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  ~ Amazon reviewer




  This was a fun summer escape into a world I hope we never have to experience! I am looking forward to finding out what happens to Eri and Bohdi in the next book.
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  Empty Streets




  Dedication




  




  For my parents, who showed me the importance of doing the right thing. And for BK, who made me want to be better than I have any right to be.




  Chapter 1




  The Porch




  Juice from the hard, green apple dripped lazily down Eri’s chin. She wasn’t sure how Ben was able to get apples this time of year, or how he was able to sneak them to her workstation, but she didn’t care. Ben was magic.




  The sun was low on the dust filled horizon, lending a hazy yellowness to the air around her as Eri sat on her front porch. It had been a dry spring and clouds of dust billowed underfoot as she trekked to and from her job as a food packager. The job was tedious and boring; most days she would read orders, find the food in the warehouse and pack it tightly into flimsy crates. Some days she would retrieve the returned containers and clean them with water so hot it left her hands red and throbbing. Other days she would work at the loading dock, putting the packaged food on trucks.




  The best parts of her day were the nine minutes it took to walk to work and the nine minutes it took to walk home. Even when it was raining, she relished it, every drop making her think about Bodhi. She wondered about him all the time.




  Eri glanced over her shoulder at her house. She wondered what time it was. It had to be close to curfew. “Bummer,” she murmured to the apple.




  A rumble broke in the distance. Street cleaners, she thought. It was odd to be on the silent outskirts of the city rather than right in the middle of it. The food warehouses were on the eastern edge of the city, since food had to be imported from the farming areas outside of town. Being here meant less traffic and fewer people. She couldn’t see the smoke from the factories, and she was far from the lake. Some days living there was peaceful. Other days the world seemed dead, without the buzz of the electric generators or the slinking smoke of the factories.




  A loud bang startled her out of her thoughts. She turned her head in interest. An old car with missing hubcaps backfired as it hurtled in her direction. She looked at it mildly. The men inside were yelling at each other. Two houses down from hers the car stopped and the men got out, screaming at each other with slurred words. Eri watched, taking another bite of her apple. One of the men glanced at her before continuing to yell at the other man. It sounded like he said drugs or lugs.




  The smaller of the men pulled out a gun and waved it in the air. The other man’s voice grew softer and more controlled as he pleaded with the gun waver. This seemed to make the gun waver even madder and he pointed the gun at the taller man and shot him in the knee. The man collapsed to the ground screaming, while the shooter backed up and got in the car, speeding away.




  Eri froze. A part of her was terrified. Another part of her secretly wondered if this was a ploy to get her to stay in her house. What were the chances this would happen while she sat here after work? And was it related to the random street cleaners who would drive by almost every night, staring at her with irritation? Several times they had yelled at her or made suggestive remarks to her. She had ignored them in a way that seemed to confuse them. Her lack of fear confused her, too.




  “Do you need me to call someone?” she yelled in the direction of the man. She made no move to get up.




  “Yes! Help me! I’ve been shot!” He was hysterical. Eri didn’t feel bad for him. She guessed he did not lead the most ethical life. She sighed.




  Eri stood up, throwing her apple core in the bushes. She went inside, her eyes adjusting slowly to its cool darkness, and turned on the TV. She touched the screen, selecting “Call” and then selecting “Emergency.”




  “What is your emergency?” a voice answered.




  “Someone was shot outside of my house. I live at 358 Hawk Avenue.” She tried to make her words sound urgent, so as not to raise red flags concerning her general dislike for most of humanity. She wondered if she should care more about the injured man in the street.




  “Did you see what happened?” the voice asked calmly.




  Eri took a deep breath and pinched the bridge of her nose in irritation. “Yes.” She hoped there wouldn’t be a lot of questions. Maybe she should have lied. She was certain the whole thing was on camera somewhere.




  “Were you involved in any way?” The operator sounded as bored as Eri felt.




  “Nope, just an innocent bystander.” Eri looked at the ceiling. She saw cobwebs and made a mental note to do a better job cleaning.




  “Your name?” the woman asked.




  Maybe she should have gone inside to avoid being a witness. “Eri Bozik,” she responded when she realized she really had no choice. They knew where the call was coming from.




  “Someone has been dispatched to your area and should be there shortly. Please stay on the …”




  Eri disconnected the call and went outside. The man was still groaning in the street. Eri walked towards him warily. He whimpered.




