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			For Mom, who always believed. And for Eric, who maybe didn’t . . . NOW will you read it?

		

	
		
			BEFORE

			Annie shakes my arm frantically, startling me awake from a nightmare of blood and nameless terror. I blink away my lingering fear as she peers down at me, her eyes wide. 

			“We leave tonight,” she whispers. “I got it.” In one hand is an access card from one of the orderlies. In the other is a set of car keys.

			“How?” I say, sitting up in bed. Her eyes slide away from mine, and I don’t want to know how she got them. “Is he still alive?” I ask.

			“For now.”

			I nod and swing my legs over the side of the hospital bed. The room spins, and I clutch the mattress. I’m still a little wobbly from Dr. Goodhart’s meds. It’s only with Annie’s help that I’ve been able to avoid taking the pills over the past few days. She learned sleight of hand from a friend who worked the tourist crowds on River Street, picking pockets or doing magic, whichever paid better. Without her I’d still be comatose from the good doctor’s experimental treatments.

			Annie throws me a set of scrubs. There are no real clothes in Saint Dymphna’s, just pajamas for the patients. I guess they figure jeans and T-shirts will make us think that we’re real boys and girls.

			I pull the scrubs on over my pajamas. I’ve lost a lot of weight, and my hip bones jut out under the loose-fitting cotton. How long have I been here? Six months? A year? Time loses all meaning inside these walls.

			Once I’m dressed, Annie leads the way out of the building. The escape was her plan all along. I think she feels like she’s rescuing me. I guess she is. Without her I’d still be a vegetable. 

			I trail my hand down the wall, using the connection to steady myself. I’m woozy, and my head feels like it’s filled with helium. There’s still too much of the meds in my system. Otherwise I would’ve started hearing the Furies’ whispers by now. 

			That’s not good. I’m going to need Their help to kill Dr. Goodhart.

			Annie stops suddenly, and I almost run into her. Her eyes are wide with fear, and she has started shaking.

			“What’s wrong?” I whisper. 

			“He’s here.” Her voice is hoarse, and I don’t have to ask who she’s talking about. I lean around her to look down the hall. The door to Dr. Goodhart’s office is open, golden light shining out into the otherwise dark hallway. Annie takes a step back.

			“This was a bad idea,” she says. Annie has good reason to be afraid. She’s here only because her father is a close, personal friend of Dr. Goodhart’s. She told me her story one night in a hushed voice, as though whispering about the horrors made them less real. Annie’s dad seemed to think it was her job to help supplement the family income. Her father is a local car dealer, and his daughters are just another asset to be sold and bartered. 

			But Annie wasn’t so keen on the idea. She’d had enough of being used. The night she found one of her father’s friends in her bedroom, she stabbed him in the thigh with a pair of scissors. The guy almost bled to death. Daddy sent her to Saint Dymphna’s in response.

			It has to be painful for her. I know the things Dr. Goodhart has done to me, and I’m here only because there’s no one left to speak for me. I can’t imagine what it would be like to have my family knowingly subject me to such treatment.

			I put my hand on Annie’s shoulder, and she jumps. She pushes her too red hair out of her face, which looks bruised. I’m not sure if it’s the lights or actual damage. 

			“Go get the car. I’m going to take care of him,” I say.

			She clutches at my upper arm. “You can’t go in there. It’s too dangerous.”

			I pat her hand and disentangle myself from her fingers. “I’ll be fine. Take the access card and get the car running. I’ll meet you outside.”

			“But how are you going to get out? The security system requires a badge.”

			Hello, dear. We’ve missed you.

			The voice in my brain fills me with a terrible kind of excitement, like waiting for an ice-skater to fall. I haven’t heard Them for so long that I was half-afraid They’d left me. I smile, and Annie draws back.

			“Oh, I’ll figure out something.”

			I move down the hallway without looking back to see if Annie is following my instructions. It takes only a few strides to reach Dr. Goodhart’s office, and the more I move the better I feel. Once there I slip inside on silent feet. My heart pounds with excitement. I’ve dreamed of this moment so many times, it hardly seems real.

			The doctor sits at his desk, head bent over paperwork. He can’t be working on anything honest this late at night. Is he falsifying test results, or writing a glowing review about one of his experimental procedures? Either way just the sight of him is enough to fill me with rage. I close the door, locking it behind me. He looks up, his expression of surprise quickly hidden by bland disinterest.

			“Hello, Amelie. Is there something I can help you with?”

			I take a step forward, willing Them to manifest. I can feel the Furies deep in the back of my mind. They want to appear, but They’re sluggish and slow to respond. There are still a few too many drugs in my system. 

			We’re trying, dear heart, the hawk woman coos. A rustle of wings in the back of my mind indicates that They are close. But I don’t know if I can keep Dr. Goodhart occupied that long.

			“I’m here to hand down your judgment,” I say, although it feels awkward to say the words without the Furies flanking me. I’m Their Third, but I’m used to acting as more of a mouthpiece than a leader.

