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  ALMOST TO CIVILIZATION


  I had never been so happy to see a barn in my life. Yes, it looked like it was about to fall over, which had me questioning the wisdom of storing all our worldly belongings in it, but the squat red building had a roof and four walls, luxuries I hadn’t seen in over two weeks.


  As our ATVs pulled up, their trailers rattling behind them, I moved my hand from Marcus’s waist and yanked my bandana over my mouth to keep from inhaling the cloud of dust that billowed around us. I still hadn’t gotten used to the constant grime of camp life, the way my clothes held a layer of dirt, like Pigpen from the Peanuts cartoon, or the grit I could always feel between my teeth no matter how many times I brushed them. They didn’t show you that in the movies; that the life of a fugitive was filthy and sweaty, especially in the middle of an unseasonably hot Indiana October.


  Marcus cut the engine of our wheeler and, one by one, Yale, Jason, Nose and Passion cut theirs too. We’d replaced Jason’s stolen ATV fifty miles outside of Greenfield and gotten one for Passion while we were at it. I don’t think I’d truly grasped the reality of Marcus’s million-dollar trust fund until I’d seen him pay cash for those ATVs. But I hadn’t missed the pained, quickly-masked look on his face as he handed it over. It was blood money, paid to him in a settlement for the untimely and accidental death of his parents, but it was money we desperately needed.


  Marcus had offered to get me my own ATV as well, but I preferred to ride with him. I was a crap driver; that was the reason I’d given. But really there was just something about wrapping my legs around a thrumming motor while slipping my arms around Marcus’s waist that made the hundreds of miles of dust and dirt-eating worth it. Even so, I was really glad to be back to civilization.


  Marcus pulled off his helmet, and I lifted mine off too. He looked over his shoulder at me, and we smiled at one another, not needing to say anything. We were here. We’d made it to Indy without any apparent pursuit by Mike Palmer or the CAMFers.


  Well, we’d almost made it. We still had about thirty miles to go, but this was where we’d trade in our wheelers for a comfy rental van. We’d lock away all our camping gear and dirt-stained clothes in the barn and disguise ourselves as wealthy suburban teenagers. This was where the mission to save Samantha James really began.


  I slid off the vinyl seat, set my grimy helmet on it, and stretched my legs. My ass hurt, as usual, but I’d learned not to complain about it. It seemed there was nothing in the world teenage boys liked more than making sore ass jokes.


  Marcus, still straddling the wheeler, dug in his pocket for the key that would unlock the padlock on the barn door. That was something else he’d picked up in the town where we’d bought the ATVs. The key, the use of the barn, the promise of a van waiting for us with certain forged documents and supplies inside of it—he’d arranged it all in the space of a couple hours.


  But he hadn’t found the key yet, and I could feel the mid-day sun beating down on me, so I strode forward and sank my ghost hand into the lock. It made a satisfying click as it popped open.


  “Thanks,” Marcus said, coming alongside me. “You’re sure handy.”


  “Ha ha, very original,” I said, poking him in the ribs with my elbow.


  As Marcus and I pulled the heavy barn doors open, the others joined us, and we all entered the vaulted, slat-lit interior of the barn. It smelled musty inside, with a slight sweet undertone of rotting hay.


  “You’re sure our stuff will be safe here?” Jason asked.


  “Pretty sure,” Marcus said, “But if it isn’t, we’ll buy more. Anything personal you should bring in the van though, in case we don’t make it back.”


  In case we don’t make it back. There was a subtle message in that statement for all of us. We’d been outrunning danger for weeks, but now we were charging straight into the thick of it, and none of us knew exactly what that would look like, or what the ultimate outcome would be.


  I looked around at their faces, these boys who had once been my rescuers. Was this how they’d felt when they’d been just outside of Greenfield preparing to come get me? This calculated fear? This tingle of excitement and anticipation?


  My eyes fell on Passion, and she stared back at me, her pale face almost glowing in the darkness of the barn. Was she afraid or excited? I had no idea. She was a complete mystery to me, a mystery I’d spent weeks avoiding, despite the fact that we’d been living in the same camp.


  It hadn’t been that hard to keep my distance. She had her own tent and I’d shared Marcus’s. She tended to keep to herself, just like I did, so we’d mostly encountered one another at meals or around a low fire on the nights Marcus had deemed it safe enough for one.


  The first week after she’d joined camp, Nose had paid her a lot of attention, but she hadn’t given him any encouragement, and eventually he’d backed off. She hadn’t been mean or anything. And when he’d asked me if I thought it was his PSS Nose or the ski mask he always wore to cover it, I told him I doubted it. Passion wasn’t like that. She was always nice to everyone. Too nice. Annoyingly nice.


  So, if she was that nice, why did I have a problem with her? I had no good reason.


