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  Chapter 1




  Status: Where were we again?




  I shifted my weight onto my back heel and focused my power into creating a shield. A blue sphere of energy surrounded me, an explosion of light and fury bouncing off it in all directions as I blocked the blast that had been meant for me. I stepped back behind a large chest and scanned the room but couldn’t see any of my friends. I’d lost them when all hell had broken loose. I needed to round everybody up and get the hell out of Dodge, but first I had to deal with my attacker.




  I twisted my Doorknob in my hand and ribbons of blue energy dripped from the ends forming a cat o’ nine tails. I rested my head back and concentrated on the noises around me listening to every creak in the room. The sound flashed in my ear. It was slight though obvious... someone was trying to creep up alongside me.




  I reacted, running toward the noise using a surprise attack to keep them off balance. I spotted my assailant, she was creeping along the far wall and her knob wasn’t even activated yet. I leapt into the air and brought my energy whip down in an arc wrapping it around her and knocking her to the floor.




  I knelt by my captured foe and yanked her doorknob from her hand. She glared at me, her eyes wide. I smiled down and patted her on the top of the head and then turned back towards the room.




  It was large and not well lit. Lights rested high on the walls and were spread so far apart that they only offered small sections of lit areas. I let out a deep breath, annoyed I hadn’t thought to ask Edgar for his goggles. If I had them I would easily be able to find everyone in the dark.




  A boom shook the room and a dazzling lightshow followed. I was up and running toward it as fast as I could move. It might be a trap but I had to make it to my friends or else I’d wind up on my own and that wasn’t in the plans for this mission.




  As I approached, I could see Faith on her knees. Her shield was failing as her attacker slammed into it again and again. I decided to go for the direct approach and twisted my knob, creating a portal entry and throwing it toward her opponent’s feet. He noticed it too late and tumbled into the portal, screaming out in anger and shock.




  “Where are the others?” I knelt beside Faith, my eyes scanning the dark hoping no one else was sneaking toward us.




  Faith labored to breathe and speak. “No idea, I got separated when they attacked us.”




  “You okay?”




  “Yeah, I just didn’t expect it to be so intense.”




  “Fighting is always intense.” I stood and grabbed Faith’s arm, yanking her to her feet. “Come on we need to keep moving.”




  “You’re not going anywhere.” The man stepped out of the darkness and my shoulder slumped at the sight of him.




  “What did I miss?” I sighed as I asked the question.




  “Lights!” Dad yelled and the room lit up so that everything was visible.




  Standing in a circle around us were four more attackers, the rest of my team was bound and sitting off to the side. I kicked at the floor and groaned.




  “Sorry, kiddo,” my dad said, “your team has been caught and so have you.”




  “Can we run it again?” I pleaded with a smile.




  “Sorry, I think four times is enough, everyone needs to get home including us.” Dad laughed and walked over to me, rubbing my shoulder as he passed.




  I had been assigned my training team two months ago after all the craziness with the First Kind. Not many Society Initiates were running their own team at my age, but then again they hadn’t fought a power mad splinter group like the First Kind bent on destroying the Old Kind.




  Old Kind is what we call ourselves, people with unique abilities such as using a Doorknob to open a portal anywhere in the world or even other dimensions. If someone had told me a year ago I could do that, I would have thought they were crazy.




  But here I was using my abilities to travel all over, including places I didn’t know existed, and also learning to create constructs of portal energy to fight with. I’d learned that trick quickly. I didn’t have much of a choice when the First Kind had kidnapped Dad and my friends and I had to rescue him. That of course led to a brutal battle in the Infinity Library. We’d won, but at that last moment I had seen something that rocked my world. My own mother had helped our enemies. The woman who I hadn’t seen since I was six was a traitor and I was the only one who knew... for now anyway.




  Dad had been reinstated to the Doorknob Society after the battle and the first thing he did was amp up all battle training for new DS members. No one complained once word got out about the bloody fight at the Library.




  I had gone from being an obscure nobody who hadn’t even declared, to a minor celebrity for my part in the whole affair. I, of course, hated every second of it, people trying to be my friend just because they thought I was popular. It was not my scene at all and most realized it fairly quickly since I remained myself and continued hanging out with my regular friends.




  “Sorry,” Faith said, avoiding my eyes by gazing at the floor.




  “No worries, Faith, at least you defended yourself.” The other two members of my team skulked out of the room.




  “How many did you get?” Faith asked.




  “Two.” I pulled a piece of cloth from my pocket and cleaned off my Doorknob and slid it into the leather pouch that hung from my belt. I had taken to keeping it on me since it made it more easily accessible.




  “Wow, that’s three times you got two and you caught one in the first session too.”




  “Yeah, but we still got nabbed. We’re going to have to keep working on it.” We exited the training room into the hallway of the Doorknob Society Manor.




  The Manor is where I was initiated into the Society and I was still as impressed with it as the day I first came here. This place is flat out huge, with over twenty-five bedrooms and three kitchens. The training rooms are basement level as are the DS archives, which I had been meaning to visit but hadn’t had a chance yet.




  “Any plans tonight?”




  “I’m meeting my boyfriend at the Cape Beanery and we’re going to see a movie.” I smiled in spite of myself. Slade and I had been dating for a while now and I was still getting used to calling him my boyfriend.




  “You’re dating Slade right?” Faith asked.




