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Dedication

    To everyone from Vibrant Solar – Thanks for everything.

    Special Thanks

    To Jim Butcher for many hours of entertainment and inspiration. I hope I can return the favor.

    Special Note 1

    The Templar's Legacy is the third book in the Ancient Enemy series following the adventures of Finn Morgenstern and his friends. While this book could be read stand alone, you will get more out of it if you read the first two books in the series in order.

    Special Note 2

    While I have taken every effort to write this book in grammatically correct English, if you find an error, please let me know at scott@scottvankirk.com so I can fix it for others. I welcome all comments and suggestions. You can visit me at my web-page to see what else I am up to at Http://www.scottvankirk.com

    Author's Disclaimer

    No person, place, or thing you know, or think you know, is depicted in this book so you can't sue me.
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Guilt is Not a Survival Trait

    Some of Dr. Anderson’s “special” patients had an unfortunate tendency to try and eat me. That’s why we planned to always have two burly orderlies on hand when I worked with them. It didn’t exactly make me feel good about what I was going to do, but it helped build an illusion of security.

    I took a deep breath, girded my loins, and entered the plushly appointed room. The physical appearance of the woman I was supposed to help barely registered. The black stain that drenched her aura commanded my full attention. 

    Its greasy, cold hunger filled my senses and triggered an avalanche of unpleasant memories. Each one struck me like a runaway boulder: Erik’s shadow-infected presence at Gregg’s wake just before he shot Dave. The terrifying speed at which the spark of my will had been snuffed as the monstrous spirit, Wendigota, possessed me. Daniel’s death as I ripped out his soul and devoured it without lifting a finger. The delicious satisfaction as the aching void of hunger, which defined Wendigota, was momentarily appeased.

    Fight or flight were the options presented to me by my limbic system, and I didn’t know if I could win another fight. When Wendigota, which now lay locked within me in a golden cage, squirmed in recognition of this new shadow, I started shaking with panic. Spring, my live-in dryad, shared my fear.

    Shit Finn, run away! We don’t have to do this! Just tell Holly that there isn’t anything you can do to help these people. 

    Spring’s words didn’t elicit their intended cowardice. Instead, images of my little sister came and kicked my conscience in the nards. The pain of it overwhelmed my fear. Holly knew what it felt like to be ridden by one of these shadows. She’d spent her entire life bearing that awful weight before I’d inadvertently ripped it off of her and nearly killed her in the process. Even after everything that happened with Wendigota, the granddaddy of all these shadows, she begged me to help the other people at Shady Oaks. That’s why I was here.

    Finn, letting guilt override your fear is not a survival trait! You are afraid for a very good reason.

    I’m sorry, Spring. I promised Holly I ‘d do this. I can’t leave without even trying. 

    I tried to reassure my inner caveman as I reassured Spring. I didn’t have to touch a shadow again. I didn’t have to get close to it. I didn’t have to do anything but talk to its victim. It would be okay. The bad monster couldn’t touch me, couldn’t hurt me.

    Spring, as always, followed my thoughts. No, no, Finn! What if it does? What if this one can jump off this lady? Tell Holly that whenever you get close to one, Wendigota starts to break free. She’ll understand and we won’t ever have to come back here.

    I’ll know, Spring. I’m already carrying enough guilt for three people, any more would break me.

    You’re an idiot!

    I know.

    To release the tension, I grabbed the Caduceus hanging from a chain around my neck and felt its soothing beat. A craggly piece of hard black driftwood, the power it offered would keep me safe. I could use it to protect myself.

    I took a couple of deep breaths and forced myself to look at my first patient in the visual spectrum.

    Janice sat between two mountain-sized men in a Hilton-grade comfy chair. Her mu-mu-covered bulk barely fit in the generous seat, and her haunted, bruised eyes scanned me nervously. 

    The smell of her assailed me as soon as I started paying attention. A miasma of stale cigarettes augmented with some rather... um... earthy, undertones. 

    Dr. Anderson stood next to her with a hand on her shoulder. “Janice, this is Finn. He’s the one who’s going to try and help you today. Finn, meet Janice.”

    I nodded at her a little nervously. “Hi, Janice.” I was ready to spring out of there if she charged, but she sat and stared at me with just a slight widening of her eyes. As expected, in my second sight, Janice’s lime-green aura struggled under the weight of the hyperactive black oil-slick. 

    As I approached, the thick dark stain swirled in agitation around her. The answering squirm from its bigger brother, locked in its cage of my will deep inside my mind, shot a cold jet of fear across my bow. My nerve threatened to break, so I made sure Spring was monitoring our unwilling tenant.

    Janice didn’t try to jump me, but she did greet me in a cigarette-roughened voice, which would have been sexy without the added visuals and odorals (if that’s not a word, it should be). 

    “Hello Finn, what’s a nice boy like you doing in a pit like this?”

    I ventured a nervous smile, took a shaky breath, and sat down in the second comfy chair a good eight feet away. “Just lucky, I guess. I’m the envy of all my friends.”

    She let out a deep Cathleen Turner chuckle. I would have relaxed more if the darkness riding her hadn’t pooled on the front of her aura and strained to reach me with little black tentacles.

    “You and me both.” Janice leaned forward and said, “So you’re the exorcist Dr. Frankenstein here was telling me about?”

    I laughed at the doc’s surprised expression. “Yep, though I’m more like a swami.”

    “Okay pretty boy, I’m all yours.”

    Pretty boy? She was crazy. “Right. Okay, well, has the doc told you what we’ve discovered about your condition?”

    “That I’m crazy? You don’t need a PhD to me tell that.”

    Like a lot of the patients I met here, once I got past my initial impressions, I found myself liking her. Unfortunately, my enjoyment of her banter was short-lived. It was obvious that the good doctor hadn’t told her what was really going on. He was leaving it up to me. I glared my thanks at him and then tried to figure out what to tell her. 

    “Well, I can’t say if you’re crazy or not, but I can tell you that, like a lot of people in this clinic, your condition is either caused by an external agency, or at least made worse by it. It’s something like a demon or an evil-spirit that’s attached to your aura.”

    And eating her soul.

    I don’t think she needs to know that just now Spring. Besides, without the Caduceus, it can’t eat very much.

    Unless it gets to you.

    Spring, please.

    Janice interpreted my pause a prompt.

    “An evil-spirit has attached itself to my aura.” Her face conveyed her trouble digesting this tidbit of new-age speak far more than her words.

    “I know that’s hard to swallow, but it’s true. I’ll give you the short version of my history with these things. When I was ten years old, I started having night terrors. Something monstrous, black, cold, and hungry hunted me through my dreams.”

    Her eyes widened and her flushed face grew pale.

    “These dreams haunted me for weeks until my dad helped me. He taught me a way to protect myself, a meditation technique he borrowed from shamanic practices. When I practiced what he taught me, I could keep the black monsters away. After a while, they stopped bothering me.”

    I had her full attention now. There was a hunger in her eyes that had nothing to do with the hunger of the thing riding her.

    “Now it gets harder to believe. Recently, I’ve learned that the black monsters are real. I’ve learned how to see auras. The thing all the crystal-touting new-agers go on about. With my new sight, the monster on you looks like a coating of black, oily slime poured over your aura.”

    I decided to spare her more detail. I didn’t want to freak her out even more.

    “It’s attached itself to you, and I want to help you get rid of it. I’m going to try and teach you what my dad taught me.”

    “Okay.”

    “I don’t know if this will work, but I don’t think it can hurt.”

    She smirked. “You don’t think it can hurt?”

    I blushed and examined my hands. “No, this is all new to me.”

    She gave a short bark of a laugh, exposing yellowed and crooked teeth, leaned back in her chair, and waved me on. “Okay then, swami away.”

    I looked up and licked my lips. “Okay. It’s pretty easy to do.”

    She raised an eyebrow, and I hastened to add, “Well, it’s easy to describe anyway.” I took a deep breath and dove in. “Basically, I create a golden shield around myself. In my imagination, I make this shield impenetrable. Nothing bad can get through it and the shadows just splash right off.”

    We worked on it for an hour with no obvious results from either of our vantage points.

    When Dr. Anderson called the time, I felt like a complete failure. I looked at him helplessly. His return gaze was completely impassive. I found no sympathy there. (Not that I was expecting any.)

    Janice chuckled. “Don’t worry about it, handsome. I was always a slow student. We can try it again tomorrow.”

    I looked at her in surprise. “Really?”

    She struggled to push her bulk out of the chair. She looked at the two orderlies and asked, “Boys, how about helping the fat lady up?”

    They sprang to her aid, and when she was standing, she addressed me again. “If there is one thing I’ve learned, swami, it’s that grim perseverance will often get you there as reliably as beauty and talent.”

    I stood and smiled at her ruefully. “That’s good, ‘cause I have no idea what I’m doing.”

    She barked out another laugh. “You’re a lousy cheerleader, but I never liked those bimbos. Thanks for trying to help.” She turned, and headed out of the room.

    Deep down, in it’s cage inside my mind, my own personal shadow squirmed once again as she left. The only difference between the one riding Janice and the one I carried in its cage was size. Mine made hers look like a sunny day.

    I turned to Anderson as he watched her leave. “Sorry, Doc. She’s a nice lady, too.”

    “Anyone who can function under the onslaught of these parasites is a truly remarkable person,” he replied.

    I had to nod in agreement. Both of us had taken turns under the yoke of a shadow. It sucked big donkey... thingy.

    I left the session with Janice feeling frustrated and useless. I knew how to strip that shadow right off of her. I had the ability to do it, too, but it took power, power from myself and my Caduceus. I’d done it several times before, and by the last time, I’d barely ripped the soul of the infected person at all... Okay, that sounds bad, but when it really went bad, it went really bad. 

    Big Bertha squirmed within its cell whenever I got close to a shadow-ridden person. I’d no idea what might happen if I reached my mind out and applied some of the power of the Caduceus to touch another shadow, and I didn’t want to find out.

    How’s Bertha doing? I asked Spring. The creature was actually named Wendigota by the Native Americans it had terrorized centuries ago, but Bertha was less scary.

    Still locked tight and secure el cap-i-tan dude.

    Thanks Spring. Any change at all?

    It’s hard to tell, but I don’t think so. The cage looks pretty stable.

    That’s good.

    Yep, so let’s not screw with a good thing. Translation: don’t mess with any more shadows. I agreed with her at a very deep level. The thought of being under the control of that monster again freaked both of us out, but I didn’t think I’d be able to stay away from the shadows. I had to help these people somehow, because I knew how they felt.

    I plopped myself into one of the comfy chairs in the common room fighting disappointment and sleepiness. I’d had to get up at the unholy hour of eight in the morning and that just sapped my will to live. I needed something good in my life, something to offset the PTSDs I carried from the horror I’d endured a little over a month ago.

    “Bonjour, Monsieur Finn!” Colette’s lilting voice pulled me right out of my well of self-pity. A pretty woman talking to me? Maybe the Karma Fairy had decided I’d had enough.

    Yeah, right. 

    


Colette

    Just seeing Colette cheered me up. She was friendly, pretty, and her French accent spoke the language of love directly to my libido. We’d only talked a few times, but I really liked Colette, even if Spring wasn’t impressed with her. The first time I met the French intern, Spring told me she thought that Colette was too petite, too slender, to be a good breeder and, in any event, was on birth control pills. Spring counseled me to find someone else to breed with. 

    We didn’t see quite eye-to-eye on the whole purpose of getting a girlfriend.

    Spring’s running commentary on suitable mates meant that I could rarely have a conversation with a healthy girl without blushing. Still, I was determined to get to know Colette. I had the inside track. Dr. Anderson had told me that she was an unpaid intern and would undoubtedly appreciate an offer of a free lunch or three.

    I stood up. “Hi, Colette!”

    I’m telling you Finn, she’s not worth the effort! Those aren’t baby-making hips.

    Shut up, Spring. Please?

    Colette came up to me with a sunny smile and leaned forward with her expressive lips in a pucker. I knew immediately what she was going for because I saw her do the double cheek kiss with one of the orderlies once. I leaned to the right and she leaned the same way. We had to stop before we collided. I blushed and immediately, we both shifted left and then right again. Each time pushing in and then pulling away. We probably looked like a couple of mating cranes or something.

    I finally pulled back in complete embarrassment. She pulled back as well and laughed. Her eyes sparkled at me, and a mischievous smile curled across her lips.

    She grabbed my hands lightly in hers, and her smile broadened. “Finn, stand still.” 

    I did, acutely conscious of the touch of her hands on mine. She pursed her lips again and leaned forward to my right. She stood a few inches shorter than me and had to stand a bit on her tiptoes to bring her lips to my right cheek. She said into my ear, “First, you kiss to your left.” Her cheek brushed mine lightly and her lips smacked ever so softly next to my ear. A shiver ran down to my toes. She pulled back, caught my gaze with her twinkling eyes, and leaned to my left. The touch of her cheek on mine was as light as a butterfly kiss. “Then you kiss to your right.” Her lips smacked softly again, and she stepped back. “Simple, no?”

    I was so aroused that I thought I was going through a second puberty. I squeaked out, “No. I mean yes!”

    She patted me on the cheek still smiling. “You are cute when you blush.”

    Of course, I blushed even harder.

    Don’t just stand there with your dick on your forehead, Finn. Ask her to lunch.

    I pushed past a hundred carefully cultivated rejection-avoidance mechanisms and blurted out, “Would you like to go to lunch with me?”

    “But, of course. I am very hungry.”

    “Great!” OhmygodOhmygod, she said yes! Ohmy... A jolt of pain flashed behind my eyes as Spring kicked me in the mental keister. It did the trick. “Uh, do you like pizza?”

    She smiled with delight and said, “I love zi American pizza.”

    “Great.” Now I was at a loss. I’d never gotten this far before.

    She made it easy. “Shall we go?”

    “Oh, right!” Grateful dork relief washed over me, and together, we walked out. I opened the door of the manor for her and followed. Her tight (heart shaped!) derriere sashaying away speared my attention and reeled me in. She glanced over her shoulder at me, and I ripped my eyes back to her face in panic. 

    “It is beautiful today, no?”

    I swallowed and hurried to her side. “Uh yeah, nice day.” I didn’t want her to think I was a jerk, so I vowed only to look at her face. It didn’t seem like it should be hard, after all, she had beautiful brown eyes, a pretty, heart-shaped face, and expressive lips. I was wrong. It was nearly impossible for me to keep my eyes where they belonged. The moment I let my guard down, I’d find myself staring at various parts of her slender, yet shapely, figure. Spring’s mocking was no help whatsoever, but Colette made it very easy on me. She kept up a chatter of small talk and ignored any nervousness or impropriety on my part. Soon, I found myself relaxing and chatting back. Miracles do happen.

    ***

    We sat down with our plates stocked from Frankies lunch buffet. I was a little self-conscious when I saw she’d only taken one slice of pizza. I tried not to grimace as I looked down at the four large slices piled on my plate. I didn’t need to worry. She didn’t even look at my plate. She just put her hand around the cross at the end of the necklace she wore, bowed her head in prayer, and then crossed herself. I’d never actually seen somebody cross themselves except in the movies. Being from a family of (lax) protestants, we didn’t do that. I wondered if that would be another strike against me in her eyes. 

    In addition to being a goofy, love-starved teenager? added Spring.

    Yeah that, too. Now, please leave me alone so I don’t look like an idiot, too?

    I could feel the reply to that behind Spring’s mirth, but she didn’t need to state it aloud.

    Spring retreated while Colette and I chatted over our lunch. It consisted mostly of her plying me for information about my life. During a pause in the conversation, I asked the question that I’d held in check from the first moment I saw her. “So, why did you come here?”

    “Eeu, I am learning the psychology, of course.” ‘Eeu’ is French for ‘um’, but a hell of a lot sexier. Her lips puckered slightly when she said it as if she were ready to give me a kiss. It was mesmerizing.

    Close your mouth, boy. You’re drooling.

    I shook my fantasies out of my brain.

    “No, I mean, why here? Why the middle of Ohio? There are a lot of places you could have gone besides our cloudy, little town.”

    She took a delicate bite of her pizza, chewed, and spoke around the small mouthful. “Oh, she is easy. I wanted to go to a place that was not like Paris. I was tired of the city and I’ve never been in Ohio. Dr. Anderson, he is a well known psychiatrist, and it will be good for my learning record to work with him.”

    “Oh, really? He’s well known?”

    She laughed and, with a toss of her head, dealt with a disobedient strand of her kinky brown hair. “Of course, if you did not know this, why are you here?”

    “Well, it kind of happened by accident.”

    “So what do you do with the doctor?”

    “Well... I’m... teaching meditation to some of his patients to see if it can help them.”

    “Oh, you practice the meditation? What type do you practice?”

    “Um...” I’d only ever heard of one type of meditation. “Transcendental Meditation?”

    “You follow the teachings of the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi?”

    “Uh, yes, he’s very good.”

    He’s dead you know, said Spring.

    Crap, how do you know?

    I pay attention.

    “Finn, what is that you wear under your shirt?”

    The change of topic took me by gratified surprise. “This? Oh, it’s just a stick I found.”

    “A stick?” 

    I pulled out my Caduceus from under the button-down shirt I wore to the clinic. It’s an ultra-hard, dense, black piece of driftwood about 4 inches long, roughly wedge shaped with the wide end flattened a bit and the other end narrowing to a wavy, uneven point. I’ve been told by the ghost of an ancient warrior priestess that it’s a piece of the Earth’s long-gone Tree of Life. She didn’t actually tell me what that was, or what had happened to it.

    Colette’s eyes grew larger, and she reached for it. “Oh, she is beautiful. May I hold her?”

    I shook my head and pulled back. I had no desire to explain any odd feelings she might get from it. “No, I, uh, I don’t like other people to touch it. It’s, uh... very special to me... I hope you don’t mind?”

    She gave me a momentary queer look and then waved my concern away. “It is nothing. Where did you get this stick?”

    “Oh, I found it near one of the Native American burial mounds here in Ohio.” Actually, “‘under,”‘ would be more accurate.

    “There are a lot of these mounds here?”

    I nodded. “And lots of Native American artifacts. What about yours, the cross you wear around your neck?”

    She looked down at the two-inch, ornate, silver cross hanging below the hollow of her throat and reflexively touched it. “This was given to me by my Mémèr. It was given to her by her Mémèr, and so on. It is very old.”

    “Cool.” I would have asked to see it if I hadn’t just rebuffed her request. Instead, I switched the subject to the old things I liked to collect. We went off into a conversation about the rich artifact hunting in the Ohio Valley. I’m good at finding things, and I have an extensive collection. I promised I would bring in some of the arrowheads and other things I had found. I probably would have promised to give her my whole collection if she’d asked.

    From our first conversation, I could tell that Colette was incredibly worldly and had traveled everywhere, yet she seemed genuinely interested in my life—even if I could only tell her about the boring, non-weird stuff. All in all, it was a very successful first date, even if it wasn’t really a date per se.

    After that first day, we made it a semi-regular event. Sometimes my friends or others from the clinic joined us, but my favorite times were when it was only the two of us. 

    Colette was more physically demonstrative than anyone I knew. She didn’t shy from hugs or kisses. I thought it was enchanting, but I just put it down to her being French. She was 8 years older than me, so I didn’t let myself think there might be something more between us, but hey, I never claimed to be quick on my feet.

    I’m pleased to report that I nailed the whole double kiss thing. I can be taught—even if it doesn’t always stick.

    Colette made the whole working with shadows thing more bearable, and gave me something better to dream about at night than headless bodies and dead friends.

    


Shady Business

    I was able to ward off one or more of the shadows when I was only ten, but none of my “students” at Shady Oak’s ever had any success. As you could see with Janice, it wasn’t for lack of trying. With each failure, Dr. Anderson leaned on me harder to try the direct approach again. The pressure on me peaked when, weeks later, Dr. Anderson called me at home at seven in the morning. My eyes kept crossing with the effort to keep them open when I took the call.

    “Finn, I need you here. Mr. Johnson is slipping away quickly. He’ll die soon if we can’t do something for him. The only thing that might help him is to have you pull the shadow off of him.”

    Ah, crap. Johnson was a thin, graying, sixty-ish shadow-ridden patient who’d been fighting pneumonia for the last several weeks. I didn’t really know him, but I had looked in on him a couple of times. 

    A while back, Anderson had asked me to check and see if the shadow on him was somehow making Mr. Johnson’s pneumonia worse. All I could tell through my second sight, without actually touching him, was that a largish shadow rode him, and its oily darkness covered most of his pale blue aura. Just looking at it, I nearly peed my pants.

    Now, I stood with the phone to my ear trying to think of a way out. The doc didn’t have to spell out the options to me. I could try to take the shadow off of Mr. Johnson before he died, I could wait for him to die and deal with it then, or I could try to teach meditation to the next person it infested. 

    While I contemplated what Anderson was asking, Spring had her own strong opinions. I know it’s bogus, but everything dies, Finn. Life doesn’t come with guarantees, and you are not responsible for saving everyone. 

    I know, Spring, but I just keep thinking about what one of these things did to Holly. What if Johnson’s shadow finds another little girl when he dies?

    Dude, look on the bright side, it might attach itself to a little boy or an old man instead.

    Ha, ha, you very funny dryad. You know what I mean.

    Yeah, but you do know you have a personal white knight complex when it comes to women, right?

    Spring, I don’t want anyone to go through that nightmare. 

    But it would be particularly horrendous if it were a little girl or a pretty woman...

    Oh, shut up. 

    Being in my brain, Spring knew she’d hit it on the nose. I didn’t want to be someone who only thought little girls were worth saving, but for whatever reasons, the idea of a little girl or woman being touched by one of these things packed a more deeply visceral kick in the gut for me than if it were an old man.

    Anderson spoke into my silence. “Finn, are you still there?”

    “Oh, yeah, sorry. It’s too early for me to be talking without a pot of coffee in me.” True, as far as it went.

    “Can you come in right away?”

    Oh god. I ran my hand over my suddenly sweating forehead. “Uh, yeah, I guess I have to.” 

    You’re being an idiot.

    “I know this can’t be easy for you, Finn, but I don’t have anyone else who can do what you can do.”

    I took a shaky breath. “I know, Doc, I know.”

