for a couple weeks."

"I know. Shouldn't you do that too though?"

"It would draw more attention if I did that than me acting normal," Amy said.

"Are you feeling all right?" Val asked. "I mean, you did get shot."

"Yeah, I'm good. Healing up nice," Amy assured her and patted her side where the bullets had hit her and been stopped by her nanite enhanced skin. She didn't draw attention to the deeper wound near her shoulder where the bullet had punched through and buried into the meat. That was recovering too and the nanites had already rebuilt the skin after the bullet had been pulled out. The damage on the inside was healing at a normal rate though — normal for Amy, that is.

Val shook her head. "You're... wow."

Amy raised an eyebrow. "Is that a good wow or a bad wow?"

"Good, I think."

"You think?"

"You're a badass, Amy. I don't... I mean... I feel like such a useless kid. I can't do anything for you and you totally saved my life and you're still doing it. Like, I don't deserve this!"

Amy stepped into the room and went and sat on the bed next to Val. "Hey, you got put in that position because I was there."

"I thought they were after your friend?"

"We think so," Amy said, "but I had no idea he'd be there. I chased the bad guys out of the restaurant instead of just letting them get away. That's why they grabbed you."

"Lucky me," Val said.

Amy smiled and reached out to run her fingers across Val's cheek and tuck her hair behind her ear. The curly hair wouldn't stay there long but it gave her a moment to see her soft brown eyes. "It's almost like they knew I would be a sucker for pretty young woman struggling through life."

Val's mixed heritage wasn't dark enough to hide the blush from her cheeks. She tried to look away but couldn't pull herself from Amy's supportive hand. "God," she whispered.

Amy tilted her head. "No, but I've been on a first name basis with some Spirits. That's generally not a good thing, by the way."

Val ignored Amy's attempt at a joke and said. "You... just you."

"What about me?"

"You're, like, everything I wanted to be! Beautiful, kind, caring... just perfect."

"Wanted to be? Now that you know me you know better, I take it?"

Val sighed. "I mean, growing up... before."

"Before?"

She shook her head, dismissing it. "Give me something to do, okay? While you're gone. I feel worthless. Give me a chore. Laundry or dishes or cleaning or... something?"

Amy smiled and pulled her hand away. "Your pick. I should only be a few hours. Four at the most? I threw away the clothes with the bullet holes and blood, the rest is in a clothes basket in my bathroom. Why are you blushing again?"

"I... it's nothing, sorry. Doing your laundry... seems so... intimate. You know, because of... certain things?"

"Oh! Well, you heard Carm, right? Not much for intimate things in my laundry, so don't worry about that."

Valeries eyes widened.

Amy grinned and leaned over to give her a kiss on the head. "Don't sweat it, sweetie. I'll grab some food too, so we can stay in later and make something decent to eat. Girl's night in sound good?"

"So good... Amy, I really want to hug you right now."

Amy smiled and leaned over to pull the young woman into a hug. She ignored the stabbing pain in her shoulder and let Valerie get it out of her system. When she finally relaxed her grip Amy saw tears shimmering in her eyes. She smiled and left, rather than making it any more awkward for your teen.
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Amy looked the hospital security guard over a second time while he ran her bios. He wasn't overweight and he wore his gear like he knew what he was doing. Almost like a mercenary, except he had fewer weapons and camo and more tools and uniform.

The scanner chirped and the guard looked it over. "You're clear to go in, Miss Foster. Room three. The guard won't stop you there now that you're authenticated here."

"Is that right?" Amy mused. "Facial rec?"

"Yes, Ma'am."

She nodded. "Okay. Thanks.," she said and proceeded through the doorway.

She made her way to the third room, noting that each door she passed was closed and had another guard standing outside. Room three was the same way but other than glancing at her the guard didn't react. Amy raised a pierced eyebrow and then reached for the door and pushed through to a large recovery room with a single bed against one wall. A full length couch was along another wall and a loveseat and a chair sat on the wall opposite the bed under a 3V.

The room was empty. The sheets on the bed were thrown back and a small purse was sitting on an end table next to the couch. Jane's purse.