  “Hey, the police are on their way.” She stood about twenty feet from him, peering at his face as he grimaced in pain. She felt bad for him in a distant, numb way.




  He glanced up, a delirious look on his face. “You know, the money isn’t worth this pain. I might not walk again. What was I thinking? Stupid.” Spittle stuck to his chin as he looked around. His clothes were covered in black smudges and torn at random seams.




  She nodded in agreement. He didn’t look much older than her. She furrowed her eyebrows.




  “Did you get placed into this…job, or is it like…a second job?” Eri asked.




  “It is a second job. If you’d just stay in your fucking house, I’d appreciate it.” He trembled as he went into shock, but looked at her clearly for one second, long enough for her to know he meant it.




  She backed away from him, returning to her porch stairs and sitting down.




  “No,” she muttered. They would just have to shoot her next time. She hadn’t been outside in nineteen months other than graduation or to ride the shuttle to and from work. It was the closest she had been to Bodhi since she last saw him. She wasn’t going to give this up, too.




  An hour later, after the emergency vehicles had come and gone, Eri sat in her dining room eating a piece of bread and thumbing through a box she had brought from her parent’s house. She had so little stuff it had been hard to hide anything, but she had buried the magazines and the book under the graduation materials she had gotten from school. No one had looked too closely.




  She had read all the magazines at this point, some of them several times. It was not difficult to connect the dots between the worries that most journalists and researchers had had at the inception of the Sims and what had actually occurred. It made sense to her now that the fundamental shifts required in society for the Sims to take hold would cause upheaval and emotional outcries in communities. Public schools had been the fabric of communities, of lives, and had held society together. As enrollment in the schools dropped and funding was dispersed in different directions, people identified with different groups rather than with local, geographically oriented communities. It wasn’t long after that when the stepping-stones to the Patriot’s War were laid.




  Eri shoved the magazines aside, finding the book Bodhi had given her at the library, its pages wrinkled and crunchy. She hadn’t read it. It was the last piece of him she had, and she was saving it until she couldn’t save it anymore. She was forgetting him. She could barely remember the shine in his eyes as he stared hard at her, thinking. She could still hear his voice, feel his breath on her ear as he whispered directions to her, but only if she closed her eyes and concentrated. It would only be a matter of time before she gave up completely, moving on and finding someone else to spend these boring days with. Someone who would make her stay inside.




  She sighed and took the book into her bedroom after making sure the door was secure and all windows were tightly covered. Her house, now darker on the inside than it was outside, was a tight cocoon façade. Or a prison.




  Her bed was hard. It had a thin mattress, filled with compacted synthetic fibers. It lay on top of a wooden board, propped up from the floor with bricks. The floor itself was concrete, and in the warmth of the May weather, it had become only a little cooler than her feet. In the winter, it had frozen them as she had scampered from room to room. She’d learned to wear two pairs of socks.




  Eri’s hand found the small blue lamp in the room. She sat down on the bed and leaned forward, holding the book close to the blue lamp. She recognized the story almost immediately, uncertain why Bodhi had handed this book to her, of all the books in the library. She read for hours, until she finished, and then she lay back and stared at the ceiling, letting the blue lamp finally time out, its motion detector sensing nothing.




  She stared at the ceiling until her eyes burned and watered, disbelief settling into her bones. It ended differently. The book ended differently than the one she had read in the Sims. And, it turned out, the ending to The Lord of the Flies mattered. Anger started in her belly and moved into her chest, creating heat along the edges of her cheeks and ears. The ending changed it completely. What gave anyone the right to change a book, even one word? Let alone the entire ending? How many people had gotten a completely different message from the book than was intended? How many other books had been used by the Sims or The People or someone who knew better to manipulate people?




  Her heart racing, Eri sat up in the darkness, placing her elbows on her knees and her head in her hands. She took a deep breath, trying not to feel angry. Anger could easily overtake her, and it made her not think clearly. As much as she consciously wanted to let Bodhi go and move on from it all, she had a feeling it wasn’t over. That there were things worth waiting for, and this was one of them. She would watch and listen. Something would come up: a way to get back to him, to their plans, to a life that felt real and full and all the things it was supposed to be.