    “Good, I’ll see you in an hour.”

    “Well—” The phone went dead as he hung up. I slammed the phone down. “Sure thing, Dr. Asshole!” 

    “Finn!” said my Mom from behind me.

    Oops, didn’t know she was listening. “Sorry, Mom. He’d didn’t hear me—he’d already hung up.”

    My mom’s look of stern disapproval didn’t waver. “Yes, but I heard it.”

    I hung my head—that sometimes worked on my mom. “Sorry, Mom.”

    “You’re forgiven. So, what did Dr. Anderson want?”

    “He needs me to come in this morning.”

    “Oh? Why so early? What’s the rush?”

    Uh oh. A direct question. I was hosed. I couldn’t lie to her, because her Finn-dar would spot it immediately. 

    “Well...” I couldn’t think what to say. She didn’t know that I had actually worked directly with the shadows after my encounter with the one infesting Holly. My instinctive defenses had torn Holly’s aura apart and almost killed her. Mom knew about that encounter because she’d been there. 

    Like everyone, except my dad and I, Mom hadn’t seen anything during that encounter with her eyes except the aftermath—Holly lying unconscious on a couch and me babbling about ripping her soul in two. It had sucked for everyone involved, and I hadn’t wanted to worry my parents any more. The last couple of months had been horrendous enough for them.

    As far as they knew, I was just trying to teach meditation to these patients. I’d never told them I’d pushed other shadows off their victims, or been ridden and controlled by Wendigota for a time after Gregg’s wake. 

    While I searched for a story, I could practically hear the “beep-beep-beep” going off in her head. My mother lowered her brows and voice. “Finn... what’s going on?”

    The door to the garage opened and my dad came through, no doubt having just completed a delicious breakfast of live guinea pig. 

    During the fight between Spring and my friends, while trying to save my dad's life, I’d accidentally turned him into a ghoul or something. It’s a long story, and I don’t want to repeat it here, but the short version is that the only thing that would sustain him was living flesh and the magic acorns that had grown when Spring was, uh, sexually harvesting me for her oak tree.

    “Good morning, everyone,” he said.

    Maybe I was saved! “Oh, hi Dad!” I needed a distraction. “How was breakfast?” I was hoping my dad’s dietary requirements would shake Mom off the scent of my deception.

    That’s low, even for you.

    Hush, Spring...

    Dad beamed in unholy and unfathomable early morning cheer. “Excellent, thank you. What got you up so early?”

    Damn.

    My mom, unshaken, folded her arms and with her dangerous voice said, “I was just waiting to hear this myself.”

    My dad looked from my Mom to me. “Is there something I’m missing?”

    “I don’t know, Jack, Finn was just going to tell me all about it. Weren’t you Finn?”

    At least Spring was happy. Dude, you’re soooo busted. No way they’re gonna let you go. Be happy! This is a win-win for you Finn. If your parents stop you, you don’t have to feel guilty about it, and you won’t have to feel guilty about lying to them anymore. 

    Spring please!

    “...weren’t you, Finn?”

    I rubbed my hand over my face. It came away wet from the sweat. 

    Crap. Here goes. “Dr. Anderson wants me to pull the shadow off of a guy at Shady Oaks.” I rushed to get everything out before they could stop me. “He’s dying and Anderson thinks if I can pull the shadow off, it might save his life.” 

    My dad put his hand on my shoulder. “Okay, but be careful Finn.”

    I looked at him in shock. What the..? 

    My dad’s easy acceptance had blindsided Mom too. “Oh no, Jack. This is not going to happen. Finn almost killed Holly pulling that thing off her. What happens if he kills this man? What then? You know how Finn is. That would destroy him and then haunt him for the rest of his life. Not to mention what he’s going to do with the thing—hope it just lands on someone else? What if it attacks Finn? No, he’s not going to do it.” 

    “Not going to do what, Mom?” Holly walked into the kitchen—just because things weren’t already a big enough fuster-cluck.

    My mom snapped at her. “Nothing that concerns you, Holly.”

    Holly visibly wilted under the heat of her new mom’s displeasure. Holly was better than she had been, but she was still a little uncertain about her new position in our family. My mother saw it, too.

    She immediately went and gave Holly a hug. “Oh, Holly, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you. You’re fine. It’s nothing to do with you.”

    While that was happening, my dad told her. “Dr. Anderson wants Finn to pull a shadow off of a sick man at Shady Oaks.”

    My mom looked betrayed, but Holly took it in stride, and her face grew serious. She’d been shadow-ridden, lived at Shady Oaks, and knew many of the other shadow-ridden patients. Holly met my eyes and said, “Mr. Johnson?” When I nodded, she said, “You should do it, Finn.”

    My mom took a half step back from Holly’s small form. “No Holly, I can’t let him do it. Where would he even put it if he were successful?

    “On the cow with the other ones.”

    Ah, fricking frack crap! The blood drained from my body into my feet. 

    Mom was on me like the red on my face. “What other ones, Finn?”

    I squinched my face in shame and looked at the floor under my lowered brows. “I...uh...well, we..., er, I moved one of the shadows off of a patient and stuck it on a cow.”

    “You what? When were you going to tell me this?”

    “Um... Never?”

    “Finn, I can’t believe you’d go off and do something like this without telling us!” She was getting red, too. “Who was it?”

    “His name was Daniel.”

    “But he died, Finn,” added my Dad. 

    I gawked at him. “How did you know that?”

    “You went to his funeral.”

    Oh, right. It was the first time in weeks that I’d thought of Daniel, and the sudden flood of guilt threatened to crush me. How could I have forgotten what I’d done? The memory of that day crashed through me. How could I forget that? What kind of a monster was I?

    I started to hyperventilate. Spring was there immediately, soothing me, calming me. Finn, shhh. It’s okay. Nothing’s wrong with you. I’ve just been helping you think about other things, so you can get on with your life... 

    What!?! Frack, Spring! You can’t do that!

    Sure, I can. It’s the same as I did when Wendigota had taken you. I kept you from remembering me or Gregg’s soul with some creative redirecting.

    I started to shake, and my dad’s strong hands grabbed me, supported me, and guided me to a chair at the kitchen table. Spring, that’s not right! 

    You would rather suffer?

    “You killed a man trying to remove one of these demons from him, and you want to do it again?” said my mom.

    I shook my head weakly, “No Mom, it wasn’t like that.”

    She snapped. “This isn’t a game, Finn! What’s wrong with you?”

    That shot went right through to my heart. I just gaped at her and started drowning in the flood of guilt. 

    Holly leaped between us and stood in front of me with her arms out protectively. Her strident little voice was filled with fear and tears. “Leave him alone! He didn’t mean to do it!” She became nearly hysterical. “He saved me, and the Senator, and Daniel. It wasn’t his fault Daniel died! The shadow made him do it! He saved me! He stopped it! You don’t know what it’s like! You leave him alone!” 

    Holly turned, threw herself on my lap, and attempted to decapitate me with a fierce hug around my neck. She was shaking and crying, and I couldn’t breathe, nor could I bear to push her away.

    My dad came to my rescue again. He put his other hand on her shoulder. “Ssh, Holly, it’s okay. Nobody’s mad at what he did, but you have to let up on his neck because he’s turning purple.”

    Holly released me with a start and stared at me with wide, tear-filled eyes. My little sister’s concern about breaking me drove everything else out of my mind, and I laughed. I’ve noted before that I tend to laugh at wildly inappropriate times. It’s like I have a sorrow circuit breaker built into my brain.

    Well, apparently Holly had it, too, because a laugh exploded out of her along with about a gallon of snot. Looking down at my goobered shirt just made it even funnier. The two of us started to build up to rollicking guffaws when my dad’s hand left my shoulder, and he said, “Helen? Wait, come back.”

    That flipped the breaker right back, and suddenly, nothing was funny as I watched him follow my mom down the hall. I looked back at Holly and saw her face—white with terror.

    “Is she going to send me back?”

    My already-torn heart just flipped over, tits-up, and died. I put my hands on either side of her face and tried to keep my voice steady. “No Holly, no! She would never do that! You’re here forever. She’s not mad at you. She’s mad at... everything.” That hit the nail right on the head. With everything that had happened to us, she had never once lost it. She had been as strong and as steady as a rock, and she didn’t even have a dryad to help her.

    I tried to explain it to Holly. “Sometimes, people just get upset or angry. She... she loves us very much, and the thought of what happened to us can be overwhelming. She’ll be okay, just you wait and see. She’ll be okay.” I hoped, I really hoped.

    That was smooth, dude. Way to avoid telling them the whole truth.

    They don’t need to know the whole truth. It would crush them.

    Maybe your mom, but your dad has been cool as a pickle about everything lately.

    That’s cucumber, and I’m glad someone is.

    I got Holly up and off my lap and spent a little time getting us both cleaned up. My dad came back into the kitchen looking grave. He said, “Finn, she’s pretty upset right now. Go do what you have to do. I’ll stay here with your mother and sister and we’ll wait for you to get back. Then we’ll have a family talk.”

    I painfully tried swallow the dryness from my mouth and nodded. At that moment, I was more afraid of that talk than I was of the shadow I was going to go confront.

    


Shadow Scraper

    Standing at the foot of Mr. Johnson’s bed, listening to his labored breathing, and looking at the darkness, which now completely covered his aura, I reconsidered the whole fear thing. At that moment, I would have given anything to be having a knockdown drag-out with my parents. 

    I regularly run out of adjectives to describe what these monsters feel like to me. They’re singularly nasty. Imagine reaching into an ice-cold bucket of wet leaches—active, hungry, rotting leeches. Now imagine pulling out a double handful of the slimy, squirmy bloodsuckers, and watch as they latch onto you for dinner. I’d rather do that than touch a shadow with my mind. 

    Well..., on second thought, maybe not. But still, yeeech!

    Worst thing ever or not, I couldn’t do it, and I turned to leave, but Dr. Anderson stood between me and the door, blue eyes blazing.

    I shook my head unsteadily and shivered. “I can’t, Doc, I can’t do it.”

    His laser beam stare splashed harmlessly off my shield of fear and shame. “Finn, you have to do it. No one else can.”

    “But you don’t know what it’s like! You don’t know how it feels to touch them with your mind!”

    He didn’t blink or move. “It’s true I can’t see it like you can, but I think you know that I do understand what it feels like.”

    Oh yeah. I’d dumped a fairly nasty one on him for a couple of days. He knew something about it, all right, but that shadow was a baby compared to Wendigota and his didn’t have the power of my Caduceus to help it. Wendigota had blindsided me, and then it had used the Caduceus to swat me like an annoying fly. 

    Anderson couldn’t know what it was like being flooded with that cold, pitiless hunger and malevolence. After I’d been taken, I’d still been me. I could remember every second of that nightmare along with every last feeling I had. The fact that I had enjoyed it was the worst. My body still reacted to the glorious rush of feeding off of someone’s soul and a sick part of me still yearned to feel it again... 

    When I realized the path my mind had taken, I nearly vomited.

    “I know this is unpleasant, Finn, but it has to be done. You know that, right? We can’t just sit by and let this shadow destroy Mr. Johnson.”

    Yes, said Spring.

    No.

    Crap. I nodded miserably and girded my mental loins once more to turn around and do what needed to be done. Before I could even turn, I was engulfed in icy raw sewage. The slime filled my mind bringing pitiless cold and endless hunger. The shadow connected and started to feed. 

    I screamed and panicked. With everything I had, I shattered my attacker with everything I could pull through the Caduceus. The shadow barely had time to react. In an instant, the dark, suffocating hunger shredded around me as I blew it apart. Bits of it flew away in all directions. Frantic not to be reinfected, I solidified the blast into my golden shield—the shield that I believed came from a piece of my soul.

    I looked out through my shield to see if I could track where the gobbets of darkness had landed, but instead of flying away as I thought they would, they still covered my shield. Apparently, whatever stuff these things were made of, inertia wasn’t part of it.

    In an instant, I inverted my shield, surrounded, and compressed the blackness in a golden barrier of my will augmented with power from my Caduceus. After the intimate, invasive feel of its touch a moment before, I could barely feel the squirming black mass contained in my shield.

    The after-effects of the adrenalin rush I’d just received made my legs start to quiver and it became difficult to focus. I’d overdone it. My golden sphere began sprouting black tentacles. I felt the shadow pushing through cracks in my control, and I couldn’t stop it, so I put it the only place I knew it would stay—on Dr. Anderson.

    As soon my shield touched Anderson, the black tendrils flowed onto his aura and quickly coated it. The doctor stiffened and staggered momentarily but regained his control quickly. He’d done this before.

    I collapsed onto the floor and sat on my butt, as a wave of dizziness hit me. When it had passed, and I could pay attention to outside events again, Anderson was over by the bed, checking on Mr. Johnson. The familiar utter stillness of his body told me Mr. Johnson was dead. Of course, I knew before even looking. That’s the only way a shadow could free itself from a host—at least as far as I knew. On top of that, the unmistakable smell of death filled the air.

    The hooded man with the scythe seemed to be stalking me these days. I took another shuddering breath. I wanted to crawl into a hole as the seeds of guilt began to sprout, but my exhaustion prevented them from blossoming, and I was too tired to crawl. 

    “Sorry, Doc.”

    He stood up, turned, and looked at me. I thought I detected some small indications of the strain on his face when he said, “Can you walk? I’d like to get this thing off me and onto our cow.”

    The man was a machine. I’d never seen anyone with that level of self-control. I hadn’t considered where I would park the blackness I could now see swirling violently around his white aura, but he’d been the right choice.

    On the plus side, he didn’t have the Caduceus. That made the shadow a lot less dangerous on him than it was on me. Somehow, Bertha had used it to completely overpower me...

    Oh, shit! My adrenals made one final pathetic squirt in reaction to a new fear. I drove my awareness to the cage within me where I kept Wendigota imprisoned. I didn’t know what I would do if it had escaped while I was fighting the other shadow. The cage was still there, intact. A cord of power still ran from the Caduceus to the cage’s golden bands and I could feel the dark, cold, hunger within. 

    I fell back onto the floor in relief and exhaustion and lay there.

    Spring’s cross voice drifted into my thoughts. Say “thank you, Spring.” 

    Thank you, Spring. 

    I made sure the cage didn’t falter. Finn, are you sure we have to screw with this bogus crap?

    I really wish we didn’t, Spring.

    When I opened my eyes, Anderson stood in the same place pinning me with his blue-eyed regard.

    I flopped my hand at Anderson. “Just give me a minute, Doc.”

    ***

    After I scraped the shadow off of the doc and attached it to a hapless cow, I chowed on several power bars and a full lunch to try and stop my shaking. I was partially successful, and I headed home rehearsing what I was going to tell my parents.

    Once home, I told them almost everything. I told them what I’d been doing with Dr. Anderson and his patients. I told them about Wendigota, stripping it off of Erik, it's origins and the cage I kept it in. 

    I didn't tell them the truth about Daniel’s death, or my theory that auras were souls, or that I had given several pieces of mine away to help fix Holly, Daniel (before I killed him), and Erik. I had no idea what the long-term repercussions of losing parts of myself would be, and I didn’t want my mother worrying about something she had no control over.

    It took quite a while and lot of questions, protests and exclamations, but, in the end, my dad took it more calmly than I would have thought possible. My mom looked horrified.

    She shuddered when I finished and then laid down the law. “You’re never going back there again, Finn.”

    Good call, Mom!

    I ignored Spring, swallowed my fear of confrontation, and said the hardest four words of my life. “Yes, Mom, I am.”

    “No you’re not! I won’t allow you to be part of this anymore. Anderson is criminally negligent and should be thrown in jail! We don’t know what these things are, Finn. We don’t know what contact with them will do to you. You’re not going to be that madman’s guinea pig any longer.”

    “Mom, please. This is something I have to do.”

    “No! As long as you’re under this roof, you’ll stay away from that man and these things.”

    I thrust out my jaw belligerently. “Then I’ll have to leave. I’m 18 years old and you can’t stop me.”

    She froze solid. I had crossed a line and broken something, some bond of trust. It made my stomach churn and my head ache just to think about it, but the damage was done.

    My mom clenched her jaws and fled up the stairs. I turned to my dad with wide, stunned eyes. His thinner and more severe face held nothing but compassion.

    “Finn, I’ll talk to her. We just have to give her some time. It’s hard enough when your child grows up, but the shocks she’s received over the last few months have rocked her world.”

    “What about you, Dad? What do you think?”

    He pulled off his Harry Potter glasses and polished them with his shirt. “Finn, I’m just as worried about this as your mother, but I think this is something you have to do. I cannot and will not stop you. I found out the hard way that wishing won’t change reality. These things are real and you’re in a unique position to help their victims. You’re a man now and can make your own decisions.”

    I swallowed hard and tried to stop shaking. “Thanks, Dad.”

    He reached out and gave me a long hard hug. “I’m so damn proud of you, Finn. You are becoming one of the best men I know.”

    That did it. I’m afraid I got my dad’s shirt a little damp before we parted.

    I was back in the shadow stripping business. Yippee skippee.

    


Not the Summer of Love

    As I may have intimated, my year to date had really sucked. It didn’t help that I’d brought it all on myself when I’d helped “excavate,” or perhaps more accurately “plunder,” the burial mound this spring. On the plus side, besides the skull holding Wendigota, I’d come away with two seriously cool items. 

    One was the Caduceus. If you squinted and looked at it in the right light, it kind of resembled the physician’s staff you see at hospitals and doctors’ offices from time to time—thus the name. It turned me into a beacon for the shadows, but it also gave me some seriously cool abilities.

    The other item, a whistle made of red pipestone, had a carved bear sitting on top. When played correctly, the whistle turned you into a really, really big black bear. Despite dreams and other evidence to the contrary, I’d found it difficult to believe till I found myself looking up at a ten-foot-tall bear who used to be my friend. That is truly unsettling and difficult to deny. After watching Dave use it and inflate like a bear balloon, I let him keep it. It made me a bit queasy when I thought about using it on myself, but he seemed to get an endless kick out of it. So far, in spite of joking about having a hankering for grubs, it didn’t seem to have any negative side effects.

    As presented to me in a dream, or perhaps a vision, the bear was just one of four totems used by the native people to take down Wendigota. We’d also recovered a snake whistle. Erik had used it to help him on his killing spree when Wendigota had hold of him. We’d never recovered the other two we knew to exist. The hawk and the cougar had been taken by some other grave robbers.

    Any normal people would have called the stick and the bear “magic,” but being the science nerds my friends and I were, the term gave us all the heebie-jeebies. We’d finally agreed to call what they did “hoodoo” as a placeholder for “magic.” It seemed less of a “throw everything we know about physics out the window” term. “Mojo” had been a strong contender, but Austin Powers had ruined that. The clincher for me was that “hoodoo” rhymed with “doodoo,” and the two seemed inextricably linked.  

    In any case, magic was what happened in fantasies, physics was what happened in the real world. For us, “hoodoo” meant “anomalous physical effects initiated through the application of unknown forces”—in other words, magic.

    Whatever you call it, the hoodoo of the stick awoke a dryad in my back yard (an irresistibly carnal predator), enabled the possession of my friend Jen, gave me supernatural healing abilities, and now it allowed me to contain Wendigota’s spirit in a cage in my brain and maintain Spring’s consciousness inside of me after Jen cut down her tree.

    My experiences that summer had thrown out everything I thought I knew about the world. Along the way, I managed to traumatize my entire family, crush my house, turn my dad into a rodent-swallowing ghoul, get my friend killed, throw modern physics out the window, and create a lot of exciting stories for local and national reporters. This last point actually proved to be more important than I’d realized at the time.

    It seemed only fair that the hoodoo would at least make me rich. The Randi Prize, a cool million for demonstrating supernatural powers, was mine for the taking...yeah right. 

    ***

    After everything went down with Wendigota, I’d leaned heavily on my friends to help me through it. Everyone reacted in different ways and had varying degrees of difficulty swallowing the inescapable conclusions our experiences forced on us, but it had bonded us together even more tightly than we had been before as good friends and role-playing gamers.

    It was mid-summer, after Gregg’s death and before Jim, Jeff, and most everyone I counted as a friend, other than Dave, were college bound. 

    Four of us sat around the kitchen table over glasses of pop and a bag of nacho Doritos. Jim sat to my left leaning his chair back on two legs with his hands in his lap. He was slender with straight brown hair cut in a severely functional style just short of a bowl cut. Dave, slouched in the chair to my right, was the blondest person I’d ever seen. He was also hairy, but you’d never know it till he stood in the sun and you could see the halo around him. Across from me, Jeff leaned on the table. A bit thicker than Jim, he had an unruly mop of nearly black hair, a Roman nose, and a sort of distracted air as if he was always thinking about something more important than reality. 

    It wouldn’t be apparent from their looks, but there were three exceptionally keen minds here—plus mine. I used to believe my intellect to be on a par with my friends, but with the choices I’d been making lately, I figured I’d been too generous by half. It was probably for the best that I’d had to put off college for a year or more till I could bring myself to reapply and go without Gregg. 

    For weeks, we’d been talking and texting, and I’d been filling the guys in on some of the stuff Jen could recall from the priestess Il Saia’s memories. These were incomplete copies left behind after I’d erased her from Jen’s mind. (Another long story I’ve written about before. All you need to know now is that when you take a healthy girl, replace half of her mind with that of a high priestess we theorize was last seen on the planet when the hoodoo was everywhere and humanity was threatened with extinction by an ancient enemy, she goes a bit bonkers.) 

    When I removed Il Saia from Jen, her dad had interrupted the process, and some of the priestess’s knowledge remained behind—knowledge of the physics of Il Saia’s hoodoo. According to her, we were floating in a sea of the stuff.

    “It’s still very hard for me to accept that there is some sort of universal energy field that people can tap into—that we’ve never seen,” said Jim. “Where is it? What is it? Why can’t we detect it? How does it fit into String Theory?”

    “And, how can we use it to get chicks?” added Dave.

    Jeff took what was often the safest path and ignored Dave. “I bet she’s talking about dark matter.”

    “Bah.” Jim waved the thought away. “Dark matter and dark energy aren’t real. They’re just kludges added to physics to force the universe to fit into our current theories.” He equated the two concepts with epicycles—the overly the complex rules for the movement of planets proven wrong by Galileo. As a computer guy, I wasn’t even qualified to have an opinion on it.