			Dr. Goodhart leans back in his chair, amusement crinkling the corners of his eyes behind his glasses. His blond hair is mussed and his tie loose, giving him a slightly rumpled look. He has the dashing good looks of a soap opera doctor, but it’s all a lie. Underneath his handsome exterior is a soul as black as tar. “Amelie, have you been taking your medicine?”

			I hiss in anger just as someone begins pounding on the door behind me. An expression of smug satisfaction appears on Dr. Goodhart’s face, and I realize with a start that I forgot about the panic button under his desk. This isn’t the first time he’s used it on me. The doctor and I go way back.

			But it ends tonight.

			A sudden pressure on the inside of my skull makes me clutch my head. The room heats, and the Furies break free with a scream, mine and Theirs. It’s like surfacing after being underwater for too long. Essentially female, They are barely human. Tisiphone, whose name rhymes with “epiphany,” stands to my left, her giant hawk wings folded close in the small space. On my right is Megaera, snakes writhing where her hair should be. They are terrifying in Their beauty, and the look of fear on Dr. Goodhart’s face fills me with a manic glee.

			I point at him. The silver chains that bind Them to me, invisible up to now, hang low on my arms. “You will pay for what you’ve done to me.”

			I take a step forward. Before I can reach him, the door explodes inward behind me. I spin around. Two of the larger orderlies stand silhouetted in the doorway. They draw back when they see the Furies.

			“Holy fuck!” One of the orderlies takes a step back out into the hallway. I look between them and Dr. Goodhart. I can’t kill with witnesses around. That’s how I ended up here in the first place.

			Tisiphone screams in rage, the sound of a hawk hunting. I turn in time to see Dr. Goodhart lunge for me, syringe in hand. Before he can get me, Tisiphone reaches out with her talons and rakes them down his face. He screams and falls back. Blood wells up in the long gashes, and I have to fight back my nausea. I don’t do so well with blood.

			One of the orderlies goes running down the hallway, screaming for a Taser. The other orderly keeps looking from me to his fleeing friend, as though he can’t decide between duty and saving his ass. I make the decision for him. Things are quickly spiraling out of control, and I can see my chances of escape evaporating.

			“Window!” I yell, and Megaera is there, knocking out the glass before ripping out the bars and part of the surrounding wall with scaled hands. Concrete dust rains down on me as she throws the window bars over my head at the orderly. He scrambles out of the way just in time to avoid being crushed. With him gone I can focus on my true goal.

			Dr. Goodhart is on the floor holding his injured face. Blood seeps between his fingers, but I ignore it. I want to hurt him so much that it’s a physical pain, a slight cramping in my middle.

			I settle for picking up the syringe and jamming it into his thigh. He whimpers a little as the meds flood his system. “This isn’t over,” I hiss. People are running toward us, shouts of alarm echoing down the hallway. There’s no more time. I launch myself out the window.

			Luckily, we’re on the first floor. I roll as I land on the grass, but it still hurts. The Furies retreat into the back of my mind, but They’ve been denied justice. They gnash Their teeth in frustration, and it’s all I can do not to mimic Them. I’ve waited so long for this moment, and now it’s gone. I want to scream out my disappointment.

			I’ll never get this opportunity again.

			Patience, Megaera says. We will have our revenge. 

			I sprint across the lawn, my rage melting away into relief when I see the pickup truck idling with its parking lights on. Annie smiles when I dive into the cab.

			“Did you get him?”

			I shake my head. “Orderlies.” 

			She gives me a look but doesn’t say anything, throwing the truck into gear and peeling out of the parking lot. I wonder if her disappointment is as heavy as mine. 

			There’s a moment of panic when we pass a police car and an ambulance heading toward Saint Dymphna’s, but they don’t stop or turn around, and we whoop in triumph.

			“They must not know that you took the truck,” I say.

			Annie nods, her lips pursed. We drive along in silence for a while before I put a gentle hand on her arm. Tension rides her shoulders even though we escaped. “What’s wrong?”

			“Nothing. It’s just . . . I have to go home.”

			“Why?”

			She swallows hard, and looks at me with haunted eyes. “My sister. It’s the reason I had to get out. Tomorrow’s her birthday. She’s going to be fifteen.” She knows firsthand what happens to the girls in her family on their fifteenth birthday.

			“Oh,” I say. But in the back of my mind the Furies are screaming in joy. Hurting men like Annie’s dad is Their idea of fun.

			She looks at me. “You have to help me.” She swallows hard and turns back to the road. “I looked at your file. Before I started palming your meds. That’s why I had to save you.” A heavy pause. “I know what you did.” 

			She’s talking about the suspected homicide that landed me in Saint Dymphna’s in the first place. I was cleared of the charges because it’s hard to convict a fourteen-year-old girl of giving a grown man a heart attack. But the charges were enough to kill my poor grandmother, and for Dr. Goodhart to convince the state of Georgia that I needed specialized “care” after it took over guardianship.

			“Yes,” I say, even though she has yet to ask the question. The Furies are too hungry for me to say no. And I owe her one, no matter what her reasons for helping me. Without her I’d still be lying comatose on a bunk. 