  We walked into the kitchen and I grabbed an apple from the dish on the island. I hadn’t eaten since breakfast and I needed some energy. “That’s right. How about you, do you have a boyfriend?” I bit into the apple and leaned against the counter.




  “No, no boyfriend,” Faith said grabbing a bottle of water from the fridge.




   I was surprised Faith didn’t have anyone. She was attractive with long blonde hair and crystal blue eyes. She was athletic and had plenty of friends, but then again who was I to judge. Most people would have thought it unthinkable two months ago that Slade and I would be dating.




  My phone buzzed and I pulled it from my pocket and tapped the screen. I had two texts, one from Slade and one from Val. I read Val’s first, asking me what time I would be at the Beanery. I figured she must be working tonight and was looking forward to seeing a friendly face. Poor Val, if she only knew that her friends were a bit strange due to their special abilities, though the news might cause her brain to overload. I sent back that I would be there by eight.




  I clicked on Slade’s message and held my breath... the moment we had been waiting for had just arrived.




  Mr. Miller back from searching 4 artifact.




  “Chloe.” Dad rushed into the kitchen and from the look on his face it appeared that he had heard the news as well. He looked from me to my phone and stopped in his tracks. He turned to Faith. “Could you give us a moment please?”




  “Of course, Mr. Masters.” Faith sent me a sympathetic look as if she assumed that I was in some sort of trouble, waved and left the room.




  “I take it you know Levi is back.” He gestured to my phone still in my hand.




  “Slade just texted me.”




  “I just got word myself.”




  “Did he find it?” I stepped forward chewing at my lip.




  “No, he ran into some trouble with the First Kind. They’re searching for the artifact as well.” Dad slid his hand around the back of his neck and rubbed it.




  “Is he alright?” Dad and Levi Miller were old friends and he had been one of the few people who had stood up for Dad when he had been booted from the DS.




  “He’s hurt but he’ll be okay. Chloe, I don’t want you to get any ideas.”




   And there it was... I knew he had wanted to talk to me about this ever since the battle at the Infinity Library.




  “I don’t have any ideas, Dad,” I lied, though not quite since my thoughts were not actually formal ideas... yet.




  “I don’t believe that for one minute. Let me handle this. I know you and your friends have your reasons for wanting to deal with it, but you have to leave it to me.”




   Dad was beyond right about that. Ms. True, a trusted member of the Societies, had betrayed me and Jess, and almost got our grandmother killed. Caleb Darker, evil personified, had actually killed Nightshade’s girlfriend and then there was my mom who had disappeared, walked out on us, or whatever, ten years ago when I was six.




  I still hadn’t told Dad that I had seen her that fateful night in the Infinity Library, when all hell had broken loose, or that she had been the one to help True and Darker escape. I didn’t want to do that to him, to tell him that the woman he loved, my mom, was a traitor. My thought was to find her, talk to her and make things right, but down deep I feared it wouldn’t work out that way and that scared me more than anything.




  “Dad, don’t worry about me or my friends. The only plans I have are to go out with Slade tonight.” I smiled and took another bite of my apple trying to keep from looking directly at him since he had the uncanny ability to know when I was lying.




  “Fine,” he sighed, seeming relieved and planted a kiss on my forehead. “Don’t get into too much trouble and never forget how much I love you.”




  “Love you too, Dad.”




  What he really meant was to be careful because there was next to zero chance that I wasn’t going to get involved. Dad left the room and I tossed the rest of my apple in the trash and headed out to meet my friends and see what, if anything, we could do to find out about the Impossible Engineer artifact.




  I used a portal to quickly get home, stepping into my attic bedroom at 312 Mission Way Cape May, New Jersey. The DS Manor rested in a dimension that straddled Cape May and San Francisco so it was always a quick hop to get to either place. Let me tell you that since I really came into my powers it is so much easier getting where I need to go and I love every minute of it.




  I stripped off my workout clothes and took a quick shower before rifling through my wardrobe to try and find something to wear. I decided on my combat boots, black stretch pants with a skull motif and a short gray skirt. I threw on one of my t-shirts and a hoodie and started brushing out my hair while I grabbed my bag, slinging it over my shoulder, heading for the door. Before I could grab the knob and portal out of there I heard the doorbell ring.




  Damn it, I didn’t want to be late again. Slade got annoyed when I showed up late for our dates. He just didn’t understand that my internal clock ran about five minutes behind at all times. I raced downstairs and swung open the front door.




  “I’m so glad I caught you.” Val jumped forward, hugging me tightly, her mass of brown curls suffocating me. I patted her back and eased out of her grip. She was wearing her Cape Beanery—our hangout spot—apron under her jacket. She grabbed my hand and pulled me out onto the porch. “You can walk to work with me.”




  “Okay,” I sighed as I pulled the door shut behind me. It’s not that I didn’t want to see Val; she had actually become a very good friend. But by walking I would be late yet again even though we were going to the same place. Val had a way of making time slow down.




  “What are you and Slade doing tonight?”




  “Movies.” I moved my hands over my pouch, checking to make sure my doorknob was there, a nervous habit I had picked up because I never wanted to find myself without it. “You meeting anyone?”




   “Maybe?”




  “Who?” I knew, everyone knew, and yet it seemed that the two who should know that there was a relationship going on were clueless.




   “Maybe Edgar. I texted him earlier, though I haven’t heard back. I figured he might have plans.” She kicked at pebbles as we walked along and I smiled to myself.