    “Who cares?” said Dave. “We know the hoodoo exists. It can turn me into a two-ton bear, for Christ’s sake. Once we get the million from the Randi Foundation, we can start a lab or something.”

    “We’ve got to start making plans for winning that,” I said.

    Jim shook his head. “I don’t think it’s a good idea, guys.”

    I looked at him surprised and a bit nervous. If he said something wasn’t a good idea, he was probably right. He usually was. “What, why not?”

    “Think about it.”

    I said, “OK, I’m thinking...hm... one meeellion dollars!...Yep, still sounds good to me.”

    Dave chimed in, “It’s easy money, Jim! All we have to do is poke Randi with a pin—Finn fixes him and boom—Bob’s your uncle! We buy a little island in the Caribbean for our secret super-hero base.”

    I thought the whole super-hero thing—with or without a base—was pretty goofy, but Jim seemed to have something else in mind.

    “What does that mean, Dave?” said Jeff. “Bob’s your uncle?” Jeff rarely missed an opportunity to tweak Dave. The snark was returned with enthusiasm.

    This time, Dave gave him an unconvincing scowl. “Shut up, Jeff.”

    “Listen guys, think it through,” Jim said. “OK, so Finn heals a pinprick on someone while he’s being filmed. Then what?”

    Dave looked exasperated. “He collects a million dollars!”

    “Then what?”

    Dave clapped his hands together. “We partaaay!” 

    I just sat back, trying to see where Jim was taking this. He was the smartest of the lot of us—and all of us were pretty smart science nerd types. Jim was self-effacing and completely non-adventurous, but his thinking was usually rock-solid. 

    “Then what?”

    Jeff raised his hand. “We buy a boatload of aspirin?” 

    Jim scowled at Jeff. “Let me give you a hint. Finn heals this guy, he wins the million-dollar prize, then his name is plastered across the news. He becomes an overnight celebrity. He becomes known as ‘The Mighty Finn, mystical healer’... Am I triggering any brain activity yet?”

    Dave looked at him and then shook his head. “Sounds good so far.” 

    Unfortunately, I was seeing what Jim was getting at. It sucked.

    Jeff did, too. “Hmm, yeah, Dave. That could be a problem. Finn would be overwhelmed by people wanting to be cured.”

    Now Dave was starting to look aggravated. “So? He’s popular. What’s the big whoop? There are ways to deal with that. Rock stars, Popes, and Presidents do it all the time.”

    Jim said, “Okay, if you just look at it that way, how much of Finn’s money is going to go into security? How much will it cost to buy a well-protected house or put a big fence around this one? One million doesn’t go very far these days.” 

    Damn, he was right.

    Dave rolled his eyes. “Hello! It’s his first million. It’s not going to be his last! If he sets up shop as a supernatural healer, he’ll be making that every day!” 

    Hmm, maybe I was giving up too easily. 

    “Not too many people are going to pay a million dollars to heal something you could fix with a Band-Aid,” Jeff said.

    That was true, too.

    “Was I the only one listening to Finn these last few months?” asked Dave. “Finn has healed cuts, broken bones, bruises, bullet wounds, snake bites, and demonic possession. He pulled his dad out of a coma for crying out loud—and look at him now—he looks like the Incredible Mini-Hulk.”

    That got me out of my waffling and into defensive and indignant. “Dave, I do not! I’ve just put on some muscle.”

    Dave looked at me. “Finn, you’ve gone from oblate spheroid to oblate intersecting triangles in a few months. Hell, if you could just do that for someone else, you could charge a metric butt-load of money to be trainer to the rich, fat, and lazy. For a bunch of smart geeks, you guys just aren’t thinking. Listen, how many football players get their season, or career, cut short when they blow a knee or a disk? How many millions would they pay to get it fixed?”

    Jim said, “Okay, Dave, let’s say he goes down that road. How long is it going to be before the federal government steps in and declares him a national treasure, then whisks him off to sit under Cheyenne Mountain where he can be permanently on call to heal the president in case of nuclear war?”

    Jeff stepped in again. “Well, they couldn’t keep him. He could just use his Jedi mind tricks to tell them to let him go.”

    It was my turn. It was my future, after all. “No way Jeff, I’ve thought about that one. We’re so not going there. The minute they think I can influence people’s minds, they’ll either try to turn me into an NSA asset, or they’re going declare me a national threat, strap me down, and dissect me.”

    “Something else to consider,” said Jim. “If hoodoo is real, and it sure looks like it is, where are all the other hoodoo practitioners? It’s not reasonable to assume that we’re the only people aware of it or able to use it. Are there fantastic creatures out there—demons, vampires, angels, unicorns, etc? If there are, why don’t we ever hear about them? Did the ability to use hoodoo get weeded out of humans over the years? If magical people and things exist, then they obviously keep a tight lid on that fact. What do they do when someone tries to bring it into the public awareness?”

    “I bet, they turn them into a newt,” said Jeff straight-faced.

    That got a chuckle out of us. 

    Dave shrugged. “Okay, so I can see why secrecy might be desirable. That doesn’t mean we have to be regular working stiffs. After all—every superhero has their alter ego. Finn, you could get yourself a degree in sports medicine, and then use that as a screen for your miracle knees.”

    “Dave, I’m not really interested in doing twelve years of medical school. I doubt I could handle the sleep deprivation.”

    “You’re one of those doofbag superheroes that just wants to be a normal boy, aren’t you?”

    That made me uncomfortably defensive. “Well... no.”

    “No, he wants to be Thomas Covenant,” said Jeff.

    “I do not!” For those not in the know, Thomas Covenant was transported to a magical world and given amazing powers. It would have been cool for anyone but him. He couldn’t bring himself to believe what was happening, and he just wanted everything to go back to normal.

    “So, use your brain, Finn,” said Dave. “You don’t actually have to go to medical school. You just have to find some hacker who works for the university and mojo him into giving you a degree.”

    He saw my reaction and waved it away. “Okay, you’re too pure of heart to do that, but hell, find some washed up sports medicine guy and partner up. Go work for Deepak Chopra! He’s already swindled millions out of people with his nonsense... Just use your brain, dude! There are millions of possibilities for you to make millions. You now, officially, have no reason to be poor.”

    I hated to admit it, but he had some good points. Despite my initial repulsion, I wondered if I could hoodoo someone into giving me a college degree.

    “Well, either way,” said Jeff, “it sounds like Jim is right, and the Randi prize is out of the picture.”

    “Even that depends on how much you don’t trust our government,” Dave said.

    “Or the council of Wizards, Vampires and Fairies,” added Jeff. “If they exist.”

    I sighed. I was more afraid of our government than some imaginary council. It wasn’t so much that I didn’t trust the ol’ US of A, but everyone knew there were lots of shenanigans that happened when Homeland Security was involved. They could revoke your citizenship, or declare you an enemy combatant and ship you off to Guantanamo in the blink of an eye never to be seen or heard from again. No one really believed that Gitmo had finally been closed down. It was just too handy.

    I said, “Well, at least I have a job that’s better than the Grease Burger. There are still a dozen or more people at Shady Oaks that were infested with shadows. Dr. Anderson is going to pay me $500 per person for everyone I help.”

    Dave looked at me in astonishment. 

    I gave him a superior smirk, but he quickly disabused me of the notion that he was jealous. “You have got to be kidding me, right?”

    “No, what’s wrong with that?”

    “Finn, Finn, Finn! What are you? A communist? You really need a manager. Five hundred dollars—for putting your immortal soul on the line playing with one of those demons? You told us yourself how much those things freak you out! Jesus H. Muhuntapa Christ, you got one stuck in your head for the rest of your life, Finn. You should be charging twenty times that amount—at least. Come on, it probably costs them over $8000 per inmate per month at that nut-house, and I’ll bet most of it comes from the government or insurance companies, and everyone overcharges those guys—even nuns. 

    “Hell, if you charged them for just one year’s incarceration—”

    “Rehab, Dave,” I said.

    He waved me away. “Whatever. It would be a deal! Do these guys ever get better without you?” 

    He didn’t wait for me to shake my head. We had talked about this before. “No, they don’t. This is a life sentence, Finn, and you’re giving them back their life. Be an American—charge what the market will bear. It’s your patriotic duty.”

    Leave it to Dave to equate patriotism with price gouging. It was tempting, but in the end, unsurprisingly, I went with the flow. I’d already agreed to the price with Dr. Anderson, so I didn’t feel right going back on our deal. I kept reminding myself that it was way better than the Grease Burger—probably less fattening, too.

    


Out, Out, Damn Shadow!

    On my first day back as a shadow-scraper, my first patient was Janice. She had been so earnest and so diligent in her attempts to follow my meditation instructions that I couldn’t help but admire her and feel that she deserved the first shot to be free.

    We sat in the counseling room facing each other. As usual, her odor of stale cigarette smoke, sweat, and spearmint gum filled the room. My extensive work with her had taken the edge off the unpleasantness, but in any case, my nerves rendered the smell impotent. For her part, Janice seemed a bit apprehensive. Her eyes were wide and her hands, clasped together under her more than ample breasts, kept moving and twitching.

    My desert-dry mouth made it a bit hard to get the initial words out. “So, did the doc fill you in on what I’ll be doing?”

    Janice nodded. “He said you are going to swami this thing off of me.”

    “I’ve done this a couple of times, and each time, after I’ve removed the shadow, the person’s symptoms disappeared. What I haven’t done is try this with someone while they are awake.”

    Janice swallowed and licked her lips. “Okay.”

    “I don’t know how this is going to feel, but from what I can see, it looks like it’s going to be uncomfortable.” 

    “You’re just a sweet-talker, ain’t ya?”

    I smiled ruefully. “Yep, that’s me. Okay, close your eyes.”

    “Why?”

    That caught me by surprise. “Why?”

    “Yes, why do you want me to close my eyes?”

    “Well...” I floundered around for a reason. I quickly gave up. “I don’t know. It just seemed like the thing to do.”

    She shrugged. “Good enough for me.” She closed her eyes and said, “No funny stuff while I’m not looking.”

    I grinned. “Scout’s honor.” I started to relax into my work.

    My sight revealed the blackness fouling her lime-green aura. As usual, the shadow riding her found me quite appealing. It humped up toward me and reached out with small tentacles of darkness. Just the appearance of it was freaky, but now I knew the hunger that drove these things—in the biblical sense, it made the freak factor infinitely worse. I was like an all-you-can-eat smorgasbord to them, and I was going to get up close and personal with another one.

    This escaped glob from Satan’s spittoon was actually fairly small. Janice’s long history of mental illness suggested that it had been riding her for a couple of decades. She must have some small innate defense against it for it to be so weak. Maybe. Maybe the illness had come first. I still didn’t know much about any of this.

    I brought up an imaginary, scintillating, golden sphere around her. As I had told Janice before, this imaginary sphere, first created to protect me from my night terrors, had very specific properties. It protected against all bad things. Handy to have—if it worked for you.

    I applied my will, pulling power from the Caduceus, transforming it and thrusting it into the sphere. It became more and more substantial till it wasn’t imaginary any more. I can’t really explain this transformation. It is like a phase shift or something. Most other people still wouldn’t be able to see it, but it was there, and it was real. For a moment, I admired my handiwork, imagining the opportunity for cool special effects when they made a movie about my life.

    Of course, I was stalling. I girded my brain and metaphorical loins for the icky-nastiness to come, took a deep breath, and started contracting the sphere around Janice. 

    As always, first contact with the shadow was a jolt for me, but the shadow seemed curious or something. Black goo flowed out onto the inner surface of my sphere. Every square centimeter of that contact violated me more. I shuddered as eau-de-rotting-corpse was poured over my brain.

    The shadow didn’t react until I actually started scraping it off Janice. At that point, it became quite agitated and pushed against my barrier. The barrier acted like a squeegee clearing dirt off the window of Janice’s soul. Janice groaned.

    “Damn, that’s unpleasant,” she said.

    “Sorry, I can’t go any faster...”

    “Just keep going, handsome.”

    I did. When I finally separated the shadow from her physical body, it hung on like a leech and pulled Janice’s aura with it. Think pulling a piece of duct tape off a balloon. This was the tricky bit. Her aura wouldn’t pop so much as tear. I still wasn’t sure what that meant, but I was sure it wasn’t a good thing. Pressure mounted in my mind as I kept pushing the blackness away with steady, slow, and increasing force. Janice’s aura started flaring with the strain. It grew to incandescence. In utter silence, it tore with a flash of light. The vast majority of her soul snapped back to her and she let out a yelp of pain. The small bit that went with the shadow was devoured instantly. 

    Now I was the proud owner of an amoebic splat of corruption enclosed in a golden sphere. This was the tricky part. Since my innate instinct was to pull away from the contact, it took me a lot of concentration to keep it enclosed.  I got up silently and shepherded it out of the room to its new resting place. Speed was of the essence since both my endurance and concentration were finite. One slip, and the shadow escaped. That was always very inconvenient.

    


My Boyfriend’s Back

    I came in from the barn after having loaded down a new cow with its new shadow. The doc now had a small herd of cattle that could never be slaughtered. It’s not like you’d end up with shadow-tainted burgers—I hoped, but the death of the host freed the shadow to find a juicier new one.

    My mental concentration and expenditures translated into physical exhaustion and hunger. Happily, a big, carb and fat-filled meal did miracles for me. I was planning to check in on Janice and then feed the need when I ran into Colette with her open, happy face.

    “Bonjour, Monsieur Finn.”

    “Colette, hi!” She glided up to me, and we exchanged air pecks on the cheeks.

    Janice could wait. My plans for lunch instantly changed. I had been headed for the facilities kitchen to see what was around, but suddenly I felt like going out to lunch with a certain sexy intern.

    “Hey, can I buy you lunch?”

    Her eyes twinkled at me. “Yes, of course.”

    After a quick negotiation, we settled on Frankies again. We didn’t always go there, but I felt like I owed Franky for hosting the wake for Gregg when we were forbidden from attending his funeral. On top of that, Franky was a good guy, made great pizza, and more importantly, he offered an all-you-can-eat lunch buffet. Glenice, the day waitress at Frankies and single mother of two was my friend and always teased me about eating them out of business. I always made sure to tip her well.

    As usual, we had a nice time. We talked about all sorts of little stuff. She got excited when I mentioned our upcoming Appalachian Trail hike. Before I knew it, I’d invited her along and she’d agreed. One thing we Americans don’t realize is the sheer amount of space we have, especially when compared to France. She was quite eager to get in some wilderness time.

    The talk turned to other things. When we compared relatives, I had to admit that she won in the numbers department. I had a handful of aunts, uncles, grandparents, and cousins, but her extended family was practically a town. Many of them lived together in a large stone mansion in France that had more in common with a castle than a house. There were around twenty-five people living there at any given time.

    I came back from the buffet with my plate piled high and stopped when I saw her eyes widen. I glanced down at the mountain of greasy goodness piled on my plate and then back to Colette. I stopped to think how many trips I’d made to the buffet and realized, though I hadn’t been counting, it must have been more than three. I blushed as I considered what it must look like to her.

    “Sorry, Colette, I’m just hungry.” Truth be told, I was storing up for another shadow session in the afternoon. They always left me famished.

    When I sat down with an apologetic grimace, she broke out into a fit of giggles, which made me squirm.

    “What?”

    “You are so cute when you are embarrassed.”

    Lucky for you, since it seems to be your native state, commented Spring.

    She was right, waiting for my embarrassment fuse to burn out had been as productive as waiting for water to boil. Food was the answer. The gustatory bliss of my pizza offered me its refuge. It lasted approximately two bites.

    “Hey, Tiger!” I almost spit out my pizza. That breathy, draping voice was unmistakable.

    I whipped to my right to see Max approaching the table. To my surprise and relief, the tall, slender man was comparatively tastefully dressed in tight black pants and a light pink dress shirt open at the neck with a high collar. Of course, clothes could only take him so far. His shocking white Mohawk, lip stud, and large gold pirate’s loop dangling from one ear revealed his usual flamboyance.

    “Uh, Max, hi.”

    He stopped at our table. “Darling! How’s my favorite house clearer doing?” I opened my mouth, but he didn’t even slow down. He shook his finger at me. “Just where have you been, you naughty boy? We all miss your moves, Tiger! It’s safe to come back now. I’ve got my boys keeping Timothy out, so you don’t have to worry about him anymore.”

    “Uh, well, I’ve been busy.”

    He raised one razor sharp eyebrow at Colette. “Really dear boy, I didn’t know you swung this way. Who’s your tasty little bon-mot here? Seriously Tiger, I despair of ever teaching you manners.” His eyes twinkled. “I think you may need to be spanked.”

    “Uh Max, this is Colette. She’s visiting from France.”

    Max’s mascara lined eyes widened, and he gave Colette his first real look. “Oh, I adore the French! I’ve such fond memories of Le Marais! A few nights there, and I could barely walk. It was glorious! Have you been there, dear girl?”

    Colette smiled slightly. “But, of course. I love the dancing.”

    “Oh darling, I envy you!” He looked at me again. “Tiger, they would just eat you up in gay Paree! You’d never have to pay for a drink, or go home alone!”

    He weighed me with his eyes, and I squirmed under his stare. I desperately wanted him to leave, and couldn’t think of anything to say. 

    “Well, I’ve a date with a university boy. He is sooo luscious. Smart is the new sexy you know! It was glorious meeting you, my little French truffle. Ta ta!”

    I started to breathe a sigh of relief. Max was like a dervish. He came out of nowhere, hit you, then spun away. I’d been lucky to get off so lightly.

    Or not.

    Max spun in place and said to Colette, “Do not leave our beautiful little country without having young Tiger show you his moves. When he dances, my heart just stops! He’s shameless!” He twiddled his fingers at me and then headed for the counter.

    I hunched over my plate and buried my head in a slice of pizza. When I risked a glance up, Colette was eyeing me with her own eyebrow raised.

    “I’m not gay!” It just blurted out of me.

    Colette broke into a laugh. “You are so cute!” She flapped her hand at me. “But tiger, you simply must take me to the dancing.”

    Hey! I think I’m starting to like her, Finn! Let’s take her dancing. Spring’s proclivities for dancing with anyone and anything while I was asleep was what had garnered me Max’s attention.

    The double-pronged attack from the two females surely had my face matching our red and white checked tablecloth.

    “Uh, I’m really not much of a dancer.”

    Colette watched Max at the register as his arms waved flamboyantly in the air.

    She looked at me speculatively. “It is not a bad thing to be a good dancer. Good dancers are very sexy.”

    “Oh. Well... maybe we can go dancing sometime,” I admitted.

    “And you can show me your moves.”

    Her enthusiastic smile made me laugh self-consciously. “Don’t hold your breath. I’m really not very good.”

    She raised an eyebrow at me and glanced back to Max.

    “Perhaps yes, perhaps no.”

    “Oh, he’s just messing with me.” I searched for a change in topic. “So, what’s Paris like?”

    She was happy to oblige my curiosity. Apparently, Le Marais was Paris’s gay district, but the nightlife there was good enough to attract lots of straights, too. Amazing, the things you learn.

    We had just left the nice cool air-conditioning in Frankies and stepped into the hot muggy summer day when she stopped and froze in her tracks.

    I stopped a step later and looked back her. “Colette?” She was staring across the road and scowling. I wasn’t used to seeing an expression like that on her face. She looked fierce and dangerous. 

    When I tried to trace her gaze, the only thing I saw was a tall, well-built guy with curly black hair and that rugged, manly dark shadow of a beard around his chiseled jaw that I’ll never have. He leaned back against a telephone pole concentrating on the slim cell phone he held in front of himself. It looked like he was texting or playing a game.

    “Finn, don’t leave!” Colette bounded across the road at high speed, leaving me gaping on the sidewalk.

    The man started when he saw the little French rocket coming at him and took off down the sidewalk. She angled her trajectory and, like someone out of a spy movie, jumped onto the hood of a car like a gazelle. She yelled something, launched herself, took the man down hard, and rolled past him. Another leap and she landed on the man’s back as he was just getting up onto his hands and knees. He went down again.

    My brain half kicked in, and I almost got run over by a minivan when I ran into the road. I held my hands up to placate the angry soccer mom and rushed across the street. By the time I got there, Colette and the man were both standing. She had him backed against the brick wall of a store and was assailing him verbally and gesticulating wildly with sharp, abrupt moves. 

    The man, with a nice case of road rash running down his handsome and rugged right cheek, was yelling back at Colette. She was yelling in French, and he was yelling back in a different language.

    Now that I was there, I didn’t know what to do. It was obvious that Colette didn’t need, or want, rescuing, so I stuck my thumb up my butt and stood there. The fight soon broke up after tall, dark, and handsome stabbed at me with his finger a couple of times while yelling into her face. 

    His mouth curled up into an angry sneer, and with one glance my way, he stalked away. Colette called some angry words after him and then turned to me. The angry, dangerous look on her face instantly got replaced by one more apologetic and concerned. As usual, stress brought out Colette’s French accent.

    “Oh, Feenn! I apologize you saw sat. I was veree angry.”

    I tried to wave it off as nothing. “Don’t worry about it. Who is that guy? What did he do to you?”

    She scowled, pursed her lips sensually. “He is Pietro. He was my... boyfriend. He is... why I came here to America. I needed to get away from him, but he is jealous and followed me here.”

    My eyebrows rose. “He flew all the way from France to find you here?”

    She shook her head tightly. “Non, he flew from Italy.”

    “Wow.” I looked down the sidewalk after him but he was already gone. How could I compete with something like that? Tall, muscular, with chiseled features and thick brooding eyebrows was not something I did. He looked like he should be playing the part of some vampire in Twilight. I was so far out of his league that it wasn’t even the same sport.

    My mind was wrenched back to Colette when she put her hand up to my face and guided my attention back to her. Her jaw stuck forward in determination. “You do not have to worry for me. He is a cow-ward and will not bother me again.”

    Her assumption that I was worried about her when I was actually worrying more about how I stacked up to her ex left me feeling embarrassed and lacking.

    I tried to smother my guilt with a smile and a quip. “I’m not worried. You kicked his butt, but good. Remind me not to make you angry.”