			“You’ll help me,” she says, surprise lacing her voice. I guess she didn’t think I’d agree so easily.

			“Yes, I’ll help you.” I look out the window, weighing my words. “Do you have somewhere you and your sister can go?”

			She nods. “My aunt’s. She’s been trying to get custody of us for a while, but Daddy has too many connections.” She pauses. “What’re you going to do?”

			“I’m going to handle it.”

			She frowns, and I grin at her. It feels strange to smile after being a near vegetable for so long. “Don’t worry,” I say. “He’ll never see it coming, and you and your sister will be safe.”

			She doesn’t say anything, and I look out the window. I’ve been free for less than an hour, and I’m already back to my same old tricks. The Furies are all I have left. 

			But I’m not afraid anymore. Not this time.

			I know They’ll take care of me.

		
	
		
			HUGS AND KISSES, YOUR WORST ­NIGHTMARE

			I put the car in park and stare at the building before me. I can’t believe I’m here. West County, Pennsylvania. Last week it was just a spot on the map, another potential stop on this endless road trip. Now it’s home. At least for a little while.

			It’s been two years since I escaped Saint Dymphna’s, and I’ve been on the road ever since. 

			I get out of the car and look up at where I’ll be living for the next few months. It’s a dump. Even rural backwaters like West County have their dark places. This is one of them. From the look of it the oversize house was once magnificent, probably a mansion for a wealthy mine owner back when West County was still coal country. At some point the neighborhood turned the corner, from the place to be, to the place to flee, and someone bought the house and chopped it into minuscule apartments. Very cheap apartments.

			I get out of the car and head inside, lugging my trunk up the stairs to my new place. I’ve stayed in dozens of apartments just like this one. They’re a great place to crash for a couple of months. Everyone keeps to themselves, and the landlords look the other way as long as the rent’s on time. It’s a cheap place to disappear, full of two-bit hustlers, single mothers struggling to get by, and illegal immigrants on a pit stop to the American dream. The kind of people who will mind their own business and won’t worry about a blond girl who comes and goes at all hours of the day and night. 

			As I trudge up the rickety steps to my apartment, a baby cries and is shushed lovingly in Spanish. Rap music blares through a closed apartment door, and a couple argue loudly on the landing about a missing tax return check. I ignore all of it, and let myself into my tiny one-bedroom apartment. 

			The place is cold enough that I can see my breath, and I fiddle with the knob on the radiator until steams hisses through it. As the metal heats with creaks and knocks, I drag my trunk into my room and kick it into my closet. The apartment is furnished, so after another trip back downstairs to grab Odie’s cat carrier and my laptop, I’m all finished moving in. I put everything down and look around the dingy, cramped space. Home sweet home.

			I let Odie out and sit on the couch. Tomorrow I will start a new school for the ninth and hopefully last time. This year I will graduate. I’ve managed to cobble together enough credits that I should be able to finally get a diploma. Rather, my alias Corinne Graff will be able to graduate. Amelie Ainsworth is still in hiding.

			I sigh. The thought of school fills me with anxiety. I would stop going altogether, but the one time I did that, I started to lose myself. It was during a short stint in South Carolina, and after two months of nothing but sleeping and justice, I didn’t like the person I was becoming. The Furies are violent and bloodthirsty, and being just like Them is the last thing I need. At least with school I have a connection to the human race that doesn’t involve killing.

			I rest my head in my hands. Exhaustion makes me feel like I weigh a thousand pounds. When I think of school, I inevitably think about the future. But what is my future? Keep killing and living like a nomad, or settle down in a big city and live a double life? College by day, justice by night? That isn’t appealing. It just sounds tiring. 

			I yawn and climb to my feet, trying to shake off my uncertainty. It’s too early to worry about all of that. I have a few months until graduation, and I’ve just arrived in West County. It’s a fresh start. No one knows me here, no one suspects what I do for fun, and Dr. Goodhart is somewhere in Pennsylvania. I’ll find him, and after I take care of him, I’ll focus on the small detail of the future.

			I have all the time in the world.

			And right now it’s time to hunt.
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			I stick my thumb out and walk slowly along the highway. The blowing snow blinds me and makes my eyes water, so I duck my head into the collar of my jacket to hide my face as much as possible. It doesn’t really help. It ain’t fit out for man or beast, as my grandmother used to say.

			Perfect for me.

			I’m busy trying to keep the snow out of my eyes, so the minivan catches me by surprise. It swings onto the shoulder in front of me, appearing from out of nowhere. The passenger door opens, and I run toward the light and jump into the heated interior in relief. About time.

			“Thanks,” I gasp, holding my half-frozen hands out to the heater vents. The blast of warm air melts the snow on my gloves, and I sigh in relief. 

			“No problem, sweetheart.” The driver pulls out cautiously onto the road, and I study him while he focuses on his task. Early thirties, dark hair, good-looking, probably wearing a wedding ring under his gloves. There’s a child’s car seat behind me. Family man, as though the minivan weren’t already a dead giveaway. I worry for a moment that I have the wrong guy. He has a soft look to his face, like he’d spend his spare time rescuing kittens. This can’t be the guy I want.