  A couple of days ago, Marcus had taken me aside and said, “Don’t you think it’s time you two hashed this out?” But that had made me want to talk to her even less. Honestly, Passion had every right to dislike me, not the other way around. I was the one who’d yanked something out of her soul, used it for myself, and then handed it over to the bad guys. She probably thought I was a complete bitch.


  And maybe she was right.


  “Let’s unload the stuff from the trailers into the barn,” Marcus directed the guys. “But set aside the personal stuff for Olivia and Passion to pack into the van.”


  “Speaking of the van, where is it?” I asked.


  “It should be out back,” he said.


  We all exited the barn, circled around to the back, and there it was gleaming in the sun like a golden chariot—an extra-long, brand new, white passenger van with bucket seats, tinted windows and a gray leather interior.


  It was one of the most beautiful things I’d ever seen. My butt could already feel that padded seat. My face craved the cool, dustless breeze of the air conditioner.


  Marcus opened the back doors of the van, and started passing out duffle bags for each of us containing a change of new clothes and our fake IDs. Mine said that I was Anne Clawson, seventeen, and Passion was playing the part of my cousin, Mirabelle Clawson, also seventeen, who’d come to live with us after her parents’ recent and messy divorce. Anne was my middle name, and Mirabelle was Passion’s. Marcus said it was always better to play close to the truth. It made the lies easier to remember.


  I tried not to be disappointed that the clothes in the duffle weren’t my style. Apparently, Anne Clawson, a rich girl with rich parents, didn’t have my dark sensibilities. At least there was a new pair of black leather gloves to help hide my ghost hand.


  But the clothes and the cousin thing weren’t the worst of it. Not even close. The worst part was that Marcus would be playing the role of my older brother, Clayton Clawson, a twenty-one-year-old pre-med student. The story was that our parents were away celebrating their thirtieth wedding anniversary in the Mediterranean while Clayton orchestrated the family move to Indianapolis. Yeah, my boyfriend was going to pretend to be my brother. I was really looking forward to that.


  As for Jason, Yale and Nose, they were a little too ethnically diverse to fit in to the Clawson family. So, they’d be hiding out in the house Marcus had rented for us, running security detail, and laying low. Still, they’d get new clothes and fake IDs casting them as three of Clayton’s college buddies, just in case.


  “We can get changed in the barn after we get everything loaded,” Marcus said, handing the last duffle bag to Yale.


  And then we got to work, like the well-oiled machine we’d become. The packing was easy compared to setting up and tearing down camp every day. Marcus had us store the guns and ammo deep under the back seat in case we got pulled over, though, according to Jason, Indiana had some of the most relaxed gun laws in the country, which was the argument he gave for refusing to put his away.


  “Jason,” Marcus said. ”You’re not going to need it in the next thirty miles.”


  “You don’t know that,” Jason said, gripping his gun more tightly. It was useless trying to talk Jason out of anything. We all knew it, so I wasn’t surprised when Marcus let him keep the weapon.


  After we all got changed, the last thing to go into the back of the van, carefully wrapped in a blanket, was my father’s painting, The Other Olivia. Yes, it was singed around the edges, but it was all I had left of him. It was all I had left of anything, the sole belonging the CAMFers hadn’t destroyed when they’d burned down my house and chased me from my home town.


  As Marcus shut the back of the van Nose called out, “Shotgun!” and ran around to the passenger side door. Then he and Jason proceeded to fight over who should get to sit in the front. Jason’s argument was that he was carrying a gun; therefore he should get the shotgun position by default without ever having to call it. Nose countered that Jason’s gun was technically a hunting rifle, not a shotgun, therefore his argument was invalid and Nose should get the front seat. Marcus pointed out that neither a guy in a ski mask nor a country boy armed with a rifle were probably the best choice for most-visible front seat passenger, and I began to understand why he’d gotten a van with darkened back windows. In the end, he assigned Jason and Nose to sit all the way in the back. Yale and Passion sat in the middle, and Marcus drove with me riding shotgun.


  I started nodding off almost as soon as we turned onto the highway. Under normal circumstances, I was a drowsy passenger. One of my dad’s nicknames for me had been Sleepy Gonzales, because I’d always fallen asleep so fast in the car whenever we traveled. And these weren’t normal circumstances. I’d slept like crap for weeks, and I hadn’t sat in a comfy, cushioned, leather anything for way too long. It just felt so damn good. Camp life had definitely worn on me more than I’d realized.


  I was just beginning to drool against the window when Marcus suddenly swerved off the interstate onto a dirt road.


  “What the hell?” I asked, gripping the dash with my gloved hands and glancing frantically in the side view mirror, expecting to see a caravan of CAMFers in hot pursuit.


  “Just a quick stop,” Marcus said, avoiding my gaze.