    She blushed prettily. “I am so sorry, I was too angry when I saw him. I should not have lost the temper.”

    I smiled more genuinely this time. “Hey, sometimes you have to tackle someone and scrub the sidewalk with their face to make them get the hint.”

    That put a twinkle back in her eyes, and her lips curled up into a smile, which ignited a fire within me, leaving me feeling all fuzzy and warm inside.

    I looked down at knees that sported their own road-rash.

    “You’re bleeding! Come on, we’ll get you cleaned up.”

    


Appalachian Trail

    Twilight was leaching the color from the lush forest the four of us hiked through. Jim and Dave had planned the trip, and when I told Colette, she was eager to come along. The entire day on the trail had been a literal breath of fresh air to me, and after walking all day, I still felt great. I was in the best shape of my life. Being in shape really made all the difference in the world to me. Apparently, wheezing, feeling like I could vomit, fall over, and die had really interfered with my enjoyment of the great outdoors. Go figure. It also helped that Spring was glorying in the hike as well.

    Because of a late start, we had only gotten as far as Rainbow Lake before we decided to call it quits. We had to follow a small trail around the lake to look for a campsite that wasn’t already taken. We finally found a beautiful little site nestled in a nice grove of trees with a clear view of the lake and plenty of room for our camp. 

    After we pitched our tents, I still felt the need to be moving. “Hey guys, I’m going down to the lake, anybody want to come along?”

    Dave looked at me crossly. “Sorry mountain man, I’m too tired. Us mere mortals can’t keep up with you super-hero types.”

    Colette crawled out of her tent. I was sad to see that she had changed out of her hiking shorts and tank top into more sensible, but less intriguing, sweats. When we first saw her on the trail, all our eyes were in danger of popping out of our heads. Though short, she was slender, muscular, and sexy as hell. “I will come with you, Finn.”

    Jim looked up from where he was rummaging through his pack. “While you’re out there, pick up some deadwood for a fire.”

    I saluted. “Aye, aye, Capitan.” 

    We walked for a short way through the green trees and riotous undergrowth till we found a nice grassy place to sit on the gentle bank of the lake. We sat down, and the peaceful silence pressed in around us, broken only by the screeching call of the occasional jay. The smooth waters of the lake were unruffled by any waves and reflected the few clouds in the deepening sky catching the last rays of the sun with a burst of orange glory.

    I took a deep breath of the invigorating scent of the forest around us, and tried to open my mind to its peace and beauty. I was only partially successful. I was much more aware of Colette sitting right next to me. I swallowed my nervousness and searched for something to say. 

    Finn, you are never going to make any children if you don’t start paying attention to the signals of the women around you. I’m starting to think that even though this girl is not fertile, you should go ahead and fuck her just to get it out of your system— 

    Heat filled my body; it felt like even my toes were blushing. Spring! Are you trying to give me a heart attack? Don’t use language like that. Especially about a girl I like.

    I thought that the word “fuck” connoted sex for the purpose of pleasure and not for mating or bonding. 

    Well it’s not, and you know it! It’s crude and nasty, and I don’t like it.

    Oh. How about instead of saying “fuck her,” I say “bang her”?

    No!

    Jump her bones?

    Argh!

    How about wild monkey sex?

    Colette looked over at me with a small smile. “Finn, you are troubled? Is everything good?” 

    I squeaked out, “Uh, er, yeah, yeah, everything’s fine.”

    You have a very unhealthy fear of sex, Finn.

    I tried to ignore Spring’s mischievous giggle ringing through my brain and worked on getting Colette’s attention off of me lest she see my clothes smoking. “Uh, I was just thinking about how beautiful the lake is and... stuff.”

    That was smooth.

    Colette looked out over the calm darkening waters and the shadowed forest, which pushed down to the lake. “Oui, it ees quite romantic, no?” 

    Her sexy French accent pumped my already hyped libido. Over the summer, her accent had faded to almost nothing, but sometimes, like now, it came back with a vengeance.

    “Uh, yeah.”

    Go ahead Finn. Ask her if she wants to bump uglies with you!

    Colette looked at me with her eyebrows raised in concern, and put her hand on my arm. “Are you well, Finn? You look upzet.”

    The warmth of her soft hand on my arm occupied all my attention. “No, I uh...”

    Go on, stud! She’s begging for a hot Finn-beef injection!

    I rubbed my hand over my face to cover up the glow coming off of it. “I’ve got a headache coming on. I... I think I need some food and water.”

    “But of course. Come, we will get you something to eat and to drink.” Colette stood up and offered me her hand. I took it and hopped up. She didn’t let go and I found myself standing face to face with her. Her brown eyes looked up into mine. She had the most amazing long eyelashes... I panicked, yanked back my hand, and headed back to the camp.

    Spring laughed at me. Dude! She wants you... 

    Shut up, Spring! One more word and I promise we’ll never go dancing again.

    Spring finally shut up. That hit her where she lived. Ever since leaving her oak tree she had wanted to do nothing more than move and dance. After what had happened between Erik Parmely and me, I had been very motivated to move and get into shape as well, but I was happy with my Krav Maga practice and my strength and endurance training. That summer I had probably gotten more exercise than in my entire life to date. I didn’t need to add dancing to that list.

    In addition, with Spring’s internal help, I had shed some of my “baby” fat and added on some good muscle preternaturally quickly. I think I was also growing taller, but Spring said it wasn’t her doing. I wasn’t complaining, but it made my mother worry.

    By the time we made it back to camp, I had managed to slow my heart rate down to no more than 150 beats per minute, and my brain was starting to kick back in. To preserve what little dignity I had left, I made sure to drink a lot of water and munch on a power bar before I sat down at the small fire Jim had going. I was sure I had really messed things up with Colette, so I was elated when she sat down next to me. That only lasted a few seconds before Jim ordered us to go back out and collect the firewood we had forgotten. It wasn’t hard to find, so it didn’t take long.

    I was getting used to seeing Colette hold her cross and pray before each meal, but, dinner that night consisted of salami, cheese, crushed Doritos, and fruit roll-ups. It felt a bit formal for our modest meal. That cold dinner was a far cry from the gourmet meals that we cooked on my excursions with my Dad and Uncle Mark, but it still hit the spot. 

    When it was time to head to bed, Dave couldn’t be coaxed from his tent and its protection from the mosquitoes, but Jim, Colette, and I chose to sleep out under the open sky. Jim fell asleep first. Colette and I lay on our backs, watched the stars, and talked into the wee hours. Though not a techie, she was as much a star buff as I was. Before Colette fell asleep, she scooted her bag next to mine.

    She snuggled up to me, put her head on my shoulder with a sigh and said, “Bon soir, Finn.” 

    Startled, then elated, I hesitated and then wrapped my arm around her. “Good night, Colette.”

    Wonder and warmth filled me. The only girl (not my mother) I’d ever been close to up to that point was Spring, and my relations with her (when she had a body) had been purely carnal, overwhelming, and required no help from me. On top of that, Spring wasn’t really a girl, she was a dryad. Colette was a living, vital woman who wanted to be close to me. It tied my insides up in a knot, but in a good way.

    Colette quickly fell asleep and the soft sound of her breath caressed my ears as it grew deeper and more regular.

    The sublimely perfect moment lasted for about ten seconds. That’s when the mosquito buzzed my ear, no doubt attracted by the DEET I’d slathered myself with. In a reflexive panic, I slapped my hand to my ear and nearly popped my eardrum.

    I bit back a curse and froze. Colette stirred and mumbled, but thankfully didn’t wake up. I had no idea how people could fall asleep that quickly.

    I rubbed my sore ear for a bit and then put my arm back down. Unable to find a comfortable position, I settled with putting it carefully behind my head. That freed my attention to better feel the root sticking into my other shoulder. It had previously gone unnoticed, but now it began to hurt as I relaxed and the weight of Colette’s head pressed my arm down. I tried to subtly reposition my shoulder but failed to relieve the pain. In fact, it just got worse. 

    When a cat falls asleep on my lap, I find myself paranoid about waking it up. I feel like it’s a violation of a sacred trust or something. Needless to say, I would rather have chewed my arm off than pull it back and wake up Colette, so I just gritted my teeth and tried to go to sleep. 

    Of course, at that point, my left arm, now behind my head, started to go numb. When I slowly and carefully moved it down to my side again, I found it left my neck uncomfortably stretched onto my small pillow. As a bonus, it pressed the root deeper into my shoulder. 

    I lay there cursing silently while looking at the silvery stars twinkling against the velvet black sky above me. As I did so, the pain continued to worsen in my arm, and my neck started to protest its awkward angle. Eventually I’d have to move, but I resolved that I would wait till Colette was deeper asleep, so I could move without waking her. 

    Spring was mystified. Just move your arm, you goofball. So what if she wakes up? It’s not like she’s any great catch.

    Internally, I gritted my teeth. Spring, please shut up! We’ve been through this. Go to sleep!

    She huffed at me and then pulled away. It was a good trick for someone who was living in my brain. I still hadn’t come up with a reasonable physical explanation for the relationship Spring and I shared. How one brain could host two consciousnesses was just one of the inexplicable, but undeniable mind scramblers that had been making an omelet of my conceptions of reality.

    I held out through an eternity of growing agony. After about thirty seconds, I decided that I couldn’t take it any longer. Carefully, I rolled onto my side and held my breath while I nudged Colette’s head back along my arm and scooted my shoulders into a more comfortable position. I managed to move my shoulder off whatever had been poking it, but then realized that I’d pushed my pillow out of place so I had nowhere to rest my head. After another eternity of slow motion, and breath holding, I retrieved the pillow and got it into a semi-comfortable position.

    Finally pain-free, I sighed and relaxed. My face was just inches from Colette’s and the strange but heady mix of salami, toothpaste, wood smoke and woman filled my head. I took a deep breath, let it out through my pursed lips, closed my eyes, and let myself go. 

    That’s when Colette let loose with an ear-numbing snore. I could scarcely believe such a huge snarling sound could come out of such a petite woman. 

    Fortunately, all was not lost. I had a secret weapon. Spring? Hey Spring? Can you help me go to sleep here?

    Snoring sounds started echoing through my brain as Spring showed her annoyance with me.

    Come on, Spring, I’m sorry!

    The internal snores continued, playing counterpoint to the ones reaching my ears the normal way.

    Oh god. I was doomed.

    


Pixies Suck 

    The next morning, after a long, noisy, uncomfortable night, a stab of pain in my head poked right through my comfortable woolly blanket of sleep.

    I yelped and struggled to sit up in my sleeping bag. A huge insect buzzed around my head, sparkling in the morning sunlight. From the sting it had given me, I assumed it was a wasp. I waved my arms around frantically trying to slap the thing away before it stung me again.

    Colette sat a short way away from me on her sleeping bag. “Finn!”

    The bug, or whatever it was, buzzed my ear. I tried to smack it. “Graahhh!”

    I scrambled out of my sleeping bag to get away from my little tormentor.

    Behind me Colette cried out, “Finn, c’est une fée!”

    I stared at Colette and eloquently stated my confusion. “A fee? Huh?”

    She pointed her finger at something beside my head. “Regardez-le... I mean, look!”

    I followed the direction of her finger and saw a startlingly large dragonfly whose wings flashed with a rainbow of color as it hovered a few feet away from my head.

    Spring relieved me of my misapprehension quickly. It’s not a dragonfly, Finn. Look at it.

    I scowled at the bug that certainly zipped around like a dragonfly, but in one of its stationary moments, I saw that it really wasn’t a dragonfly. A tiny, naked, human girl with bright yellow hair and black eyes returned my regard. She was held aloft by tiny shimmering wings.

    Spring sent me an image of the little creature landing in my mouth just before I snapped it shut. Close your mouth Finn. I doubt it will fall for that old ruse, anyway.

    I shut my mouth, but it dropped open again as my brain tried to digest the fact that a quite fetching micro-girl, check that, micro-woman buzzed around my head. She zoomed right at my face. 

    I ducked and put my hands up to ward it away, but instead of hitting my face, it went over my hands and stung me on my head again.

    “Ow! You little shit!” 

    Turn around, Finn. It’s behind us.

    I whirled around to confront my tormentor again. She buzzed in place about three feet away. In her tiny little hands, she held a tiny little handful of hair.

    “Hey, that’s my hair!” I tried to swat the little blighter out of the sky. It was about as effective as if she were an agitated housefly. She zipped, zoomed, zigged, and zagged around my head faster than I could follow and then came in for another run. I frantically flapped both hands around my head again, hopping to keep her off this time, but it was to no avail. Another sharp pain heralded the loss of more of my hair. She buzzed away with her booty.

    She’s gone.

    I spun to look at Colette. Her eyes were wide as she stared at me. She half spoke, half-whispered, “C’est une fée!”

    “What?”

    She shook her shock away, and wonder cracked her face into a huge smile. “That was a..., it was a..., did you see that Finn?”

    “Yes, I felt it, too. The little asshole pulled out my hair!”

    “How do you call it in English?”

    “Uh, I don’t know. A sprite or a pixie, maybe?”

    Colette’s smile turned into a laugh of delight. She clapped her hands together with a look of joy on her face. I’d never actually seen anyone older than a baby clap with delight like that, but on her it looked completely right. She said, “I have heard of zees pixies, but I have never seen one before.”

    “Yeah, well, that’s because they’re imaginary.”

    I do not think this word means what you think it means, quipped Spring.

    Hush. 

    Colette pointed to the ground a little way from us. “It flew over to ze flowers. Let’s go see.”

    She pointed at a small patch of Black-eyed Susans a short distance away. Their yellow petals and black centers were beautiful in the sunlight filtering through the green shade of the trees. Colette carefully approached the patch of flowers, while I hung back about ten feet. I liked my hair just where it was, thank-you-very-much.

    Colette knelt down in front of the nodding flowers and started a singsong crooning. Her back blocked my view, so I sidled around to see what she was doing. As I moved back into their line of sight, the dozen or so flower heads all turned to face me.

    I stopped cold. I didn’t like this at all. I moved sideways a bit more just to see what would happen. They kept following me like I was the sun. 

    See, I told you that you were my sun!

    Colette noticed that I seemed to be the object of the flower’s attention as well. She gave me a calculating look and chewed on part of her lower lip. “The flowers, they like you, Finn.”

    “Great.”

    She studied the flowers more closely. “Oh, vous êtes adorables!” She lowered a finger into the flower patch and the little pixie popped up out of the flowers and landed on it. Colette kept up a murmuring stream of little sounds, cooing as if the pixie were a baby.

    She beamed at me. “She ees so precious!”

    I rubbed my sore head and muttered, “Yeah, like a baby rattler,” but my sourness was dissolving in the stream of sugar that my eyes were feeding me. If Scrooge himself were to see this, he would mend his rotten ways in minutes—without the help of any dead guys. 

    Colette exclaimed in delight, “Finn, she has made your hair into a necklace!”

    Lucky me. Pixies like my hair. Oh, yippee-skippee.

    The little sprite took off from her perch on Colette’s finger and hovered above the flowers. A double handful of other pixies zipped up from the flowers and joined her there. From where I stood, each of them appeared identical to the others. The newcomers’ attention was focused on the first pixie carrying my hair necklace. They buzzed excitedly around her. 

    Colette’s delight was almost a physical thing. It kept rubbing off on me like a purring kitten. The scintillating rainbows cast about by the pixies buzzing wings were startling and beautiful. Unwisely, I took a couple steps forward to see them better.

    Dave and Jim arrived at the edge of the camp. They were both wet from a morning dip in the lake.

    I called to them. “Hey guys! Check this out!”

    At my call, they started ambling our way, and all the little pixies turned to look at me. 

    Uh oh. I took a step back and then the pixies zipped into motion. They buzzed straight through the air at me. You think bees are intimidating? Try a dozen tiny, nude girls with dragonfly wings intent on plucking you bald. 

    I turned and ran, but they were faster. They dive bombed me and snatched chunks of my hair two or three strands at a time.

    I tried to swat them away, but they were too fast for me, and they easily avoided my hands. All but one, that is. My frantic flailing got her mostly by accident. I hit her with the palm of my hand and my fingers automatically closed around her tiny form. She bit me. I yelled and threw her to the ground. She hit hard, bounced, rolled a couple times, and then didn’t move.

    Before the guilt even had a chance to get started, tiny, ear-piercing cries of rage filled the air around me. Instantly they were on me again, but now they were out for blood. Suddenly I was being attacked by a dozen tiny nude girls with dragonfly wings and very sharp teeth. Each of them would make a strafing run, hit teeth first, and fly away leaving a little bloody patch behind. If you hadn’t guessed by now, it hurt!

    I cursed, redoubled my efforts to swat them out of the air, and took off through the woods. Through sheer luck, I managed to smack a couple as I ran, but that didn’t stop them. Fortunately, after a few minutes of crazed crashing through the forest, the attack stopped. It took me a couple minutes to realize it and halt my panicked flight. They were gone.

    I stood for a moment to allow my breathing to slow, and then I sat down heavily on a nearby rotting stump. Once I stopped moving, the pain from the bites came crashing into my consciousness.

    Ow. Holy crap Spring, what were those things?

    I don’t know, Finn, obviously some kind of fairy.

    You’re a dryad, shouldn’t you know these things?

    You forget that you are older than me. I’ve only been around for half a year at most.

    Oh yeah, I forgot... I’d woken her by bringing the Caduceus home this spring. 

    I examined the dozens of bloody little divots in my arms. They looked nasty, but the pain was fading. In fact, the whole episode suddenly struck me as funny. I started chuckling, and then I was laughing out loud. The more I laughed, the better I felt. In fact, I felt like dancing. 

    I stood up with my arms out. Spring! Come dance with me! 

    If I had known that stimulating your opiate receptors made you want to dance, I’d have tweaked them a long time ago.

    I didn’t care what she was doing. I felt great.

    I was busy dancing with myself when Dave came running through the woods at me. He was dressed in nothing but swim trunks and flip-flops and had a couple of bloody divots taken out of his hide as well. 

    I laughed at the sight of him. Of course, lacking a built-in pharmaceutical lab, he failed to see the humor in it.

    Breathing hard, he stopped and scowled at me, “What’s so funny, monkey boy?”

    I giggled at him. “You are! You should see your face! I didn’t know a person could turn so red!”

    “Ha ha... Twit.” Dave inspected the bloody wounds on his arms and then squinched at me. “Shit, Finn, it looks like you’re nearly healed up.”

    I tried to contain my giggles. “I got a great doctor who does house calls.”

    “Think she would be willing to send some of that loving my way?”

    I frowned, “I don’t...”

    We are almost done here. Go put your hand on his arm. Let’s see what we can do.

    I did as Spring asked and found myself unable to focus through the happy juice in my system. Spring took over and guided me. We reached out with our aura and bathed Dave’s arm in it. As I tapped into the Caduceus, the area around the stick grew hot and then the heat moved in a burning stream down my arm. It flowed out my palm and into Dave leaving behind a fiery, tingling sensation.

    It took a lot more concentration and power to heal Dave than myself. I guess it would be more correct to say that we encouraged Dave’s flesh to heal itself. We were sort of supercharging it. 

    As the healing continued, the rest of me started to heat up and come down from my earlier high. My breathing grew ragged as the exertion started taking its toll. In the last few months, I’d managed to strengthen my stamina considerably. I could feel the difference it made, but still, I felt like I was running a marathon.

    Before I was done, Dave screamed and jumped into the air, breaking our contact.

    I looked around for the threat and saw nothing. “What happened, Dave?”

    Dave bent over and frantically tore at a vine that had wrapped itself around his foot. “This weed attacked me!”

    I walked over to get a better look. At least that was the plan, but my legs were stuck in place. The ground rushed up to greet my face, and I barely got my hands out in front of me to lessen the blow. 

    I hit with an “oof.”

    When a quick internal survey revealed no major damage, I twisted awkwardly and looked down at my legs. Both were wrapped by big-leafed vines. “Holy crap!”

    Frantically thrashing my legs around freed me from the clutches of those evil vines with relative ease. They weren’t very thick. I leaped up and hurriedly backed away as some of the remaining vines started to snake toward me. When the vines reached their maximum length, they just quivered back and forth in frustration.

    That’s how Colette and Jim found us. Jim called out. “Are you guys all right?”

    Dave finally got the last of the vines off of his foot. The fact that they were still moving and writhing around obviously made it harder than it should be. “No, we’re living through the day of the mini-triffids here.” He held up the still-wriggling plant bits in his fist.

    “What are these triffids?” asked Colette.

    “Cheesy old science-fiction movie,” said Jim.

    While they talked, I was still working to remove the bits wrapped around my sweats. “Something is really wrong here, guys.”

    They walked up to us. When they were about ten feet from us, the vines suddenly flopped over limply, just like vines should.

    Jim raised his eyebrows and said, “Uh Dave, that’s poison ivy that you’re holding.”

    Dave threw the vines to the ground. “God damn it! I fucking hate poison ivy!”

    I copied him and threw the ones from my legs into the woods. I should have known better, but the moving, wiggly part had occupied my attention.

    Dave stomped around in frustration. “Aw crap! This is going to suck! It’s already starting to itch!”

    Jim explained it to the wide-eyed Colette. “He has a severe reaction to poison ivy.”

    “It just wrapped itself around my legs! Did you see them moving?”

    “We weren’t close enough. I couldn’t tell if they were moving or you were just shaking them in your hands.”

    I looked at Jim. “Trust us; they were moving before you got here. It was seriously freaky. I’ve no idea what’s going on here, but we need to get out of these woods.”

    Jim was the mountain man amongst us. “First, we need to get the two of you back to the lake to try and rinse off the poison before it binds to your skin.”

    Dave stopped hopping around and looked at Jim in surprise. “Really, that works?”

    “It should help as long as you rinse it really well within fifteen minutes of contact.”

    Dave was off. He didn’t bother to turn his head. “Come on let’s go!”

    We followed after him. Colette jogged next to me. She took in my blood-covered arms and legs and said, “Finn, you are hurt. You must allow me to clean and bandage your wounds.”

    Uh oh. I tried to brush off the drying blood. “It looks worse than it is.” 

    She scowled at me. “Do not be ridiculous. Let me see.” Without waiting, she grabbed my arm, pulled me to a stop, and examined the bloody spots. After a few moments, she looked at me with accusation in her eyes. “There is a lot of blood, but no wounds. How can this be?”

