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1 
The Negative Affirmation

Jonah lay face down, confused.

The thing that pulled his attention at the moment was the powerful scent of grass in his nose. But the grass wasn't the only scent. There was another one present. Jonah didn't know how he could smell it, but he did.

It was the smell of evil. In its purest form.

Jonah rose to find himself on the crest of an extremely elevated hill. Another thing that he knew, once again without knowing how he knew, was that the hill wasn't natural.

It had been constructed…just for him.

The hill overlooked a valley that was strangely barren; it was the complete opposite of his lush hilltop. It would have been entirely unremarkable except for some type of movement that Jonah could only make out in his peripheral vision. If he looked head on, he saw nothing. What was the source of that movement?

He tried to adjust his head so as to accommodate his peripheral vision a bit more when a bee stung him on the back of his arm. Immediately he reached there, but saw nothing. Then he felt a sting on his neck.

“Ah!” Jonah swatted at the area, but felt nothing there, either.

There was another sting on his back, and then front of his neck. Through his pain and anguish, Jonah realized something.

There were no bees.

He'd diligently hunted around, but there were no bees, or any other stinging insects for that matter, to see. Unless he was experiencing some type of physical hallucination, the source of the issue was something else.

It was when a sting caught the side of his head (which prompted him to jerk his head in discomfort) that he saw something.

There was another abstractly elevated hill miles away to the west. It mirrored the one that Jonah was on; it was even lush and green like his. But whereas his hill was only large enough to accommodate him, the other hill strained under the weight of dozens of people. Even though Jonah couldn't make out their faces, he knew that they were all focused on him, with their left hands raised like engaged students in a classroom. The strange thing was the fact that their hands all gleamed specific colors, with the exception of four or five, which had faded to black.

Wait.

Five hands were pitch-black dark. Jonah had experienced five stings. Were they the source of it, then?

He saw a hand go from green to black, and felt a sting on his left arm. Three more darkened. Three more stings.

Jonah felt like the stung portions of his body were on fire. He didn't know what to do about it. His mind went into panic mode, but he had no way to defend himself. What if all the hands went dark at the same time? Would the stings stop his heart, or something like that?

Jonah collapsed to his knees as three more hands went dark. The more this went on, the worse the stings felt. He didn't know how much more he could take.

Then, out of the corner of his eye, he saw a third hill elevate from nowhere. It, like his, only contained one person. Jonah couldn't make him out, but the man didn't waste any time with attempts to be seen or recognized. He yanked that largest bow that Jonah had ever seen from his back, notched an arrow that gleamed gold, and fired directly into the crowd atop the second hill.

Through the haze of pain, Jonah wondered if the man had enough arrows to make a difference on that hill, but he needn't have worried. The archer's first arrow downed almost a half-dozen targets, but the man hadn't shot at random. He'd aimed for the people whose hands had gone dark. When they were attacked, the colors returned to their hands, and Jonah's pain subsided.

The archer sent two more gold-gleaming arrows into a crowd, but with the disarray it caused, it may as well have been a volley. The crowd was in utter chaos; they trampled over each other, and fell to the ground. Some even threw projectile weapons at the third hill, but with an ease that was almost frightening, the archer shot arrows at each weapon and derailed each one. Once he'd destroyed the weapons, he resumed shooting arrows into the crowd. The mass of people there was in true panic now, like Jonah had been earlier. He watched as many of them collapsed to their knees, and many more fell flat on their backs.

And then a final arrow flew from the archer's bow, and the last enemy fell. Jonah tore his eyes from the second hill and looked over at his savior in awe.

“Who are you?” he called. “I mean, thanks and everything—I'm grateful and all that—but who are you?”

The archer looked in Jonah's direction, but he was still too far away for Jonah to see his face. “We've met before, you and I,” he said.

Jonah frowned. The voice definitely triggered something in his memory, but he didn't remember much else.

“I can do this no longer,” said the archer, but why did it seem like it was more to himself than Jonah? “Not this way. The lost spirits do all they can to survive.”

It was in that moment that Jonah noticed it. It was as if his Spectral Sight decided to function on a delay. The movement on the barren land below the elevated hills were spirits. Hundreds of them. They looked to be the most defeated spectral beings that Jonah had ever seen. Under other circumstances, Jonah would have wondered why he'd had trouble seeing them at first, but that wasn't the most troubling thing.

It was how they looked that troubled him the most. The poorest, most malnourished alms beggar on the street would have looked healthier than these spirits and spiritesses. Their spectral skin hung from their bones. Lifeblood dripped from nicks, cuts, and bruises from all over their bodies. Most of them tried to pull themselves to standing, but simply couldn't make it.

“Why are they like this?” he shouted in the archer's direction. “What has happened to them?”

“Jonathan told you long ago that spirits and spiritesses could still be hurt, even in the next life, Rowe,” the archer called back. “It's crystal clear—or should be, anyway—who would benefit from this.”

The second Jonah thought about it, thought about him, a shadow darkened the hills and the valley. Both he and the archer threw their gazes skyward.

A huge crow flew over the landscape. Its eyes were full of hate and intelligence as it surveyed the scene. Jonah was horrified, not only because of the crow's presence, but because it wasn't new. There was no way he'd forget that overlarge monstrosity.

But if he was seeing this crow again, that meant…

At that moment, the crow realized that it was being watched. It ignored the archer completely, made a smooth turn, and flew straight for Jonah.

“Run, boy!” the archer snapped. “You must run!”

Jonah heard him, but it took a few minutes for his legs to cooperate with what his brain told him. He finally turned to flee, but then he felt claws at his shoulders, and hit the ground chest first. For some reason, he didn't hear the archer anymore, and everything had gone dark. That didn't matter. Those claws were still on his back, ready to tear at him like so much meat—he had to bat them away—

Then he stopped struggling, confused.

If there claws on his back, then they had to be by far the dullest ones he'd ever felt, not that he had any point of reference.

He reached behind his back, grabbed at what was there, and grimaced.

It was a wire hanger. No, two of them.

Then that meant—

Jonah looked to his left, and saw the empty bed. He shook his head.

He hadn't hit the ground chest-first, he'd hit the floor, when he'd rolled out of bed. The two wire hangers he'd left on the night stand must have fallen on his back when his ungraceful thud jostled the thing.

There was no crow. No hills, no lost spirits, and no archer. And everything had gone dark because he'd awakened in a dark room.

It had been a damn dream.

Now that he'd had that realization, his chest smarted with discomfort. He heaved himself off of the floor, and plopped down on the bunched mass of sheets and blankets on the bed.

It had just been a dream. He was glad that he was alone, and no one was around to see him make a fool of himself over a nightmare just now.

But there were some truly odd things that stuck out about that dream. Those people, the multi-colored hands that brought about stinging pain whenever the colors turned dark. It was no mystery who they were.

The Deadfallen disciples.

They'd been malicious as hell in that dream, the way they'd consolidated their endowments on him like that. But the Deadfallen disciples were all killers, so they wouldn't balk at causing agony.

Then there was the archer. Jonah was willing to swear that he'd seen him before. He'd definitely recognized the voice. Even though it had been a dream, it was nice to have had someone on his side in it. And those lost souls…Jonah didn't know what to make of them. He had seen shackled spirits before. They'd been emaciated and drained; looked as though they'd never known a moment's peace. But those spirits in that dream…

Life never ended. It merely changed form. But if that was what the spirits' lives had become, then he was just glad that it just had been a dream for their sakes.

And that crow—that had to have been Creyton. Or some representation of him, anyway. No wonder he ignored the archer.

Jonah closed his eyes. Creyton wasn't just a Spirit Reaper. He was the Spirit Reaper. He was looked upon as fearfully amongst Eleventh Percenters as the Tenth despots of old. But Creyton didn't call himself “Chancellor,” or “Fuhrer” or the things that the dictators in the past called themselves. He called himself the Transcendent.

And the Transcendent was Jonah's mortal enemy.

They'd crossed paths before, and through luck, or testicular fortitude or whatever, Jonah managed to beat him and (or so he thought) force him to the Other Side. But the latter part hadn't happened. Through ethereal circumstances that Jonah still didn't understand, Creyton had been killed, but his spirit never went to the Other Side. He spent the equivalent of many years researching the means of a resurrection—a fact made possible by the lack of influence that time had on the Astral Plane—and had achieved Praeterletum, a literal return from the grave. He was the first Eleventh Percenter ever to manage it. His plan had come to fruition through the actions of his most loyal disciple, Inimicus, who was Jessica Hale. Jonah had very nearly lost his physical life—

Jonah swore loudly and smacked his own head with an open palm. He didn't hit his head too hard, though; he'd suffered a concussion that night Creyton achieved Praeterletum, which had only been rectified through ethereal healing. Still, he wouldn't help matters by scrambling his own brains.

He fought the thoughts each time his mind wandered to Creyton. He pushed them down as far as they would go whenever they reared themselves. Most of the time, his brain was pretty quiet, but then thoughts of that house, Jessica's betrayal, and that cold fire that burned Ant Noble to nothing but bones—

Jonah punched a nearby pillow. The thoughts had reared themselves again that quickly!

He abandoned his seated position. Sleep wasn't an option at the moment. He went to the bathroom, and silently surveyed himself in the mirror.

Jonah's profile had changed since he'd discovered that he was an Eleventh Percenter. His brown hair had elongated somewhat in the absence of barbers that he knew and trusted. His hazel eyes, upon inspecting them, very much resembled his mind at the moment; slightly haunted, confused, and full of memories that he didn't want. But there were two marked changes that had only occurred since he'd been road-tripping along the Outer Banks.

His waistline was trimmer now than it had ever been. He didn't smile at his reflection in the mirror, though, because he was of two minds about it.