			“So, what’s a nice girl like you doing hitchhiking on a night like this?” Laugh lines crinkle as he smiles at me. It would be a nice expression if it weren’t for the cruelty glittering in his eyes.

			Still, I want to be wrong. I don’t want to believe this man with a car seat in the back and an Elmo doll peeking out from behind the driver’s seat could be a murderer. He looks harmless. Maybe he’s innocent. After two years of this, I want to believe there’s still something good in this world.

			Maybe this man driving in the middle of a snowstorm is just an average guy going to get milk so his kids can have hot cocoa.

			He’s thinking how nice it will be to cut out your heart.

			The whisper in the back of my mind isn’t unexpected, and it puts the brakes on any doubts I may have had about the man driving. The truth is, I’ve been walking down this road every night for the past week, waiting for him to pick me up. We’ve been looking for him since I got to West County.

			Let’s finish him now. I want to watch him squirm.

			I mentally silence the voices and turn a wide smile to the man. I haven’t yet answered his question, and I hope it seems like I was considering my answer instead of the quality of his sins. “My mom and I had a fight, so I need to get to the bus station. My dad lives out in New York.” I notice the way he licks his lips before looking away. I’m a girl that could disappear without anyone knowing about it for a while. Just his type.

			“Oh, that’s too bad, honey. Well, I don’t think the buses are running in this weather, but I’ll give you a ride into town anyway.”

			I give him a wide smile. “Thanks. That’s really nice of you.”

			“Did you want to call your mom and let her know where you are, so she doesn’t worry? You can borrow my phone.”

			“Naw. She’ll be passed out by now. She always gets drunk after she gets paid.” I look out the window, like I’m fighting back emotion. In another life I could’ve been an actress.

			“Oh, okay. I see.” I can almost feel the glee coming off him. In the back of my mind They keep up a constant dialogue, arguing between Themselves. 

			First we need to find a spot, somewhere off the main road . . . The serpent woman’s sibilant voice trails off as she starts to plan. She’s interrupted by the hawk’s scream.

			No. Let’s do it now! 

			Patience, Tisiphone. We must do it right.

			The serpent, Megaera, is correct. Rushing ends in disaster.

			The car turns down a nearly invisible road, little more than a cut through the woods. I turn to the driver with what I hope is alarm. “This isn’t the way into town.”

			“I have to go by a friend’s house first, before I take you to the bus station. You don’t mind, do you?”

			Not at all, but any girl with half a brain would be a little afraid. “Can’t you go by his house on the way back?”

			“Nope. Sorry.” He turns his well-practiced smile on me once again, his face absent of any apology. Even if I didn’t have Them in the back of my mind, I would know there was something off about this man.

			But if I were a normal girl, it would be too late.

			Snow and darkness hide the road, even with the headlights attempting to cut through the gloom. Trees press in on either side, their branches scraping the glass like the scrabbling hands of vengeful victims. I kind of like the sound.

			We ride in silence until the trees open up, revealing a rustic cabin. I lean forward, trying to see through the windshield. “Your friend lives here?”

			“Actually, no.” He turns off the car and lunges for me. I’m taken by surprise. I expected him to lure me inside the cabin. His hands lock around my throat, and I gasp as my air supply is cut off. I pry ineffectively at his fingers for a few heart-pounding seconds, but already there are dark spots at the edges of my vision.

			Time to call for backup.

			I release the hold I have on Them, and They boil forth, manifesting from the back of my mind. The heat of another realm fills the interior of the van, and the snowflakes sticking to the outside of the windows melt away. There isn’t much room for Them in the minivan. Tisiphone’s mottled brown wings press against the glass of the windows, and the serpents on Megaera’s head brush the roof of the minivan. The sight of Them crammed into the narrow space behind the driver’s seat would make me laugh, if I weren’t being strangled.

			Something must show in my expression, because the man turns just in time for Megaera to grab him with a scaled hand. Whatever he was going to say trails off in a gurgle as the serpent throws him backward. His head hits the driver’s side-window with a dull cracking sound.

			I cough as air fills my lungs. The man gives me and my companions a wide-eyed look and fumbles behind him for the handle. The door flies open, and he flees. I’m in no condition to chase him or control Them. My body is enjoying being able to breathe again, and my throat aches. They take advantage of the freedom, tearing out into the snowy night behind the man. Over the howling of the wind I can hear his screams of terror, and I lurch out of the car to follow the sound, tracking the path of melted snow through the forest while I gasp for breath. I stop when I find Them, the guilty man hunching at the base of a pine tree.

			“Don’t,” I croak as Tisiphone raises one of her talon-hands to swipe at the man. She pauses, hand poised in midair. They would usually burn away a soul if given half the chance, but it has been a while since They were allowed to play. They’re savoring his pain and fear. He’s a treat, a man with a long history of hurting women. Someone who has caused that much pain deserves to suffer. It’s the only reason he’s still alive.