    I studied the ground and shuffled my feet a little nervously. “I just heal quickly, I guess.”

    Colette didn’t say anything else to me, but she scowled as if she was angry at me for not being more wounded.

    I started after Dave and Jim again. “Come on, I didn’t get it as bad as Dave, but I’m sure I got some on the back of my hands and believe me, that sucks.”

    Dave, Colette, and I made a detour around our camp to avoid encountering any more of the cannibal pixies while Jim played the hero and went in to grab some soap. 

    When I reached the lake-shore, Dave was still in his swimsuit and just jumped in, but I faced a conundrum. I only had my underwear on underneath my sweats and I was much too shy to wade into the lake with just underwear. I decided to just walk into the lake pants and all. I got about two steps before I heard Colette behind me.

    “Finn, you should take off your pants before you get into the water. You don’t want to get them all wet.”

    I stopped and looked at Colette over my shoulder. “I can’t, I don’t have a bathing suit.”

    “You do not need a bathing suit. Just take off your sweater pants.”

    “They’re sweatpants, and I don’t want to take them off.”

    Dave decided to help. “Colette, our Finny boy is a delicate shy flower. He’s embarrassed about how small his penis is.”

    I glared at Dave. “No Dave, I just didn’t want to make you feel inadequate.”

    “You Americans,” she scolded. “You are so puritanical! You are too silly.”

    I heard the sound of clothes rustling behind me and Dave’s eyes widened, quickly followed by a shit-eating grin.

    If I turned around, I knew what I would see, and I froze while my face heated up. Colette gave a laugh behind me and then ran past me into the water. Yep, she had nothing on but tiny white underwear.

    Now if that isn’t an invite to play ‘hide the salami’ I don’t know what is!

    Oh god. Just shoot me. 

    Colette waded into the water and turned displaying her muscular, trim physique and modest but perfect breasts. She laughed and waved at me. “Come swimming, Finn, the water is fantastique.” 

    Colette’s unclothed state caught my little soldier’s notice. I knew I had to act fast—before he came to full attention. I stripped off my sweat pants, bemoaned my stupid looking baggy white underwear, and dashed to the water before I could change my mind. I splashed in, lost my footing, and fell face first into the lake. It amazed me that the water didn’t immediately start boiling around my hot face. When I came up sputtering, both Dave and Colette laughed at me from further into the lake. I crouched in the water and made my way out to their bobbing heads.

    When I got closer, Dave turned to Colette. “Not only is he a delicate shy flower, he’s also got two left feet.”

    I glared at Dave. “Laugh while you can, monkey boy!”

    He saw that I was ready to pounce and tried to get away, but I jumped too quickly. I snagged a leg, and pulled him under with me. Of course, I got dunked just as bad as he did, but I did it voluntarily. We both came up sputtering and laughing.

    “Here’s your soap,” announced Jim from the shore.

    Colette called back, “Come and swim with us!”

    Jim, still in his swim trunks, shrugged, pulled off his tee shirt and headed in completely unselfconscious of his snow-white tan.

    After Jim delivered the soap, Dave and I busied ourselves washing the spots that were touched by the ivy. Dave had to wash his arms, hands, and everything from his knees down.

    I looked at Dave as he scrubbed. “Think this’ll work?”

    Dave kept scrubbing and said, “I hope so. I fucking hate poison ivy.”

    “So I’ve heard.”

    I only had to worry about my hands and a small patch of skin around my ankles that might not have been covered completely, but it still took some time to scrub off the remainder of the blood from my fairy bites. The sheer perversity of this suddenly hit me.

    “We’ve got fairy bites Dave!”

    Dave said, “I just hope there isn’t any carnivorous seaweed in here.”

    I stopped what I was doing, locked eyes with Dave, and immediately the two of us splashed quickly back to shore. We staggered out about the same time, and I reached down to grab my pants. Dave stopped me.

    “Uh Finn, I’d think twice about putting those back on. They’re probably covered with poison ivy juice.”

    Merde. I picked up my pants by the waistband, held them away from me, and prepared to march off to our camp, but then I remembered the sprites, or pixies, or whatever. Crap!

    


Back at Camp

    Dave and I crept quietly into camp, alert for any more double-breasted, flying piranhas. As Jim had reported before, there wasn’t any sign of them. Still, neither of us wanted to take unnecessary chances.

    We stopped about twenty feet away from the tents and packs. Dave turned to me. “Okay, here’s the plan. You sneak up, grab your backpack, get mine from my tent, and bring them back here. I’ll keep a lookout.”

    “Gee, my hero.”

    He looked at me indignantly, “Hey, I’m not going in there. You’re the one with the wand of infinite healing!”

    He had a point. I hated his point.

    I took a deep calming breath and moved cautiously forward. I made it about three steps before Dave said from behind me, “Finn, at this rate, it’s going to take you about three days to get there.”

    “Shut up, Dave, unless you want to do this.” He shut up. I proceeded cautiously till I was about half way to the tents.

    “Finn! Incoming! Duck!”

    I dropped to the ground, and rolled to face my attackers. I searched wildly for any flying rainbows until Dave’s laughter penetrated my consciousness. I sat up and glared at him. To make matters worse, both Jim and Colette were there laughing with him.

    “You jerk!” I stood up and brushed myself off only to realize I was still in my underwear, only now they were suggestively brown. I vowed never to wear white underwear again.

    Between belly laughs, Dave said, “Oh my god, Finn, I wish you could have seen yourself! It was priceless.”

    I did the only thing I could. I stumped over to my backpack rummaged around and pulled out a pair of shorts. Between the anger and embarrassment, I didn’t have room for fear. To make my point, I turned my back, pulled off my underwear and gave Dave the full moon. Of course that meant Colette got it as well.

    She laughed as Dave screamed about his eyes.

    With my red face safely hidden from the others, I got dressed in clean pants.

    When it was evident that all was clear, I was joined by the others. We broke camp. We were traveling pretty light, so it didn’t take very long to clean up our mess and get ready to go. No flying piranhas or evil ivy attacked us, and soon I found myself relaxing and sneaking looks at Colette.

    I envied Jim the show he must have received when he and Colette got out of the water. She was just as cute with wet hair as she was with dry. The image of her breasts before she dropped down in the water burned in my mind.

    She wants to show you more than just her mammary glands, Finn.

    I pleaded with Spring, Please Spring, just drop it? 

    You know, I don’t know why you’re worried about your penis size. It seemed to work just fine for me.

    Spring...

    Hey, if it would help, I bet I could work on making it bigger!

    “No!” 

    Everyone turned at my shout. I looked at them sheepishly then turned my attention to my feet and said, “Sorry guys. Just having an, uh, argument with myself.”

    Spring laughed at me again.

    Jim and Dave were somewhat used to this sort of thing by now. Sometimes I forgot I could just think to Spring, and then my friends were treated to half a conversation. They both knew about Spring, but Colette didn’t. We’d all kind of agreed we wouldn’t let anyone else know what had been going on with us. Nothing good could come of it, but right now, I really wished Colette knew. 

    The embarrassing moment passed without comment from Colette, and I made sure to avoid her eyes.

    When we were ready to go, we hiked out past the Black-eyed Susans. We stopped and looked at them one last time. They just looked like regular flowers, all pointing roughly towards the sun.

    Jim eyed the flowers. “I wish I’d gotten a better look at the pixies, but they disappeared after you and Dave ran off screaming.”

    “Count yourself lucky,” said Dave.

    “I suppose,” Jim shrugged his pack higher and said, “Come on kids, let’s get going.” He led the way, and the others followed. I paused for a moment wondering what was different about the flowers now. Why didn’t they act like they had before?

    All the flower heads turned their black eyes to look at me. “Eek!” I jumped up and ran after the others.

    We hiked back to the main trail, each lost in their own thoughts. When we got there, Jim turned left to continue our hike. I started to follow him, but Dave called out from behind us.

    “Oh no, Jim, you’re going the wrong way!”

    Jim stopped and turned back to Dave. “No I’m not, this is the right way.”

    Dave walked up next to me as Colette came up on my other side. “That’s not the way I’m going. I’m going home.”

    “What, why?”

    He pointed his thumb and nodded his head at me. “It’s not safe hiking through the woods with this clown.”

    I looked at my other companions. Jim looked amused, and Colette’s eyes narrowed.

    She spoke first, “What do you mean Finn is not safe? Do you think he is responsible for the fairies and the ivee?”

    I squeezed my eyes tightly shut and wished I were in Kansas. I would have knocked my heels together three times if I thought it would help. I knew what Dave was saying was true. I carried the heart of Wendigota, aka the Caduceus, aka Finn’s Magic Stick, and because of that, the pixies were drawn to me. After I ran away, they went after Dave. He carried the bear totem, which held its own power, so it made a twisted kind of sense.

    Colette spoke again, jolting me from my reveries. “David, what do you mean?”

    Dave realized he was perilously close to spilling the beans. He shook his head and grinned. “Nothing, I’m just yanking Finn’s chain.”

    It didn’t look like she believed him, but she let it drop. “So we are going to continue zen?”

    Dave shifted from one leg to the other and said, “Look, after everything that’s happened, I just don’t want to spend another three days hiking. I’m going back, but the rest of you can keep going.”

    In the end, we all headed home. 

    


Heading Home

    The four of us piled into Dave's car and then drove up to retrieve my car where we had left it in a parking area near the end of our planned hike.

    Colette and I took my car back and Dave and Jim took the other.

    I was a bit sad about having our hike cut short, but I liked the idea of spending more time alone with Colette.

    Unfortunately, the odd events during the trip were sitting on my brain like a rock in my sock. I couldn't stop thinking about them or trying to move them to a less uncomfortable spot. Even worse, Colette soon let me know that the same rock was bugging her too. She turned to face me from the passenger side seat.

    “Finn. What is happening with you?”

    Oh crap. I concentrated extra hard on my driving.

    “What do you mean?”

    “Finn, I am not blind nor am I an imbecile. I have never seen such things and it is obvious that they happened because of you. Where did those farees come from?”

    “What?” I went for innocent ignorance. “I've never had that happen before either! I don't know any more about them than you do.”

    “Do not give that look.”

    “What look?”

    “You are a terrible liar.”

    She's right. We need to work on that.

    “I'm not lying!”

    “And zen, when you are finished explaining this, you can tell me what it is you do with the patients at the Shady Oaks.”

    “But...” I made the mistake of looking at her. Colette's pretty face was twisted into a ferocious scowl that hit me much harder than it should have.

    “Crap.”

    “Yes, it is the crap,” she agreed.

    Don't do it Finn.

    Come on Spring, what choice do I have?

    You can keep giving her the old mushroom treatment.

    She deserves to know.

    Because you won't get laid if she doesn't?

    No!

    Uh-huh.

    Screw yow. I'm going to tell her.

    Uh-huh.

    Shut up.

    I tried to stuff my annoyance with Spring away.

    I glanced at Colette, and told her everything.

     

     

     

     

    


Death of a Frenchman

    After a long question and answer period, Colette and I traveled for some time in contemplative silence. Well, I assume her silence was contemplative. Mine was filled with a lot of snarking with Spring.

    That ended abruptly as soon as we came back into cell range. Colette got about a dozen messages. After looking through them, she made several phone calls. She spoke in rapid-fire French, so I couldn’t understand what she said, but I could tell she was really upset about something.

    When she finally hung up, I asked her, “What’s wrong Colette?”

    “Pietro is dead.”

    “Dead?”

    “Yes, someone killed him.” I only learned later that someone had shot him in the head, execution style, before we’d left for our trip.

    I could see that she was upset, so I pulled over and stopped. “I’m so sorry, Colette. What happened, do they know who did it?”

    My first instinct was to lean over and give her a hug, but she pulled away from me. She leaned against the door, brought her legs up on the seat and wrapped her arms around them. After a moment of jaw clenching, she shook her head. “No. They don’t know who did it. He was shot in his room. The maid, she found him in the morning.”

    “What can I do?”

    “Please, get me back to my hotel, Finn.”

    She looked haunted and angry, and I wanted to do something more, but it was clear she didn’t want anything from me, so I got back on the highway and drove. 

    The tension in the car didn’t allow for anything other than silence. The few times I tried to pull her out, she just scowled at me, so I let her be. I never imagined that she might be putting on a show for me. When we arrived at the Courtyard Marriott, she kept her distance and wouldn’t even let me carry her pack inside. 

    On Tuesday, when I showed up for work, Colette was there. I tracked her down to see how she was doing. I found her leaving a patient’s room, and she looked surprisingly chipper.

    “Hi, Colette.”

    “Bonjour, Finn.” We exchanged double kisses, and she said, “I would like to apologize for my behavior when you took me home.”

    I waved it away. “Oh, it’s no problem. I understand.”

    She smiled and said, “You are sweet to say zis, but I behaved badly. I would like to make it up to you.”

    Woo Hoo! Tell her she can lube your pipes!

    “Uh... sorry, what did you have in mind?”

    “I would like to take you out to the dancing.”

    A warm wave of excitement from Spring washed through me. She had been bugging me to go dancing forever, but I hadn’t been in any mood to take her dancing after she took us out to the new, and only, local nightclub, Trax, while I was asleep. I wouldn’t have even known about it if she hadn’t danced with a guy who had a jealous boyfriend and met the inimitable Max during daylight hours.

    I could have predicted Spring’s reaction: I’m in love! 

    Her excitement momentarily sparked my own enthusiasm. “I would love that.”

    Colette gave me her perky smile and said, “Good! You can come pick me up tonight at my hotel.”

    It struck me what I had just agreed to. The truth was, I danced like a rubber chicken. If she saw me “dance,” she’d never look at me again without laughing. 

    “Er, uh, tonight?”

    “Yes, come and pick me up at seven tonight.”

    “Okay, where did you want to go?”

    Trax!

    Not on your life Spring!

    “I don’t know the city well; perhaps you can choose a nice place for us?”

    “There is not much in town. We might have to drive to Columbus.”

    “It is no problem.” She gave me her room number at The Marriott Courtyard again and we parted ways. Me to scrape another shadow and her to do whatever it was she did.

    Come on Finn, let’s go to Trax!

    No.

    But, I love Trax!

    As I mentioned, Trax was the club where Spring had done her moonlight dancing while I slept. A relatively new club, it was owned and operated by Max, whom you’ve already met. Spring had made me a regular there, and from the way Max always smirked at me, I had no desire to know the things he’d seen my body do while Spring was in charge.

    I danced! Everybody thought I was amazing.

    Spring, you made me dance in a torn up tee shirt and a Speedo.

    You didn’t have anything else that was loose enough. Besides, other people there dressed like that.

    I don’t care. We aren’t going to Trax. We’ll find something in Columbus.

    Oh, poo. You never let me have any fun.

    Hey, we’re going dancing. Be happy with that.

    I am! I’m so excited. You have to let me teach you how to dance.

    I didn’t like the sound of that. Maybe.

    I’m a great dancer, Finn. You want to impress her, don’t you?

    I sighed. This wasn’t an argument I could win, just postpone indefinitely. 

    Come on, Spring, we’ve got some shadow scraping to do. I found myself almost looking forward to it. Maybe I’d luck out, and it would eat me.

    


Dancing Fever

    I had no clue about a good place to dance in Columbus, but I got a tip from a very unlikely place—my father. His pride and excitement that I was actually going on a date made me think he was beginning to despair that his only son was a complete failure with women—or gay. He recommended The Revari Room in Columbus near OSU. Apparently, he and my mom went there from time to time. He swore it was good dance music and not some place for old fogeys. I checked it out on Google. It got decent reviews, and it served eighteen and up, so we went there. On my dad’s further recommendation, we ate at a place next door called Hound Dog Pizza, which was fantastic, though Colette had a sandwich instead of pizza. Colette insisted on paying for the whole evening.

    The Revari Room was smaller than I’d expected, dark and moody with brick archways. The place was packed, the music was loud, and so was the crowd. When we walked in, Colette got a glint in her eye. 

    She yelled into my ear, “It reminds me of Paree.” 

    That struck me as strange. Even after she’d told me about Le Marais, I’d always thought of Paris as reserved, quiet, and elegant. Shows what I knew.

     Spring mirrored and amplified Colette’s excitement. The beat captured her, and all she wanted to do was move to it. I promised Spring that we would dance soon while we squeezed to the bar. Colette ordered a Vodka Tonic while I went all out and got a Coke. It annoyed me to think that when my dad was eighteen, he could legally drink. The world is going to hell in a hand-basket of good intentions.

    We squeezed through the crowd, looking for a place to park. Something with a driving and frantic beat started up and blared out around us. As if it was a signal, Colette slammed back her drink, dropped it on a table, grabbed my hand and dragged me into the crowd. It seemed one place was as good as another and she started moving to the beat. She yelled something, threw her hands in the air, and motioned for me to join her.

    I was nearly paralyzed. I didn’t want to look like a fool. I bobbed up and down a little.

    Dance, Finn!

    I don’t know what to do!

    Let me show you!

    I knew it was a bad idea, but I caved under the pressure and mentally stepped back. My arms threw themselves in the air and my body started making moves that would have left me gawking if I’d had any control of my face.

    Colette gave me a startled look and I immediately tried to take back control. She obviously thought I looked ridiculous. Spring fought me off, and I undulated over to Colette as if I was Patrick Swayze. Oh god, I knew I would never be able to look her in the face again. I really wished I could close my eyes, so I didn’t have to see this.

    Relax ,Finn. I know what I’m doing. Did I ever fail to turn you on?

    Well, no, but I’m really easy. Just show me a breast and I’m doomed.

    Women are not fundamentally different. Now shut up and dance.

    Then I noticed something. To my utter amazement, Colette was dancing with me and she was enjoying it. She would take moves I made, transform them and repeat them back to me. Our bodies rubbed together and separated and that was all it took. We danced like maniacs to the next several songs, or I should say Spring danced with her like a maniac, and I became a willing and intimate bystander. I was so transformed by the rush of movement and sexuality that I didn’t care what I looked like or who was watching.

    When a slow song started, I figured we’d go sit down, but my arms went around Colette and she melted into me. She was a few inches shorter than me and we seemed to fit perfectly together. She was intensely warm, real, and totally absorbed my attention. That’s when Spring abdicated.

    You’re on your own, boy. I was suddenly back in control of my body and all my senses sharpened. I involuntarily tensed up, causing Colette to look up at me. My arms tightened around her of their own accord.

    Kiss her!

    Terrified, I leaned down to kiss her and had barely started when she pressed close, pulled down my head and kissed me. Her mouth had the sharp taste of vodka, and her kiss was fire and passion. It overwhelmed me with its heat. Her body was alive, and her smell intoxicating. Her lips were soft and demanding. If we hadn’t had on clothes we probably would have ended up doing it right there on the floor. It was glorious. Not something that I’d ever imagined would happen to me. Then the music ended.

    Colette pulled away from me, wide eyed and startled. I must have crossed some line. I stood there uncertain what to do. It seemed like forever, but could only have been a second before she gave me a sly smile and took my hand. She turned and led me through the crowd and out the back door to the parking lot. Dumbfounded, I had no choice but to follow her like a pull toy.

    The outdoor air hit me with a wall of cool instantly chilling the damp clothing clinging to me. I involuntarily shivered as Colette pulled me along the backside of the brick building and stopped behind a handy brick column. She turned on me, grabbed me, and suddenly I was holding her as her legs wrapped around me and her mouth covered mine. I counterbalanced and automatically grabbed her by her derriere. It was something I had fantasized about for months. It was every bit as firm as it looked. Oh my god. I was Patrick Swayze. We came up for air and she dropped. Her heavy, breathy, French played havoc with my shredded self-control. “Take me home, Finn.”

    The evening acrobatics left me stunned and bemused, but she didn’t have to ask me twice. We headed for the car and hopped in. Even though I kept sneaking glances at Colette, it wasn’t until we were halfway through the city that Colette’s changed posture and demeanor pierced through my happy, bemused fog. She sat tensely in the seat, checking the road behind us.

    “What’s up?” I asked.

    “I think I’m in danger, Finn.”

    I slowed down and prepared to pull over, so we could talk.

    “No! Drive, do not go slowly.”

    “What? Why?”

    “When we walked to the car, I saw a man in the parking lot watching us. I think he is the one who killed Pietro.”

    Still a bit high from the intensity of Colette’s reaction to me, I wanted to laugh. Somebody had suddenly switched the script of my life with a cheesy spy thriller. “No way! Why would he follow us to a dance club? How does he even know you?”

    “Finn, there are things we need to discuss, but later. Right now, please trust me that we are in danger if we do not get away from this man.”

    Spring’s reaction was different than mine. I could almost see her clapping her hands in joy the same way Colette had. 

    Cool! It is like we’re in a spy movie, Finn! I’ve changed my mind. Colette is awesome! Do you think she’s a diamond thief or a spy?

    What? Don’t be silly.

    You could be like Steve McQueen! I’ll bet we can lose this loser tailing us. Then we can park somewhere dark and let her have her way with us.

    Not in my Dad’s car! And Steve McQueen? Really? We need to upgrade our cable to get you some newer movies.

    Steve McQueen’s awesome. He was so studly that half the people in America must carry his DNA... I’ll bet she’s with Interpol.

    Spring, we are not in a spy flick, and we are not doing high-speed chase! That’s just movie stuff.

    Oh. Disappointment followed her into silence. Well, before tonight, you thought the whole chick wrapping her legs around you was just goofy movie stuff, too. Hey! Maybe we are in a movie! Or, maybe we’re living in a show like Jim Carrey in The Truman Show!

    I wrenched my brain away from Spring’s ramblings and forced it to deal with the reality of being tailed while driving my Dad’s car. “Okay, what do you want me to do?”

    “We must escape from him.”

    “How? This car isn’t exactly built for speed.”

    “Do as I will tell you. First, exit the highway.”

    I did as she asked and soon found myself gliding down an off-ramp. “Turn left at the light.”

    I pulled up in the left lane and stopped at the light beside another car sitting in the other left turn lane to my right. I took the time to look nervously in my rear-view mirror at the lights of a larger car, which pulled up behind us.

    “Now, you must do exactly as I say. Do not hesitate.”