  “Maybe he’s with Slade? When those two get talking there’s no stopping them,” I suggested, trying to make her feel better about him not replying.




  “That’s true.” She seemed to accept that as a good possibility and sighed as we walked along. The weather was turning nice, summer not far off. Before you knew it the streets of Cape May would be crowded with the usual throng of summer visitors, none ever suspecting that the city was home to the oldest secret groups in the history of mankind.




  “Have you talked to Jess lately?” Val asked.




  “No. I hadn’t talked to her since last week.” She and Nightshade had been spending a lot of time together and I had barely seen him after the battle. Only twice, once at the Beanery and another time at school with Jess, that time he hadn’t even talked to me.




  “Jess and Nightshade were at the Beanery last night.”




  I wanted to ask a ton of questions but I bit my tongue. Val did think twice, she plowed ahead... bless her.




  “They came in together. Jess was nice as usual, though Nightshade barely said anything. They sat at a corner table for hours. A bunch of other people joined them and they stayed until closing. My boss made me tell them they had to leave.”




  “I bet that went over well.” I grinned, thinking of Nightshade being kicked out of the Beanery.




  “They were annoyed and a little rude but they left a big tip. Jess seemed happy.” Val chewed nervously at her lower lip. It was obvious that she wanted to tell me something but was not quite sure how to say it.




  “Why’s that?” I asked, though not sure if I wanted to hear it.




  “She was hanging on Nightshade most of the night and he seemed to be enjoying the attention.”




  I bit the inside of my mouth, not wanting to say anything. I mean, why did I care? If my cousin hooked up with Nightshade; it was her business. He was an infuriating and annoying guy who always had to be right about everything.




  My mind drifted to the battle at the Infinity Library. It wasn’t hard to recall; it had been burned in my memory, each time I recalled it, it was as if I was living it all over again. I actually felt the energy surging toward me and the thought that I was about to die felt as real as it had that night. Nightshade had jumped in front of me, taking the full blast of Darker’s assault without thought to his life and it had almost killed him. We had never talked about it or the fact that when I thought he was dying I had kissed him. Thinking about it I could still feel his lips against mine, wet with his own blood.




  It had all been in the heat of the moment, I told myself. I didn’t truly care for Nightshade, not like I cared for Slade. I felt bad for Nightshade, having lost his girlfriend to the First Kind. I knew that was the reason he had tried to save me. He had been trying to right a wrong and it had nothing to do with him caring for me. And that’s what I had been repeatedly trying to convince myself of since the moment it had happened.




  The bells ringing over the Beanery door as it opened snapped me out of my thoughts. Val had let us quietly finish our walk and I was grateful for that. She smiled, gave my hand a squeeze and hurried off to the backroom.




  Our regular table was empty—I wasn’t late after all—so I made my way to it and sat down, gazing out the large bay window at the picturesque street. A row of Victorian homes, or painted ladies as they were often called because of their bright colors, lined the block. The street lamps were already lit for the night, casting a gentle glow and giving an old-fashioned charm to the scene.




  “Hey.” Slade appeared beside me and leaned down, kissing me lightly on the lips.




  I smiled at the sight of him. He was a handsome guy with a solid build and I sometimes wondered what he saw in me. He slid in beside me and wrapped his arm around my shoulders, hugging me.




  “Here you go guys.” Val placed two cups of coffee in front of us and glanced at Slade with sad eyes.




  “Slade, did you happen to see Edgar today?” Val asked anxiously.




  “Yeah, he was doing work for his dad and then he’s meeting us here.”




  A grin burst across Val’s face and she rushed back to work, much happier knowing that Edgar was on the way.




  I didn’t waste time getting right to the point. “What happened?”




  Slade didn’t waste any time either. “Levi returned this morning. He was injured; a broken arm, some badly bruised ribs and scrapes. He said he had been on the trail of the artifact when he had a run-in with some members of the First Kind.” Slade sipped his drink while I contemplated the news.




  “Were they there?” I finally asked.




   Slade knew who I was talking about without me needing to explain.




  “Darker was one of the ones who attacked him, he didn’t see True anywhere. From everything I can gather no one has seen her since that night at the Library. Maybe she didn’t make it out after all?”




  I’d never forget the image of my mother helping True escape through the portal; it was seared in my memory.




  “No, she got out, I’m sure of it. Did Levi find anything?”




  “Not sure, that’s all the information I could find out.”




  “Damn it.” I hit the table, annoyed that we were still so in the dark about what was going on.




  “Calm down, we’ll figure it out.” Slade slid his hand over mine, trying to soothe me and I bit my tongue wanting to tell him to just let me be angry. But Slade always felt he was supposed to fix things, maybe because he was an Impossible Engineer and IE's were adapt at building and repairing, putting things together and making them work. Hell, it’s probably why he liked me so much... I was broken and he was looking to fix me.




  “I know we will.” I slid my hand out from under his and grabbed my cup to sip my coffee.




  “Hey, guys,” Edgar yelled as soon as he opened the door to the Beanery, causing everyone to turn his way. He was dressed as oddly as ever, his ever-present leather satchel at his side with the usual assortment of maps and bits of paper hanging from its edges. His goggles were pushed up into his hair, forcing it to unnatural heights.




  He sped toward us just as Val rushed out of the backroom, her head down. They collided with one another, falling to the ground in a tangle of arms and legs. Val pushed herself up and from the angry set of her mouth I knew she was ready to start yelling until she saw who she was sprawled over. She stared at Edgar for a moment, smiled, and then blushed bright red. Edgar returned her smiled while customers returned to their conversations.