  When we passed an old wooden sign that read Warren Gun Club, I stared at him until he looked at me.


  “We all need to know how to protect ourselves,” he said, glancing back at the road. “Not just Jason.”


  I wanted to argue, but I really couldn’t. I had always disliked guns, but I’d disliked seeing Marcus get shot in Greenfield while trying to save me even more. The CAMFers tended to come well-armed, and who knew what kind of opposition we were going to face in Indy?


  Marcus pulled the van up to an old farm house, a long low building next to it stretching into the endless fields of rural Indiana. Just as he shut the ignition off, a large man in dirty coveralls came out of the long building, shotgun in hand, moving toward us.


  “As soon as I close my door, lock the van,” Marcus said, handing me the keys, “and get in the driver’s seat. Don’t get out, under any circumstances, unless I tell you to. And, if something goes wrong, drive away.”


  “Wait!” I said, but he was already out, slamming the door behind him.


  He walked slowly around to the front of the van, arms out to show he had no weapon.


  The guy with the shotgun was advancing on him, and two more guys had come out of the farmhouse, guns in hand.


  What the hell was Marcus doing? Everything about these guys screamed CAMFers, but that made no sense. I had no idea what was going on.


  “Fuck,” I said, clicking the button on the key ring to lock the van. The little chirp it made was completely at odds with the adrenaline and fear surging through me. I looked back and saw the shock on the others’ faces as they peered out the windows of the van. So, he hadn’t told anyone about this little stop. Well, he wasn’t the only one who could bark orders.


  “Jason, I need you up here, right now, with your weapon,” I said, sliding across to the driver’s seat and putting the keys in the ignition. “Nose, can you reach the other guns?”


  “I can try,” Nose said, diving down to rummage for them.


  Jason slid into the seat next to me, rifle in hand, and I tried not to show my surprise that he’d actually listened to me.


  “Let them see it,” I told him, “but don’t point it at anyone. Yet.”


  Jason nodded and made his rifle as visible as possible.


  Outside, Marcus had moved further away from the van, but he was still in front of it.


  The three gun-toting country boys were nearly upon him, and I cracked my window just as the one in the front said, “You David?”


  What the fuck? Why would Marcus give these guys his real name? He always went by Marcus, and he’d obviously gone to the trouble of getting us all fake IDs, including himself. Why not use his new identity? What was he thinking?


  “I’m David,” he confirmed, “and we’ve come unarmed, as specified.”


  “That one has a gun,” Shotgun said, gesturing at Jason.


  Marcus turned and looked at us, frowning. He turned back and said, “It’s not loaded. I emptied it myself this morning.”


  I looked at Jason, and he looked at me. Then he yanked open the chamber of the gun and showed it to me. It was empty.


  “Do you have any ammo on you?” I asked him.


  “No,” Jason shook his head, looking more pissed off than I’d seen him look in a long time: and he usually looked pissed.


  “Nose, any luck with those guns?” I turned to the back of the van and Jason turned with me.


  “I can’t reach them,” came Nose’s muffled voice in response.


  Shit. We were screwed. Jason and I both turned and looked back out at Marcus.


  “How do we know you’re who you say you are?” Shotgun asked, his buddies grunting in Neanderthal agreement behind him.


  “Come and see,” Marcus said, gesturing Shotgun forward.


  At first, I didn’t understand. I thought Shotgun was just getting a better look at Marcus’s face or something. He walked up to him, his gun held up between them, and gestured at Marcus’s chest with it.


  Marcus reached down and began to unbutton his shirt.


  Jason went stiff in the seat next to me. You could have heard a pin drop in that van. No, you could have heard a feather drop. This could not be happening. Marcus didn’t reveal his PSS chest to anyone. He hadn’t even told me about it until I’d seen him come back from the dead and, at that point, he’d pretty much had no choice.


  I jammed the keys into the ignition of the van and turned it on. I thrust the stick into drive and, with one foot on the brake and one on the gas, I revved the engine.


  Marcus paused in unbuttoning his shirt and glanced at me, looking annoyed. Then he turned back, resuming his little striptease.


  Shotgun and his buddies were eyeing me, but they couldn’t seem to keep their eyeballs from straying back to Marcus.


  They were all right there in front of me. I could take them out like bowling pins. Yes, Marcus might get hurt in the process, but probably not fatally, and he could always reboot. The hillbilly brothers might get off a shot or two, but Marcus wasn’t a complete idiot. I had noticed earlier the tiny little labels on the van’s windows indicating they were not only tinted, but bulletproof.


  I revved the engine again.


  Marcus unfastened the last button of his shirt, and it fell open.
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  WELCOME TO THE WARREN GUN CLUB


  Shotgun’s eyes went wide, and he used the end of his gun to move the edge of Marcus’s shirt aside. Then he gave a low whistle and a smile blossomed across his face. “I’ll be damned,” he said, his eyes gleaming like he’d just met his favorite celebrity. “It’s true.”