    I nodded. 

    “Good, when I say so, you must very quickly turn to the right.”

    “To the right?”

    She nodded. I looked at the lady driving the car next to us.

    “But, I’ll hit the car next to us.”

    “No you will not. Go now! Allez!”

    The light was still red, but my foot automatically followed her command. I floored the gas and leaped into the intersection, turning right. My dad’s car didn’t have a lot of punch, but it gave me all it had, and I zoomed down the street. Just as I was about to give a whoop of excitement, my career as a getaway driver ended in a flash of red and blue lights from the car behind us. 

    “Aw, crap!” 

    Colette turned to look behind us and said, “No, c’est bon, it’s good Finn, he will be scared away.”

    I pulled over and dropped my head against the steering wheel. “Crap!” 

    Colette put her hand on my arm. “It is all good, Finn.”

    I looked over at her and saw her eyes were wide with concern, compassion, pity, or something similar. Whatever it was, it helped. I reached over in front of her, got out the car registration and proof of insurance, then waited for the nice police officer to come give me a ticket. I looked around to see if the other car was waiting for us somewhere, but it was dark and I had no clue what it looked like, anyway.

    It’s just a ticket Finn, observed Spring.

    Yeah, but I’m going to have to pay for it.

    No big deal, we just made $1500 in the last couple of days. You can afford it.

    That lightened my mood considerably. I guess you’re right. It’s just a ticket.

    Of course, the nice officer didn’t just take my license and registration, he politely asked me to get out of the car and then proceeded to force me to recite the alphabet backward and walk in a straight line. It was utterly humiliating.

    The dark cloud that had formed right over my head started raining on me as I sat heavily back into the car. I didn’t dare look at Colette, but just glowered at the road in front of us.

    Colette started laughing.

    I turned my scowl on her. “What’s so funny?”

    “You are so funny!” She reached up and put her hand on my face. “You are such a good boy.”

    The words alone were condescending, but the fond look on her face took the sting out of it. I suddenly felt sheepish and self-conscious. “I just don’t like to get in trouble with the police.”

    “Yes, I can see zat, but we must go now. Drive forward and we shall look to see if still he follows us.”

    Oh yeah, the guy who wanted to hurt Colette was still out there. I followed her directions as we drove randomly through a city neighborhood. After a dozen turns and stops, she was satisfied that we weren’t being followed. We got back on the highway at a different intersection and were soon cruising home.

    Colette sat far to the right. I glanced at her shadowed figure beside me. “Okay, who is this guy and why do you think he killed Pietro?

    She sat silently for a moment, then said, “His name is Fergus McCormick. He was once my lover.”

    Gah! “What?”

    “We were to be married, but he wanted to own me and tell me what to do, so I canceled the wedding.”

    My heart sank.

    What do you expect? She’s older than you and very pretty, even if she’s too small to make lots of children. Of course, she’s had sex. Probably a lot of it.

    Gee, thanks for cheering me up, Spring.

    No problem. If you’re intimidated, we can work on making your penis larger.

    Gah! Stop it.

    Spring giggled and I tried to process what Colette had been saying.

    “I’m sorry Colette, could you say that again?”

    “I moved to Italia to get away from him, and there I found Pietro, but Fergus, he has a terrible temper and he followed me and threatened Pietro. It was very terrible, so I left and came to the United States to finally be rid of them both.”

    I tried to trashcan my emotions and thought about this for a minute from her perspective. It really sucked.

    “Zat is why I was so angry with Pietro when he followed me too.”

    I searched for something to say. The memory of our passionate encounter came flooding back. I almost told her that I understood why men would follow her across the ocean to be with her, but caught myself in time.

    “Now you think this Fergus guy killed Pietro?”

    “Yes. Fergus, he is very jealous and has a terrible temper.”

    “Why did you even agree to marry him?”

    “It is as they say, women, we like the bad boys, no?”

    Great. I’m sure my performance tonight had torpedoed any chance I had with her.

    You are such a putz, Finn. If she likes bad boys, be a bad boy.

    I don’t know how.

    


Death of an Irishman

    We had quite a bit of time on the way home to plan our next move. I didn’t want her to go back to her hotel room alone. It seemed obvious that this Fergus dude knew where she was living since he was able to follow us after I picked her up. I didn’t want her staying home alone, so I invited her to stay at my parents. I knew (hoped) they wouldn’t mind. She agreed readily and pointed out that being the jealous fellow he was, Fergus might be gunning for me as well. She thought it was best that neither of us were left alone. 

    Of course, Spring was excited by all the drama and had the time of her life suggesting places that Colette and I could do it in my parent’s house.

    We arrived at the hotel a bit after midnight. Colette insisted that I wait for her in the car at the entrance and keep watch while she packed and checked out. She ran inside, and I waited. Time moved very slowly, and by the five-minute mark, I was jumping in my seat. I kept looking around the parking lot, searching for some guy with a gun pointed at my head. 

    What the hell am I supposed to do if I see some guy with a gun? I whined to Spring.

    Just act cool, hop out of the car and kick him in the nards.

    Gosh, that sounds so easy, I wonder why I didn’t think of that.

    That’s because you sleep through most of the spy movies we watch.

    After another fifteen minutes, I saw a man walk past my car into the front lobby. It was hard to tell in the yellow light, but I thought he might have red hair. He wasn’t particularly big and scary, but you didn’t need to be to use a gun, did you?

    After an internal argument, I jumped out of the car and raced into the building in time to see the man walking down the hall. Colette’s room was on the second floor. I breathed a sigh of relief and went up to find her. When I got to her room, I knocked on her door and waited for her to answer. When I couldn’t wait any more, I knocked more insistently and called through the door. My heart started racing again.

    “Colette? It’s Finn. Are you all right?”

    I heard a soft scrape on the other side of the door, and I exhaled when Colette answered it. My relief didn’t last long. Colette’s eyes were wide, and her face was drawn and troubled. There was blood on her shirt.

    “Oh my God, Colette, you’re bleeding!”

    She shook her head and said, “Non.” She waved me into the room with short jerky movements. When I was inside, standing close to her, I saw that not only was there blood on her shirt, there was a gun in her hand. She reeked of blood.

    Panic seized me. “What happened? Are you alright?”

    She nodded and pointed the gun into the room.

    I looked past her and saw a man lying still on the floor.

    “Holy... Who’s that?”

    “Fergus.”

    I walked up to the still form and saw blood had spattered around the man’s head and a pool of it had soaked into the tan carpeting. The whole room had the sharp copper scent of blood and something else. Something that smelled like death. Apparently, Colette wasn’t the source of the smell. Flashbacks of standing over Dave and Gregg’s bloody forms threatened to overwhelm me.

    Freak out later dude. Stay with me.

    I blinked and forced myself back to the present. I looked back to Colette. “You shot him?”

    She stood with her arms limp at her side, the gun pulling down her right arm and shook her head. She looked as shocked as I felt.

    “What happened?”

    “When I came in, he was here, dead. He is still warm.”

    I looked at the corpse and back to her and then to the gun in her hand. Suddenly, I knew what must have happened. “You picked up the gun that shot him?”

    She looked at the gun in her hand. “Oui.”

    Episodes of CSI came flooding into my brain. “You shouldn’t have touched it! The gun will have your prints on it now.”

    “Zey would be on the ze gun anyway.”

    “What why?”

    “He is my gun.”

    I goggled at her. “Why do you have a gun?”

    She blinked at me and spoke to me without inflection, “For the protection. Everyone has a gun in the United States.”

    I sat down heavily on the bed, looked down at the corpse, and wondered who might have done this. I believed Colette’s story. I could see the truth in her eyes. 

    I don’t know Finn, maybe she’s a spy! A deadly seductress pulling you in with her feminine wiles.

    Oh come on Spring. Why would she be here hanging out with us then? Besides, you know her. In the time we’ve known her, have you ever seen anything to make you think she was capable of this? Has she ever done anything suspicious?

    Well, she seems inexplicably attracted to you. That’s pretty suspicious.

    Gee, thanks.

    Don’t mention it. Once we get some meat on your bones, you’ll make our dead hunk here look like a girlie-boy.

    I caught myself starting to think about what she was saying. Spring! Stop it. We’ve got a real dead guy here. Colette’s not a spy, and she didn’t do this.

    I don’t know, but it would be totally rad.

    And totally silly. Okay, let me think this through. 

    I hoped I’d been looking thoughtfully at Fergus as I had my silly conversation with Spring. I asked, “Do you know this guy?”

    “It is Fergus.” 

    Oh, right. She already told me that. “This is the Fergus who was following us?”

    “Yes.”

    “Well how did he get here first? Who shot him? Why would anyone just shoot him and leave? I’ve got to call the police.” As you might be able to tell, I was a little anxious.

    She shook her head. “No! Do not call the police.”

    “I have to, Colette, this guy was murdered! His murderer is still out there! He might come back!”

    She nodded. “I must leave, and you must come with me.”

    “Huh? No! That’s a bad idea. Then the police will be after us, too.”

    “Zey will be after me anyway. They will think I shot him.”

    “No they won’t! I’ll tell them I was with you all night.”

    “But you were not with me all the night, Finn.”

    Oh crap, she was right. I hadn’t been here when she came into her room. I thought hard. “Look, I’ll tell them you were with me all night and we came up here together. I know you couldn’t kill someone.”

    She eyed me speculatively. “Will they not have the cameras here?”

    “Yeeees.” An idea popped into my head. “But, I think I can fix that. I’ve got to go downstairs, but I’ll be back in a few minutes. Can you stay here while I deal with this?”

    She lowered her brows. “What are you going to do?”

    “Hey, I’m a science guy. I’ll take care of the cameras.”

    “Are you sure this is something you can do?”

    I nodded emphatically.

    You’re going to go to hell if you keep lying like that, said Spring.

    If this is the worst thing I do, I’ve got no problems.

    After I left the room, I went over the command I was going to give the night clerk. When you are a gamer like myself, you spend a lot of times thinking about how to phrase wishes, so they couldn’t get turned against you. The key was to think of all the different things that might go wrong and to account for them in the wish. I kept telling myself this wasn’t much different. Once downstairs I went to the front desk. No one was there, so I dinged the little bell. A kid my age came out from around back. His name-tag announced him as Eli. I couldn’t think of any smooth way of asking, so I just said, “Excuse me, but do you have cameras recording the lobby here?”

    He nodded and pointed to the camera bubble sticking out from the wall over my head. Okay, so obvious and I were still not talking to each other.

    “Are the pictures stored on site or off?”

    “On site.”

    “Good.” I narrowed my eyes, since that seemed like the thing to do when you were about to use Jedi mind tricks and said, “I want you to do whatever you have to do to destroy everything that has been taped for today and then come back here when you are done.” I put my will into the command and felt the answering heat from my Caduceus as I tapped into its power. My use of the power brought up my sight, and I noted the man’s dull red aura as he turned around and went into the back room. I congratulated myself on my well thought out command and the fact that it actually worked. I didn’t know how they stored the video, so this way, he would do whatever was necessary. 

    I was dealing with the wave of fatigue that swept through me after the shocks and exertions of the night when I heard a smash in the back and then a series of loud smacks.

    Oh crap, what was he doing back there? I ran between the two marble-topped counters and into the back. The kid had a black box on the floor and was busy beating it with a hammer. The box was crushed and dented in places, but it was obvious he wouldn’t be able to destroy it completely. If there were a hard drive in the box, it probably wouldn’t even get damaged.

    I hit him with my will. “Stop!”

    He did. He just looked at me curiously. “Hey, you shouldn’t be back here.”

    “It’s okay, just wait.” This wasn’t part of the plan. I leaned back against wall and waited for my head to clear a bit. I tried to examine my options.

    We can burn the place down!

    No Spring, we can’t burn the place down. Too many people would be hurt. Now hush, unless you have a suggestion that doesn’t involve hurting anyone.

    I got nothin’.’

    My nerves were jangling, and the noise was interfering with my thinking. It made no sense, but I was sure that any minute now this guy’s supervisor would come walking in. I took a moment before I leaned down, grabbed the box, pulled the cabling off it, and stuck it under my arm. 

    I looked at Eli. “You have no idea what happened to this box. No one ever came into the back. It’s been a normal, uneventful day. Wait here for a moment, then carry on normally.”

    I turned and left unsteadily on rubbery legs. I came through the door just as a man was ringing the bell for service.

    “Can I help you sir?” I asked unevenly while trying not to look as dazed as I felt.

    Behind me, I heard Eli say, “Hey, you shouldn’t be back here!”

    I cringed and gritted my teeth. I commanded them both. “Just stand there and don’t move.”

    The man at the front shook his head and said, “What are you talking about?”

    Aw, poop on a Pringle. I tried not to collapse from the wave of fatigue that washed through me. I gave the man an ingratiating smile that probably looked more like a death rictus. “I’m sorry sir, it’s been a long day.”

    I turned my back to him and prayed that the force was still with me, and that I wouldn’t black out. “Okay, okay, Eli, I’m going home, and you won’t even remember I was here. The desk is yours, please help this man.”

    Eli’s brows furrowed at me with confusion, then he turned to the customer and said, “May I help you sir?”

    I offered up my thanks to whatever saint represented wizards, fools, and idiots and staggered away with the dented box under my arm. I followed the signs to the stairs, sat down for a couple minutes, then painfully climbed to the second floor. No way was I going to wait and maybe have to take an elevator with another guest. I was worried that I had been gone too long and that Colette had split, or gotten attacked, or something, but I couldn’t push myself any faster.

    I walked to her room and knocked on the door. She opened it quickly, and I waddled in with the box while trying to ignore the foul smell.

    “What’s that?” she asked.

    “It’s the box that holds all the surveillance video. I, uh, snuck it out of the back room.”

    “What happened to it?”

    “Er, I dropped it?”

    Happily, for me she wasn’t really interested in the box. She said, “You are very resourceful. Are you sure that you’re willing to do this for me?”

    I nodded emphatically. “Yes, I know you didn’t do this.”

    Unless she’s a spy, or a diamond thief.

    Colette smiled at me. She gave me an enthusiastic hug and a real kiss that made me forget all about my annoyance at Spring. When we were done, I flopped down on the bed. 

    “You do not look well, Finn.”

    I waived my arm in the air above me. “Oh, just too many adrenalin rushes this evening. I’ll be fine. It was hard to not stare at the body, but Colette and I managed to talk seriously for a moment making sure our stories matched, then we made the call and went down to the lobby. We packed up a bunch of Colette’s things in a carry-on along with the recorder, took it to the car, and hid it in the trunk. When I came back in, Eli was chatting amiably with Colette. I eyed him warily and joined them. He looked up at me, gave a frown, and I got ready to hoodoo him again. 

    “Sir, is that your car right out front?”

    “Yes.”

    “I’m sorry, but you aren’t allowed to park there. Could you move it to the parking lot?”

    I breathed a sigh of relief, and not too long after I got back to the lobby, the cops showed up. I guess that Colette hadn’t told him what was waiting up in her room because Eli was cool and relaxed up till that point. 

    When two cruisers with flashing lights pulled up, his eyes bugged out, and he said, “Sorry, I’ve got to go use the bathroom. I’ll be right back.” He nearly fled into the back offices. Colette and I shrugged at each other and waited for the officer’s to come in.

    Officers Buck and Tandy were the first to arrive. In the last few months, I’d reluctantly become acquainted with a lot of the cops in the city. Buck was thick in the body and a bit pompous, but he wasn’t a bad sort. On the other hand, I rather liked officer Tandy. When I’d been in jail, she’d brought me back a couple of her homemade cookies. That automatically made me her fan. Seeing them side by side, I realized she was a bit thick around the middle as well. Both had graying hair. I guessed them pretty old, somewhere in their mid-forties.

    We guided them up to the room, answered their questions, and then we were relegated to the lobby. Several more cars and an ambulance showed up and there was a steady stream of people for a while. Sometime during the general coming and going, Detective Hunter showed up and started running things.

    There was some consternation when they discovered the recorder missing. They gave Eli the third degree about it, and he just wilted under the heat of their ire. 

    Their exchange made me realize something. I slouched down into my chair, put my face in my hands and tried not to groan.

    Colette put her hand on my arm and asked, “Finn, are you okay?”

    I heaved a big sigh and said, “I’ll tell you later.”

    Great idea, Finn. If the killer has been caught on the tape, we can mail it to the police station anonymously. 

    Well, what if Colette and I are on it coming in at different times?

    Can’t you erase that?

    I don’t know. It depends on the hard-drive the operating system, and the amount of damage done to the drive. I suppose. God, this sucks.

    I didn’t know the half of it. Detective Hunter walked through the entrance and 

    Detective Hunter stepped up to us. 

    “Finn, we’ve gotten what we needed from you, you can go home.”

    “Okay, thanks.” I stood up to leave. “Come on, Colette.”

    Hunter put her hand in front of Colette. “Unfortunately, Miss Delacroix needs to come down to the station with me.”

    “But she was with me all night!”

    Hunter stared at me through narrowed eyes before she said, “Relax Finn, this has nothing to do with this evening.” Relax? It was all I could do to peel my shoulders off my ears.

    I glanced at Colette. She didn’t look frightened, just annoyed.

    “So, why do you need her? She’s going to stay with us tonight.”

    “Sorry Finn, but there are some irregularities in her passport and I’ve been asked to hold her overnight.”

    “But—”

    “It is no problem Finn, I will go with her,” said Colette.  She put her hand on my arm and gave me a quick smile. “I will see you tomorrow, no?”

    I nodded, suddenly afraid for her. She calmly walked out with one of the officers.

    “Finn?” Hunter’s hand touched my shoulders and I jumped. I’d forgotten she was there.

    “Huh?”

    “Go home, get some sleep. I’m sure it’s nothing.”

    “Okay.” For the first time all night, I felt tired. Dead tired and anxious.

     

    


Missing Person

    “Why won’t they let me go down and see her? What could Homeland Security want with Colette?” I couldn’t keep the whine out of my voice as I sat at the breakfast table with my mom. 

    “I don’t know, Finn, maybe this guy in her room was some sort of terrorist?”

    “I don’t know. This sucks. If I could just talk to her...” She hadn’t answered her phone or responded to any of my texts.

    “Maybe you should go back to bed, hon. You look terribly tired. Vicky said she’d call and let you know when you can come down.”

    I was tired. My brain was a bubbling cauldron of exhaustion, but it boiled on a sea of anxiety.

    Calm down, boy, if she’s a spy and they whisk her away, we’ll find someone else to give you some pity sex and you’ll forget all about her.

    Spring! Don’t try to be Dave. One’s enough.

    I’m just saying...

    Well, don’t.

    Fine. She mentally harrumphed and retreated into her hole.

    Sleeping wasn’t an option so I went upstairs and started taking apart the surveillance box. If I couldn’t help her directly, maybe I could find the person responsible for McCormick’s death. I retrieved the disk and tossed the battered case and its internals into my closet where my old computers went to die.

    Unfortunately, the drive had an old SATA interface, and I didn’t have any way to read it.

    I ended up over at Dave’s place. He was more of an electronics tinkerer than I was. He got the drive hooked up. Fortunately, it was a standard and Dave’s Linux box recognized it immediately. We spent most of the day figuring out the files and then scanning through them.

    We’d gone backwards and forwards through the tape looking for guys who looked Irish or were otherwise suspicious. Our search had given us nothing but bleary eyes. I much preferred the way they do it on TV—skip all the boring parts and get right to the villain and their treacherous deeds.

    Once more, I watched up to the moment when Colette walked in the door. She checked in with Eli and again went into the little office provided by the Suites for their customers. She spent about fifteen minutes there before emerging and heading up the stairs. I really wanted to know what she had been doing in there. After that came the one man, followed by me.

    I bet she was arranging for the sale of the hot diamonds she stole from the Irishman.

    Yeah, Spring, I’m sure that was it.

    I stopped the playback. “Damn!”

    “What?” Dave jerked beside me. I hadn’t even noticed that he’d fallen asleep.

    “Way to watch there, Dave.”

    “Hey, you’re the jerk who called me at eight this morning, and CSI Newark is as boring as you would expect.”

    “Yeah, sorry.”

    “Find anything?”

    “Not that I can tell. There are so many people coming and going, it’s impossible to know.”

    “Just give this to the police. I’ll bet they’ve got facial recognition software that will give them a list.”

    “Maybe.”

    “Look, we’ll just delete the last half hour or so, and mail it in to Detective Hottie with an anonymous relay. Then she can do whatever it is she does.”

    “Why won’t they let me see her?”

    “Maybe she’s here illegally?”

    “No way,” I said. I couldn’t believe it.

    “Well, whatever, it’s time for dinner and you owe me a pizza.”

    I got up and stretched. “Okay, come on let’s go.”

    Detective Hunter phoned me in the car on the way to Frankies.

    “Hey Detective, can I come and get Colette?”

    “No Finn, I’m sorry, but she’s not here anymore.”

    “What? Why didn’t she call me to pick her up?”

    “Finn, she was taken into custody by Homeland Security agents.”

    “You let them take her?” I’m afraid my voice was a little louder than necessary. “What do they want with her? Why did—” 

    “Finn, I didn’t have a choice in this, and they were not forthcoming on the why.”

    “Do you know where they took her?”

    “No Finn, I’m sorry, but I’m sure she’ll be alright.”

    “How nice for you!” I hung up on her.

    Ian Finn Morgenstern’s new book: “How to Make Friends and Influence People.”

    Oh, be quiet.

    In the end, there wasn’t anything I could do. I couldn’t reach Colette, nor did she call and leave me any messages. It made me crazy, to be so completely impotent. I’m afraid that I annoyed everyone around me for the next few days, and got myself banned from the police station.

    I even called Senator Gayle, the senior senator from Ohio from whom I’d removed a shadow. He promised to look into it, but in the end couldn’t find any more information than I. Homeland Security was disavowing any knowledge of having Colette in custody. I felt like I was suddenly living in Nazi Germany. 

    I don’t know how long I would have kept it up, but one special night cut my craze short.

    


Surprise

    No one ever wants to be attacked in their sleep, but I’ve found it can be uniquely stimulating—especially when you share your brain with a dryad. The last time it happened, I awoke just in time to get punched in the face and fall onto a dance floor, so this time, when the call came, I was ready. Heh.