  Sometime in the middle of the night, she was finally calm enough to fall asleep, clutching the book and dreaming about children crying.




  Chapter 2




  Working the Docks




  “Eri! You’re on loading detail today! We are short a person!” Miki yelled from across the warehouse as Eri arrived to work.




  Startled out of her thoughts, Eri nodded in his direction. She shook off the denim shirt she had on, hanging it at her station before heading to the loading docks in a white t-shirt and khakis. Loading the trucks made her sweat.




  Working the loading dock was fast-paced work and she liked it. She had energy to burn and what she lacked in strength she made up for in determination. Working the dock also meant two important things: she got to go outside and she might get to see Ben.




  Her chances of seeing Ben were slim. She had met him a year ago. She knew from Bodhi that Ben drove trucks, that he was old, and that he delivered food. What she didn’t know was that he was really funny, very observant and a good friend. She didn’t care he was seventy-nine. He was spry.




  The first time she met him, she was working the dock, and he had backed the truck in and gotten out to start loading. She had jumped up into the back of the truck, ready to arrange crates as he loaded them. Seeing him, she had said, “Oh,” and he had stared at her while she stared at him. She saw his face, in the back of her memory, smiling in a faded photograph sitting on a dust-covered desk. She had seen him, she had been in his house, and now here he was. Unsure how to talk to him, she had jumped down out of the bed of the truck and started picking up the heavier crates. Ben had climbed into the truck and arranged crates as Eri filled the truck in silence. Finally, she had jumped up into the truck, when they were all done, and stuck out her hand.




  “It’s nice to meet you,” she had whispered, winking at him.




  A look of curiosity meandered onto his face. He shook her hand firmly, smiling. “Nice to meet you, too, young lady.”




  Quietly, she’d said, “I’ve heard a lot about you. You might have heard something about me, too?”




  He narrowed his eyes at her, still uncertain, but trying to place her. On a whim, she bent down and drew a circle in the dust on the floor of the truck bed, and put a dot in the middle.




  “See you later, Ben,” she said, as she jumped down out of the truck.




  He had stared at that circle for a long moment before looking out at her.




  “Hope to see you soon, Eri.” He nodded at her. As he walked to the front of the vehicle, he looked back at her again and smiled a bigger smile that time.




  From then on, they had seen each other about once a month. At first, they kept their conversations short and coded, afraid someone was listening. Over time, they had developed an easy shorthand which allowed them to talk freely. She had asked about Bodhi once, but Ben had sadly reported, “No sightings of that bird” they had talked about. Eri felt like crying; if Ben hadn’t seen Bodhi, she was hopeless anyone had.




  Today, Eri wasn’t as excited to work the loading docks. It was rainy and she had already seen Ben recently. She stood in the loading area, kicking at the dirty floor, impatiently waiting for a truck to arrive. She wondered if her general irritation was due to the lack of sleep or the bad dreams she’d had last night. Or perhaps her general disgust after reading the real version of a book. She felt duped.




  Finally, she heard the beeping of a truck and the garage door opened, revealing a dripping, white truck, its windows dotted with rain. The truck had a rusted, beat up exterior, but its engine was unexpectedly quiet and smooth. The driver backed up neatly, ending the truck near the pallets of food.




  A strong wind accompanied the truck into the loading dock. Eri reached up along the wall and pushed a button to shut the garage door, blocking out the wind and rain. Examining the truck and enjoying the smell of muddy water, she waited for the driver to get out. Some parts of the truck had dust so thick the rain had not been able to penetrate to the paint.




  Then something caught her eye, making her breath hitch in her throat. She peered at the truck more closely, kneeling down and bracing herself against it to get a better look at the back passenger panel. Near the bottom of the truck, etched into the dirty white paint, was a half circle, with the smidge of a dot in the middle. The rain had washed away the other half. Eri walked around to the side and saw circles all over it in different states of being washed away; quarter circles, half circles, faded outlines, and all of them had a dot in the middle of them or the ghost of one.




  Eri bit her lip in shock. Don’t cry, she commanded herself. What did this mean? Who had done this? Ben certainly wouldn’t, he was far too careful. As far as she knew, only Bodhi, his mom and Ben knew about the symbol they used. Maybe it is just a coincidence, she thought.




  She watched cautiously as the driver got out of the truck.