  The other two good-old-boys stepped forward, also exclaiming and staring at Marcus’s chest, and for a minute it looked a little like a close encounter in a gay bar. But the guns were all down and the smiles were up, so I took my foot off the gas and let the van’s engine ease back to idle.


  Jason looked at me, a question in his eyes.


  “I guess they like his chest,” I said, pulling the keys from the ignition.


  “Anne,” Marcus called over his shoulder as he buttoned his shirt back up. “Get everyone out here.”


  Obviously, we were playing our new aliases starting now, even if he wasn’t.


  “Remember who you are,” I said softly to the van in general. I nodded at Yale, and he opened the side door as Jason and I piled out of the front.


  I marched over to Marcus, mightily resisting the urge to smack him in the back of the head.


  “This is our group,” Marcus said, introducing us to the country boys with a wave of his hand. “We all need to be trained and armed.”


  “You got it,” Shotgun said, looking us over. His eyes stopped on Jason’s hunting rifle and he said, “Nice Marlin. You know how to use it?”


  “Yeah, I know how to use it,” Jason said, jutting out his chin.


  “Okay then,” Shotgun said, “Let’s get you all to the shooting range, and see what you can do.” He turned, waving us toward the long building, and we began to follow.


  Nose, Jason and Passion were ahead of me, traipsing behind Shotgun and his buddies, but when I looked behind me, Yale and Marcus were still back by the van, staring each other down.


  I stopped, not sure if I should leave them alone or try to intervene.


  “I’m not doing this,” Yale hissed, glaring at Marcus, his face flushed with anger. I’d never seen Yale angry. He was a laid-back guy, but he also had a major thing against guns.


  “I understand,” Marcus said calmly. “You don’t have to. You can wait out here. It’s your choice.”


  Shotgun and the others had reached the door of the shooting range and were going inside. I saw Passion glance back at us and hesitate, but I waved her on.


  “Damn right it is,” Yale snapped, “and if you’re seriously going to arm underage kids, you’re a fucking idiot.”


  Kids? Yale was barely older than me. Yeah, he was eighteen, and I was still seventeen for another month, but I certainly wasn’t a kid. At sixteen, Jason was the youngest of us and probably the least kiddish of anyone I’d ever met.


  “You saw what happened in Greenfield,” Marcus said to Yale. “Besides, we’ve been armed ever since we stole the hunting rifles. How is this any different?”


  “We snagged those rifles so we wouldn’t get shot leaving the game reserve,” Yale argued. “And the same with Mike Palmer’s gun. If Nose hadn’t grabbed it after he shot you, Palmer would have shot us all. Those were defensive moves. But this—” he gestured at the farm and the gun club buildings. “This is completely offensive. You’re gearing up your own little militia, and you know it.”


  “This is about self-defense,” Marcus said. “No one is going to shoot anyone unless they try to shoot us first.”


  “Having guns automatically escalates it to that level,” Yale said, throwing his hands up in frustration.


  “It’s already gone there,” Marcus said, sounding just as frustrated. “The CAMFers took it there, not us. We have to be able to protect ourselves.”


  “Not like this,” Yale said, his face tight and grim.


  Marcus simply stared at him until Yale turned silently away and marched back to the van, his back a barrier between them. Yale climbed into the vehicle and slammed the sliding door shut with a bang.


  Marcus turned and saw me standing there watching him.


  “Are you going to give me a hard time about this too?” he asked, eyeing me warily.


  “No.” I shook my head. “But you could have warned me. I almost ran you over with the van.”


  “Thanks for not doing that,” he said with a sigh, walking to me and putting his arm over my shoulder. “I didn’t tell you, or anyone else, because I was afraid Yale wouldn’t come with us to Indy if he found out.”


  “Will he come now?” I asked, glancing back at the van. “He seems pretty upset.”


  “I don’t know,” Marcus said, looking too. Then he turned back toward the gun club building. I could tell he was torn.


  “Do you want me to go talk to him?” I asked.


  “No,” he said, propelling us both toward the gun club. “I need you to learn this. I wish I didn’t, but I do.”


  “Who are these guys?” I asked, as we walked in tandem. “Are you sure we can trust them?”


  “As sure as I can be,” Marcus answered. “And who they are is complicated. They’re basically the opposite of CAMFers.”


  I was about to ask what he meant by that, when the blast of gunfire filled the air. I instinctively flattened my body against the building, pulling Marcus with me. And then I felt like a complete idiot. We were at a gun club. Guns were going to be fired. When had I become as paranoid as Jason?