			But I can’t let Them hurt him the way They want to. The coroner won’t exactly think it’s just a heart attack if this guy looks like he was attacked by an animal. 

			His eyes light on me, and he lunges forward, Tisiphone’s hesitation the opening he needed. He doesn’t get far. She grabs him by the throat and jams him against the tree hard enough to dislodge snow from the branches. It evaporates into steam around us. The snow on the ground has already melted from Their presence, revealing a thick carpet of dried pine needles. 

			While I’m studying the ground, Tisiphone’s talon-fingers clench, the black nails cutting into the soft flesh of his neck. At my pointed look she lets him go and steps back. He rubs the bloody spots on his throat. “What are you? What the hell are you?” the man blabbers, and I can’t help but smile.

			“There are plenty of nightmares that stalk the night. I’m yours.”

			I step forward, taking my place between the other two with a sigh of relief. Silver chains encircle my arms, leading back to Them and binding us together. My vision splits in three, seeing what They see too. It’s like looking at a dressing room mirror, each image slightly different. Tisiphone’s vision is bright colors and a flash of images as she reads his past crimes. Megaera’s is cast in red, heat vision more than anything. She sees the pain of his past victims clinging to him. I can see only what is in front of me, but my weakness isn’t a hindrance.

			Three is the right number. Now we are complete.

			“Matthew Alders, you are accused of killing women, and keeping their hearts as trophies. How do you plead?”

			His eyes are wild, and he looks from Megaera, to me, to Tisiphone. She flaps her wings once and grins at him, and he cowers even more. “What, what are you talking about? What are you?”

			I grab Alders by the chin and use Tisiphone’s ability to read the sins written on his soul. This works only when the Furies have manifested physically and the silver chains connect us, which is a shame. It would make life a lot easier if I could do it all the time. 

			It takes seconds to see the parade of his victims. A montage flickers past, Alders on the computer checking out dating sites and e-mailing lonely women while a little girl plays at his feet, him driving along the same road where he found me, picking up random strangers. My stomach turns as I watch him bring all of them here to his cabin. I break the connection after I see what he did to the first girl, who was around my age. I don’t need Megaera’s special sight to see that this man is a monster.

			I swallow my nausea and drop my hand to my side. “Guilty,” I whisper.

			“Guilty!” the hawk screams, excitement coloring the sound.

			“Guilty,” the serpent echoes, her low voice solemn. The slightest hint of a smile plays around her thin, scaled lips.

			I hold out my hand. The chains looping around my arms flow forward, swirling and coalescing into a silver sword. I don’t bother saying anything else to Alders, I’m so disgusted by the things he’s done. Men who prey on women are the worst sort of creature. Monsters like Alders deserve to die.

			Even if it is wrong to kill them.

			I hesitate for a moment. As much as I know that it’s the smart thing to do, I don’t want to kill Alders. I hate the way his death will eat at me, making me question our actions. Are we truly the ones who should be handing down justice? Wouldn’t it be better to hand him over to the police, let the proper authorities deal with him?

			But then I think about the next girl he’ll pick up on this lonely road, and the chances that the evidence won’t be enough to convict him. And I know that I have no other choice.

			Besides, it’s the price that the Furies demand. What else am I going to do? 

			I stab him through the chest with the sword, and he stiffens as his heart stops. It’s a better death than the one he gave his victims, and I pull the blade out with a grunt. Beside me Tisiphone and Megaera sigh sadly. It went too quickly for Them, and Their disappointment is almost palpable.

			With Alders dead I’m able to focus, and I direct my thoughts toward pushing the Furies back into my subconscious. It’s a bit like mentally reeling in a fish, but They don’t fight me. They aren’t always so cooperative.

			Once They are sequestered in the back of my mind, I walk back to the minivan, the woods around me eerily silent. The blowing snow has stopped for a moment, and a deep sense of peace settles over me. I don’t always enjoy our work, but I have to believe I’m doing good, helping Them. Because of me other women won’t have to endure what I did.

			But in the end it doesn’t really matter if what we do is right or not. The Furies are all I need. And I would do anything to keep Them happy.

			I reach the minivan. The door is still open, and the interior light beckons to me with the promise of heat. I rifle through the inside, finding Alders’s wallet and emptying it. I have my own money, an inheritance from my parents and grandmother, but if I touch it, the authorities will know where I am. I’m technically still a ward of the state until I’m eighteen, and I have no intention of ever going back to Georgia. So instead of trying to use my inheritance, I live off the guilty. Tonight’s haul is a whopping sixty-eight dollars.

			Now that I’m done handing down Matthew Alders’s justice, I’m tired. I just want to get back to my apartment so I can sleep. I consider taking the van but decide it’s better to leave it where it is. No sense in giving the police any reason to suspect foul play. I pull the hood of my coat tight with a sigh. Then I hike back down the road to my car.

			It takes me a little more than an hour to make it back. The afterglow of the justice makes it seem like a much shorter trip. Still, by the time I clear the snow off my windshield, I’m half-frozen. I get into my car and wait for the heater to warm up, shivering in the driver’s seat like a junkie coming down from a fix. When the hot air starts blowing, I start for home, feeling light even though I’m dog tired. 