Jonah was very pleased about it, no doubt about that. He'd always been between twenty and thirty pounds overweight throughout his life, so the fact that he was nearer to a flat stomach now than he'd ever been in his life was a great thing. The-not-so-pleasing part of the thing was the fact that, through his whole weight loss process, he'd discovered that it was simply wasn't in his genes to have a washboard stomach, or even visible abs. It wasn't a huge blow or anything such as that. It wasn't ever Jonah's life ambition to grace the cover of Muscle and Fitness, anyway. It was just that Reena had almost convinced him that through fitness gains, the sky was the limit. For his stomach, however, it seemed that the limit was the sky. Oh well.

Jonah's eyes rose back to his face, and he pondered the second change.

He'd grown a beard.

It wasn't even a deliberate thing. It was more attributed to laziness than anything else. But it was a new dynamic. The facial hair was nothing dramatic or overly dignified, but it did make him look older, more mature. It made it look as though life had shown him a thing or two. And that was a good thing, because that dream scared the hell out of him.

“Just great,” he muttered to his reflection. “What is a summer without shit?”

 

Jonah managed to get back to sleep for several more hours before he officially began the day. He showered, dressed, straightened up the bed out of respect for the incoming maid, and checked out of the motel. It was the last day of the “vacation” that Jonathan mandated. He was cool with the fact that it was over, but he had to admit that he'd taken a great liking to this final stop.

The town, Coastal Shores, was mere miles from Manteo, and very quiet. Maybe twenty-eight hundred people resided there, which made it even smaller than Rome. But as Jonah took in the morning sun and the ocean, he couldn't make a single complaint about the place.

Despite his newfound affection for the place, Jonah still felt that it was time to return home. And it wasn't because of the dream.

Throughout his road-tripping, he'd stayed in contact with Terrence and Reena. Even though they'd always kept the conversation short out of respect for his being on “vacation,” they'd kept him up on things around Rome. There had been nothing of note to report on their end, which relieved Jonah because his friends hadn't experienced any discord, but also unnerved him because it felt like Creyton wanted to lure them into a false sense of security while he and his disciples planned something even worse than what they had the last time. But Terrence and Reena hadn't spoken of anything sinister; Terrence spoke about helping the other janitors get the high school ready for the kids to come back at the end of summer break, while Reena spoke about assisting Kendall in self-defense now that she knew about the Eleventh Percent.

But something had changed in the past few weeks. Terrence and Reena were still upbeat and cheerful whenever Jonah spoke to them, but something in their voices was different. The positivity seemed a bit contrived at times. It was nothing obvious, but Jonah knew his brother and sister well. And he also knew a falsely cheerful voice when he heard it due to the fact that he had so much experience with using one himself.

Jonah wanted to know what was bothering them, but he also knew why they chose to hold back on him. Jonathan had probably told them that giving him negative information would be antithetical to his time away. But, oddly enough, Jonah didn't know how appreciative of that he was. He was beyond grateful for the time to collect his thoughts, but the estate was his home, too. He wanted to be in the know as much as everyone else. Especially if they really needed him. He still couldn't believe that Creyton had figured out that phobia.

Task at hand, Jonah, he reminded himself rather forcefully, but seconds later, he sighed.

The night he'd escaped Creyton and the Deadfallen disciples, he'd used anger to offset his fear and worry. It'd worked well enough, so he'd attempted the same approach whenever Creyton fell on his mind. But the tactic that saved his physical life that night just wasn't a healthy one to do in everyday life. He wasn't in threatening situations on the pier. Or at the beach. Or at the movies.

Or at breakfast in a diner, where a waiter had just seen his momentary scowl and began to back away in apprehension.

Smooth.

“I really wasn't trying to bother you, sir,” said the waiter meekly. “I was just trying to make small talk, forgive my curiosity—”

“No, no,” said Jonah hastily, “I wasn't even listening—”

The man deflated, and Jonah sucked his teeth. Not a great thing to say.

“You didn't hear anything I said?” said the waiter, who looked forlorn.

“I didn't mean it like that, sir.” Jonah shook his head so as to play up the confusion of the situation. “I didn't mean that I was ignoring you, it was just—just a brief bout of reticence. I've got a lot on my mind.”

Jonah waited, and breathed a sigh of relief when the man looked less depressed.

“Is that right, son?” he asked, sounding rather surprised. “You don't look like you're old enough to have a mind full of stress. Don't look like you've been in the world long enough to even have enough life to analyze.”

Jonah gritted his teeth. It aggravated him something fierce when older people said things like that. He'd just turned twenty-six, and that was more than enough life to analyze. Hell, he had enough life to analyze with just the three years he'd known he was an Eleventh Percenter. “Right,” he mumbled. “Now, what was it that you asked me?”

“I was asking you if you were thinking of putting down roots down in Coastal Shores, or were you just passing through?” said the waiter.

“Just passing through,” replied Jonah. “Took the whole summer to myself to quiet my brain. De-stress and all that. Been throughout the Outer Banks, and Coastal Shores is my last stop before going back home.”

The waiter nodded as he topped off Jonah's iced tea. “I've always said that young people move through life too fast,” he remarked. “But I promise you that there isn't anything going on in your life that church can't fix.”

Jonah swallowed. Not one of those types. “I suppose you're right.”

The waiter regarded Jonah with narrow eyes. “You religious?”

“Not in any real sense,” said Jonah, trying hard not to roll his eyes, “but I go to church.”

“Really?” The waiter didn't even say it like a question. “What's the name?”

Jonah started to think that maybe he should have allowed the man to think that he was reticent a few minutes ago. “Serenity Road Faith Haven,” he muttered. “Senior Pastor is Cassius Abbott.”

Jonah waited with almost bated breath as the man regarded him further. But then he nodded, and he breathed a sigh of relief.

“You've got a good foundation, son,” he said. “Get more involved, and you'll be fine.”

“Right,” said Jonah, mentally willing the man to leave.

Mercifully, the man remembered that he had a job, and left Jonah be. He glared after him for a moment. Some people in the world were just so damn nosy. And of course the nosiness had to be followed by free advice. If the man had known who Jonah truly was, then he would know it would take more than couple Sunday morning invocations to assuage his issues.

He was just about get up and pay his bill when a man lowered himself into the booth. He was lanky and thin, and stank of cigarettes and beer. The color of his stained teeth went along with that. His hair was a rat's nest, and his beard looked as though it could comfortably lodge a flock of birds. His presence annoyed Jonah even further.

Great. First, the religion-fixated waiter wanted to help me with salvation, and now the town drunk wanted a meal.

“Look, man—”

“Silence, Rowe,” hissed the man as he bared those nicotine-stained teeth.

Jonah's eyes hardened for a half-second, but then he realized the guy referred to him by his last name. Now every sense was on alert. “How did you know my name?” he demanded. “What do you want?”

The man looked at Jonah with a kind of hungry delight. “Nothing in particular. Just having some fun by showing you how easy it is for you to be gotten to.”

Instinctively, Jonah moved a hand to his pockets, where his batons lay, but the man shook his head warningly.

“I wouldn't do that if I were you,” he said quietly. “One wrong move, and I'll kill everyone in this place. Surely you don't want another diner massacre, do you?”

Jonah's eyes widened. “Creyton—”

“The Transcendent,” corrected the man.

“Yeah, him,” snapped Jonah. “He wouldn't appreciate you drawing attention to yourself like this.”

It was a gamble. Jonah hoped that it was true.

The man chuckled, and then a middle-aged woman sitting near the bar shook her head slightly and coughed. The man with her looked at her in concern.

“Honey? What's wrong?” he asked.

“I…I don't know,” responded the woman. “I couldn't catch my breath for a moment. Think I might need my inhaler.”

The woman's husband patted her back, still looking concerned. Jonah looked at the man in front of him utter horror. He was still chuckling.

“Who's drawing attention?” he asked politely. “As quietly as a rat, I could bring about a repeat of the Crystal Diner. And I know you don't want that, Rowe.”

Jonah used every ounce of resolve he possessed as removed his hand from his pocket. The man smiled evilly, like he was in total control.

“Backup is an option for me as well, just so you know.” He pointed to bruising at his throat. “You're outnumbered, unendowed, and stuck in the middle of all these precious, delicate Ungifteds. So if you want them to be safe, you will sit there like a good little boy.”

Jonah's fingers gripped the table. If everything this Deadfallen disciple said was true, then there was nothing he could do without endangering the Tenths around him. Why did he stop here for food? Why didn't he just roll on back to Rome? These two dozen people in this diner would be safe right now if he'd done just that.

No. This stupid disciple of Creyton was the one endangering people. He had his finger on the proverbial trigger, not Jonah.

“This isn't about any of them.” Jonah kept his voice very quiet, so as to not bring attention to the two of them. “Let's step outside, and handle this there.”

The man flashed those badly stained teeth again. “No thank you,” he said gleefully. “Now answer this question: Did you have the dream?”

Jonah's eyes widened. There was no way he could know about that.

The man smiled. “I can see by your expression that you did have it,” he said. “That's all I wanted to know.”

And the bastard actually rose to leave. Jonah looked at him, shocked. Was he serious?

“Oh, hell no,” he snapped. “What was that dream supposed to mean?”

The man ignored him and headed for the exit. Jonah, temper and alarm rising with each passing second, followed him.

“What does it mean?” he demanded. “Answer me!”

The man said nothing, but Jonah distinctly heard another chuckle. That pissed him off even more.

“You hear me talking to you?” snarled Jonah, who didn't really notice that his words were now attracting stares. “You will not leave here without answering me!”

He reached for the guy's shoulder, but then the woman at the bar started having breathing issues once more. Jonah looked at her, concerned, but then his expression returned to anger once he looked at the man again.

“Stop that!”

The man's chuckle became a full on laugh.