  “Why didn’t you answer my texts?” She didn’t make a move to get off of poor Edgar who was trapped beneath her.




  “I was helping my dad. I sent you an e-mail,” he explained.




  The majority of technology regular people used mystified Edgar. Slade had worked on Edgar’s phone for a full day to get it to connect to a regular cell network in order for him to be able to text Val.




  “E-mail is for old people, Edgar, next time text me.” Val stood up and offered Edgar her hand and helped him up. He brushed himself off and Val playfully punched his shoulder and then went back to work. Edgar watched her walk away and then joined us at the table.




  “Hey, guys,” Edgar said half-heartedly, his attention remaining on Val.




  “Over here, Edgar.” I laughed, snapping my fingers in front of his face.




  He blinked, laughed, and slapped my hand away. “Did you guys hear about Mr. Miller?”




  Edgar was well connected in the Mapmakers Union and he was always able to get information faster than we could. We filled him in quick on what we already knew about the situation. Val brought over a drink for Edgar and we waited for her to leave before we started discussing it again. It was a strict rule... outsiders were not to know about our world.




  “Do you know anything else?” I asked, Edgar’s eyes shifted back and forth and he took a deep breath.




  “According to my source, Mr. Miller hit a dead end in his search. He said even the First Kind has feelers out trying to learn something, any little thing. He did say that allegedly they have some information they stole a while back that is helping them in their search.” The First Kind was the splinter group comprised of Old Kind from the different Societies who were making my life hell.




  “Do you know what it is?”




  “No, I just know that it’s a big deal and that everyone is upset about it. According to the story I heard, the First Kind stole the information and during the robbery they killed a bunch of people.”




  I leaned back and wondered what the First Kind could have possibly stolen that would be of help to them.




  “Maybe if we find out when they stole it, we could backtrack and figure out what they have,” I suggested. “Did you hear anything else?”




  “Just a name of one of the people they killed,” Edgar dipped his head and my stomach began to sink, something was wrong. “Lauren Harkness.”




   The name struck me like a slap in the face. I sat back and my mind raced at the thought of what this could mean.




  “What is it, did you know her?” Slade asked concerned.




  “No, but I know someone who did. She was Nightshade’s girlfriend.”




  





   




   




  Chapter 2




  Status: I have to call a friend and it’s not going to be pleasant.




  “Damn, that Lauren.” Slade put his head back and whistled.




  “You knew her?” I had to remind myself that they’d all known one another since they were young, so of course Slade had to have known her.




  “I knew of her from around school. Nightshade and Lauren were the IT couple once they got together. I used to see them around from time to time.” He finished and downed the last bit of coffee from his cup.




  Edgar’s head was still downcast. He was obviously upset and I hated to ask but I needed to know all I could. “Edgar, you knew her right?”




  “Yes.” His shoulders sagged and he finally lifted his head. He didn’t look directly at me, his focus drifting off. “We all used to get together. Lauren was whip smart and one of the few people who could understand me when I started droning on about mapmaking.”




  Edgar wasn’t being arrogant with the comment, just stating a fact. He was smarter than most people and keeping up with his mapmaking skills would take someone who knew a lot more than I did about maps.




  “Do you know anything about the night she was killed?”




  His eyes closed slowly and I hated that I was forcing him to recall a painful memory.  “Lauren had been gone for a while on special assignment. I didn’t know what it was about, but Nightshade called me and he was not happy. He said that Lauren was in trouble and he needed a few maps. I gave him what he wanted and he raced off. I offered to go but he said he could handle it. The next day, I found out that she’d died and Nightshade had been injured.”




  Sorry seemed such an inadequate consolation when someone suffered loss, but it was all I could think to say. “Sorry.”




  Edgar nodded and ran his fingers through his hair and then scratched his head. “Jess was pretty close with Lauren, maybe she knows something?”




  I knew that Jess had been friendly with Lauren but we had never really gotten time to talk about it. And since the battle at the Infinity Library, where hell literally broke loose, my life had been a whirlwind. Everyone had wanted a piece of the girl who had fought the First Kind and taken down Mr. Jordan, a sitting member of the council. Jess and I had talked since but I hadn’t told her what Nightshade had shared with me about Lauren.  Now I was going to have to talk to someone about her. My choice—for sure—was not going to be Nightshade, so I would have to contact Jess.




  “I’ll text Jess.” I pulled my phone out and wrote a quick text, though hesitated before I hit send.  Dredging this up might not be a good thing for her and Nightshade’s budding relationship, but did I have a choice?




  When Nightshade had told me about Lauren and that fateful night, I could tell how much he had loved her. I had heard it in the pain in his voice and had seen it in his eyes. I knew Jess had been affected by her death as well, but when we all decided to pursue the First Kind, we promised we would keep everyone in the loop. I hit send and placed my phone on the table.




  Slade waved down Val. She brought over refills for each of us and leaned against Edgar, which immediately cheered him up as she chatted with us for a bit. My phone beeped and my stomach turned. I knew who it was and I wasn’t sure I wanted to have the conversation that was going to follow. Val giggled and walked off as I picked it up and read Jess’ response.




  “Well?” Edgar asked.