  “Um, hi, I’m new to this route, just filling in as a sub,” the driver started to explain.




  “Bear!” Eri ran over to him, surprising both herself and him as she thrust a hug upon him.




  He let her hug him, but was startled and didn’t hug her back. Eri backed away, smiling in surprise at how happy she was to see him.




  “I’m sorry. I’m an idiot. I just didn’t think I would see you here!” Bear reminded her of Ezra; it was nice to have that connection again.




  “Eri? What are you doing here?” Bear smiled as he recognized her, while his eyebrows furrowed in confusion. He reached out and gave her a side-arm hug, his smile growing as he looked at her.




  “I’m helping you load! I usually work packaging, but I help out with the docks when we get behind or are short on people. How are you?” Relief settled over her as she recognized the ping of friendship in her chest. She’d forgotten how comforting it was to be in the company of someone she knew.




  “Oh, okay. It’s just that you are…different from the people that, you know, usually help with this job,” he said as he walked around to unlock the door to the box of the truck.




  “You mean because I am a girl? You would be surprised how strong I am, as well as how quickly I can load a truck.” She winked at him.




  “Why does that feel like a challenge?” He shook his head at her.




  “So you drive trucks?” she asked, unloading the first pallet.




  “I do. I don’t always do food deliveries, though. Sometimes I move government equipment, hardware, furniture, whatever they need for their employees or work locations.” He shrugged his shoulders as he moved to pick up another crate.




  Eri jumped up into the truck and arranged crates. She pressed her lips together, thinking about how to ask him about the circles without making it obvious she was really interested. She didn’t want to have to explain anything.




  “Um, so, do you always drive the same truck? Like, is this kind of your personal ride?” There, she thought, that sounded innocent. She hoped he would give her a long answer.




  He laughed. “Heck no. I ride the shuttle in from my apartment to the dispersion area. All the drivers arrive there in the morning and get our run tickets for the day. I go out to the garage and get a truck depending on what I need it for. Different days require different trucks.”




  She nodded. She needed to think of a follow up that would get more information about this truck.




  “Have you worked here since graduation?” Bear asked, panting between words.




  “Getting winded already?” Eri teased him. “Yes, I started here a year ago this month. I just finally moved out of my parent’s house, though, to a neighborhood near here.” Sweat tickled her face.




  He stopped lifting crates and wiped his forehead. It was going to be a hot, humid day. The air was thick with moisture and she could see the hair around her face wind into tight curls from the dampness.




  “You live near here? Huh.” He looked out at the sky, thinking. “I don’t live too far, just about two miles from here, towards the factories. We should hang out sometime.” He looked down as he said this, gauging the quantity of crates they had left and looking in the truck at how Eri was arranging them.




  “Sure. It looks like we might have enough room to fit another pallet. Are you doing two runs today or do you want to try to fit it all on one truck?” She looked up and saw him watching her. He quickly looked down at the crates.




  “No, just one run, so we need to try to get it all on here. This truck has a new solar-celled engine and they only want it to run a certain amount of miles today to see how it does.” He bent over to pick up another crate, shoving it onto the truck and sliding it towards her.




  Eri bent over to move the box he slid onto the truck and then stood up and looked at him instead. “Is the engine new technology?”




  Bear stopped and leaned against the truck, looking up at her. His hair was long, hanging past his eyebrows in the front and curling in the back. His face wasn’t as round and boyish as it had been the last time she had seen him. “Yeah, we just got the truck back from the engineering firm about an hour north of town. We are piloting this new engine for a while to see how it goes. It really is a pain in the butt. I have to record how it does with stop-and-go driving, with extended periods, all that. They can track it, too, but they want, you know, a personal account. So annoying.” He smiled up at her, but his smile faded slightly as he watched her stare out into space, clearly thinking hard about something.




  She snapped back to their conversation, smiling at him. “Yeah, that sounds so horrible. Driving all the time, the wind in your hair. Working in here, packing food all day? Best job ever.” She grunted as she heaved a crate onto a stack of other boxes.




  “Hey, come winter it is no fun, trust me. Are we good?” he asked, putting the last crate on the truck.




  She jumped down, clapping her hands against each other to get the dust off. “Yup, looks like we did it. So I have, what, another ten minutes until the next truck shows up?”