“Leave her alone! If you want a victim, take me!”

More laughter.

And that was when Jonah lost it.

He threw a wild haymaker. The man slammed against the wall before he slid down to the floor. There were exclamations of shock and horror, but Jonah turned his attention to the woman who'd had her breathing obstructed.

“Ma'am! Are you okay—?”

But strangely, the woman's husband shielded his wife from Jonah, looking ready to throw a punch of his own. “Don't you come near her!” he yelled.

Jonah looked at him in confusion. “What? I meant no harm, sir!”

“No harm?” repeated the pious waiter in disbelief. “Are you joking?”

Jonah frowned, but then realized the situation. “You don't understand!” he tried to shout over the angered and panicked people. “That man over there was—”

He paused. What could he tell them? They wouldn't believe a word of it. Plus it seemed like they'd formed their own opinions of Jonah anyway.

He looked at the man on the floor, whom (conveniently) no one paid any attention to. But Jonah wasn't thinking about them at the moment.

The man rubbed his throat roughly…and wiped away the bruise. It had been makeup.

Makeup?

The guy's bloodied visage showed nothing but joy as he glanced outside. Jonah did the same.

A woman stood outside, calmly resting her weight against a trucker's rig. She ignored the commotion completely and looked straight at Jonah.

It was a white-haired woman. India Drew, one of Creyton's Deadfallen disciples.

She smiled widely as she gave Jonah a mock salute, and then—nothing could have prepared Jonah for what she did next—shape-shifted into a crow. She literally shrank into that accursed avian shape in the span of three seconds, cawed once, and took flight. Her bloody-nosed accomplice slunk out of the diner's entrance, but no one was the wiser.

And Jonah was in the middle of the diner, having just assaulted someone in front of multiple witnesses and having no explanation to give.

The fresh hell had descended. On the very last day of his vacation, his negative affirmation had come true.





2 
Patience, Not a Virtue

“I won't ask again.”

“You said that five minutes ago.”

“Do you not understand this situation, boy?”

“My situation is that I'm entitled to a phone call, but instead I'm in here talking to you.”

This had been going on for the past twenty minutes. The religious waiter at the diner had called 911, and Jonah had gotten carted away to the sorriest, most disorganized sheriff's department in America. He wasn't expecting due process. He wasn't sure that anybody in the station could even spell it.

The deputy sheriff, a man who would probably be less than insignificant had it not been for the gun and badge, had been, at least in his own eyes, bullying Jonah for information, but Jonah hadn't budged. Partly because he didn't appreciate the whole farce, and partly because if he told them what had actually happened, his next stop might be a padded cell.

The deputy ran impatient fingers across a weather-beaten brow. “You got a name, boy?”

“Wow.” Jonah didn't even try to hide his frustration. “This whole time you've been badgering me, and you never even bothered to get my name, Deputy—?”

Jonah looked at the idiot's badge, and then raised his eyes to his face in disbelief. “Your name is Deputy Dumbass?”

The deputy sneered. “It's Dümhass.”

“Well, it looks like—” began Jonah, but the man spoke over him.

“It's a misprint!” he snarled. “The engraver had bad vision!”

“Whatever, Deputy Dumbass,” muttered Jonah under his breath.

Deputy Dümhass took a leveling breath, and tried to control his temper. “In all my years of being a citizen of Coastal Shores, boy, and I've been here all my life—”

“Explains a lot,” murmured Jonah.

“—I have never seen such calamity,” finished Dümhass in a louder voice than Jonah's. “This here's a quiet, sweet-natured, God-fearing town, boy. I wouldn't expect a drifter like you—”

“I'm not a damn drifter!” snarled Jonah. “I'm a tourist!”

“You watch your mouth, boy!” snapped Dümhass. “I've put away tougher men than your disrespectful—”

“First of all, you don't know anything about me,” interrupted Jonah, whose opinion of the town went from the sky to the cellar in the past half hour, “and second of all, I've always been taught that in regards to respect, you have to give to get. You haven't given me any respect at all; you took the diner situation at face value. All this time that you've been flapping your gums about the sanctity of this town, you could have been asking for my version of what happened in the diner. You put the handcuffs on so tightly that I couldn't even feel my fuckin' fingers, and for almost half an hour, you've been trying—and failing, I might add—to frighten me. And, once again, you have not once asked me for my side of the story! So forgive me if I haven't shown you any respect. I'm only reciprocating what I've been getting from you.”

It wasn't in Jonah's nature to be this disrespectful; his grandmother had drilled good manners into him. But this pack of imbecilic townies had pissed him off. He'd been trying to help that woman and the other Tenths, and he got lured into a trap by India Drew.

But why the hell had that Tenth man pretended to be an Eleventh Percenter? Even stranger, why had he pretended to be a Deadfallen disciple?

But Jonah didn't need to expend too much energy on confusion at the moment. He was in this station being questioned (by the loosest definition, anyway) for a panic that he did not personally incite. And if there was something that was guaranteed to piss Jonah off, it was being accused of things he knew he hadn't done.

Dümhass sat in silence for several minutes. It was clear to Jonah that his words had the deputy seething. But he couldn't care less.

“You really enjoying sassing people, don't you?” he said in a voice barely above a whisper. “Well, I know just what to do with you. Let's see if an overnight stay, compliments of the beautiful state of North Carolina, will make you cooperate.”

At that very moment, there was a knock at the door. Dümhass' head snapped to it.

“What?” he snapped.

The man who'd been at the front desk opened the door rather timidly. Dümhass' angry face loosened somewhat at the sight of the other deputy's face.

“What is it, Hawkins?” he asked in a much more level tone.

“Sir,” said the younger deputy sheepishly, “we have a visitor. For him.”

He jerked his head at Jonah. Dümhass scoffed.

“This is not the Marriott, Hawkins,” he said in an aggravated tone. “Tell them to get out of here.”

“Um, I don't think that's gonna work, sir,” said Hawkins. “See—”

Someone else pushed themselves past Hawkins into the room, and both Jonah and Dümhass flinched.

It was a black man with wire-rimmed glasses, very focused eyes, and posture so erect that Jonah wondered whether or not he'd ever curved his spine in his life. He wasn't necessarily imposing, but there was still something about the man that made Jonah feel the need to be wary or something. It kind of felt like the feeling that people got when they got around a tax auditor, or a health inspector.

The meek little deputy had said that this guy was a visitor for Jonah. But Jonah hadn't ever laid eyes on the man in his life. Was this some new crap? Some new danger?

The movies were right. The strangest things did happen in the tiniest towns.

“Deputy—” the man looked at Dümhass' nameplate, slightly raised his eyebrows, but maintained his composure, “—I'm just going to call you Deputy. I hope that that's okay.”

“Who—?”

“My name is Toland Mathers,” said the man, who fluidly flashed a badge and pocketed it before anyone actually noticed it. “I am here to take this man, Jonah Rowe, into my custody.”

Dümhass' eyes shot up, and he rose from the seat. “Like heck you do!” he spat. “This—this Rowe man here was disturbing the peace at of this town's oldest establishments! And don't come in here with that above my pay grade horse pucky. I didn't even really see that badge; it wouldn't happen to be fake now, would it? Who are you even with, anyway?”

Mathers was neither impressed nor unnerved by Dümhass' tirade. “I'm part a department that doesn't take too kindly to gun-toting ma-and-pa law enforcement establishments who apprehend law-abiding citizens and deny them due process and access to legal counsel. And according to my information, you didn't even read Mr. Rowe his Miranda Rights.”

Dümhass looked dumbfounded. Mathers turned to Jonah.

“Did any of these things happen, Mr. Rowe?” he asked.

Jonah didn't know this man from Adam, but he liked him. Dümhass caught his eye, with a pleading look in his own. Jonah smiled at him assuredly, but then muttered, “Nope.”

Dümhass whimpered. Hawkins gawked at Mathers in disbelief.

“You didn't read him his rights, sir?” he asked.

“Shut up, Hawkins,” said Dümhass, who now looked as fearful as the younger deputy did earlier.

Mathers nodded in satisfaction. Both deputies stared at him in silent terror.

“This is the part where you leave me to question Rowe, and no longer hinder me from now until the time we leave,” he said to them.

Dümhass, though still rattled, looked as if he'd been force-fed something bitter. “Move along, Hawkins,” he grumbled, and the two of them left.

Mathers stared at the door for several seconds. Jonah stared at Mathers.

“What—?” he began, but Mathers waved a hand at him for silence. He shut his mouth, more confused than ever.

Several more seconds passed, and then a pleased look crossed Mather's face. He sat in the chair that Dümhass had just vacated, and stared at his watch.

“That took longer than it should have,” he muttered. “Nine whole minutes. I'm getting slow.”

Jonah frowned. “Um, what are you talking about?” he asked. “Why were you staring at the door? While we're at it, who are you? How do I know you?”

“You don't know me, Jonah,” said the man. “You just know of me.”

“Begging your pardon, sir,” said Jonah, “but I can't say that I do. I'm grateful that you got Deputy Dumbass off my back, but I've never heard of a Toland Mathers.”

He snorted. “Toland Mathers isn't my name,” he told Jonah. “That was merely a pseudonym. My real name is Ovid Patience.”

Jonah's eyes widened. “Patience?” he repeated. “As in Mr. Decessio's friend? Networker?”

“The very same,” nodded Patience, who extended his hand. “Nice to officially meet you, Rowe.”

Jonah shook the extended hand, still rather dumbfounded. “Pleasure is mutual, but—why are you here? How did you know I needed help?”

“I'm a Networker, Jonah,” said Patience. “We've been heavily trained to detect the involvement of ethereal humans in Tenth Percent crimes.”

The earlier irritation rippled across Jonah's shock. “I didn't do anything.”