  “She’s on her way.” I grabbed my cup and, needing the caffeine, took a deep gulp. How was I supposed to start this conversation? Hey, Cuz, I need to ask you about your dead friend who happens to be your new boyfriend’s deceased girlfriend. Could it get any more complicated? I did not see this going very well. I shook my head, trying to clear my thoughts and make this as easy as possible on us both.




  The jangle of the bells over the door made me turn. Jess stepped into the Beanery. Every guy in the place turned to check her out, that’s how beautiful she was. Of course her talent for dressing trendy didn’t hurt either. She wore a black pencil skirt cut a few inches above the knee, with a crimson red, low-cut cami. The snug, dark jacket that accentuated her curves had the guys drooling. And don’t get me started on her perfect long blond hair. She hurried over to us smiling and slid in right next to Edgar, who happily made room for her. I was always amazed at how easily men accommodated Jess.




  “Hi all.” She grinned and looked so happy that it almost made me not want to discuss Lauren Harkness with her.




  “Let me go get you a coffee,” Edgar offered, jumping up and squeezing past Jess to rush over to Val at the counter.




  “I’ll help you,” Slade said and slid out of the booth to join Edgar.




  They were both cowards and I was going to make them pay for leaving me to do this on my own.




  Jess laughed and turned to me. “Was it something I said?”




  “No, they’re just idiots.”




  “It’s good to see you, Cuz. We’ve both been so busy that we haven’t had time to talk.”




   I got the sense that Jess wanted to tell me something but I didn’t want to get sidetracked so I jumped right in. “We got some news about the First Kind.” I explained to her what we knew about Levi Miller and what the First Kind was looking for.




  “What do you think it is?”




  “It seems that the First Kind stole something over a year ago and people were killed in the process.” My voice got lower, as if I didn’t want to hear my own words but it didn’t matter since Jess put two and two together and knew where I was going.




  Jess’s eyes grew wide and her face drained of color. “Oh no.”




  “Edgar heard them mention Lauren Harkness’ name. Whatever they stole the day she died has a connection to the Artifact. Do you know what she was working on?”




   Tears pooled in Jess’ eyes.  She grabbed a napkin from the table and dabbed at them, trying to stop them from falling.




  I slid my hand across the table and grasped hers, giving it a comforting squeeze. She looked down at my hand and then back up at me and managed a smile.




  “I—I—I talked to her that day.” She stumbled over her words as if they were hard to get out. “She’d been working on this special project for the Council for two months and they were just about finished. She was happy at what they had discovered. According to her, the find was huge and she couldn’t wait to get home and see Nightshade again. She missed him terribly.”  She choked back tears and balled her hands into fists, fighting to contain her emotions.




  “Did she mention what it was?”




  “She was always talking about musty old things, she was geeky like that. Lauren loved old books or discovering some long forgotten facts. It’s why she was picked for the research team. All I remember was that she called it a Chronicle and I only recall that because of the Chronicles of the First Kind.”




   The Chronicles were a myth amongst our people. They were supposedly the written word of the first of our kind, laying down our laws and origins. Only scraps of them existed today and those were so closely guarded you’d have to be crazy to try and go near them.




  “If it was an actual Chronicle, that’s what they could be using to help them find the Artifact, and if it points the way to an Artifact, then the First Kind could get to it before the Impossible Engineers.”




  “Do you know what the Artifact is?” Jess asked, clearing the tears from her eyes.




  “Slade has been trying to find out. All we can figure out so far is that it’s some kind of tool. At least we think it is but without proof,” —I shrugged—“who knows.”




  “We can’t let them get to it first.” Jess was adamant and I knew she’d be willing to do whatever it took and whatever I asked to make sure we beat them to it.




  “Anything you can remember about what Lauren told you might help, or anything she might have told anyone else.” I let it hang in the air between us. She knew who I was referring to and she looked down at the table and sighed.




  “He healed really well.” She didn’t mention Nightshade by name but we both knew who she was referring to.




  “I’m glad.”




  “I’ve tried to talk to him about what happened but he won’t tell me anything. All he says is that Caleb caught him with a shot and that he doesn’t remember anything after that.” Her gaze rested on me and it was obvious that she thought there was more to it than that... and she was looking for me to fill in the gaps.




  “That’s what happened,” I lied, not that I wanted to but if Nightshade didn’t want to take credit for saving my life, who was I to stop him. I also didn’t want to confess my heart-stopping reaction to him almost dying in my arms and least of all I didn’t want to confess how I had kissed him.




  “It scarred him pretty bad.”




  “The blast he took was massive,” I said, remembering the immense power racing toward me.




  “I meant Lauren’s death; he still has trouble with it.”




  How well I knew that recalling how he had choked out the words when he had described her death to me.




  “We’ve been spending a lot of time together,” Jess admitted. “It’s been nice. He seems much better and much more focused lately. I’m afraid if I bring this up it might upset him.” She bit her lip and ran her finger over the edge of Edgar’s empty coffee cup.




  “I’m sorry, Jess, I wish there was another way.”




  “So do I,” she said with a sense of sadness that nagged at my heart.




  Slade and Edgar returned with Jess’ drink and slid back into their seats.




  “You two do know your dead meat right?” I laughed as they tried to act casual.




  “What did we do?” Edgar’s eyes went wide and he threw his hands up in mock surrender.




  “Real smooth operators, guys, how long did it actually take you to get that coffee?”




  “We just wanted to make sure they got it right,” Slade offered as a pathetic defense.