			It’s only when I remember that I have school tomorrow that the euphoria of the justice melts away, leaving behind an odd knot of dread and excitement.

		
	
		
			THE FIRST THIRD

			Seconds after my head hits the pillow, I open my eyes to a bleak landscape, the colors muted like in an old photograph. Rust-colored earth and jagged mountains form geography not of this world. The sky is cloudless, and a heated wind scours my skin, making it feel like it’s being baked off. The heat will follow me back to the waking world, leaving my sheets soaked from the sweat of being in this other realm.

			The serpent and the hawk are nowhere to be found, only the woman in flowing white. Alekto, the third Fury. The one I’ve replaced. At times when I’ve been here, I’ve watched the three of Them fight, Their words like the screams of wounded animals, unintelligible but filled with rage and sorrow. Mostly I end up here when Alekto wants to chat. She’s the one who told me Their true names, who taught me how to bring Them to heel, and how to mitigate the effects of Their bloodlust. Without her I would have gone crazy, truly insane, a long time ago.

			Still, for someone who abandoned the cause, she sure does like to interfere a lot, and that makes me despise her.

			Unlike the other two, she is human. Well, as human as a mythical creature can be. She isn’t like Them, animal parts mashed together with human features. She is beautiful and golden, like a living statue. It’s in her image that the Furies remade me, a side effect of Their possession. My hair used to be dark, a brown so deep it was almost black. My eyes were always blue, but a shade closer to gray. Now Alekto and I share the same corn silk ringlets and sapphire-blue eyes. Her skin has a golden hue, the one feature of hers that They either didn’t or couldn’t copy. I could never mimic the look unless I rolled around in glitter. And that’s not happening. She gleams as she walks across the earth toward me, her mouth turned down at the corners. Lecture time.

			“Once, the world was ruled by the great gods. They looked down on the earth from their rule on high, and mocked the antics of men and beasts alike. They bore children, and tormented them as they did the rest of their creations. The gods were frivolous and cruel, and the children of the gods balked at the tyranny of their sires but were helpless to stop them. After all, who can challenge the whims of a god?”

			I swallow a groan and close my eyes, willing the dream to end. I’ve heard this story before. She has told it dozens of times. When I open my eyes, the dreamscape is still there, and Alekto continues without missing a beat.

			“The youngest child of the king of the gods was given a sickle by his mother, the goddess of the earth. She had a soft spot for the humans and had grown tired of her husband’s antics. She knew her husband’s death would change the plight of man, who toiled long and hard only to have the gods dash it all away. The sickle was the only thing that could kill the old king of the gods, and the young god did not want to miss his chance. In the early light of dawn, when the day was not yet born, the young god struck. He slew his father, the oldest of the gods. Dying, the old god bled out over the world and swore revenge.

			“The first drop of blood landed on a hawk hunting over a meadow. It was the First, born of the surprise of betrayal. Her moods are manic: one minute joyous, the next violent.

			“The second drop of blood landed on a serpent sunning itself on a rock. Sly and cunning, the Second is the simmering anger that never fades but simply bides its time, waiting to strike.”

			I sigh, hoping Alekto will hurry up and get to the point of our meeting. I don’t need to hear all of this again. But sometimes what she reveals is useful, so I bite my tongue and wait for her to finish.

			“The third drop of blood landed on a maiden sleeping in a meadow, waiting for her beloved to return to her side. The Third was born of all the sorrow of betrayal, and she woke with a start, tears falling ceaselessly. She could not remember anything of her previous life, and she was consumed by the sadness of a now dead god. But that sorrow and despair called to the other two, and when They joined her side, she felt a measure of peace. After all, They were all sisters of the same blood. Together They knew what They had to do—find the guilty and punish them for their crimes. And for a long time that is what They did.

			“But one day something changed.”

			I straighten at this, a new line in the story. Usually she just ends at the point where the three hunt the guilty and hand down justice, like the happily ever after in some twisted fairy tale. I frown at her, even though it’s hard since she’s so pretty. “What changed?”

			She blinks, and looks at me like she has just realized I’m standing here. “You let Them loose again,” she begins, without any sort of transition. “How do you expect me to help you if you continually give in to Their demands?”

			“I wasn’t aware I’d asked for your help.” I used to cower in fear when she spoke through my dreams, but she holds even less power than the Furies do. After almost five years of being joined to the Furies, I’ve figured some things out. They have constant access to me, but she can enter only through my dreams. They leave me the clues that lead me to Their prey. She does nothing but talk.

			She purses her lips at me. “Not yet, but you will soon. You have to resist Them. The more you give in to Them, the closer They get to Their goal of ruling your mind completely. Do not let Them gain control of you.”

			“What other choice do I have?” I snap. I’m tired of having this conversation. She keeps hinting that there’s a way to rid myself of Them, has for a long time. But she never gives me a straight answer, and I’m not entirely sure I trust her. After all, the only reason I have Them in my head is because at some point she severed her chains to Them. I can’t believe I’m the only person They’ve ever possessed. Did Alekto “help” that previous person too?