    Finn! Wake up! Spring yelled right into my mind while she simultaneously jabbed a metaphysical finger into my adrenals. I shot up straight out of bed and shouted. “I’m awake!” 

    I landed gracefully on my butt beside my bed, still half covered in bed sheets. I groggily poked my head up and looked wildly around the room to find the threat. The sliver of moon and the twinkling Ohio stars cast practically no illumination, but it was enough to highlight the dark figure escaping through my window. To my second sight, he was surrounded by almost no aura.

    I yelled, “Stop!” and put some force into the command. The intruder froze. I smiled in self-congratulations. I could really get used to these Jedi mind tricks that my Caduceus let me perform. 

    Still buzzing from the adrenal surge, I bounced around my bed and grabbed the stalker’s shoulders. His aura pulsed bright violet, he twisted in my grip, and a poorly seen fist flew at my face. I tried a Krav-Maga style elbow block-attack designed to stun my assailant while simultaneously protecting myself, but I mostly failed. His fist connected with the side of my head and rang my clock good. I fell back, pulling the ninja-wannabe backward into the room—on top of me. 

    Happily, he landed on my up-thrust elbow. His explosive exhale of air was followed by a gasp for breath. I grappled with the slim figure and was immediately distracted by some oh-so-interesting soft and squishy bits in my hands. He—was a she—and that discovery shorted my brain. In my defense, I was a horny 18-year-old boy, and my gonads frequently overpowered my higher cognitive functions. Anyway, her gender stunned me more than the blow to my head and stopped me long enough to allow the slender and very female attacker to spin in my grip and stab me in the chest with the knife I hadn’t seen in her hands.

    Let me tell you, that can really ruin your evening. There was little pain at first. I didn’t even realize that I had been stabbed when she tried to grab the Caduceus from the string looped around my neck. I grappled with her for possession momentarily before the lights to my room turned on and my dad yelled wordlessly in alarm.

    The light caught us both by surprise. Her eyes were all that was visible of her face behind her standard-issue black ninja-hoody-mask thing. They were wide, and the pupils were hugely dilated. The tableau held for a long split-second before she leaped off of me and was out the window with the flowing grace of a mongoose. As she went up and through, her bright violet aura now accented her slender legs and shapely derriere. That compelling, and oh-so-enticing, combination seemed very familiar. Unfortunately, I was distracted from the pursuit of that thought. 

    As I possessively clutched the Caduceus in my hand, the pain in my chest finally made it through the ultra-dense gray matter that composed most of my brain. The pain flared through me like white-hot fire. I looked down in shock to see the handle of the knife sticking horribly out of my chest.

    Freaking out and panicking, I had to get that knife out of me. I grabbed it and pulled it out just as my dad was yelling at me to leave it in place. 

    My dad tossed my double bed out of the way, so he could get to me. It crashed against my room’s door and slammed it shut.

    I looked up at my dad in shock and dropped the bloody knife. I then related the most important fact about the attack. “Dad! It was a girl!” I looked back down at the spreading blood and unnecessarily added, “She stabbed me!” 

    The pain in my chest doubled when I tried to inhale, and my brain ejected everything else. 

    I panicked and struggled to sit up, but my dad forced me back down.

    “Lie down Finn! Don’t move!”

    When I flopped back down, I exhaled and a fit of coughing exploded from me. Specs of blood spat out from my mouth onto my dad, myself, and my room. My cough got harder until I had no air left in my lungs. I raggedly tried to inhale again. Some air came in through my mouth, but the hole in my chest made a sound like the one you get when you are slurping the last of your milkshake through a straw—I still hate that sound.

    I started feeling light-headed as I tried to breathe. This time, not so much blood came out of my mouth, but I managed to blow blood bubbles through my well-ventilated chest. That is seriously disturbing.

    It seemed like no matter what I did, I couldn’t get enough air into my lungs and damn, it hurt! 

    My dad pressed his hand on my chest, causing more pain. He yelled to my mom. “Helen! Call 911, and then bring me some duct tape!”

    I really wanted my dad to stop pushing on the knife wound, but every time I tried to talk, I ended up trying to cough my lungs out, so I gave up and tried to concentrate on my dad’s voice.

    “Finn, you have a sucking chest wound, do you understand?”

    That sounded bad. Fear thrilled through me and my panic stepped it up a notch, but then it felt like someone poured a bucket of calm over my head, which then flowed through my entire body in a cool wave. The pain didn’t go away but became distant and less important. My constant struggle for breath didn’t go away, but my fear did.

    I relaxed and concentrated on breathing. My coughing stopped, and while I still felt short of breath, it didn’t really bother me anymore. 

    As I calmed down, my dad’s controlled panic became more obvious to me. I found I could now focus on what he was saying.

    “Stay with me, son. I’ve got you. You’re going to be okay. That’s it, just relax and breathe.”

    I nodded and tried to reassure him. I pushed the words out between my breaths. “Got it...dad... I’ll be...fine.”

    My dad gave me an odd look, and then my mom pounded on the other side of the bedroom door.

    She sounded frantic. “Jack! The door’s blocked! I can’t get in!”

    My dad grimaced and then met my gaze. “Finn, I’ve got to go let your mother in. When that happens, I’m going to have to let go of your wound. I need you to put your hand on your chest here, can you do that?”

    “Sure, Dad.”

    My dad took my hand and slid it under his. It was really painful, but I didn’t mind. In fact, I was feeling pretty good. I lifted my head, spit a gob of bloody phlegm at the floor and studied the intricate pattern it made on the hardwood while my dad jumped up and over to the bed. With one quick shove, he pushed it away from the door and let my mother in. She was followed by my little sister, Holly.

    As he did this, I sat up by sort of shimmying my back up against the wall and panting heavily. When my dad turned, he let me know what he thought of that. “Finn! What the hell are you doing? I told you to stay on your back!”

    I smiled and waved weakly at him with my free hand. “S’okay dad...I’m feeling better.”

    He didn’t believe me and forced me back down. Back on my back, he used my sheet to get as much of the blood as possible off me and then ran a strip of duct tape over the knife wound. He followed that with several more until I had a big duct tape bandage covering a third of my, fortunately hairless, chest.

    I thought to myself, Wow, that is really going to hurt when they pull that off. That struck me as funny, and I started to giggle. What the hell was wrong with me? Who laughed at a sucking chest wound?

    Spring answered that question. Finn! Stop laughing. I’m releasing endorphins to control your pain, but you are going to hurt yourself if you keep laughing and moving around. I’m trying to encourage healing and I don’t need you tearing it all up again. Your lungs are in bad shape. There is fluid in the left lung, and a pneumothorax is preventing it from fully inflating. 

    Spring, how do you know all these medical terms when I don’t even know them?

    I have to do something to while away the night—now that you won’t let me go dancing.

    Spring, the last time you took me dancing, I got smacked in the head, and several people ended up injured from the stampede I caused when I lost it!

    So, now we stay home all night while you sleep. Tell me, how’s that working out for you?

    Damn, you’re cranky late at night.

    That seemed even more funny, and I felt another laugh bubbling up, until I noticed my mom kneeling beside me, stroking my head. I had no idea how she got there, but she looked terrible. Her face was white with tension, and her eyes were full of fear and brimming with tears. Behind her, Holly was standing stricken with her hands over her mouth.

    I tried to lift my hand to pat my mom’s face, but my dad and Spring both growled at me. Instead I misquoted Monty Python to her, “It’s okay Mom, it’s just a flesh wound. I’m feeling much better now. I think I’ll go dancing.” I turned my attention to Holly. “Don’t worry, sis. Big bro’s gonna be fine. Spring’s got it all under control. She’s fixing me.” Aren’t you?

    Spring growled in my brain. I’m working on it. You can help by not talking so much.

    Okay! You don’t have to be such a grump.

     My dad looked seriously at me—thinking through what I had just said. While he did that, he was unconsciously licking the blood from his fingers.

    “Dad! That’s just gross.”

    When he realized what he was doing, he actually blushed and snatched his fingers out of his mouth. “Oh! Sorry Finn. Just a bad habit.”

    In my dad’s defense, I have to say that his condition was my fault.

    It was only a short time before the paramedics showed up, but it was plenty of time for me to think about my growing hunger. This always happened when Spring supercharged my body’s healing with power from the Caduceus.

    I knew they wouldn’t let me up, so I asked my mom. “Mom?”

    “Yes, sweetie?”

    “I’m starving. Can you make me a fried bologna sandwich?”

    It seemed like a good idea to me, but she obviously wasn’t expecting it. Her surprise was so comical that it almost started me giggling again.

    A spear of pain stabbed deep into my chest and all desire to laugh went away. I gasped.

    Now stay still!  Spring’s satisfaction with my immediate attention came through loud and clear. 

    When the paramedics showed up, they made approving noises over my father’s field dressing, and then they moved me carefully to the stretcher and took me down to the waiting ambulance. All the while, I kept up a steady stream of happy chatter which I don’t remember. They were pretty bemused by my good mood, but I had the time of my life looking at all the cool toys they had in the back. 

    By the time they brought me into the emergency room, the euphoria was wearing off, and I was starting to feel sorry for myself. Everything had been looking so good. How could it have gone south so bad? First there were two murders and then mysterious figures spirited Colette away in the night—and I’d only got to kiss her that one time!

    I missed her. Her kinky brown hair, dimples and ready smile. Her beautiful violet aura...

    And, she had just stabbed me… 

    That bitch! snarled Spring from where she sat somewhere inside me auditing my thoughts. She’s not a spy. She’s an assassin!

    I seriously doubt it, Spring...

    Oh yeah? You still think she didn’t kill Fergus McCormick?

    Well...

    Remember how we found her? 

    Of course I do! 

    She had been alone in the room with the gun that had killed him—her gun. Which probably meant that she was the one who had killed Pietro, too. After all, she did admit to me that she had a history with both of them. 

    I wondered if it also meant she didn’t actually like me.

    Gee Finn, ya think?

    Damn it, Spring, I really liked her! 

    I’d say your taste in women is pretty pathetic, she retorted.

    Oh yeah? Well I really liked you, too.

    Beginner’s luck.

    Damn it!

    


ER Musings

    Sitting in the ER waiting for the doc, I thought about the terrible tear Colette’s betrayal made in my heart, and I had a revelation. I realized that she’d become a key defense against the nastiness that I dealt with every day now. She’d become a symbol of life, and a refutation of the monsters I faced at Shady Oaks. This revelation took me deeper than I’d ever gone analyzing my attraction to her.

    That’s deep, Finn, teased Spring. You going to become a philosophy major now?

    Ha ha. You’re pretty funny for a tree.

    I lost some time while being transferred and checked out by the emergency room docs. Between my blood loss, endorphin hang-over, and distress over Colette, I don’t remember much till they left me in a little room defined by hanging white curtains. I could hear the hustle and bustle in the intensive care ward around me punctuated by moans of pain from some other suffering souls. Who’d have thought Newark, Ohio, would generate so much hospital activity at night? And really, who cared? My life sucked.

    Being stabbed makes me introspective. Where did I go wrong? How did I misjudge Colette so badly?

    Hormone crazed male brain? suggested Spring. Letting your little soldier lead the charge? General cluelessness? 

    Gee thanks, Spring, incredibly helpful.

    Its’ a gift.

    Things with Colette had been weird, but no weirder than my life that spring and summer. I mean, I was working with mentally disturbed patients, literally casting out evil spirits from the abyss. Kind of hard to top that for strange and disturbing. 

    Maybe she’s like Erik, she thinks you’re some demon-worshiping, baby-eater who needs killin’.

    Erik was the short, over-muscled, skinhead who’d nearly beaten me to death right before finals this year. He’d shot me, too, but that’s a long story, and he’s in prison now.

    Maybe, suggested my dryad, the crazed fairies and the carnivorous plants threw her over the edge?

    I considered it. No, she seemed more enthralled and amused by that than anything else. In fact, I’d found her easy acceptance, child-like wonder, and glee over the blood-thirsty little suckers endearing—even if I didn’t share the sentiment.

    Well, she obviously came for the Caduceus.

    I replayed our encounter in my brain. She did try and take it from me.

    Spring, it makes no sense! Why would she do it?

    It’s obvious! You told her everything about the Caduceus, and her treacherous little French heart decided she had to have it. You got in her way. Case closed. So, instead of worrying about why, lets worry about what. Like, what are going to do about her?

    I thought of all the time I’d spent with Colette. Her faith and morality. The way she looked at me. The way we laughed together. The attraction between us. No Spring, I’m certain I couldn’t be that wrong about her. I know she is not a cold-blooded killer. She couldn’t be. I know her at least that well.

     You only thought you did. Finn. The only other person you will ever really know is me.

    It was depressingly true. We’re all isolated on our own little island. The only thing we could do was wave to each other across the ocean which separated us.

    Wow Finn, that’s deep, too! Forget philosophy, you should write Hallmark cards. Spring’s wry amusement floating through my brain was infectious, but I didn’t want to be amused. I stuck to my sulk.

    Oh, go away.

    Good idea. You are on your own, Mr. Worry McWorrier. We are running on empty. Get them to bring you some food and water. I’m going to take a nap while you indulge in your male angst. She broke your heart, get over it. When we get out of here, we’ll find you a real woman, get you laid, reassert your manhood, and you can get started making babies.

    I barely registered her last few comments. I was stuck on the broken heart bit. Colette had missed my heart with her dagger, but she’d crushed it with her betrayal. 

     Why would she do it? As Spring’s presence faded away, I thought about how terribly isolated we all were. Most of the time, I took great comfort that people couldn’t read my mind. How many times have I wished someone maimed or dead, or worse, masturbated while thinking about some girl I knew? I’d die of embarrassment if I saw her after that and knew she knew what I was thinking. 

    I’m pretty sure that if people knew the full me, they’d despise me, ridicule me, and probably lock me up. Being a lone island worked for me—except for Spring. I treasured her company. I think she kept me sane.

    I couldn’t read Colette’s mind, but there must have been something I missed. I ran through everything that had happened between Colette and me, searching for what might have lead her to do something like this. 

    The duty nurse interrupted my thoughts as she stepped through the curtain to check my vitals. She did the paperwork thing, promised a speedy doctor, and bustled away. 

    Sitting in the emergency room, listening to the cries of the other sick and injured around me seemed oddly apropos to my mood. As I lay on the bed trying to catch my breath, I realized I only had myself to blame. If I hadn’t told Colette nearly everything, things might have turned out differently.

    My parents had arrived while I was brooding. I looked over to my mom sitting next to my dad. She looked terrible, which of course, made me feel guilty. I looked for something else to occupy my mind. I figured I’d text everyone about what was happening to me. Maybe they would have some ideas about what to do. My friend Jen and I had been keeping in touch since she moved away and, along with all my friends here, kept texting me with new ideas on uses for my new “superpowers.”

    “Hey, Mom? Did you happen to bring my iPhone?”

    “No, sweetie.”

    “Aw, poop.”

    “Sorry. It just didn’t occur to me to grab your phone when the doctors put your bloody body in the ambulance and drove away.”

    I gaped at her in surprise and started to laugh. That didn’t end well.

    The doctor came in a few minutes after I had stopped coughing, and the pain had subsided again. He was frowning at the clipboard he was carrying in his hand.

    My mom asked him, “What’s wrong, Dr. Scott? Did you find out why he can’t catch his breath?”

    The doctor played with his neatly trimmed, salt and pepper beard, and looked at the clipboard. He seemed far away when he answered my mom. “Well, Mrs. Morgenstern, I can see here what’s happening, but I couldn’t tell you how it got that way. I need to check Finn again.”

    He looked at me critically, pulled the sheet down, and then opened up the all too familiar flowered nightie to expose my bare chest. There were random bits of duct tape gunk still stuck in an outline of the field dressing my dad had put on.

    He examined the pink scar that had been left by the knife, then pulled out his stethoscope and used the ice-cold metal thing to listen to various areas around my chest.

    “Can you sit up for me for a minute, Finn?”

    “Sure.” I did as he asked and found that, though it wasn’t a great strain, it left me feeling breathless and a little nauseous. He repeated the listening shtick both front and back and then helped me back down and wrapped me back up.

    He frowned down at me.

    “What is it, doctor?” asked my dad.

    Dr. Scott shook his head and addressed his answer to me. “Young man, you come in here with the damnedest conditions. I’d never come across anything as baffling as your three day coma, and I figured I’d seen it all when you walked out of here, happy as you please, a day after you woke up. Well, you’ve gone and done it to me again.”

    “What?”

    “If your story is to be believed, you seem to have suffered a pneumothorax after receiving a stab wound to the chest an hour ago. Subsequently the stab wound completely healed over, leaving the pneumothorax behind.” 

    He searched my face for understanding, and when he didn’t find it, he added, “Son, your father’s dressing was a good try, but to properly dress a pneumothorax, you need to leave one of the sides open to allow the fluid to escape. This gives your lung room to re-inflate. In normal people, that doesn’t create the problem we have here—ever. But, your right lung remains collapsed inside your chest, and because of the fluid buildup pressing on the outside of your lung, it cannot re-inflate.”

    My dad jumped in. “So, what can we do?”

    “The only thing I can think of is to open up another hole in his chest, suture up the puncture in his lung, and suck out the liquid inside to give his lung the space it needs.”

    Way to go, Spring.

    Her indignation swept through me. Hey! I’m not a doctor; I’ve just seen them played on TV. Next time, fix it yourself! 

    I’m sorry, Spring. I know it’s not your fault. Thank you for healing me.

    She could feel my sincerity and wordlessly accepted my apology.

    “So you’re saying, you want to cut him open, explore inside a bit, re-inflate his lung, and then stitch him back up?” asked my dad.

    “Essentially, yes. We’ll put him under with a general anesthesia, so he won’t feel any discomfort. When he wakes up, he’ll be able to breathe again.”

    My blood froze at the thought of being put under general anesthesia. I had no idea if it would affect Spring or not, and if at least one of us wasn’t around to make sure Bertha’s cage remained intact... it could be very bad. I didn’t know what would happen, but if the shadow escaped, and jumped into the doctor, who was busy carving a small hole in my chest, it would quickly become a very big hole. No way. Wasn’t going to happen.

    “Uh, Doc. You can’t put me under.”

    “You really don’t need to worry about it, Finn. The risk is minimal, and it will be quick.”

    “No, I mean I can’t let you put me under. I’m, uh, I’m sure that the knife missed my lung.”

    Dr. Scott just crossed his arms and gave me the evil eye. 

    “Okay, so maybe it didn’t, but I have a... a medical condition and general anesthesia would probably kill me.”

    Unlike Spring, my mom and dad don’t live in my head, so even though I'd eventually broken down and told them about the shadow trapped in my mind, it took them a while to put two and two together. When they did, the results were gratifying.

    My mom said, “Finn is right, doctor. He has a terrible reaction to general anesthesia, and you can’t use it on him.”

    “Well Mrs. Morgenstern, there are many different types of general anesthesia, it’s highly unlikely that your son would have a reaction to them all.”

    “Perhaps, but we can’t take that chance. Can you do the surgery with a local?”

    The doc looked confused, irritated, and troubled. “We could administer a local anesthetic, but I think the results would—”

    “There will be no general anesthetic, Dr. Scott,” growled my dad. The doctor swallowed nervously, took the hint, and went off to consult with the anesthesiologist. 

    Over the last few months, my dad, because of his physical condition, had slimmed down tremendously, and now instead of round and friendly, he’d become angular and a little menacing. The difference was subtle, but palpable. I sometimes wondered if he were becoming someone else. He obviously noted the doctor’s reaction because he looked at me with a what-da-ya-know kind of surprise, and the dad I knew emerged in a warm and self-satisfied smile.

    My return smile was probably not much different than his, as I tipped my head to acknowledge his conquest of the well-meaning, but uninformed, doctor. I closed my eyes and tried to relax. 

    In short order, after a bit more wrangling and paperwork, they moved me to pre-op, making my parents stay behind. The anesthesiologist came in and tried to talk me out of the whole no general anesthetic thing, but I was adamant. In the end I had to use a bit of the force and sign waivers to get him to agree. 

    I was finding it increasingly easy to smooth out my life’s little bumps with small nudges of the hoodoo. At first it felt like cheating, but the more I used it, the more situations I found that seemed to call for it. I managed to put aside the whole morality of coercing people without their knowledge. It was just too damned handy.

    Given my history, continuing nightmares, and Wendigota’s squirming recognition of other shadows, if it hadn’t been for Dr. Anderson and his continuous pushing of my guilt buttons I might never have gotten so comfortable with the use, or perhaps abuse, of my hoodoo.

    


Recovery

    Throughout the procedure to stitch up my punctured lung and my time in post-op, I had plenty of time to consider both my summer and the many benefits of general anesthesia. Nothing good could be said about having someone cutting you open while you listened except that it was really nice to be able to breathe again. It seemed even better when I compared it to poor Mr. Johnson, who would never take another breath.

    “Finn?” 

    I turned my head and saw Jen walking toward me, followed by my parents and Holly. A rush of warmth filled me as I saw her familiar mocha with cream face with its fine features framed by her luminous long black hair. It had only been a few months, but I’d missed her. I’d known Jen since she was a little girl in pigtails. I’d always felt like her big brother. In the last few years she’d become a good friend. Losing her when she’d moved away on top of losing her brother Gregg had been really hard. 

    Now, seeing her focus on me and her curved athletic form started juices flowing that had no business doing so. I squirmed a bit inside. This was Gregg’s sister, after all. I felt like I’d be betraying his memory if I went there.

    Stuffing away any conflicting emotions, I broke into a big, genuine smile. “Jen! What are you doing here?” 

    Her eyes were huge as she walked up. “Are you okay?”

    I started to wave my hand at her, but the twinge of pain in my chest convinced me that it was a bad idea. I said, “Oh, you know. Attacked in my sleep, stabbed in the heart by a pretty girl. The usual stuff.”

    Her stricken look let me know that my humor may not have hit its intended mark.

    “I’m fine really. It’s just a flesh wound.” I was so glad to see her again I forgot to brood about the circumstances of my condition. We had so much to catch up on. 