  “Val doesn’t know how to do her job and it takes two big strong men to carry one little cup of coffee?”




   Jess laughed at my sarcastic comment and so did I. Edgar began to chuckle and soon we were all bent over the table in hysterics.




  “Okay,” Edgar fessed up and offered an apology. “Sorry we bolted on you.”




  “I don’t bite guys,” Jess sighed and finally took a sip of her super extra special drink they had gotten her.




  I repeated what Jess had told me about the Chronicle and both of them had the same reaction as I had. It made them nervous as hell.




  “Jess was also going to talk with Nightshade and see if he remembers anything,” I said.




  “She’s probably the best person to talk to him about it,” Edgar said. “He was giving me hell last weekend about not getting him the new map he wanted quickly enough.”




  “You talked to him last weekend?” I hadn’t realized Edgar and Nightshade had been talking since the battle. I knew they were friends but apparently I didn’t realize how close.




  “Yeah, he’s working on his car and needs a new map, plus he had to pick up those parts from Slade.” Edgar jerked his thumb toward Slade.




  “You saw him too?” Slade hadn’t said anything to me about seeing Nightshade or that they had talked.




  “Yeah, he came by the Impossible Engineer Hall about a month ago and asked me to make some special parts for his car. They were nothing like I had ever done before so it was a challenge I enjoyed taking on.” He shrugged his shoulders, as if it wasn’t a big deal.




  “I didn’t realize you had become so close.” I couldn’t keep the bite out of my tone as I stared at Slade. He on the other hand found his coffee cup the most interesting thing in the Universe.




  Edgar turned the subject to some new project he was working on.  I didn’t pay much attention. I was too busy thinking about how everyone had apparently seen Nightshade these last few months... everyone, that was, except me. Edgar with his maps and Slade with his stupid car, even Val had seen him last night. But I guess I was too much of a pain for Mister Wonderful to bother with.




  Then there was him and Jess, or was there? I knew she had feelings for him, but had he reciprocated? I didn’t recall seeing them together in the last two months, but then I really hadn’t seen Nightshade. Maybe things had changed. It certainly seemed as if everyone thought of them as a couple. I suppose they could be a couple, and if they were, good for them. I didn’t care what Nightshade did with his free time. I was too busy being happy with Slade.




  He cared about me. He played no games, mind or otherwise, and he had no annoying habits. He was a decent person who always did the right thing. Nightshade meant nothing to me; I just didn’t want to see my cousin get hurt.




  I tried to tune back into the conversation but catching a few comments was enough to let me know that Edgar and Slade were engrossed in one of their in depth workings of the universe discussions. I glanced at Jess who was busy tapping on her phone texting with someone. And from the smile on her face I had a feeling I knew who it was.




  “Do you guys need refills?” Val asked as she walked up to the table and Edgar nodded eagerly.




  Slade turned to me. “We should probably get going if we are going to make the movie.”




  “We’re good.” I smiled at Val and she waved as she walked off.




  “You coming with us?” Slade asked Edgar.




  “No, I think I’m going to stick around here.” Edgar’s eyes never left Val as she cleaned off the empty tables.




  “Yeah, I get it.” Slade stood up from the booth. “How about you, Jess, want to go to the movies?”




  “Oh no thanks, Nightshade is picking me up.”




  She finished sending a text and slipped out of the booth to stand beside Slade. I did the same and the three of us walked out of the Beanery together.




  The air had taken on a slight chill and I zipped up my hoodie. Slade turned to me and stepped close, rubbing his hands up and down my arms to warm me up.




  “You guys are too cute.” Jess smiled at us and I suddenly felt very uncomfortable.




  “You sure you don’t want to come? You can bring Nightshade along if you want.” I rolled my eyes and smiled.




  “No, that’s okay, I’ll just wait. He should be here any second.”




  “We can wait if you want?” I offered, wanting to see Nightshade and Jess with my own eyes, sort of seeing it to believe it. I turned to Slade and he nodded agreeably.




  The roar of a car engine rumbled down the block. I turned and looked down the row of Victorian houses and watched the classic car driving towards us. It was the same car I had seen in Nightshade’s garage a few months ago; a Hudson Hornet. It appeared he had finished working on it, at least enough to have it running, and it looked great. The deep blue color was amazing and the airbrushed flames that licked along its hood and surrounded the front end of the car were cool.




  “He has it running,” Slade commented as he stepped onto the curb and watched the car approach.




  “He got it started a few days ago,” Jess said. “He’s really excited about it.”




  I kept my eyes on the car as the Hornet pulled up to the curb in front of the Beanery. Slade and Jess walked over to the car. I approached more slowly.




  “Were you able to make the parts work?” Slade asked.




  “I installed them but I haven’t had a chance to try them out yet. I was hoping to use them this weekend at the Diesel Factories. Jess, hop in I don’t want to be late.”




  Nightshade’s strong voice drifted over me and I took a deep breath, half expecting to catch a whiff of the familiar leather and spice scent that always surrounded him.




  “Let me know if they work,” Slade said and turned to slip his arm around me when I stopped beside him.




  I gave Nightshade a glance and wasn’t surprised to see that he fit with the classic car perfectly. He relaxed against the bucket style seat wearing a red t-shirt, his leather jacket lying beside him. He spared me a quick glance, though didn’t acknowledge me.




  “No problem, I’ll let you know if I need anymore work done.” Nightshade revved the engine. 