  “You okay?” Marcus asked, putting his hands against the building on either side of my head and looking down at me. His body was pressed against mine like a shield, his eyes full of concern.


  “Yeah.” I nodded, the calmness of his presence seeping into me and wiping away the memory of him crumpling to the ground, a bullet through his chest. “It just startled me.”


  “You sure?” he asked.


  “I’m good,” I assured him, and he pulled away, taking my hand in his.


  Together we entered the rickety old building to find Shotgun waiting for us with a toothy grin, holding two pairs of safety goggles and some earmuffs.


  I’d never been to a firing range, so I really didn’t know what to expect, but I was pretty sure the Warren Gun Club was not your typical establishment. There was a big red sign on one wall that read Welcome to the Warren Gun Club and a big yellow placard fixed underneath it titled Gun Club Rules and Etiquette. Someone had spray-painted the words “Don’t be an Asshole” over the whole thing, obscuring the previous rules one through twelve.


  The lobby, if one could call it that, was lit with dangling fluorescent panels, one flickering sickly in the back corner. On a table to Shotgun’s right, there was an assortment of guns, arranged haphazardly next to a large army bag they had apparently been dumped from. And beyond that there were eight long well-lit aisles, partitioned off at the front, each with a man-shaped target dangling off in the distance at the back of the building. Nose and Jason were already set up in the lanes marked as seven and eight. Their targets were pulled forward and they were comparing the damage they’d inflicted on them with one of Shotgun’s minions standing by. Passion was in lane three holding a little black handgun, the other guy looming at her back and helping her position her arms correctly.


  I slapped on my earmuffs just before her little gun rang out five shots in quick succession.


  “How did that feel?” Passion’s gun-tutor asked her.


  “Freakin’ awesome,” Passion said, grinning from ear to ear as he pulled her target forward.


  “For you,” Shotgun said, his voice muffled but audible, as he picked up a gun exactly like Passion’s and held it out to me butt first. “It’s not loaded yet, but always treat it like it is.”


  I put on my goggles to get them out of the way and took the gun, careful to keep the muzzle down. It seemed tiny and light, almost like a toy, but the spacing of the grip fit my gloved fingers perfectly.


  “It’s a Walther 9mm,” Shotgun said, looking down at the gun in my hands. “And those will help,” he said, eyeing my gloves. “The slide can tear up the web of your thumb sometimes, if you’re not careful. But it’s still the best purse gun out there.”


  “Purse gun?” I asked, looking at Marcus.


  “It’s just what they call them because they’re small,” he explained.


  Shotgun reached down and picked up some sort of giant action hero weapon. “The AR15 semiautomatic,” he said, handing it to Marcus.


  Passion and I got purse guns and Marcus got an assault rifle? What the fuck?


  I ended up next to Passion in lane four, with Shotgun helping me.


  Marcus went over to lane six to join the guys and the real guns, one expert shared between them because, you know, they were guys and obviously genetically predisposed to be bad-asses. Passion and I, however, each needed our own personal gun instructor to learn how to wield a tiny hunk of metal because we had, unfortunately, been born with vaginas. God, it pissed me off. I barely heard Shotgun as he showed me how to load the gun, and hold it, and look down its dainty, feminine sights.


  Still, I took aim at the target. It was more than an outline. It was some cartoonish fifties guy complete with slicked back hair, a bad sweater, and wrinkled pants. He also had a gun in his hand, and a shaded oval over his head, torso, and other various crucial spots, including the middle of his forehead and the center of his crotch.


  I aimed for the crotch, pulled the trigger, and the gun tried to jump upward right out of my hand.


  Something hit me on top of the head, and the spent shell went ricocheting off my noggin.


  “You pulled up,” Shotgun said, sounding annoyed. “Did you listen to anything I said? Don’t pull the trigger, squeeze it. And hold the gun gently but firmly, like you’d hold a kitten that’s trying to escape.”


  “A kitten?” I repeated, staring at him. “Is that what you tell the guys? Be sure to hold your assault rifle like a fucking kitten?”


  “Hey. Calm your tits, Sweetheart. I’m trying to help you here.”


  Calm my tits, Sweetheart? Was this guy for real? No, he couldn’t be. They must have cloned him from the sketch of Fifties Guy on the target. I glared at him, noticing the insignia on the front of his brown coveralls for the first time. It was a circle with the outline of two hands inside of it, clutched in some kind of arm-wrestling hold, and it looked kind of fifties era as well. I suddenly felt a sense of deja-vu, like I’d seen it before in a dream or something.


  “You can’t shoot angry,” he said. “You won’t hit anything.”


  Determined to prove him wrong, I took careful aim at the target’s crotch again and let fly with four more bullets. I held the gun gently and firmly this time, but NOT like a kitten.


  When I was done, Shotgun shrugged and pulled my target forward.