“Of course you didn't.” Patience didn't sound doubtful or disbelieving. “People see only what they want to see, and Tenths, bless them, do that more than anyone. Now before we proceed, please tell me what did happen in that diner.”

Full of gratitude that someone believed him, Jonah told Patience about the Tenth impostor with the makeup on his throat who played a part while India Drew perpetrated the whole thing from the parking lot. His frustration, which had been dulled momentarily after Patience's arrival, reared itself once more during the recounting of the story.

“And once they'd made up in their minds that I was the one in the wrong, they didn't pay any attention to anything else,” he concluded. “They didn't even notice it when the guy snuck out of the place, or the fact that a fully grown woman outside turned into a damned bird and flew off.”

Patience took a deep breath. “A Tenth Percenter was doing the bidding of a Deadfallen?”

Jonah noticed that it sounded more rhetorical than anything else. “Um…does that mean something that I don't know?”

“I fear that it does.” Patience rose, and invited Jonah to do the same. “But it's time to leave here.”

Jonah glanced at the door of the interrogation, puzzled. “Are you going to show that Networker badge again? Because I think Deputy Dumbass will pay more attention to it this time.”

“Networkers do not carry badges.” Patience's voice was full of distaste. “One shouldn't need to carry such a gimmicky device so as to denote their affiliation. This thing in my pocket was merely a prop to throw off this sheriff's department. But they will not be a bother to us.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Jonah, I am involved in Spectral Law,” Patience told him. “Taking the reins of an ethereal matter from Tenth authorities is my job. Besides that, these people have screwed up twice. First, they denied you your rights. Second, they tried to eavesdrop at the door.”

“Seriously?”

“Yep,” said Patience. “Why do you think that I stared at the door for a little while? But I'm not supposed to know what they were doing, of course.”

“I'm just saying,” said Jonah, who felt the need to be devil's advocate, “this is a police station—”

“Son, this is a joke.” Patience didn't laugh, but his eyes were full of mirth. “Mayberry, R.F.D. was more organized than this, and that was a T.V. show. Trust me, I've got this.”

Finally, Jonah believed him. If he'd been doing this for years and was that confident in his abilities, why should he worry? “Alright, sir. I'm ready to get back to Rome, anyway.”

“Ah.” Patience looked at Jonah, and some of the mirth left his eyes. “We're not going to the estate. I can't take you straight home just yet. We're going to the Decessio's house first.”

“Huh?” said Jonah, taken aback. “Why?”

“There are…things you need to know first,” said Patience evasively.

“What things?” Jonah's frustration was back. Surely, Terrence and Reena would have let him know if something was wrong, vacation or no. Was the reason that he couldn't go straight home the same reason that he'd detected something different in their voices when he'd spoken to them in recent weeks?

Patience scratched his brow. “We won't talk about it here,” he said finally, “not in this place. But the thing that you need to know is that while you've been on your Jonathan-ordered sabbatical, the—world changed. Our world changed. Creyton returning from the grave screwed up a lot of things, for a lot of people.”
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Patience hadn't lied. He and Jonah walked out of the sheriff's department with nary a peep from anyone. Deputy Dümhass glared, but he knew he had no legs to stand on. Jonah wondered whether or not the deputy's blunder would cost him his job. Dumbass.

Jonah was just about to mention that he needed to get back to his car and pick up his stuff, but Patience beat him to it.

“It would not be in your best interest to be seen around that diner again,” he said, “so we took care of your car. It's been towed.”

“What?!”

“Pipe down, boy,” said Patience shortly. “It was in appearance only. I had it taken to the Decessio home. Arn and Connie had no issue with that. It will probably be there before we get there ourselves. But I wanted to make it look like it had been towed, so as to please the patrons once they got so bloodthirsty.”

Jonah looked away, feeling foolish. “Thanks. But hang on a second. You said that my car will be there before we get there? How can that be? Aren't we using the Astralimes?”

“No.” Patience pointed to a black Trans Am. “It will behoove us to travel sans ethereal means as much as humanly possible. Trust me on that.”

Jonah frowned. Did that have to do with these oh-so-major world changes as well? What had Creyton done that was so bad that it subjected Jonah to a ride in a Trans Am older than he was?

Patience raised an eyebrow at his expression. “Do you have a problem with my car?” he asked quietly.

“No,” lied Jonah. “It's just that—”

“It's been fully restored,” interrupted Patience, with just the faintest trace of annoyance in his voice. “I've been restoring it for the past several years, and I change the oil every month. Like Arn Decessio, cars are my hobby as well. My engine is probably more solvent than your own.”

“I'm sure it is,” said Jonah sycophantically. “Let's just please get out of this town.”

Patience lowered himself into the car, and Jonah followed suit. Upon entering, he was never more thankful to have lost weight over the summer than he was now. If he'd been heavier, this tight ride would have been even more unpleasant.

Jonah was happy to see the You Are Now Leaving Coastal Shores sign. It was just so odd, because just that morning, he'd viewed the town as one of the nicest places he'd ever visited. Now he couldn't get out of the place fast enough. He wondered if he should blame India Drew or the townies for that.

Patience made very little small talk for a long while, and did much of the driving in silence. When they were within fifty or sixty miles of the Decessio house, however, he broke the quiet. “How many places had you gone?” he asked Jonah.

“Mainly places up the coast,” responded Jonah. “Not the tourist traps or anything, but just the quiet places where I could relax.”

“Did you grow up in the Outer Banks?” asked Patience.

“No, the Inner Banks,” answered Jonah. “Nana didn't really care for beaches because she didn't really like leaving her garden. So when I got my driver's license, I started frequenting the places myself.”

Patience nodded. “And had no incidences with dark ethereality?”

“Not until today,” sighed Jonah.

For some reason, Patience looked guilty for a moment. “I'm sorry, son,” he said.

“For what?” asked Jonah.

Patience sort of shrugged. “You were, at least until today, having a good time of things,” he said. “Now, I'm pulling you back into the thick of things, and I just felt the need to apologize. Especially after that less than delightful dream—”

He froze. Jonah, who'd been paying attention to Patience's words the whole time, widened his eyes at that.

“How did you know I'd had a bad dream?”

“I didn't,” said Patience.

“Don't lie to me, sir,” said Jonah. “I never mentioned having a dream, not even when I told you what happened at the diner.”

Patience said nothing. Jonah's eyes narrowed.

“Are you an informant?” he questioned.

“No, boy!” Patience's eyes widened. “If I were in league with Creyton, would I have saved you from the Yokel Patrol back there?”

Jonah deflated, realizing just how idiotic his accusation was. “My mistake. It's just that in the past several months, I've put trust in a lot of wrong people—”

“I know what you've been through, Jonah,” said Patience. “Jonathan has kept us up to speed. But I am not on the side of the Deadfallen disciples. Just the mere thought of being on the dark side makes my stomach turn.”

“Apologies,” muttered Jonah. “But I want to know how you knew about the dream.”

Patience switched lanes so as to get close to the highway exit. “Because I had the dream, too.”

“That so?”

“Everyone had it, Jonah,” said Patience. “Every Eleventh Percenter we're aware of had that dream. Even the sazers had it. Felix and Prodigal told us.”

Jonah turned his attention back to the highway and let that sink in. He thought that knowing that he hadn't been alone would bring him some relief, but he felt just the opposite. It felt like isolation. Like the entire ethereal world was in danger together and sequestered from the rest of the population, who would never understand what they, the Eleventh Percenters, dealt with.

So that was why Terrence and Reena sounded so strange—

No. That odd thing had been in Terrence's and Reena's voices before that dream; the dream had only occurred the previous night.

So what else was going on?

“Patience,” Jonah said it slowly and clearly, “what else has been happening? Why can't we just go to the estate? Going to the Decessio house feels like a—a pit stop. It's like I need to be mentally fortified for something.”

Patience took Exit 81. “Let's just get to the house, son,” he said quietly. “Your morning was crazy enough.”

 

Jonah hadn't been to the Decessio house since the opening game of Bobby's last football season. He also remembered that at that time, they'd received information about a resurgence of Eighth Chapter crimes, which denoted crimes perpetrated by Creyton's followers. That had been bad enough. But he couldn't shake the feeling that whatever he was about to learn would make last year's revelations downright tame.

He exited the car, hurried to the door, and knocked. He was so eager for information that he didn't even check to see if his car had sustained any damages during the towing. The door swung open, and Mrs. Decessio wrapped her arms around Jonah seconds later.

“Jonah!” There was relief in her voice. “It's so great to see you! Everybody is waiting, so come on in. And Patience! How are you?”

She greeted Patience with kiss on his cheek, and he got a hug of his own. Jonah made it three feet before Terrence and Reena were there with him.

Terrence gave him a half-smile and a mock salute. Reena wrapped him in a one-armed hug, and then stepped back to take him in.

“Look at you,” she said approvingly, taking in his frame.

“Love the beard!” laughed Terrence. “Keeping it?”

“Yeah, I think so.” Jonah ran a finger over his facial hair. “I've already gotten past the barbs-on-my-face phase. Wouldn't make much sense to shear it off now.”

Reena didn't say anything, which led Jonah to believe that she had mixed emotions about his new feature. Whatever.

“Vera might like it,” added Terrence. “Makes you look more dangerous.”

Jonah rolled his eyes. “Yeah, and out-of-work accountant with writing aspirations,” he said. “I'm quite a bad boy.”

“You're more bad to the bone than you think, man!” said Terrence.

“Uh-huh.” Jonah turned serious. “Now are you going to tell me why you guys sounded so funny on the phone these past few weeks?”

Terrence and Reena looked at each other. Jonah impatiently tapped his fingers on his pants pocket. But Jonah's informal siblings were spared by Mr. Decessio, who came into the hall and greeted Jonah.