  Jess leaned across him, her body practically in his lap.




  “You kids have fun at the movies.” She smiled and blew us a kiss.




  “See you around, Slade,” Nightshade said and hit the gas pedal.  The car tore away from the curb leaving a trail of smoke.




  “I can’t believe he got it working,” Slade said as he draped his arm around my shoulders, pulled me close and started walking. I fidgeted under his arm, still not fully comfortable with being so affectionate in public. But I knew it made him happy.




   I kept my lips clamped tight, though I don’t know how Slade hadn’t made a comment. He had to have noticed that Nightshade had not bothered to acknowledge me, not even a polite hi, hello, how you doing. I mean how much of a rude jerk can you be anyway? I decided I would text Jess later and see what she had learned about Lauren Harkness from Nightshade. At least I wasn’t the one having to deal with him. Besides, if she couldn’t get him to talk to her I would just force him to talk to me... no matter what it took.




  





   




  Chapter 3




  Status: I attend a race and someone really doesn’t like me.




  I stepped out of the portal and onto the streets of the Diesel Factories. Saturday was always packed with everyone coming and going from this nexus point through dimensions. As far as I could see portals were being opened on every surface. People were walking down the sides of buildings or opening doors from the ground itself.




  “Where did she say to meet her?” Slade searched the gaggle of people for Jess.




   I had talked to her through texts since the other day and she invited us to watch some race that Nightshade was participating in. I took her up on it mostly because I wanted to know what she had learned.




  “She’s going to wait for us by Evermen’s Ever Filled Pub.” I spotted the sign for the pub down the street in the distance and pointed toward it. Slade nodded and we headed in that direction. I ducked out of the way of a group of kids racing past us using jetpacks and laughed thinking about the last time I used one.




  “Chloe.” Slade squeezed my hand lightly as we walked and by his serious tone I didn’t think I was going to care for what he had to say.




  “We’ve been together for a while now.”




  “Yeah?” Yup, I was sure I wasn’t going to like this.




  “I think it’s time you met my family.”




   I’d never met a boyfriend’s family before, probably because my relationships never lasted that long. And I was still feeling my way through this one so I wasn’t quite sure if I wanted to do this, but I figured I owed it to Slade. “I suppose so.”




  “Good, I was hoping you could come over for dinner soon. My dad wants to meet you.”




  My reluctance tugged at my gut and you think I would listen to it—but no—I smiled and said, “Okay.”




  “It’s just that with us going out for a while, he’s curious about you, not to mention your new found celebrity and your family name.”




  “What does that mean?”




  “Nothing, it’s just that he wants to meet the girl I keep talking so much about.” He squeezed my hand again and I knew more was going on than he was saying but I let it slide, catching sight of Jess in front of the pub waving at us.




  She was put together perfectly yet again. Today she wore a pink skirt and matching sweater with her hair done up in a very rockabilly fashion. I, on the other hand, wore a t-shirt and jeans with my beat up old trainers on, which were some of the only shoes I owned besides my combat boots. And my hair, oh forget it, it’s blond and straight and stays that way. My hoodie, an essential part of my limited wardrobe, was tied around my waist as the day had gotten warmer and I didn’t want to sweat like a pig.




  “Hi, guys.” Jess waved to Slade and gave me a quick hug. I smiled and patted her on the back and she quickly let me go, knowing I wasn’t big on the touchy feely stuff.




  “Where’s Nightshade?” Slade looked around, expecting to see him, though I figured he wouldn’t be here to greet us since he was probably busy preparing for the race.




  “He’s doing some last minute work on his car before the race. We can head over there now.” Jess led the way and we followed her through the crowds and around the streets of the Diesel Factories.




  The scale of the Factories always amazed me, buildings stretch into the sky and the level of portal energy was massive. People in Jetpacks flew above us and moved around us in all manners of dress and ethnicities.




  We moved quickly and I soon noticed a larger crowd of people gathered around a series of open tents, each containing a car. The vehicles were all different makes and models from the very old to some newer ones I didn’t recognize. Being able to create portals left zero need for a car. Most Old Kind didn’t even own one but I’d come to learn that racing them was quite the big hobby, of course with our own little twist.




  “There’s Nightshade’s tent.” Jess pointed to a tent flying a small black flag with a skeleton key smack in the middle and we all hurried over to it.




   An old pickup truck occupied the tent to his right and appeared to have gears in the place of wheels. Slade stared like a kid in a candy store, not able to take everything in fast enough and eager to have a taste of it all. Now I knew why he had been willing to help Nightshade who had been far from his best bud.




  “Damn it!” Nightshade snapped and I looked down to see his legs sticking out from under the engine of his car.




  “What’s wrong?” Slade asked anxiously and squatted down trying to get a look. 




  Nightshade’s hands grabbed the bumper and he slid himself out from under the vehicle. His hands were covered in grease and dirt and he had a smudge under his left eye. He looked around at each of us, his eyes lingering on me for a minute before he focused on Slade.




  “The portal locator is forcing the engine to lose acceleration and I can’t figure out why.”




  “I could take a look,” Slade offered.




  “Why not, if I can’t get it fixed I’m done before the race even starts.”




  Nightshade shot me a look, then sent Jess a wink before sliding back under the car. Slade quickly followed, his head disappearing under the car. I turned to see Jess blushing and grinning like a fool. She caught me watching her and laughed nervously, then stepped back, turned, and looked out at the other tents. We stepped out of the tent and stood a few feet away so we could talk with some level of privacy.