  There was one hole in it, almost completely off target to the left.


  “Shit,” I said, reloading the gun with the ammo on the little shelf in front of me. Some part of my brain must have been paying attention earlier because I got that right.


  Shotgun marked my one shot and sent the target back again.


  Off in the distance, Fifties Guy taunted me with his outdated gender stereotypes.


  “Here, stand like this,” Shotgun said, moving behind me and knocking my feet farther apart with a nudge of his boot. “Put your arms like this.” He reached his arms around my body, almost embracing me as he bent one of my arms a little and straightened the other. His chest was right up against my back and I did not like it. “Shake yourself loose,” he said into my ear. “You’re too stiff. Shooting is not a mechanical thing. It’s organic. Like music or fu—painting.” Was this guy coming on to me? Ew. Whatever he was doing, it wasn’t working. The next five shots didn’t even hit the target. I could see that before he pulled it back to us.


  “Let’s try something different,” he said, pulling the paper target off its track and scrawling something on it with a black marker from his coverall pocket. When he hung it back up on its clip, Fifties Guy was sporting two very large black balls and a herculean dick.


  “Um, gross,” I said, staring at it.


  “Women are 57 percent more accurate when male nudity is involved,” he said, like he was quoting The American Journal of Science.


  “And how much more accurate are men when female nudity is involved?”


  “You don’t want to know,” he said, smirking. He sent the target back to the end of the lane, and he didn’t touch me this time as I stared down the sites of my purse gun.


  The first shot hit Fifties Guy square in chest, exactly where I’d been aiming. The next three didn’t miss either. And the fifth shot straight to his crotch made all the men in the building audibly groan.


  “See what I mean?” Shotgun said, giving me a friendly pat on the back.


  After that, I didn’t miss.


  Shotgun switched out the guns so I got to try the AR15, a shotgun, and a couple of rifles, but I had to admit that the Walther was my favorite. Passion liked it too, and she was as good with it as I was. We decided to have a target war, and Shotgun and the other guy left us to it, walking away shaking their heads and grinning.


  “You can go first,” I called to Passion from my lane, clicking my safety on and setting my gun on the weapon shelf.


  “Thanks,” she called back.


  Her first shot was dead on the target’s throat, a killer shot. The second was directly in his forehead. She was going to be hard to beat, unless she made a mistake soon. The third shot was accompanied by a cry of pain from Passion. It went wide, missing the target completely, and I heard her gun clatter to the floor.


  “Hey, are you okay?” I bolted around the lane partition to find her clutching her right hand in her left, the gun at her feet.


  “My hand got caught in the slide,” she groaned, pain written across her face.


  “Let me see,” I said, reaching out.


  “No.” She turned away from me, still clutching her hand. “It’s fine. It was just a pinch. I’m good.”


  “Everything all right?” Shotgun called from the other end of the lanes. “Anyone bleeding?”


  “I’m fine,” Passion called, but I could tell she wasn’t.


  “I’ve got a first aid kit around here somewhere, if you need it,” he called back.


  “No really. I’m good,” Passion assured him, her eyes catching mine.


  I could see fear in them, even though she was trying to hide it. For some reason, she didn’t want anyone to see how hurt she was, and I suddenly thought of her cutting. She must be used to hiding it all the time. And for all I knew, she was still doing it. She still wore long sleeves around camp. Maybe she didn’t want to explain the marks on her arms and wrists or see the look of dawning realization on someone’s face when they saw them.


  “There’s a first aid kit in the glove box of the van,” I said to her softly.


  “Thanks,” she whispered, nodding at me. Then she folded her thin body over her hands and quickly walked to the door, exiting into the sunshine.


  I reached down, picked up the gun, and flicked the safety on. When I set it on the weapon shelf, the fingers of my glove came away slick with some dark substance—Passion’s blood mixed with grease from the slide of the gun maybe.


  “Hey,” Marcus said, poking his head around the partition, AR15 in his hands. “Is Passion okay?”


  “Yeah,” I said, wiping my fingers on my jeans. “I think so.”


  “Good,” he said, “because it’s time to pay these guys, load up, and get out of here.”
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  A STRANGE EXCHANGE


  The illegal arms deal that preceded our departure was a fairly casual affair. At least at first. Marcus showed Shotgun his fake ID and a gun permit, though that seemed to be a mere formality. Money exchanged hands, a pretty significant wad of it, and then the two purse guns, several other hand guns, a Remington shotgun, and the AR15 were stuffed back into the army bag, along with a large and varied array of ammunition. Then Shotgun’s men, Nose and Jason in tow, lugged the heavy bag out the door and headed to the van.


  “And one more thing,” Shotgun said, reaching into his coverall pocket and pulling out a minus meter.