“Glad to see you safe and sound, son.” He shook Jonah's hand with both of his own. “I've been ordered to collect the three of you. Connie's got food ready.”

“Score!” Terrence clapped his hands together and headed that way. Reena gave Jonah another look of apprehension, and followed Terrence. Jonah frowned behind them.

All of that was a clear red flag to him. Since when had Terrence allowed his mom to cook on her own? Whenever she was in the kitchen, Terrence was on her like a shadow. Mrs. Decessio couldn't even make yeast rolls without Terrence checking and re-checking whether they rose properly, or were sufficiently buttered. She never made complaints about it, because Terrence was almost a better cook than she was. So why had she cooked alone?

What was going on here?

He reached the dining room, and was caught by surprise once again. He expected the only occupants to Mr. and Mrs. Decessio, Terrence, Reena, Alvin, Bobby, and Patience. Liz was also a possibility. While those people were all present, there were other people he hadn't expected to see there: Raymond, the oldest Decessio child, and June Mylteer. Ray wasn't a huge surprise, because he could have easily dropped in on his parents just to say hi, or something. But this was Friday afternoon. Shouldn't he have been at work?

But June Mylteer, on the other hand, had no reason to be in the Decessio household that Jonah could think of.

He'd only met the man once, and that was a few months ago, when Mylteer functioned as a consigliere for Sanctum Arcist once they'd gotten it into their minds that they were going to besiege the estate. He'd acquitted himself as a halfway decent guy, however, and Jonathan had even said later on that he was on board with them against Creyton. That was all well and good. But his presence amongst people that he'd recently been strategizing against in a near-war?

Red flag number two.

“Hey man!” crooned Bobby, who high-fived Jonah. Liz, ever his de facto baby sister, gave him her trademark beam and embrace. Ray acknowledged Jonah's presence with a nod, but he couldn't do further than that because he wielded two pitchers of water and lemonade. June approached him slowly, extending his hand as he did so. Jonah took it, but eyed him warily. Mylteer snickered.

“Surprised to see me, eh?”

“Very,” admitted Jonah. “What are you doing here? Shouldn't you be in Florida? At Sanctum?”

“I haven't resided at Sanctum for over eight years,” said June. “And besides, I'm keeping a cordial distance from them, especially right now.”

“Huh?” said Jonah. “Why is th—?”

“Please, boys.” Mrs. Decessio's voice was stern. “No shop talk until after the meal. Now sit and eat.”

As everyone complied with Mrs. Decessio's wishes, Jonah realized that the spread was majestic: Oven-fried chicken (Reena would love that), rolls, vegetables, mashed potatoes, salad, cheese slices, rice bread, and Mrs. Decessio's world-famous bacon macaroni and cheese. It all looked flawless. Wonderful.

And it made Jonah more suspicious than ever.

The fact that Mrs. Decessio made such a hearty meal wasn't shocking. She was entertaining guests, and always went above and beyond. But these dishes contained the holiday fanfare. It also seemed the glorious cuisine had a “last supper” vibe to it.

Red flag number three.

But Jonah's suspicions weren't enough to prevent him from piling his plate high, though. Everyone else did the same, except for Reena. And if he thought that June Mylteer would be discreet, he was very wrong.

“This is amazing, Mrs. D!” He dropped two rolls on his plate despite the fact that he didn't really have the room for them. “I hope that you weren't expecting me to eat like a canary.”

Mrs. Decessio raised her eyebrows. “Doesn't Emily feed you, June? Ever?”

“My mother hasn't cooked like this since she found out about her hypertension and cholesterol issues,” said June. “Dad and I have been in a dietary abyss ever since.”

“Surely, you aren't complaining about that, June?” said Reena in a voice that was a step above chiding. “One would think that you and your father would be supportive of your mother's valuing her physical life, and amassing healthful gains.”

“Oh, we're proud of her, Reena,” said June through a mouthful of mac and cheese. “Very much so. It's just that…well, we aren't the ones with hypertension.”

“You know,” said Liz delicately, “Mrs. Mylteer can get that righted with a properly proportioned tonic. I could whip her up one, no problem.”

June shook his head. “Mom is aware of that, but she refused,” he told her. “She said that if she got a Green Aura's cure, it would be no better than getting a free pass to screw herself up all over again. So she's managing it Tenth style.”

“Admirable,” murmured Terrence under his breath, “but I'd take the tonic and let that crap go.”

From there, people broke off into tangential conversations, which Jonah listened to with a mixture of amusement and impatience: Liz spoke about how she needed to “buckle down” this year, which Jonah couldn't understand, because she'd always been a brilliant student. Bobby was telling a very disapproving Mrs. Decessio that he planned to double his intakes of eggs, chicken, and tuna so as to pack on more muscle.

“Say you got hurt and were forced to take time off of weight training, Bobby,” said his mother. “If that happened, most of your musculature and tone would fade. And you're talking about putting on more?”

“Mama, you worry too much,” said Bobby, unabashed. “I'm durable. Always have been. And you forget that my girlfriend is a Green Aura?”

Liz, still conversing with Reena, blushed when she heard that, but Mrs. Decessio looked even sterner.

“That's your grand plan, Bobby?” She narrowed her eyes. “To run yourself full throttle every time you play football, and then use Elizabeth's talents as your crutch? That makes no sense—”

“Oh, Mama,” said Alvin suddenly, “let Bobby have Liz's help. If he gets injured, who do you think will have to rehab the injury with him?”

That actually elicited some laughs, even from Mrs. Decessio. Jonah couldn't help but notice that Mr. Decessio, Raymond, and Patience spoke amongst themselves a great deal. He didn't know what they were talking about exactly, but was certain that they weren't observing Mrs. Decessio's shop talk rule.

Jonah spent the whole meal using his ethereality to balance his impatience, and it worked somewhat. But now, the meal was winding down, and the time had come. He pushed his plate away and took a deep breath.

“Alright, everybody.” His voice was level, but from the way everyone eyed him, he may as well have shouted. “Mrs. Decessio, this was a wonderful meal. Best in the world. And for that, I thank you. But it's very obvious that all of you wanted me sated and satisfied for a reason. Well, mission accomplished. Now I would greatly appreciate it if you all would tell me what is going on. What is it that everyone knows that I don't?”

Mr. Decessio sighed. “Jonah, I'm sure Patience has told you that things have changed,” he said.

“He did, sir,” said Jonah. “Has Creyton done something?”

“Yeah, he's done something,” said June. “He returned from beyond the grave.”

Jonah rolled his eyes. “I know that,” he said rather tersely. “I was there. I mean has anything happened since then.”

Mr. Decessio cast an annoyed glance at June, and then looked back at Jonah. “Son, none of us know what Creyton is up to,” he said. “His planned magnum opus of making us obliterate ourselves came to naught, thanks to you, so he was forced back to the drawing board. Creyton has done what he's always done, which is screw things up. But that is on a much deeper level now.”

“How do you mean?” asked Jonah.

“Jonah, life is all about balance,” said Patience. “There is a time, period, and position for everything. And then, it is time to move on, continue the spiritual journey, whether that's staying on Earthplane, becoming a Guide of some kind, or completely passing on to the Other Side. But Creyton's Praeterletum has…made things foul.”

“Huh?”

“Know anything about history?” Raymond chimed in. “Know the story of the early settlers into the New World? How they brought diseases that the indigenous people had never experienced, and things were disastrous because of it? It's kind of like that.”

Jonah straightened in his seat. “So—Creyton's return is making people sick?”

“From an ethereal standpoint, yes,” said Mrs. Decessio resignedly.

Jonah looked at the woman. It was clear that she didn't want to be having this conversation, but felt that Jonah had the right to know.

“Creyton's return has made some people act negatively again,” she continued. “Make them more prone to volatility.”

Anger flashed across Jonah's consciousness. “He's blocked the paths to the Other Side again?”

“That's the weird part, Jonah,” said Reena. “He hasn't.”

“He hasn't blocked the paths?” said Jonah, confused. “Then why are people acting volatile again?”

“It's a confusing thing, Jonah,” said Mr. Decessio. “Creyton and his disciples have resumed their Spirit Reaping ways once again, but the path to the Other Side remains clear. It's like Creyton isn't bothering to block them, because he isn't allowing any spirits to reach that far, anyway. But Creyton's return has changed nature. No ethereal human has ever backpedaled from spirit back into physical life. Life functions like a machine. If one cog is disrupted, the whole machine malfunctions. That's what Creyton's resurrection has done to Earthplane and the Astral Plane. He's caused them to malfunction.”

Jonah took several breaths. “So there are people who are acting out of their minds and behaving out of character because Creyton's return to physical life has thrown a monkey wrench into life itself?”

“Something like that,” said June. “So now you can see that when I said Creyton had 'done something' by re-emerging into physical life, it wasn't sarcasm.”

Jonah stared around the table. “Then why aren't we doing something?” he demanded. “Isn't this an all hands on deck situation? Felix, the rest of the S.P.G.—better yet, drag Sanctum Arcist along, those fools adore fighting—”

“Never gonna happen.”

June was the one who said it. His voice was so matter-of-fact on the subject that it wasn't even funny.

Jonah raised his eyebrows. “Um…what's going on with them?”

“Jonah, Sanctum Arcist has become synonymous with bull—” June paused, and glanced at Mrs. Decessio, “—uh, bovine fecal matter. It's like the family issue that everyone in the house is aware of, but nobody talks about. I truly hate to say it, but Mr. Kaine and G.J. got off easy compared to the cesspit that Gabriel and the rest of them had been left in. And the remaining members of The Network? They should have been fed to sazers; The Plane with No Name is a kindness.”