			Besides, at least They are honest about Their goals. Alekto is not.

			She’s unfazed by my outburst. “You always have a choice. That is one of the beautiful things about your kind, the number of options you have.” She looks wistful, as though she’s remembering a time when she could make her own decisions. 

			“Uh-huh.” I glance around for an exit. I’m not interested in sticking around and listening to her ambiguous threats and prophecies. I pick a spot on the horizon, a place where the mountains bump against one another, and walk toward it. Eventually I’ll be able to break the hold she has over the dream, and then I can get some rest.

			“If I could tell you how to rid yourself of Them, I would. But I am forbidden. Just know this: He will change everything for Them, and They will do whatever They can to keep you away from him. I am warning you now. It is going to come down to him or Them. And They will not be happy with the answer.”

			I turn around to ask her who she’s talking about, but Alekto has already left the dreamscape. I sigh in resignation as the dream begins to dissolve. When I blink again, I’m lying in bed, staring at the ceiling. 

			I am completely clueless about what the dream meant, but at least now I can get some sleep.

			I roll over, trying to get comfortable. My eyes close, and I don’t give the golden goddess’s cryptic warning another thought.

		
	
		
			IMAGINARY ME

			After the first fifteen minutes of school, I’m certain I’ve made a mistake. Maybe West County wasn’t the best choice. It’s hard to remember that I need this, the sense of normalcy that school brings. It always seems like a good idea, but right now I’m wondering why I even bother.

			I gaze out the window of the guidance counselor’s office at the pickup trucks and beat-up family cars pulling into West County High’s parking lot. Boys dressed like designer lumberjacks and girls wearing high-end knockoffs bounce out of the vehicles and make their way through the snow and into the building. It all looks so normal. It’s different from my last school down in Virginia. There designer labels and expensive foreign cars were the order of the day. But beneath all of that money and wealth was the same darkness I’ve found everywhere I’ve been.

			Nine schools in the past two years. That has to be some kind of record. And being the new kid still makes me as nervous as a cat on a boat.

			So why am I scared? I haven’t even gone to a single class, and already my palms are slick with sweat, anxiety twisting my belly into knots. I’ve done this so many times, it should be easy. But it’s not. If I didn’t need this so much, this one little connection to the real world, I would leave and never come back. But it’s this small shred of normalcy that keeps me from completely becoming a monster.

			“Miss Graff, are you listening?”

			I blink and turn my attention back to Mr. Hanes and his never-ending welcome speech. He’s the school counselor and vice principal, and despite the name, he’d never be a candidate to model underwear. He’s a small, blustering mole of a man with a beer paunch and no hair. Judging by the awards proudly displayed on the walls—#1 ADMINISTRATOR, VICE PRINCIPAL OF THE YEAR, STUDENTS’ APPRECIATION—at some point in his career he actually convinced himself that he helps kids. Maybe it lets him justify the minuscule pay that doesn’t even allow for a new wardrobe. His paisley tie and brown suit are several decades out of fashion. I don’t say this, though. Instead I tilt my head slightly to the side and give him a megawatt smile, a testament to what modern dentistry can do.

			“I’m sorry, Mr. Hanes. I have to confess that I was staring out the window. Y’know, we just don’t get snow like that in the South.”

			The soft cadence of my voice has the desired effect. Some Northerners just can’t get enough of a Southern accent. People up here tend to think their cousins to the South are slow, and slow equals dumb. When people think you’re dumb, they underestimate you, and being underestimated is the greatest tool a hunter can have. The Furies taught me that. It’s why I adopted the drawl. You can never make things too easy for yourself.

			Mr. Hanes looks out the window, and his irritation is forgotten as he studies the snow-covered landscape outside. “Yes, I suppose it must be something to get used to, as if transferring in your senior year weren’t hard enough. Snow and college applications. You’ve got a full plate,” he says with a chuckle.

			I lean back in the chair and cross my ankles, folding my hands and resting them on my knees. I try to think of what Dr. Goodhart, my old shrink, would do. He was a master of manipulation, and I owe a lot to my time spent with him. “Now, Mr. Hanes, you were speaking of integrating well into my new environment?”

			I say it sincerely. Mr. Hanes clears his throat, and I can see I’ve caught him off guard. No normal, well-adjusted teenager talks like that, at least not without a heavy dose of sarcasm. I mentally swear at myself. You’re supposed to be fitting in. Instead I’ve wrested control of the moment and deflected his irritation. Mr. Hanes narrows his eyes as he senses my coup, and I widen my eyes to appear more innocent. The expression would look ridiculous on most people, but I know from practice that it looks authentic on me. I think it’s the eyes. They seem bluer every time I look in the mirror.

			That’s because you’re evolving, a husky voice whispers seductively in my mind. A warm breeze caresses my cheek, and my head fills with the soft rustle of wings shifting. Tisiphone. She’s always there to soothe, even though she’s the crazier of the two. I stiffen but try to remain calm.