  I didn’t even think about it. One second I was standing next to Marcus, the next I was between him and the meter, my ghost hand extended through my glove and wound around Shotgun’s neck like a boa constrictor.


  “You turn that on and you die,” I told him. A minus meter had killed Marcus’s sister Danielle by draining her PSS. Marcus had been tortured with one in Greenfield. And I’d had a small taste of that agony myself when Dr. Fineman had turned his on me. I wasn’t taking any chances with this one.


  “Olivia,” Marcus whispered in my ear, his arms reaching gently around me to take hold of the meter. “He’s giving it to us. I bought it from him.”


  After Greenfield, we’d talked about trying to get our hands on one to see if we could figure out how it worked, maybe even find a way to defend against it. But dammit, Marcus could have told me we were getting one here. And what was Shotgun doing with a minus meter anyway?


  The eyes of the man I was choking were fixed on my wrist, watching my PSS swirl and writhe. He didn’t look angry, or afraid. If anything, his look was one of awe and admiration as he let go of the minus meter, releasing it to Marcus.


  But I didn’t let go of him. Didn’t want to. I could sense something inside of him, and my hand wanted it. And Marcus wanted it too. I could feel him, pressed against my back, hoping, anticipating. I hadn’t used my hand like that since the night I’d pulled the cube out of the Dr. Fineman. In fact, I hadn’t used my ghost hand at all, except for little things like picking locks, because I could feel the ability lurking there, waiting for the chance to reach into someone.


  Marcus had wanted me to experiment. He’d wanted me to pull something out of Nose, who had apparently volunteered out of the misguided notion that it would make up for tying me up in Mike Palmer’s garage. And Marcus didn’t seem to understand that I was terrified of what my hand could do, of the things it brought forth, of the way I could feel, even now, something inside this man calling to me, begging my hand to sink into him. But I would not do that again.


  Slowly, I retracted my PSS, slipping it from around his neck and letting it coalesce back into my glove.


  “Oh, you two are perfect for each other,” Shotgun said, rubbing his neck and smirking at us. Then he made some sort of weird little salute and said, “Long live The Hold.”


  “It’s not like that,” Marcus snapped, pushing me to the side and right out of his arms.


  “Does she know it’s not like that?” Shotgun nodded at me, raising his eyebrows.


  What the fuck were they talking about? Not like what? And what the hell was The Hold?


  “We came here to do business. That’s all,” Marcus said, shoving the minus meter into his pocket and holding out his hand to Shotgun. “I paid you. We shake hands like business men. And then this transaction is over.”


  Shotgun stared down at Marcus’s hand like it was an insult. Like it had just slapped him. Maybe in Indiana they didn’t shake on business deals.


  Marcus kept his hand out, waiting.


  Finally, Shotgun reached for it, but at the last second he changed the position of his grip, forcing Marcus into an arm-wrestle hold very much like the insignia on his coveralls.


  They stood for a moment locked in place, their faces close, their arms bulging as Marcus tried to pull away and Shotgun held him there. It was such a ridiculous display of testosterone, I didn’t know whether to laugh or try to break it up, so instead I just stood there watching.


  “I knew your mother,” Shotgun said, staring intently at Marcus.


  It was the last thing on earth I’d expected him to say, and Marcus looked as surprised as I was. He seemed torn between bolting, which he obviously couldn’t do, and punching Shotgun in the face with his free hand, which was now balled into a fist.


  “My mother is dead,” Marcus practically spat, “thanks to The Hold.”


  “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Shotgun insisted.


  “Neither do you, Fleshman,” Marcus said.


  I’d never heard the term spoken aloud before, but I’d read about it and I knew what it meant. Fleshman. Fleshy. Slang for someone without PSS. I had never thought of it as particularly insulting, but Marcus might as well have punched Shotgun in the face the way he dropped Marcus’s hand and staggered back, eyeing him like a wounded animal.


  “The Hold could use you,” Shotgun said. “Both of you. That’s all I was saying.”


  “We’re not interested in being used,” Marcus said, turning and walking out of the gun club, leaving me there alone and gawking at Shotgun.


  “That there is a very bitter young man,” Shotgun said softly, staring after him.


  “Wait. You knew his mother? How? When?” I couldn’t resist asking.


  Shotgun’s face hardened. “That’s none of your business,” he said. “Now go on.”


  As I walked out, Shotgun’s two henchmen were coming in, but they moved aside and let me pass.


  I ran to catch up with Marcus, who was already halfway back to the van. “What the hell was that about?” I demanded, my shorter legs racing to keep up with him. “And thanks for leaving me back there with that guy in a room full of guns.”


  “Shit,” he stopped, turning to me. “I’m sorry. He just—I didn’t—I was going to hurt him, or at least try to, and that wasn’t going to help anything.”