"Where the fu—"

A muffled laugh drifted out from the bathroom door. Amy stared at it. "Huh," she grunted and then moved to sit in the chair opposite the bed. The chair was also closest to the bathroom door, since the bathroom was next to the head of the bed.

A few more muffled words and laughs drifted through, making Amy fight the urge to get up and listen closer. She'd picked out a few words, but nothing incriminating yet. They didn't sound emotional or, well, passionate either. But both of them in a bathroom?

She shook her head and swallowed down the strange lump in her throat. She had to stare out the one way window over the couch that overlooked Scottsdale while she took several breaths to ease the tightness in her chest. Jane knew how she felt. They'd talked it through in between gunfights a month or so back. They'd had some outings since then too. Friendly lunches and get-togethers and... and that was it. They had a puppy, but it lived with Amy, not Jane.

The bathroom door opened. "I'll bring the car around and call— holy shit, too late, she's here!"

Jane raised a hand and waved.

Amy stood up and glanced past her into the bathroom. "I've slept in places smaller than that," she said. "They probably smelled worse too."

Darwin rolled into view. "Hey Amy."

"Hey Da— Razi," Amy corrected herself. She glanced at the door of the room to ensure it was still closed.

"He's getting out earlier than expected. I was going to call you and tell you," Jane said.

Amy grunted. "No need."

Jane hesitated a moment and then asked, "How's that kid— Val right? How's she doing?"

"Good. Scared and bored, but good."

"That's good."

Razi cleared his throat.

Jane jumped and stepped out of the bathroom doorway. "Sorry," she mumbled as he wheeled his chair out.

Amy eyed the chair. "A wheelchair? Are you..."

Razi shook his head. "No. Nothing like that. They don't want me trying to walk too much for another twenty four hours. Keep the incisions from tearing and all that."

"Oh, that makes sense," Amy said.

"It does?" he asked. "I figured you'd be doing parkour through the halls by now."

Amy laughed. "I'm built a little different. If it makes you feel any better, I'm still pretty sore too."

Someone knocked on the door and then opened it up. A female nurse stepped in and took in the three people in the room. "I'm ready to discharge you, Mr. Grover."

"I'm ready to be discharged," Razi said with a smile. "Thank you though. I couldn't have asked for better, um, service."

The nurse lit up for a moment. "That's always nice to hear, thank you. Especially in the VIP section."

"VIP section?" Amy repeated.

The nurse glanced at her and then let her eyes slide down to Amy's ripped jeans, light blue cami that left her belly button and the sapphire jewelry in it visible, obvious lack of a bra, and worn sneakers.

"It's my medical insurance," Razi explained. "Ever since...well, I pay a premium for a gold contract."

"Gold contract?" Amy repeated. "Huh, I never even knew they had that sort of thing."

"It's only come out the last couple of years. Now they're even offering high threat response options," Razi said. "They come standard on higher contracts."

"Higher? Like, nicer than this?"

Razi nodded.

"Wow," Amy said and shook her head. "Okay, um, so you're leaving... what now?"

"I'll take Mr. Grover down to be picked up," the nurse said.

"And I'm going to bring my car around," Jane said.

"Oh... I'll walk with you, I guess," Amy offered.

Jane smiled. "Okay, come on."

Jane grabbed her purse and motioned for Amy to follow her. They left the VIP wing behind and made their way to an elevator and started down. Amy glanced at the older woman and found she had a lot of things she wanted to ask and say, but she couldn't figure out how to start.

"I still can't believe we were all at the Shark Tank like that. Talk about small world, right?" Jane broke the ice.

"Right!" Amy blurted out. "That was crazy... and why, out of everyone, did they go after Darwin?"

Jane frowned and shook her head. "I don't know. I've done a little digging but I can't figure it. Only thing that makes sense is my new show... I know we're pissing off some big money."

"Your new show? You mean Shadowlife?"

Jane nodded.

"So wouldn't they come after you if that's the case?"

"Nobody knows who I am, remember? The camera is from my point of view mostly."

"Mostly?"