“I'm stopping you right there,” said Patience firmly. He even raised a hand so as to accentuate the point. “First of all, June, to imply that all sazers are wild cannibals is about as bad as the vampire's hemocentrism. Seeing as how your father is a sazer, I'd like to think that you understand that. And speaking as a Networker with three campaigns on his resume, I've been to The Plane with No Name countless times. It is not a kindness.”

June rolled his eyes. “Dial it back, man,” he murmured. “I'm simply saying that Sanctum isn't a good place to be at the moment.”

Patience ignored June, and turned to Jonah. “Jonah, what June should have said is that it's not that simple a matter,” he said. “There are other things that you haven't been told yet.”

Jonah braced himself for the next wave of bombshells. Patience plodded on.

“The Phasmastis Curaie has been cracking down on those of us who know the truth,” he said.

Jonah felt another prickle of anger. “What, they don't believe what I said about Creyton being back?”

“Oh, they believe you.” Mrs. Decessio actually laughed, though it void of mirth. “No one ever doubted what you experienced, Jonah. There can be no question that Creyton is physically alive once again. The problem is where they decided to place the blame.”

Jonah's brow contracted. “They blame all of Sanctum Arcist?”

“You wish,” said Terrence. “They blame us all.”

Jonah gaped. “Excuse me?”

“The Curaie hold us all responsible.” Alvin entered the conversation for the first time. “According to Patience here, they've said that the plots, bloodlust, and treachery led to—uh, what was it, Patience?”

“ 'An environment susceptible to this ongoing unprecedented phenomenon,' ” recited Patience in a hollow voice. “That was their very statement.”

Jonah's mouth dropped.

“Uh-huh,” said Bobby, clutching Liz's hand. “That's exactly what I said.”

“But how—how can that be?” cried Jonah. “That's not fair at all! That's like the last person at the crime scene gets slapped with the charge! Did anyone mention that Creyton used his disciples to plant those seeds of bloodlust and treachery in the first place?”

“It fell on deaf ears, Jonah,” said Reena. “They're convinced that we all had a hand in creating this mess. They believe that we've had too much free rein to experiment with the Eleventh Percent.”

“You've got to be kidding,” said Jonah. “I thought that the Spirit Guides were intelligent!”

“Jonah, it's not a question of intelligence,” said Patience defensively, like he felt compelled to go to bat for them, “it's a lack of reference. This has never happened before. They are afraid. We all are. And they're Spirit Guides, so their perspective is very different from our own.”

“That may very well be,” argued Jonah, “but blaming us for Creyton's achieving Praeterletum is full-blown stupid. We need to be fighting him and his Deadfallen disciples. We're no match for anyone if we squabble amongst ourselves.”

“It all comes back to fear, Jonah,” said June. “And that is a fear that was exacerbated last night, when every known Eleventh, sazer, and herald had that freakin' dream.”

Jonah gave an involuntary twitch. “Patience told me that in the car. That many had that dream?”

“Yes,” said Mr. Decessio. “The lush peaks, the barren valley full of lost spirits and spiritesses, the Deadfallen disciples' aura colors going dark, the archer and the crow. We all dreamed it.”

Jonah didn't know what to think. Didn't know what to feel. “And I take it that that's never happened before, either?”

No one answered.

“Great,” muttered Jonah. “Did the archer tell all of you to run, too?”

Reena looked confused. “No. Were you told to run?”

Now it was Jonah that didn't answer. So a legion of ethereal humans had the same dream, but only he was told to run? Why did that seem like it had something to do with his being the Blue Aura? After all, he really needed to stick out from everyone else even more than he already did.

“For what it's worth, Jonathan's not pleased in the least by the Curaie's stance, either,” said Raymond.

“It's nice to have some support from the Spiritual side of things,” Jonah ground out. “I'll probably be in need his counsel a great deal, and for an indefinite amount of time.”

Liz swallowed. “Indefinite is a really long time, Jonah,” she said delicately. “You might need to lean to your own understanding.”

“And what in the world does that mean?” Jonah turned his eyes to Liz.

She didn't respond. Everyone at the table exchanged glances. Jonah almost said something bad, but caught himself at the very last second.

“I would be quite grateful if you guys would stop doing that,” he said with measured calm. “Just spill it!”

Reena licked her lips. “Jonah, we might not be seeing too much of Jonathan for the foreseeable future,” she told him. “His presence, especially for extended periods of time, might make things worse.”

“Make things—?”

“We're being investigated as a cult, Jonah,” Terrence blurted out.

Jonah stared at him. “I'm sorry, but for a moment I thought you said we were being investigated as a cult.”

“Yep,” said Terrence, surprisingly serious.

Jonah couldn't believe it. He refused to believe it.

“Started about three or four weeks ago,” said June. “You've been watching the news, haven't you?”

“Not if I can help it,” admitted Jonah. “Far too depressing.”

“Eh, that's fine.” June got out his phone, pulled up a YouTube video, and showed it to Jonah. “That guy. He's the investigator.”

Jonah looked at the man in the video. He looked to be in his early fifties, and his face seemed ready-made for glares and sneers. His eyes, gray like Jonathan's, shone with a cold brilliance. He was yelling passionately about something, but as June's phone was silent, Jonah heard nothing. But it seemed that he was angry about something in the video as well.

“His name is Balthazar Lockman,” revealed June. “Former right-wing congressman-turned cult buster after his daughter was murdered by what he thinks was a cultist nine years ago.”

“What do you mean, 'what he thinks was a cultist?' ” asked Jonah.

“The man his daughter was involved with was named Davis Powell,” said Patience.

Jonah stiffened. “Wait. I swear I've heard that name before.”

“You have, Jonah,” said Reena. “It was one of those Deadfallen disciples that Felix told us about last fall.”

“Back up,” said Terrence, looking at Patience, “you said he was named Davis Powell. He isn't on The Plane with No Name? Did he escape?”

“No one has escaped The Plane with No Name,” said Patience with pride in his voice. “Powell was placed there, yes, but he passed into Spirit under very mysterious circumstances once Lockman began investigating.”

“Would it have mattered what Lockman found?” asked Jonah.

“Yes, it very well would have,” said Raymond. “The Deadfallen disciples are integrated into Tenth society, remember? Exposing our world like that would have been bad for all Elevenths, and of course, bad for Creyton.”

“Creyton had one of his own disciples killed?”

“Jonah, he has done it at least once before in the past,” Reena reminded him.

Jonah looked away. “Oh yeah. I forgot.”

“But at the time, Lockman went nuclear when he found some information Powell had written in a journal about the Transcendent, spiritual endowments, and being ethereal,” said Patience. “The man obviously doesn't know about the Eleventh Percent, or where we put our prisoners, but he did get a hold of that journal. Before we could tie Powell to his crimes in a way that would appease the Tenth side of things, Creyton had him killed, and then had Wyndam O'Shea burn down his home.”

Jonah frowned. “That was awfully sloppy for Creyton,” he remarked.

“Made to look sloppy,” corrected Patience. “By making it look like a bumbling cover-up, Creyton provided misdirection from his and his disciples' actions. Then he punished Powell by having him killed; I have no doubts that he got a message to one of his disciples on the Plane to do Powell in. Anyway, when all was said and done, Balthazar Lockman was an angry, hurt father with no answers.”

“And the anti-cult crusader was born,” supplied Bobby. “He is after us now.”

“He doesn't even know—” Jonah shook his head. “How did we even get on the man's radar?”

“Specifics are unknown,” said June, “but Creyton and his usual schemes are in there somewhere. That's why I'm here. Jonathan and I have our differences, but I'll be damned if all the good he's done at your estate and in the ethereal world go up in smoke because this guy never got vengeance for his daughter's murder.”

Jonah nodded. His blood simmered, but he figured that June's aid was better than nothing at all. “So Creyton's resurrection has made people crazy, again, the Curaie hopes that all the problems will go away if they ignore it, and are mad at us for supposedly causing, it, and then there is this nut job cult hunter, whose presence is making Jonathan go semi-incommunicado. Does that about cover it?”

“Yeah,” murmured several people around the table.

Jonah narrowed his eyes. “And why did no one see fit to tell me?”

Reena looked at him with caution. Terrence meant to say some bracing remark, but Jonah shook his head.

“Don't say because you wanted to respect my vacation,” he said. “Don't say that you thought that you were doing me a favor, either. It was not a favor for me to be tucked away in the Outer Banks while you guys slogged through hell. Wanted to protect me, did you all? I'm a member of this team, and of this huge family. When something happens that concerns the estate, it affects me just as much as it affects all of you.”

“Jonah, you're mad at the wrong people,” said Reena steadily. “After all that you witnessed, everyone just thought—”

“Who says I'm mad?” said Jonah quietly, disregarding everything else that Reena said. “I ain't mad at all.”

Reena sighed. “Yeah, you are,” she said. “Your essence is—”

“Don't do that, Reena.” Jonah felt his nostrils flare. “Don't presume to think that you know everything about me, because you sure as hell don't. You were wrong to keep me out of the loop on this for so long, and that's all there is to it.”

Reena looked angry herself now, but she said nothing. No one else did, either, and Jonah was glad for that. If anyone said anything about wanting him to be safe, there just might be an outburst.

“I'm going home,” he muttered. “See you when you all get there. Mrs. Decessio, thanks again for the meal.”

He turned his back on them all without another word, got into his car, and sped off.





4 
Homecoming

By the time Jonah neared the estate, most of his frustration had given way to regret. And maybe even shame.

No, he didn't appreciate being kept out of the loop. That part hadn't changed. But maybe Reena had been right.

Oh, damn it all, she had definitely been right. Jonah's anger was misplaced.

Terrence, Reena, and the rest of them weren't the ones bringing this hellacious crap onto the Earth and Astral Planes. They weren't the ones who put the estate at the mercy of a right-wing, vengeful cult investigator. It was Creyton doing those things. Who had he used this time? Wyndam O'Shea? Charlotte Daynard? A nameless disciple Jonah didn't yet know? Or his beloved Inimicus, Jessica Hale?