  “Yup,” he grinned at her. “And that one will probably be for the nice end of town. Heavier crates.” He walked to the driver’s side, opened the door and got in, and then stuck his head out the window. “So, really, let’s hang out some time. After work.”




  She shrugged. Why not? “Okay. You know where to find me.”




  He laughed. “Yeah, for the next fifty years, right? See ya later, schedule calls.” He started the truck and put a hand out the window to wave good-bye as he pulled away.




  The door to the loading area closed smoothly behind Bear’s truck. Eri watched his truck grow smaller as the door descended. She sat down on the ground, pulling her knees up to her forehead and feeling her energy drain away. Bodhi must work north of town. She knew he had taken the accelerated math track and that he was gifted in problem solving and thinking creatively. With his parents already working for the government, it would make sense he would end up there. But why hadn’t he contacted her? And how could she find him?




  Eri decided then, distinctly, that she would do her best to go off the grid. She didn’t want anyone to notice her, to think about her. She didn’t want any surveillance of her house or of her walking to work. She would ride the shuttle and scurry into work and into her house like everyone else, acting afraid of the outside. They would think it was due to the shooting she witnessed; they would guess they had won. Eri needed them to think that, to ignore her completely, so that she could have options again. Hope, she thought, springs eternal.




  As she tried to blend with the world around her, she would watch for an opportunity to figure out what to do next. Something would surface, a clue. It always did.




  * * * *




  Three weeks passed, three weeks Eri considered horrible and confining. She hated living in the confines of her house and work, with nowhere else to go, but she felt her sacrifice must be working. She noticed the street cleaners were only traveling down her road once a week instead of every day. She was pretty sure the surveillance camera affixed to a pole at the end of her road, whose lens glowed in the early morning sunlight, had been turned slightly to capture the whole road rather than just targeting her house.




  It was nearing the end of June, and it was hot. The sun baked down on her house, and even running the fan constantly did not provide relief from the sticky, hot air. She lay on her bed at night, staring up at the blackness, sweating, until she passed out from exhaustion. She dreamed about Bodhi, about what he might look and sound like, and sometimes she would wake up screaming, a disfigured face and a blind set of eyes haunting her through to her consciousness.




  Halfway through the fourth week, she was working the docks again when an old, beat up truck backed into the loading area. It was the last truck of the day and her body was tired. She hadn’t slept well in weeks, and today’s trucks had all been headed north, loaded to the brim with food. Eri thought there must be some holiday only the rich folks celebrated, since everyone seemed to up their food order at the same time. She couldn’t imagine how people ate all that food.




  Eri pulled herself to her feet, trying to muster enough energy to load this final truck. There were only two pallets to load and they were not large. She sighed and pulled a box off the pallet as the driver opened the doors on the back of the truck.




  Eri turned and almost bumped into the driver, a man who stood smiling at her with a sideways grin.




  “Ben!” she exclaimed. It had been almost a month since she had seen Bear and now finally she could talk to Ben. She set the box down. “Oh, Ben. I need to talk to you,” she whispered under her breath as she hugged him.




  He chuckled. “Don’t you always?” He patted her on the shoulder as she shoved boxes onto the truck. She used the scraping of the boxes along the floor of the truck box to cover her voice as she told Ben about what had happened with Bear.




  Ben, whose thin grey hair was covered with an old baseball cap, tugged at the brim of his hat. His long thin nose was slightly sunburned and his cheeks and forehead were tan and deeply lined. His eyes, dark brown and large, sat deep in puffy, sleep-deprived eyelids. Eri could tell from looking at Ben that he was a worrier; perhaps knowing as much as he did made it difficult not to be.




  “Well, young lady, you are gathering the right information, that is for sure,” he muttered.




  Eri stared at him for a second. “What do you mean?”




  Ben sighed. “I had a feeling they had recruited him, when I didn’t hear from him for so long.” Ben spoke just above a whisper, more to himself than to her.




  Eri leaned back, thinking. Finally, she asked, “So what do I do now?”




  Ben pursed his lips and shook his head. “I don’t know. Let me see what I can do. Sometimes those of us who have put in a lot of time can swap out for shifts and locations. I can see what I can get that goes north and maybe find more information for you.”




  Eri leaned her head against his shoulder for a second. “Thanks, Ben…Maybe it isn’t worth the risk, for you or me. But,” Eri stood up, turning towards Ben. “I just can’t quit thinking about him.”