"Well, that and what footage Razi can splice in from security cams. He makes sure my face is blocked though. No blurring or wiping because he says that can be undone."

"It can?"

Jane shrugged. "I guess so. I mean, if you can edit it to distort it after the fact I guess it makes sense that someone could un-edit it."

Amy grunted. "Uh, I'll take your word for it."

The elevator dinged as it reached the parking level. The door opened and they walked out and turned to head for the hallway that would take them to the multi-level parking garage. They remained silent while working through the crowd and didn't speak again until after the doors opened and let them out of the hospital.

"So um, why were you guys there?" Amy asked.

Jane was silent a moment and looked around as though trying to remember where she parked. She turned back to Amy and said, "Oh, you know, lunch with a friend. And we were talking about the show a little."

"Oh yeah?" Amy asked. "Got any new ones lined up?"

Jane hesitated again. "I'm not sure. Some ideas but... nothing solid. I've got to do some research to make sure I'm not going to get in over my head."

"I could help."

Jane looked at her and smiled. "Looking for some extra cash?"

Amy blushed and looked away. "No, that's not it. I... I just want to help, okay? Make sure you're okay."

"You don't think I can handle myself?"

"What? No!" Amy sputtered. "I mean yes! Yes, you can definitely handle yourself. You're a fucking tank, J! But, you know, I could help. Watch your back. Maybe provide a distraction. Whatever."

Jane smiled. "I know, I was just giving you a hard time."

"Well, don't," Amy pouted. "I'm trying to be serious here."

Jane sighed. "I know, Amy... I'm sorry. I'm just... I'm trying to figure some things out, okay? I promise you, when I come up with something, you'll be one of the first people I call."

Amy tried to hide the swirl of emotions behind a nanite enhanced wall. "I'm going to hold you to that."

"Hey, who helped me when I needed it last time?" Jane asked.

"Because Dar— Razi called me!" Amy pointed out.

"I wanted to prove I could do it," Jane said.

"Great, you proved it," Amy said. "Now when are you going to get it through that thick beautiful skull of yours that we're better together?"

Jane let a smile slip before she could stop it. "Unstoppable," she agreed.

"That's what I've been telling you," Amy said. "Now imagine it—"

Jane pointed at her car, interrupting Amy. "There it is!" She said a little too eagerly. "I'm going to pick up Razi and take him home. I'll call you later?"

Amy held her breath a moment and nodded. "Okay. Promise?"

"Promise to call you? Yeah, I will."

"You've ghosted me a few times, J..."

Jane rolled her eyes. "Look, I'm sorry about that. I told you, I had shit to figure out. I'll call you."

"You always have shit to figure out," Amy sulked.

"Life's a lot more complicated lately," Jane admitted.

"Maybe you should just roll with it? Make the best of what you got instead of trying to figure it out and plan everything?"

Jane stared at her car and then nodded. "Yeah, well... I'm working on it."

"Jane..."

"Look, I've got to go get Razi. I'll talk to you later, okay?"

Amy stared at her and nodded. She sniffed and turned to look at her car a few rows over. "I'll talk later, I guess."

"We will," John said.

Amy walked away and mumbled under her breath, "Yeah, right."
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Amy bumped her hip into her passenger door to shut it. With both arms carrying bags of take-out from Eastern Express she made her way to her apartment building and had to struggle while letting the reader get her bios and unlock the door. The struggle continued inside at the door to her apartment.

Amy set the bags on the kitchen counter and turned to call out for Val. She stopped, mouth open, and hesitated. Where was Snowball? He always greeted her at the door. Always... Unless maybe he was with Val? Was she spoiling the little fluff?

Except Amy didn't hear anything. Val's 3V was still on, she could hear it even if she couldn't tell what show was playing. Her eyes narrowed and she looked around her apartment. Her nose wrinkled. Something was different. Off. It didn't even smell right.

She slipped her sneakers off and flexed her fingers and toes. Her razors slid out from her fingernails. She left her toe razors sheathed and moved into her house. She checked each room as she went, looking for more proof of something being wrong.