  I’d never seen Marcus like this. His whole body was shaking, and he didn’t seem to know what to do with himself.


  I took his hands in mine, trying to hold him together. “Do you think he really knew your mother? And why was he trying to arm wrestle you?”


  “It’s a long story,” Marcus said, looking toward the van. “One I promise to tell you when we get to Indy. We got what we came for. That’s the important thing.”


  “Okay,” I nodded. Marcus had a dark past and a lot of secrets. I knew that. I also knew that whatever had just happened was not a topic for casual conversation in front of the others. Knowing Marcus, really knowing him, was not for the faint of heart. I’d learned that the hard way. I’d also learned not to push him before he was ready. If we needed to be settled in and alone before he could tell me what this all meant, I could give him that.


  “Thank you,” he said, twining his fingers in mine as we resumed our walk to the van. “Thanks for trusting me.”


  When we got there, he opened the passenger side door for me and I climbed in.


  “What took you guys so long?” Nose asked from the back.


  “We got a minus meter,” I said, glancing back and catching a glimpse of Passion’s right hand heavily wrapped in gauze and medical tape. Had she hurt it that badly? She was sitting in the middle seat next to Yale, his face sullen but resigned. He and Marcus would work out their differences. They always did.


  Marcus slid into the driver’s seat, shut his door, and handed me the minus meter. “Put this in the glove box for now,” he said. Then he started the van, slammed it into drive, and pulled a wide U-turn in the dirt, peeling out a little at the end just for emphasis.


  I put the minus meter away, glad to see the Warren Gun Club receding in a cloud of dust behind us. But I also couldn’t help noticing, as we whizzed past the sign, the painted insignia of a circle with two clasped hands inside it showing faintly under the club’s name.
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  HOME SWEET HOME


  “Olivia, take these,” Marcus said, and I opened my eyes to find him shoving a cardboard tray of drinks at me. The van was pulled up to a Wendy’s drive-through, bags of warm, amazing-smelling fast food coming through the window like it was Christmas morning at fat camp.


  Only half-awake, I passed things to the hungry mob in the back and heard the sound of wrappers being torn open and food being devoured. Finally, there were just two bags and a couple of drinks left in the front.


  “Who ordered a vanilla Frosty?” I asked, gripping the abomination in my hand.


  “That’s mine,” Marcus said. “Can you hold it for me while I find a place to park?”


  “Vanilla?” I said, appalled. “You do realize that the entire point of a Frosty is the chocolate, right?”


  “I like vanilla,” he said, driving away from the window and circling for an empty spot in the lot.


  “I’m sorry then,” I said. “I’m afraid it’s over between us.”


  “Damn it,” Nose moaned from the back. “I said no pickles. Anyone want these?”


  “This is not a Coke. Who has my Coke?” Passion asked.


  Marcus pulled into a parking space, turned off the van, and turned on the radio. As we all sat there munching down our fast food and joking with one another, it felt like we were just a bunch of normal friends hanging out. Or that might have been the fat and sugar hitting my blood stream. Either way, it felt really good.


  Marcus inhaled his food, including the sacrilegious vanilla Frosty, and then we drove through the northern suburbs as the sun set over Indy. It was Saturday night so the traffic wasn’t bad, and the further out we got, the bigger the houses became, the neighborhoods sporting fancier, more pretentious walls around them. Finally, we pulled up to a gated community with golden letters blazed across its defensive brick facade declaring it Hunterwood Estates.


  “This is us,” Marcus said, grabbing a remote from the glove box of the van and pointing it at the gates. They swung open slowly and closed automatically behind us after we’d driven through.


  Along the winding little road, huge houses stood far apart, with whole fields of well-maintained grass between them. There were no fences around the yards, and beyond the houses was a beautiful backdrop of native trees and plants with a bike path running along the edge of a small river. Marcus turned down one street, then another, navigating us through Hunterwood Estates to a huge house on the edge of the community, its back yard fading gently into the woods, the river, and the trail. He pulled into the driveway and turned off the van. “Home sweet home,” Marcus said, grinning at me, probably because my eyes were bugging out of my head.


  It was beautiful. A dream home. The kind of place you’d see featured in some magazine rich people read.


  “Holy shit!” Nose said. “It’s a McMansion.”


  “How many big screens does it have?” Jason asked, sounding unimpressed.


  “Seven,” Marcus answered.


  “It has seven TVs?” I asked in disbelief. My mom had a thing against television. She thought it was a tool of mass psychological manipulation. And my dad had always argued that TV stifled creativity. We’d only had one small TV in our house, in the living room, and as a kid I hadn’t been allowed to watch it much. Of course, that hadn’t stopped me from watching tons of TV at Emma’s house or on the Internet. But as much as I liked television, I couldn’t fathom the need for seven big screen TVs in one house.
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