  Ben nodded at her, and then smiled a rueful smile at her. “Eri, we don’t know who he is anymore. You have to guard against that, you know.”




  “I know,” she whispered, looking down. “It’s hard.”




  They loaded the rest in silence and then gave Ben a small hug before he left. Eri had waited almost two years to hear something about Bodhi. She could wait a little longer.




  Chapter 3




  Impossibilities




  The shuttle jolted to a stop at the end of Eri’s road. She and some of her neighbors got off the shuttle in silence. Several couples who worked together walked hand-in-hand as they trudged toward their homes. Another shuttle would arrive shortly, from a distant factory, the people exiting that shuttle with a different kind of weariness weighing on their shoulders. Eri thought it interesting, this social event that dumped everyone back at their homes after a long day of numbing monotony. She couldn’t figure out why no one else wanted to talk or sit outside at the end of the day. She was reminded of a book she had read in school about zombies.




  She walked to her porch and punched her four-digit code into the door to unlock it. The door beeped to let her in and she turned the knob before she heard a cough behind her. She tensed, turning slowly, her heart beating hard. She hadn’t seen Zander since graduation, but his shadow lurked in her mind. She hoped he was done with her; her gut said he wasn’t.




  She heard a voice before she turned fully and was relieved at its familiarity.




  “Hi…so…I know this is weird, but I got home a little early today and there is a public shuttle that goes east for people that work in my neighborhood but live here, so I just hopped on…on a whim. I know it has been, like, forever since I saw you, but I was hoping the invitation still stood.” Bear didn’t make eye contact with her, looking at his shoes instead. He reached up and scratched his neck, looking at her from under his eyelashes.




  Eri let out a breath as a smile tugged at her mouth. “Bear, it’s fine. I’m happy to see you. I am curious how you knew where I lived?”




  “Oh, I just knew the general area. I waited for the shuttles and then just watched for you.” He shrugged.




  She narrowed her eyes at him, thinking through all the ways this might be a trap, and decided Bear was far too innocent to be mixed up in anything like that. Or maybe that made him perfect for something like that. She sighed.




  “Well, come on in. Not sure what is for dinner tonight, but you are welcome to join me. And next time, don’t sneak up on me!” Eri punched him in the arm and he laughed, breaking the tension he had brought to the door. She left the door open and walked into the kitchen, taking off her work shirt and leaving on a thin, sleeveless cotton shirt. “It is so stinking HOT.” She turned on the faucet and bent down to let water run on her face.




  Bear stood in the doorway, taking in her tiny house. “You have a house,” he commented.




  Eri stood up, allowing water to drip down her face to her neck. She felt instantly cooler, even if she looked foolish. She didn’t care. “Well, I don’t own it. I rent a house.” She wiped the water from her face with a towel and poured a glass for herself and for Bear. The water came from a deep well, but on days like today, it was still only lukewarm.




  “It’s just that most of the young singles are put in apartments, a couple neighborhoods over. I think the, uh, hope is that we, you know, would talk to each other on the shuttles or something.” Bear blushed.




  Eri furrowed her brow in thought. “Are you saying I have been geographically excluded from the dating circles?”




  Bear snorted. “Yeah, pretty much. Only old folks live around here. It’s so quiet it makes me uncomfortable.”




  “Is it not quiet in your neighborhood?” Eri asked.




  “Well, the curfew limits the socializing, but people do go to each other’s houses and stuff. A couple of them put in for dual housing last week.” Bear shrugged.




  Dual housing. A memory surfaced just long enough for Eri to see Bodhi’s mouth, the words “apply for married housing,” being shaped by his lips.




  Bear shut the door, bringing Eri out of her thoughts. “Isn’t it married housing? Not dual housing?”




  Bear shook his head. “Eri, you are startlingly out of the loop.” He sat down at the small table adjacent to the kitchen.




  Pursing her lips, Eri sat down and peered at him. He was attractive, his features looking more like a grown man than a boy. He even had the stubble of facial hair. The t-shirt he had on fit him snugly; she guessed he wore it under his work shirt just as she did. His chest was lean, the outline of tight muscles clear under his shirt. Eri leaned back in her chair and sipped her water, looking at him.




  “Bear, how old are you?” Eri asked.
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