And because of the fires that they created, Jonah had just snapped at, and very likely pissed off, the people that were on his side. And that was after getting arrested in Coastal Shores.

He was batting zero for life right now.

Swearing to himself, he pulled into the gate and soon saw his home beyond the trees. It stood as resolutely and majestically as it always had, but something was different.

Very different.

There were many more dark windows than there were lit ones.

When Jonah left for the Outer Banks, it seemed like every room had been occupied. The estate had been bursting with life. But now it was emptier. Quieter. Even a little forlorn.

As Jonah surveyed the setting in confusion, he felt eyes on him, and turned. It was Bast.

“Hey Bast.” Jonah knelt to scratch her ears.

“Greetings, Jonah,” she intimated to him. “How are you doing? Was your time away all that you hoped it would be?”

Jonah's mouth twisted. “For the most part,” he grumbled. “But never mind that. Where is everybody, Bast?”

The herald looked a bit crestfallen. The emotion on her small face was entirely new. “Too much for me to intimate,” was what flashed across Jonah's mind. “Creyton's return—and subsequent actions—have created ripples that are most far-reaching. Are you aware of the current investigations of our home?”

Jonah looked at the grounds, which were much less visible now that the late afternoon had turned to evening. “Yeah, I am. Can you tell me exactly—?”

Bast began to shrink away. Jonah frowned at her. She didn't intimate anything else into his mind. But then he tensed. Someone was directly behind him.

“Stand,” commanded a vaguely familiar voice. “Now.”

Very slowly, Jonah complied.

“Who are you, and what are you doing here?” said the person behind Jonah. “And don't even think of running. That'd be a very stupid thing to do right now.”

The word running made it click. But wait…how could that be? Jonah hadn't actually heard that voice in his real, physical life. It had just been dream, and that Spectral Event…

Very cautiously, Jonah turned around to an arrow notched about two feet away from his face. When the archer saw his face, which was illuminated by the arrow, which gleamed gold, he exhaled in relief and lowered his weapon.

“Jonah Rowe.” His voice sounded much more pleasant now that it was free of suspicion. “It's you. Even if I'd seen you from afar, I wouldn't have recognized you with that beard. My awareness is not what it once was.”

Jonah took in some of those words, but he was more focused on the figure who'd voiced them. “How are you here?” he asked. “I remember you from the Spectral Event, but you said that I wouldn't remember your name.”

“Indeed I did,” said the archer. “And my name is Daniel.”

“Daniel.” Jonah memory flooded back the second he'd heard the name. “I remember now. The Spectral Event wasn't the most recent time I saw you. You were the one—”

“—from the dream that all of the Eleventh Percenters had,” finished Daniel. “I'm sure that you've already heard many things at the Decessio residence. Why don't you and your friends come on in and we can speak more?”

“My friends?”

Daniel pointed, and Jonah turned. Bobby, Alvin, Liz, Terrence, and Reena were there. Jonah hadn't even felt the breeze when they came through the Astralimes. Bobby had a rather awkward look on his face, as did Terrence. Liz regarded him with caution. But Reena got right up in his face.

“Are you in there, Jonah?” she demanded. “Or is the asshole still out of the box?”

Jonah ran his tongue across his teeth. “It's back in the box,” he muttered. “I apologize.”

Reena's face cleared somewhat. “Accepted. Now that you've met Daniel, let's head on inside.”

* * *

Jonah's outward assessment of the estate had been an accurate one. Many of his friends weren't there. He did see Magdalena, Malcolm, Spader, Akshara, and Maxine, but several others, like Ben-Israel, Noah, Barry, and Sherman were nowhere in sight. Jonah didn't even see Nella, Liz's youngest sister. Liz waved away his concern.

“She might be around later this week,” she told him, “but right now, she's visiting my Aunt Clara with Mom and Sandrine.”

“Really?” asked Jonah, curious. “How did you get out of it?”

Liz snorted. “Green Aura reasons,” she murmured.

Jonah shook his head at the lame excuse, but filed it away. “Where is everybody?”

“I'll tell you everything that you need to know, with Jonathan's help,” said Daniel, who removed his bow from his back and placed it within reaching distance. “It's about twenty-six people here, give or take. Probably the ones who flat-out refused to leave, or the ones that Jonathan simply couldn't place anywhere.”

That sounded very odd. What did it mean?

“But I thought you said Jonathan wouldn't be around,” Jonah said to Daniel, but at that very moment, the Protector Guide appeared, a small smile on his face as he surveyed the family room's occupants.

“I won't be as visible as in the past, Jonah, it's true,” he said. “But that applies to the grounds. The interior of our home is fair game. At least sometimes, anyway.”

Although Jonathan had a smile on his face, Jonah noticed that it didn't reach his eyes, which were focused, determined, and a little hard. He wondered if Jonathan was hiding something again, or if he simply had one too many thoughts in his head.

Jonathan looked at Daniel with a slight frown. “Daniel, is it true what Bast intimated to me? Did you point an arrow at Jonah?”

“It was an honest mistake, sir,” said Daniel. “In the present climate, one can never be too careful. My cognizance has greatly diminished since…you know.”

“Nonsense,” dismissed Jonathan. “You are as sharp now as you ever were. Even so, Jonah offers no threat to our home. Do not do that again.”

“Yes, sir,” said Daniel.

Jonah was a bit mystified by Daniel referring to Jonathan as “sir.” With his charcoal-grey hair, he looked to be Jonathan's elder. But he knew that chronologically, Jonathan outstripped the archer by several decades.

Or did he?

“Hold on,” said Jonah. “Daniel, you're a Protector Guide, too, aren't you?”

Daniel had his eyes focused on an arrow, which gleamed gold in his grasp once more. “No,” he replied. “No longer.”

Jonathan looked at Daniel with respect. Jonah looked at Terrence and Reena. Terrence widened his eyes and shook his head, and Reena pointed a finger at Daniel and mouthed, “Pay attention!”

“Daniel is the one that stopped the Deadfallen disciples in that dream you all had, Jonah,” said Jonathan.

Jonah's mind went back to the dream. The numerous Deadfallen disciples, the myriad of aura colors which turned dark and caused the stinging pains, and the archer—Daniel—who laid them all out. And of course, his warning to Jonah to run, which no one else was told. Now was as good a time as any.

“You told me to run in that dream, Daniel,” he said to the man. “But no one else was told that. Why was it just me?”

“You're the Blue Aura, Jonah,” said Daniel. “The hatred that they have for you is more concentrated than anyone else.”

Jonah took a very slow breath. So he was right. It happened with only him because he was in more danger than anyone else. Because, of course.

“When Creyton achieved Praeterletum, the Curaie quickly realized the natural abhorrence that he had caused,” Daniel went on. “They tasked us all with damage control. That included the Protector Guides, the guardians, the Elect and Very Elect spirits and spiritesses—all of us.”

“Who are the guardians?” asked Jonah quickly. “And the—did you say Elect and Very Elect spirits and spiritesses?”

“Yes, I did,” said Daniel. “The Very Elect ones are just a couple rungs beneath the guardians. The ones directly beneath them are simply called the Elect ones.”

“I know the terms from Dad,” said Terrence, “but who are they all? What do they do?”

“Daniel,” said Jonathan warningly.

“Worry not, Jonathan,” said Daniel, who then looked at Terrence. “I'm not at liberty to say, son. You are still a physically living being; there are some things about Spirit that you are better off not knowing. You wouldn't comprehend most of them, and I don't mean that as an insult. It is simple fact.”

Terrence made a face, but didn't say anything else. Jonathan nodded at Daniel, who continued.

“My brother, Broreamir, and I were assigned with preventing any more spirits and spiritesses falling victim to being usurped if we could,” he continued. “But we discovered that Creyton hadn't re-blocked the paths. He was actually voiding spirits and spiritesses of the personalities and essences, making them something like barely functioning shells.”

Jonah's fists tightened. “Were they the lost spirits and spiritesses in the dream?”

“Yes,” said Jonathan.

“Broreamir was so fascinated by Creyton's new range of power after his resurrection that he betrayed us,” said Daniel, who stared into the empty fireplace. “He chose to renounce his Guidanceship, embraced life as an ethereal human, and joined the ranks of the Deadfallen disciples.”

“What!” demanded Jonah, but the word was echoed all around the room. So he wasn't behind in everything, it seemed.

“Yes,” said Daniel. “He defected around the time Balthazar Lockman made it his goal to investigate you all. Then that dream happened, and I could stand by no longer. I invaded Creyton's little ethereal excursion into all of your minds, trying to figure out what was going on, and what he was doing.”

“Did you?” asked Reena.

“No,” said Daniel in a cooler tone than he'd had previously. “And I don't even know what they were trying to achieve with those stings. So I just fought them. Hard.”

“You did that to save us?” said Jonah, awestruck.

“Yes,” said Daniel, “and I also wanted to muddy the waters from Creyton if I could. But I put my neck on the line with my actions.”

“How so?” asked Liz.

“The Phasmastis Curaie is trying to handle the situation as best they can,” said Daniel. “As I am sure all of you are tired of hearing by now, no other Eleventh Percenter has ever done what Creyton has. He's changed the status quo. Between Broreamir dispensing his Guidanceship to become a Deadfallen disciple and Balthazar Lockman bringing in his Tenth skeptic brigade, not to mention the unconscionable actions of Gamaliel Kaine and his little Network, we were all ordered not to interfere. We were told to follow orders and do nothing else.”

Jonah's eyes narrowed. “And, even though you saved us, invading our dreams was looked upon as defiance.”