  Awkward moment here, though why I couldn’t say so I asked what already seemed obvious. “Everything going well?”




  “Yes, it’s been going really well.”




  “Did you have a chance to talk with him?”




  “I did as a matter of fact.” She cast a glance to the ground and anxiously stirred the grass with the tip of her shoe. “He refused to talk about her, won’t talk about her... not ever.”




  “Did he now?” That wasn’t true; he had confided in me about Lauren Harkness.




  “I know it’s important; I just don’t want to push him.”




  “Well, I can always ask him.” I offered.




  “Um, about that.” Jess bit her lip and met my eyes reluctantly.




  “What about that?” I knew it.  Something wasn’t right, I just wasn’t sure what.




  “He told me that he’d rather not talk to you.”




  “What? Why?”  Nightshade was up to something. Wasn’t he always? But why not talk to me? Why avoid me, which was exactly what he’d been doing and which was downright rude. But hey, being rude was Nightshade being his normal self.




  “I don’t want to make a big deal out of it, Chloe. He says you two are like oil and water.”




  “That’s ridiculous and I’m going to tell him just that.” I turned to head back and confront Nightshade.  Jess grabbed my arm, stopping me, and stepped closer, keeping a firm grip on my arm.




  “Please don’t. Let me keep talking to him; I’m sure that I can eventually get him talking. He didn’t even want you here today, but I got him to agree. Please, just try and be nice and get along, for me?” Jess said, her eyes pleading with me.




   I could see that it bothered her to practically beg me to leave it alone and to let her to handle it.  It wasn’t only that she was my cousin that I considered it. We had become close friends over the last few weeks, especially with all we had been through and I didn’t want to hurt her or our friendship.




  “Fine, for you I’ll be good.”




  “Thank you.” Jess wrapped me in a huge hug and I smiled in spite of myself.




  While I suffered through her bear hug, I cast a curious glance over the surrounding tents and my hair stood on end... someone was watching us. I thought I caught a set of eyes that seemed to stare right through me. But a second later they were gone and I wondered if I had simply imagined it. I shook my head and by then Jess had let go of me. I gave another curious glance around but caught nothing out of the ordinary.




  “I think that did it. Give it a try,” Slade said from under the car.




   Nightshade pulled himself out from under the car and hopped into the driver’s seat. He turned the key and the car roared to life. His hands quickly went to work adjusting some dials on the dashboard and he smiled.




  “Yup, that did it. The portal locator is fully functional.” Nightshade hopped out of the car, grabbed a rag, and started cleaning off his hands. Slade slid out from under the vehicle and popped up, a big smile on his face.




  Slade not only had a gorgeous smile but a contagious one, at least for me, so I smiled right along with him.




  “This is great,” Slade said with such excitement that you’d think it was him who was racing. “All the gear I created is attached to the car. This is going to be so cool.”




  “Cool.” It seemed like a generic enough affirmation on my part, since I had no idea of what was going on and it made him happy.  He gave me a quick kiss and then walked over to where Nightshade was using some goop to clean his hands off and Slade did the same.




  I watched them and found myself growing annoyed. I suppose that I should be happy that the two of them finally weren’t at each other’s throats. But I guess now that Nightshade had decided he and I couldn’t talk, he no longer had a problem with my boyfriend.




  A horn blared and the activity around us jumped across the board. The sounds of car engines roaring to life and people yelling last minute instructions echoed around us. Nightshade moved swiftly, grabbing his jacket he tossed it and a few tools in the passenger seat.  He turned to Jess, pulled her close, and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek.




  “For luck.” He smiled, hopped into the car and shot thumbs up Slade’s way, then hit the gas and took off.




  I figured he’d intentionally ignored me so I wasn’t surprised that he didn’t even look my way, but then... at the last minute his eyes caught mine and it felt like I’d been punched in the gut. Don’t know where that came from, but then I didn’t understand much when it came to Nightshade. He was an enigma I was still trying to figure out. 




  “Let’s go so that we can get a good spot,” Slade said already on his way out of the tent and to the road where all the cars were heading.




   Jess joined me and we followed behind Slade. We had walked only a few feet when I snapped my head to the side, catching the flash of a shadow only to find nothing there. The hairs on my neck stood on end for the second time, but this time my hand went straight to my doorknob. Someone was watching; I was sure of it.




  “Everything alright?” Jess cast an uneasy glance around.




  “Someone is watching us.”




  Jess’ hand slid into mine and gripped it. “Do you have your doorknob?”




  That’s why I love my friends. They don’t think I‘m crazy or question me, they just jump right in to back me up.




  “Yes, what about you.”




  Jess pulled out her skeleton key to let me know she was prepared. “Let’s tell Slade.”




  I nodded in agreement and we picked up our pace to catch up to him. He had already found himself a place up front to watch the race and was leaning on a temporary railing that had been set up. The race itself would travel the streets of the Diesel Factories and beyond. Massive monitors floated in the air, large gears turning on the side of them showing the flickering images of the cars at the starting line, an Impossible Engineering feat if I ever saw one.




  “Slade,” I called out just as the horn blasted, announcing the start of the race. The engines roared and the cars sped off leaving trails of smoke behind them. My voice was drowned out by the noise and so were my subsequent shouts. People were packed so densely behind him that I wasn’t able to break through and reach him.
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