She climbed her steps carefully, stepping exactly where she knew the stairs wouldn't creak and alert someone to her presence. The second story was no different than the first. Something was wrong. The air seemed thicker. More stagnant. More...

"Fuck!" Amy hissed as she finally identified what her nose had been telling her. Death. She smelled death. The sickening sweat stink of it.

She bolted down the hallway and threw herself into Val's room. Arms out wide and ready to pounce, she slid to a stop and stared at the bed. The comforter would never be white again.

Amy stood frozen. Her eyes picked out the details and made sense of the smears and stains. She moved at last, dropping her eyes to the mangled body of Snowball on the floor at the foot of the bed. He'd never grow old now. Never be more than a puppy that was all heart and no brains. Never lick her face or chew on her shoes.

She picked her head up and blinked the tears out of her eyes, only to have fresh ones blur her vision. The gore on the bed hadn't changed. It still spelled out a message for her.

"Drop this or she ends up like the dog."

Amy's knees wobbled and gave out. She fell to the hardwood floor and barely caught herself with her hands. Her knees ached, but in a distant way as though it was a memory. All she could do was stare at Snowball through the tears that ran down her face.

She reached for the remains of the puppy and then stopped herself. It wouldn't help. Snowball was gone. Dead. Barely warmer than the air in the room. Knowing it didn't help, she still wanted to hold the slaughtered pup. 

She jerked her hand back. She couldn't. This was evidence now. Whoever it was left an obvious message: stay away. She couldn't do that. They knew enough about her to find where she lived and make sure she was gone, but not enough to know better than to do this?

The first number she called was Jane. She went to voicemail. Bitch.

"Hi Amy, thanks for coming by earlier, I—"

"I need Jane," Amy snapped. She didn't speak, she sent her thoughts to the comm-link and let it speak for her.

"Oh... um... yeah, Jane. She left. Like, twenty minutes ago? Said she was going to the gym," Razi said. "Are you okay? You're not talking."

"No," Amy answered. "She won't answer my call, can you try? I need her, Darwin. I...I need her."

"Look, Amy, if this is about her and—"

"Spirits! Fuck! No, it's not! Call her, Darwin. I don't have time to fucking waste!"

"Jesus, Amy... okay, sorry. Hang on," he said and then left her with his end muted. Almost a minute passed before he came back on and said, "Okay, she answered and I told her. She—"

"Got her, thanks," Amy said as Jane's call came in. She dropped Razi and answered Jane.

"Razi said you needed something?" Jane asked. "Sorry, I wanted to get a workout in before I called you so we'd have time to talk. I... well, you first, what did you need?"

Amy hesitated. She opened her mouth and then closed it.

"Amy? What's wrong?"

Amy swallowed and that forced her to breathe. Before she let her heart shut her down again she said, "He's dead, Jane! They killed him and they took her and there's blood all over and they left a message and.... And... I'm going to kill them. I'm going to find them and I'm going to fucking kill them! Every last one, do you hear me? I'm going to rip their guts out and write messages with their blood!"

"Holy shit... Amy, slow down," Jane said. "What are you— you know what, never mind. Just hang on, okay? I'm coming over."

"He was just a puppy," Amy sobbed. "He loved everybody! Why would anyone do that?"

"Wait... what? Snowball?"

"Yeah, that's what I've been saying."

Jane was silent for a moment and then she said, "I'm in my car now. What happened? How's... Valerie— it is Valerie, right?"

Amy shook her head. "I... gone. They took her. I came back with food and... and... and something wasn't right. You know what I mean? The place felt wrong. My place. They came in my place and they... they took her and... Snowball... fuck."

Jane took a few seconds to respond. "Okay, did you touch anything?"

"No. Just... I set the food on the counter and swept my place. Didn't touch anything though, just my feet. And, um, knees."

"Your knees?"

"I'm on my knees now," Amy admitted. "Next to Snowball."

"Oh Jesus, Amy..."

"I'm sorry," Amy whispered.

"I'm sorry," Jane replied. "I... I don't know what else to say. It's not your fault? I mean that, but it doesn't help much."

"No," Amy agreed.
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