Daniel smiled humorlessly. “I didn't even let them judge me,” he said. “I took the same path Broreamir took, and renounced my own Guidanceship and became an ethereal human. I'd do anything for Jonathan, anyway, so here I am.”

“But we only met you today,” breathed Reena.

“Yes,” said Daniel, who didn't get her point.

“You renounced your Guidanceship and flouted the Curaie since that dream occurred?” Reena looked thunderstruck. “But that only happened last night!”

Daniel looked Reena in the eye. “How many times must you young ones hear that time means little to nothing on the Astral Plane?” he asked.

“Wow,” said Liz, “and all day long, I just assumed you were here to help out Jonathan.”

“Never mind that,” said Terrence. “Like Reena said, Daniel, we just met you this morning, and Jonathan kept things pretty quiet until we could all get together. But I got to ask you something: You felt the need to become an ethereal human? This situation is that bad?”

“Yes,” nodded Daniel. “It's that bad.”

Jonah shook his head. He had no idea what the day would bring when he woke up that morning. Then again, the morning itself had brought about that damn dream.

“Who is Broreamir again?” he asked.

Daniel looked at Jonathan, who nodded. Then he sighed. “You've encountered him before, Jonah,” he said. “He was the pale, dreadlocked behemoth you saw in that bookstore vision you had back when your essence was still raw.”

Jonah shot up from his seat, horrified. “That guy?”

Daniel nodded.

“But then…the crows in the dream…” Jonah thought that that dream had lost its meaning when he'd gotten past Creyton back then. But now…it couldn't be coincidence that it was revisited right now.

“Jonah,” said Reena suddenly, “you said that the largest crow never landed in that bookstore vision. Was it similar in size to the crow in the dream we all had?”

“No,” muttered Jonah, “the one last night was even larger.”

Terrence made a derisive noise. “And it had to coincide with this cult garbage,” he grunted.

Jonathan closed his eyes. “Jonah, this is why I wanted us all to speak inside here,” he said. “Being that I can't be seen outside at the moment due to Lockman's spies, Daniel will function as the estate's physical bodied representative. If Lockman comes knocking, Daniel will be the one he sees. It is also the reason why so many of our friends aren't here. The ones that remain here, like Daniel said, are either here of their own volition—”

“—or they are too old for their parents to tell them what to do anymore,” added Bobby. We're here for you, Jonathan. We're loyal. That's not to say that our friends who are at their homes are disloyal, just saying we want to be here to help you out against Lockman. And, of course, Creyton.”

Jonathan grinned at Bobby rather shrewdly. “I appreciate that greatly, Bobby,” he said, “but are you absolutely certain that you can do that?”

Bobby snorted. “Of course.”

Jonathan continued to smile. “And Constance acquiesced to your plan when, exactly?”

“Come again?” asked Bobby, while Alvin laughed.

“Right before we left the house today, sir,” said Terrence.

This got a quick laugh out of everyone. Bobby muttered, “Snitch” at Terrence, but he was laughing, too. Jonah was glad to laugh; the levity siphoned off some of the crap out of his consciousness. But his laughter abruptly stopped when he had a stab of memory from the morning.

“Jonathan,” he asked, “why would a Tenth follow the orders of a Deadfallen disciple?”

Jonathan and Daniel looked at each other. “Jonah, Tenth Percenters who do the bidding of Deadfallen disciples are referred to as suuvi,” said Jonathan. “Suuvus is the singular term.”

“Suuvus?” said Malcolm. “But Jonathan, that means slave! Creyton and his disciples have Tenth slaves?”

“It's more akin to indentured servitude that pure slavery,” clarified Jonathan. “Although it is equally as atrocious. The suuvi do things for Creyton, and in return, they lay down their physical lives one day for him to make them minions.”

“But Creyton has no further interest in making minions,” said Jonah. “He's reactivated his disciples!”

“We know that,” muttered Daniel, “but the suuvi don't.”

Reena sat back on the sofa, fingers at her temples. “So India Drew got a suuvus to rile Jonah, and then she left when the fire was lit.”

“Not only that,” said Daniel. “She murdered the man about an hour later.”

Jonah flinched. “What? Why?”

“Loose end, Jonah,” said Jonathan. “What if the Networkers got a hold of him? He'd have caved in an instant.”

“Damn,” said Jonah. “I almost feel sorry for that bum. But that's aplenty for this evening. I'm calling it a night.”

“One more thing, Jonah.” Jonathan had a rather inscrutable look in his eyes. “In three days' time, I must escort you to an audience with the Phasmastis Curaie.”

Terence and Reena looked at Jonathan, just as confused as Jonah was. He looked at his mentor like he'd sprouted gills.

“Why do I have to see the Spectral High Court?” he wanted to know. “I haven't done anything!”

“Of course you haven't,” said Jonathan rather impatiently. “It's not a trial; you'll only be meeting the Five.”

Jonah blinked, clueless.

“Oh, my apologies,” said Jonathan. “The Five Spirit Guides who created the Phasmastis Curaie. There are thirteen, of course, but you will meet with the original Five.”

“Oh, okay.” Jonah tried very hard to fight the sarcasm and impatience in his voice. “Once again, may I ask why?”

“They've tired of the second and third party information they've been receiving about the occurrences on the night of Thaine's return, I'd wager,” said Jonathan. “They desire to hear things from you directly.”

Jonah had the distinct feeling that Jonathan was holding something back. But he decided not to pry at the moment. “Why now?” he asked instead.

“You've recently turned twenty-six,” began Jonathan. “You've only been that age for about a month and a couple weeks. One's spiritual and ethereal composition is always at its sharpest near the time of their spirit's sojourn into physical life. They chose this time period by design, as you will remember more details. I don't think that they would have had a problem though. You're the Blue Aura, after all. Your retention can be very profound.”

Jonah didn't feel pride from that praise. If anything, he felt more isolation. He had to meet with the Curaie. It felt like…he couldn't say. When Terrence had explained to him who they were a few years ago, Jonah had simply viewed them the way an average citizen viewed a celebrity; he knew they were in the world somewhere, but he probably wouldn't ever lay eyes on them. Now he had to see them, recount a tale that he didn't want to revisit, and deal with whatever thing that Jonathan wasn't telling him.

He hoped that he wasn't supposed to be thrilled.

“Look at the time,” said Jonathan. “Get you rest, everyone. Peace and blessings.”

He vanished, and Daniel returned his focus to whetting the ethereal steel tips of his arrows. People dispersed in a very drowsy fashion, and Jonah, Terrence, and Reena ascended the steps together.

“That Daniel guy makes me nervous,” said Terrence once they were out of earshot. “He just sat so still. He was so quiet most of the time. Like a crazy beast that'd been medicated or something.”

Reena sighed. “Terrence, the man has been human for literally a day,” she said. “Cut him some slack. Besides, what he's done—what he's sacrificed—noble is an understatement. It takes more guts than I have.”

“Me, too,” said Jonah. “I can't believe that that dreadlocked freak from my dream is his brother.”

“I can't believe he embraced humanity to join Creyton,” said Terrence. “But it messes with your head; if he's willing to give up a Guidanceship to be a Deadfallen disciple—Creyton's new plans must be sick.”

“Time for a subject change.” Jonah had had enough dark ethereality talk for a day. “I want to ask after some people. Doug?”

Terrence snorted. “Doug had to go to Asheville with his grandmother. They're visiting Silas, her youngest son. The one that's only like ten minutes older than Doug, remember?”

“The one with the little brat that Doug's grandmother favors over him and all her other grandkids?” asked Jonah.

“Yep,” said Terrence. “I told him to take a lot of pictures.”

“Trip?”

“Gig with his band in Charlotte,” said Reena.

“And Vera?” asked Jonah.

Something flashed across Reena's face. “In her room,” she said. “But she's probably really tired. She had a long day.”

“Did she road-trip for a play, or something?” asked Jonah.

“Nah, man,” said Terrence cautiously. “She's been—cleaning.”

“What is up with all the esoteric around here?” Jonah felt that impatience stir in him once more. “She was cleaning what?”

“Cleaning up 810 Colerain Place,” answered Reena.

Jonah looked at them, stunned. “Why?”

“I guess—in the event that things got too hot here at the estate,” said Reena. “But Jonah, let her rest. Don't bombard her with questions tonight.”

“'Specially after the day you've had yourself,” added Terrence.

“Of course not,” said Jonah blankly. “I'm just going to bed. See you in the morning.”

Terrence nodded, and walked away. Reena shot Jonah a doubtful look, and then left as well. When they were gone, Jonah headed straight for Vera's room.

Cleaning in the event things got too hot here at the estate…Jonah didn't buy that dreck for a second. Vera inherited that house and hated everything about it. It had been the site of a horrible fight with her crazy older sister that had left her with scars, physical and otherwise. Creyton, in disguise, had even tried to kidnap her there. And even before she'd discovered that she was an Eleventh Percenter, she'd only stayed there out of convenience, because she was a waitress and struggling stage actress.

And he was supposed to believe that she would voluntarily go back?

He reached her door, which was ajar. And her light was on. Good.

He knocked? “Vera?”

No answer.

“I swear,” murmured Jonah to himself, “if she's got that damn yoga CD on again—”

He pushed the door open. Vera had fallen asleep in a position that showed that she had been reading beforehand. Jonah moved forward, smiling when he saw the book. It was an encyclopedia of female playwrights, his present to her the previous Christmas.

He shook his head at her awkward angle, and wondered how comfortable she was in her tank top and yoga pants. Her right arm hung limply off the bed. That was going to ache her something fierce when she woke.

Jonah took the book out of her hands and placed it on the nightstand. Then he gingerly lifted her hanging arm to her chest and covered her with her blanket.

“On second thought,” he murmured to her slumbering form, “we'll talk tomorrow.”
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