			Mr. Hanes still studies me, and I sit a little straighter in my chair, thrusting my shoulders back. Out of habit I toss my hair over my shoulder. It’s a move They taught me. Like with most men, it distracts Mr. Hanes. He adjusts his tie and licks his lips. Discomfort stirs low in my belly, and I wish I hadn’t worn such a tight sweater. Unfortunately, my near strangulation left a mess of bruises on my throat, so I’m in for a week of turtlenecks or awkward questions. I opted for the turtlenecks. The sweater was the only thing clean.

			The Furies stir in the back of my mind at his casual regard, a settling of feathers and a slither of scales.

			Lustful creature, the serpent hisses.

			A girlish giggle echoes in my head. Let’s see if he’ll squeal like a pig. 

			I blink, mentally pushing Them into the back of my mind. My constant companions, champions of justice and bloodshed, are also very distracting. At my urging They go meekly to the back of my mind, squatting on the edge of my consciousness like fat toads on a log. I smile again, allowing no hint of my inner turmoil to show on my face. Instead there’s a slight upturn of my lips. It’s meant to put Mr. Hanes at ease, but it has the opposite effect. My eyes must have given away Their thoughts. It happens sometimes, a shifting in the depths of my pupils that sets off the fight or flight response, like the gleam in the eyes of a predator. I thought I was doing a better job of restraining Them. 

			You only think you’re controlling us. Megaera’s sibilant whisper is followed by mocking laughter. I fight the urge to rest my head in my hands. I’m not strong enough to do this again. Dr. Goodhart was right. I’m a danger to myself and others. I’ll never fit into normal society.

			Mr. Hanes watches me silently before he wipes at his suddenly sweaty brow. “I, uh—that is . . . Do you have any questions for me before we go get your class schedule?”

			I shake off my melancholy and force a yearbook-worthy grin to my face. “Nope.” Maybe I’m smiling too much. How much does the average person smile? Everything hinges on convincing people that I’m ordinary. Too many missteps and people will question my sanity. Again.

			I stand up and follow Mr. Hanes out into the school’s main office. From Mr. Hanes’s welcome speech I’ve learned that there are precisely 411 students at West County High. The office reflects the school’s small size. There is only one harried-looking secretary. Mr. Hanes holds two positions, and the principal, Ms. Halyard, is here only part-time. Her door is closed today, indicating that Monday is one of the days she’s at the nearby middle school.

			Mr. Hanes hands me a printout detailing my class schedule. The school’s layout is pretty straightforward. All of the classrooms are in the single L-shaped building.

			Mr. Hanes clears his throat again. “Here’s your schedule. Teachers have all the materials you need, so they’ll hand those out when you report. Your locker combination is there at the bottom, as well as your locker number.” 

			Mr. Hanes trails off and just watches me, like his brain is trying to process an image it doesn’t understand. I watch him, wondering if he has ever acted on his impulses, if there’s any sort of justification to kill him on the spot. Then I remember why I’m here. I need to blend in. Another attempt at normalcy, at stopping the slow slide into becoming just like Them. 

			Good luck with that.

			I open my mouth to thank him, but he’s still staring at me like I might jump up and bite him. They shift in the back of my mind, and I gnaw my lower lip. “I’m sorry,” I mutter. I’m not sure what I’m apologizing for. Making Mr. Hanes nervous? Imagining what it would be like to choke him to death with his necktie? His face registers surprise at my comment, but he nods in acknowledgment anyway. I slip out of the office before Mr. Hanes’s mind can figure out what his gut already knows—that there is something very wrong with me.

		
	
		
			SET ADRIFT

			After four soul-crushing classes that make me question the sanity of high school—the history teacher spends twenty minutes ranting about immigration, and the English teacher sobs her way through a reading of a Shakespeare sonnet—I discover that West County High School is one of those archaic institutions where students are forced to eat on campus. I am informed of this when I try to leave at lunchtime. A fat man in a puffy jacket and orange safety vest waves me back from my car in the parking lot.

			“You got a pass?” It takes me a second to realize it’s not a statement but a question.

			“Uh, no. Am I s’posed to have one?” I smile and relax against my car. The metal of the Toyota is cold, even through my coat. The man does not frighten me. He’s the school equivalent of a mall cop.

			He sniffs. “You can’t leave campus without a pass. Now you get back inside before I report you to Mr. Hanes.” He pulls up on his belt to emphasize the statement.



OEBPS/font/TradeGothicLTStd-Bold.otf


OEBPS/font/GritPrimer.otf


OEBPS/image/common.png





OEBPS/font/AvianoSans.otf



OEBPS/image/cover2.jpg
JWUS =N A | R ETEAIN D






OEBPS/font/TradeGothicLTStd.otf


OEBPS/font/TradeGothicLTStd-BdCn20.otf



OEBPS/image/title.jpg
JUSTINA IRELAND

UENGEANEE BOLUND

SIMON & SCHUSTER I@H:

NewYork London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/font/Quartal-Medium.otf


OEBPS/font/TradeGothicLTStd-Cn18.otf


OEBPS/font/Bolivar.otf