    “Hey, big bro!” I felt two little hands grab my left hand. I turned to see Holly’s smiling face and my warmth at seeing Jen doubled. I’d never suspected that I could love someone as much as I did Holly. She was still rail thin, but her dirty blonde hair was combed and her starving waif days were past.

    “Hey, sis.” She liked to hear me call her that. She bloomed under the added acknowledgment that she was now part of a family. I turned back to Jen, carefully raised my free hand from the elbow, and offered it to her. She grabbed it with shining eyes, her full lips compressed with concern.

    I hated to see that. “Why are you crying? I’m okay.”

    “I was so worried. I thought you were going to die.”

    “You did?” I frowned at her. “Hey, why are you here?”

    “I had a dream that you were in trouble, that you were hurt bad. When you didn’t answer your phone or any text messages, I had to come.”

    Holly interjected, “Yeah, she stole her dad’s car and drove down here!”

    That fired up my battered adrenals again and drove her reasons for arriving out of my head. “What? Oh crap, Jen, your dad’s going to kill me!” A giant linebacker of a man, Mr. Washington, Jen’s dad, had held me personally responsible for Jen’s bout of insanity and Greg’s death. To be perfectly honest, I did too.

    An angry scowl replaced Jen’s sorrow. “He’s not going to do anything.”

    My mom, who’d been giving the girls some space but was still listening added, “We called and let him know that everything was okay. He’s okay with Jen being here for a little while.”

    The flood of relief washed away my anxiety and any energy I had. I was suddenly very tired.

    “Okay, good.” I tried to smile and reassure Jen. “It’s good to see you, Jen. I’m glad you came. It’s really nice having everyone here.” I blinked a few times. “I think I need to take a nap.”

    Not waiting for permission or recognition, I released my hold on consciousness and drifted off feeling safe and loved.

    ***

    When I awoke, in the all too familiar hospital room, the afternoon sunlight shone warmly through the window. I was alone with Jennifer. She was curled up in a tall-backed rocker with her feet tucked in tightly. She looked like she was sleeping. Her presence was a little fire to warm my soul. I smiled to myself, feeling lucky.

    My attention was quickly snagged by the white paper wrapping around two foot-long subs sitting on the roller tray beside the bed. My parents really knew me well. As usual, I was starved after Spring had done her healing thing. I reached out to grab the tray and pulled it over.

    “Finn?”

    “Hey, Jen. Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you up.”

    She gave me the standard white lie of someone who thought sleeping was bad. “I wasn’t sleeping. How do you feel?” She got up and walked to the side of my bed. Her hands fluttered as if she weren’t quite sure what to do with them.

    I smiled and raised my hand again. She relaxed and grabbed it. Her hands were much larger than Holly’s but they were still smaller than mine with slender, elegant fingers. Her grip was warm, tight, and comforting. Not for the first time, I noticed my little Jen was almost all growed up.

    Yep, them’s baby making hips, dude. Sick ‘em boy.

    Either I was getting better at controlling my reactions to Spring’s unwanted observations, or I was still drugged up. I barely felt any heat in my cheeks when I said, “Where is everybody?”

    “Getting lunch. I wasn’t hungry.”

    Dinner would be good about now, said Spring. My body agreed, but I wasn’t quite ready to give in to their demands.

    “Did you really steal your dad’s car and drive down here last night?”

    She arched her brow. “You got a problem with that?”

    I laughed and then cringed at the expected pain. It didn’t come.

    While you’ve been asleep, some of us have been working. You need to eat something.

    Yes, Spring, I hear and obey.

    I dropped Jen’s warm hand, grabbed the first sub in front of me, and tried to keep from drooling on my bunny nighties. A horrible thought came with the notice of my gown. I looked under the covers, and relaxed at the absence of unnatural tubes in unmentionable places.

    “Is it still there?”

    I looked up to see mirth in Jen’s brown eyes and blushed. “Uh no—I mean yes.” I scowled. “I mean shut up. The last two times I was in the hospital they catheterized me. I was afraid they’d done it again while I was asleep. They seem to take some unholy joy in doing it.”

    She laughed, and I buried my face and my embarrassment in my sandwich. It was heavenly. I savaged the sandwich in happy bliss and ignored Jen’s startled looks. When I finished it and its brother about thirty seconds later, I burped and sighed.

    In response to her raised eyebrow, I said, “Healing is hungry work you know.”

    She knew. “I just don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone polish off a sub that fast. Most people chew their food.”

    Except my dad, who swallowed his food whole and alive. I suppressed a shudder and gave her a sickly grin. “Chewing is for wimps.”

    “Why did you say she was pretty?”

    Grind, screech, ca-clunk. “Huh? What? Who?”

    “The woman who attacked you last night. You said she was pretty.”

    “I did?” 

    It was little miss French fry! 

    Oh yeah, I did say that. I hadn’t told anyone my suspicions. “Well...”

    “Who stabbed you, Finn?” The sudden steel in her voice took me by surprise. Sometimes it was hard to remember that the shy, tongue-tied little girl was long gone. She now packed a fiery, quick wit, fierce loyalty, and a command of cursing that would make a sailor swoon.

    “Well, I’m not sure if she did it.”

    She did, the backstabbing little bitch. Spring’s hurt was one of a little girl betrayed by a close friend. She’d really gotten to like Colette. Me too.

    Spring, please!

    “Who aren’t you sure of?” 

    I caved and filled Jen in on Colette, and her grab for the Caduceus.

    Jen narrowed her eyes. “If she’s after the Caduceus, we need to put that bitch down.”

    “I don’t know, Jen, none of this makes any sense to me.”

    “It’s simple, Finn. We need to find out why she’s going after the Caduceus. We need to discover how she knows about it and why she stabbed you for it.”

    I studied my hands uncomfortably and said in a small voice, “I kind of told her about it.”

    Timing is everything, and in my case, the universe never missed a beat. At the same time Jen looked at me incredulously and said, “What?”, Detective Victoria Hunter spoke from the entrance to my room.

    “You told who about what and why did she stab you for it?”

    As usual, when Detective Hunter entered the room, she dominated it. She was tall and sharp with pressed edges. She was also quite beautiful, with Amerind features, shiny blue-black hair, and lean greyhound curves.

    I stammered. “Uh... nothing.”

    Now I had two very different, but very attractive, women scowling at me—and I wasn’t wearing underwear. Life was so unfair.

    The detective looked over to Jen and turned her scowl into a smile. “Miss Washington, it’s good to see you up and about.”

    Jen smiled back. “Thank you, Detective Hunter.”

    “So what has our problem child here gotten himself into this time?”

    Jen smirked. “Got himself stabbed in the lung. He was just going to tell me why this girl stabbed him.”

    “This should be good.”

    Jen nodded in agreement. They both turned and looked at me with eyebrows raised identically.

    “Hey, no fair ganging up on me!” Jen crossed her arms and Detective Hunter followed suit.

    I crumbled under the pressure. If I’d had my underwear on, it would have been a different story, but nude, I couldn’t face down that kind of firepower. Besides, they both knew just about everything weird that was going on. Hunter and I tried to hunt down Erik together when he was turning into a giant snake and killing people. 

    Anyway, while tracking Erik, the detective and I had a very interesting moment, which I was eager to explore further, but not in a bunny nightie.

    Spring was amused. Yeah, it’s not like she terrifies you or anything.

    I tried to ignore Spring and patted my hair to try and tame the bed-head I knew I must be sporting. “I told Colette about my Caduceus, but after what happened on our Appalachian hike, I didn’t have a choice. I had to tell her something.”

    “What hike?” asked Hunter.

    “Colette, Jim, Dave and I took a hike on the Appalachian trail a bit over a week ago. It was kind of our last hurrah before Jim headed off to college.”

    “Can I assume this is the same Colette I met and we discussed earlier?” asked the detective.

    “Ah, yeah.” I studied my twiddling hands. I’d given my unconditional endorsement of Colette earlier, over a man’s dead body, and that didn’t say good things about my ability to read people.

    “What happened on the hike?”

    For some obscure reason, I felt guilty that I hadn’t told the detective about it sooner. It’s not like I reported to her or anything, but I knew she was as fascinated by all this hoodoo stuff as I was. Also, I’d promised I’d come to visit her grandfather to tell him about everything that was happening, but still hadn’t gotten around to it. Truth be told, I was a bit intimidated by him. He’d been my dad’s mentor and was the one who had given my dad the crystal that had so shaped my life. If he hadn’t done that, my birth mother might still be alive...

    “Finn, what happened on the hike?” asked Detective Hunter again.

    I tried to collect my whole squirming-puppy bucket of thoughts and sort though what had happened—and decide what I could tell them without completely embarrassing myself.

    I took a breath and told them what had happened, sort of.

     

     

     

     

     

    


You What?

    I concluded my carefully edited verbal summary of the trip. “After what she’d seen, the cat was out of the bag. Colette’s very intelligent and she didn’t buy Dave’s prevarications. She knew something was up. She didn’t confront me till we picked up the second car waiting at our planned endpoint. On the way back, while she and I drove one car and Dave and Jim drove the other, she used her feminine wiles get the whole story out of me.”

    Detective Hunter raised an eyebrow again. “Her feminine wiles?”

    Jen looked at her and said, “She asked.”

    “Hey!” I protested.

    “Am I wrong?”

    I just scowled as Jen leaned back in her chair with a superior smirk.

    Hunter furrowed her brows and asked me, “So, you think these pixies attacked you because of the Caduceus?

    “It fits what I was told.”

    “Told what by who?”

    “When I’d first gotten the bear totem, I had a dream.” I’d been sitting in Spring’s oak tree, after the beating I’d received from Erik and his gang. 

    “In my dream, I was a spirit warrior who, with three other warriors and a shaman, fought and killed Wendigota. In my dream my friends took the place of the warriors, and Jeff had taken the part of the Shaman. He warned me about Wendigota’s heart before the battle.

    “Jeff told me, ‘The Great Spirit has shown me Wendigota’s black heart. It is the source of his power and the path to many secrets that should be left forgotten. Any warrior who holds this heart will become as powerful as Wendigota, but you must not allow this to happen. You must bury it along with him. The power of the heart is a beacon whose shine draws many dark spirits. In their lust for power, they will attempt to take the heart or to possess the body of the one who holds it. There are darker powers than Wendigota which roam the world, and the heart cannot be allowed to fall into such hands.’

    “That dream came to me from the bear totem that Dave now wore, and when Wendigota seized me, it brought with it memories of that fight from its point of view.”

    Just thinking about it, I could feel it squirming around in its insubstantial prison. I continued, “After shaman-Jeff’s warning, I’d stayed as far away as possible from the skull holding the monster, but it wasn’t the Caduceus that had freed it from its prison. Jeff hadn’t told me that just breaking the skull was enough to set it free and my stalker-cum-assassin, Erik, had done it out of spite. Once freed, the spirit immediately possessed Erik. That’s when he went on his killing spree.”

    “That’s pretty frightening,” said Hunter even though she’d heard it from me before. “But, speaking of killing sprees, let’s get back to Colette. Why do you think she’s the one who stabbed you? In the report from the officers at the scene last night, you didn’t mention it. In fact, you said your attacker wore a... I think the technical term you used was ‘Ninja-mask-hoodie-thingy.’”

    “Hey, I don’t know what they’re called. But, even though she had one of those on, I recognized her aura.”

    “People’s auras are that distinct?”

    I nodded. “They’re all different colors. Hers is a bright violet color.”

    The detective looked intrigued. “What color is mine?”

    I’d Looked at her before, but just thinking about it pulled up my sight. Like most, her aura was beautiful. I took a moment to also appreciate her more physical beauty before I responded. “I’d call it emerald green.” She looked pleased.

    “How about mine?” asked Jen.

    I Looked at Jen as well. “Yours is intense, deep, sky blue.” I’d told her before, but she must have forgotten.

    Or she wants you to look at her like you looked at Hunter. We could do a threesome.

    As usual, no one around me had any idea why I seemingly blushed at random intervals. 

    Detective Victoria talked over my distraction, “It’s hard to believe they’re that distinct. There are a lot more people than colors, Finn.”

    I nodded her point. “Yeah, some of them are really close.”

    “So how can you be sure it was Colette?”

    “She… uh...” I thought of her moonlit heart-shaped butt sliding through the window and blushed. “She had... the same build and eye color as Colette, too.”

    The detective cocked her head, detecting my pause, no doubt, but she let it slide. “Is there any other reason you can think of that might tell us why she would stab you to get your stick?”

    I was hugely grateful that Dave wasn’t around for that straight line.

    “I don’t know why she did it, but now I think she might have killed two other people as well.”

    “I assume you mean Mr. McCormick and Mr. Portatori?” 

    “How did you...? Oh yeah, never mind.” I squirmed under Detective Hunter’s sharp gaze. Both men had been shot recently by someone who knew what they were doing. She’d been on the scene with me after I’d reported McCormick’s murder, and as for Portatori, murders were pretty rare here, but assassinations were even more so.

    Hunter’s voice matched her look when she said in a low and dangerous voice, “And you didn’t tell us this conclusion before because...?”

    I waved my hands in panic. “I didn’t know! Honest! She said Portatori was her ex.”

    “And you didn’t think we might want to talk to her when he was found shot dead?”

    “No. It’s not like that. Arrrghh.” I ran my hands down my face. “Look, a lot of stuff’s been happening. I had just started pulling the shadows off people again. After Mr. Johnson died, I was—”

    “I thought you said she only killed two people...”

    “No, he died of pneumonia, but it was probably the shadow riding him that made him too weak to fight it. I was determined never to let something like that happen again—not if I was in a position to help. So, Colette wasn’t the only thing on my mind. Touching those shadows is freaky and disturbing. It was hard to think of anything else when I started removing them again. The first person I helped was Janice...”

    When I finished my story about Janice, the women sat there and thought about it. Finally, the detective shook her head. “Okay, I get it, you were doing some pretty crazy things. Now, tell me what happened with Colette and Portatori.”

    “Okay, well, as it works out, that was right after my session with Janice...”

    


Excuses

    I finished my (again edited for content) story with, “I didn’t think anything else about it. I mean it was strange, but not that strange.”

    Detective Hunter’s sharp eyebrows could be used as lethal weapons. “You didn’t think it was strange that a woman did a flying tackle of a grown man in the middle of the street?”

    “Look, it was on the sidewalk, and I didn’t have any idea what she had gone through with this guy. I had no clue if he deserved it or not. And besides, she’s French.”

    Jen rolled her eyes in (I felt) over-dramatic exasperation. “Really, Finn? Are you saying you expect to go to France and see French babes tackling guys around the city?

    I scowled. “No, I’m saying I don’t claim to be an expert on foreign standards of behavior!” 

    “Okay Finn, calm down,” said Hunter. “If she could wipe the sidewalk with this guy, why do you think she killed him?”

    I squinched my face and put my hand on my forehead. I really didn’t want to admit to this next part. Having scorn heaped upon you in a hospital room when you have no underwear should be considered cruel and unusual punishment. There should be a constitutional amendment against it. As soon as I was out of here, I was—.

    “Finn? Are you okay?” I dropped my hand, opened my eyes and took in Jen’s concerned face. That helped.

    I took a deep breath. “I’m fine. But listen, I already know I’m a world-class idiot, okay? You guys don’t have to point it out any more.”

    They both smiled. 

    I said, “I’m serious. If I go on, you have to promise you won’t laugh at me or call me names or anything, okay?”

    Spring said, Hey, I’m not going to make any promises like that. I told you that girl was no good.

    You did not! You loved her.

    That’s just because she took us dancing.

    Jen said, “Okay, I apologize, Finn. Cross my heart, I’ll be good.”

    Hunter nodded agreement. 

    I didn’t believe either of them for a minute, but I felt a little better. 

    “Right,” said the detective. “Go on, Finn. When did you meet Mr. McCormick?”

    “Right. Well, okay...” As, I tried to collect my thoughts, Hunter’s impatience became more than obvious. “I’m getting to it! I just have to think about what happened.”

    I brightened with a memory.

    “You asked me why I didn’t think about Colette being involved in Pietro’s death sooner. Well, in my defense, I thought Pietro was killed while we were out of town. It was a while before I learned that he’d actually been killed before we left. Also, she looked so stunned when she was told about his death that I was sure she couldn’t be faking.”

    “Perhaps you need to work on your lie-detection skills, Finn,” said Jen.

    “Jen...”

    “Okay, I’m sorry, tell us about Mr. McCormick.”

    “Well, it was after Colette and I had gone dancing.”

    Jen looked shocked. “You went dancing?”

    


Tell Us About Your Date

    Jen looked a bit wistful when she asked, “Did you go to Trax?” I was surprised she even knew about it, but on reflection, I realized that even though she was six months younger than me, she was a lot more worldly.

    “No, you couldn’t get me into that place at gunpoint.”

    “Why not? I heard it was awesome!” 

    Crap, I so didn’t want to tell her about it.

    Detective Hunter’s mobile lips broke into an evil grin and she said, “Bad memories, I would think. He got into a fight with a guy who was jealous about Finn dancing with his boyfriend. I had to pick him up and take him home.”

    “You were dancing with a guy?” I could see the wheels turning behind Jen’s surprised eyes.

    “I’m not gay!” 

    “I didn’t say you were.” Jen pulled back, eyes growing even larger. Detective Hunter barked a laugh at my response. Spring echoed her in my head. This was so unfair!

    Hunter eye’s danced as she said, “It was his experimental phase. He’s over it now.”

    “I am not! I mean I never was. You promised you wouldn’t laugh!”

    “You’re right. I’m sorry, Finn.” She cleared her throat, put on a serious attentive look and said, “Mr. Morgenstern, please continue.”

    Jen smiled at me. “Yes Mr. Morgenstern, do go on.” My glare was obviously less than intimidating, but they remained silent and I told them about how the man followed us. 

    “Once we got to Colette’s hotel...” I remembered our cover story. “We went up to her room and found McCormick’s body on the floor.”

    Hunter’s eyes narrowed, “Wait a minute, if you were with her the entire time, why did you tell me she killed McCormick?”

    Oh crap.

    Grab the tray, hit her over the head and run! said Spring.

    Spring please!

    “...I did?”

    “Yes, you did.”

    You really suck at lying, dude.

    Hunter squeezed her eyes shut and grimaced. Spring was right, I might as well have a nose that grew when I lied.

    “Finn, when was she out of your sight and for how long?”

    I said in a small voice, “She went up to her room alone. When she didn’t come right back, I went to find her.”

    “And when you found her?”

    I really didn’t want to say it, but I did, “She was in the room alone with McCormick and had her gun in her hand.”

    “Is there anything else I need to know about, Finn?”

    Just that you took the security video equipment.

    “No.”

    “You don’t seem sure about that. Finn, did you leave anything else out?”

    I looked up at the scowling, frightening face of Detective Hunter.

    “No, honest!”

    “If I find out you are lying to me...”

    “That’s it, I swear! You know everything else.”

    Jen sat up and said, “Wait, I don’t know what else happened!”

    Hunter nodded curtly at my silent question. 

    “After we’d been interviewed a couple of times, Detective Hunter asked Colette to come down to the station with her. It seems there were some ‘irregularities’ in her visa.”

    “Well, what story did you tell the police?” asked Jen.

    I shrugged to the detective apologetically. 

    “Except for altering the fact that we went in separately, we told them the truth.”

    “Not quite,” said Hunter with a glare. “You also ‘forgot’ to mention anything to do with Pietro. Finn, I hope you realize how much trouble you’re in.”

    I swallowed back the bile attempting to rise up my throat. “How much?”

    “A lot. Lying to the police on a murder investigation is a serious offense. There will probably be some jail time involved, and it will go on your permanent record.”

    I gulped. “Doesn’t it count that I’m telling you now?”

    “It depends on the judge.”

    That’s it, we have to escape. We can go to Canada and use our hoodoo to get a fake ID. They’ll never find us.

    We can’t run from this, Spring!

    Sure, we can. Especially if the alternative is rotting in a jail cell for the rest of our lives.

    I swallowed and asked, “I don’t suppose there’s some way we can maybe sweep this under the rug?”

    Yeah! We lied for her last time.

    She shook her head at me. “I don’t see how. This is critical information. I can’t ignore this, Finn,” said Hunter.

    I looked away from the anger on Detective Hunter’s face and glanced at Jen for a little support. If anything, her glare was hotter than Hunter’s. I cringed a bit, and that set her off.

    “Finn, how could you be such an idiot? Couldn’t you tell that she was just playing you? Her whole story’s ridiculous. I bet she came here just to steal the Caduceus.”

    “Jen, you don’t understand! Even now, I can’t believe she was lying the whole time. Nobody can fake being that scared and, uh, other things so well.”

    “Are you really that stupid around women? Finn, she broke into your house and stabbed you!”

    “No, I don’t think...”

    “She’s right, Finn,” said Hunter. “It looks like this woman played you for all you were worth. It’s just sheer dumb luck that you aren’t dead.”

    Jen shared her contemptuous glare with the detective. “If she was in custody, how did she escape?”

    Hunter shook her head, “She didn’t, she was taken off our hands by Homeland Security a few days ago.” She scowled ferociously. “If we had known she was a suspect in two murders, we could have kept her, and none of this would have happened.”

    “How’d she get away from Homeland Security?” asked Jen.

    Victoria’s mouth set even harder. I could see the muscles working her jaw as they tried to crush her teeth. “I intend to find out. Meanwhile Finn, I’m going to leave a guard on your door here till the doctor gives you a clean bill of health, and then I’m going to have to move you to the jail.”

    “Oh, come on! You know me. I’m not going to run.”

    That’s right, make her feel guilty—enough to let you go home—then we can run.

    “I’m more worried about your psychopathic girlfriend trying to kill you and take your stick again.”

    “Oh.”

    “Finn, is there anything else you’re not telling me?”

    I felt like a deer caught in the headlights of an onrushing semi. It took all my will power to just shake my head and stop myself from spilling everything.

    “Okay, if you think of anything, you will tell me, right?”

    I nodded. Detective Hunter turned and left. Unfortunately, Jen wasn’t done with me yet.

    “I just can’t believe you were this dumb, Finn. You’re one of the smartest guys I know.”

    I started to get angry. “Look, I admit it. I screwed up. You don’t have to keep beating me over the head with it, okay? I made a mistake!”

    She leaned back and her face slowly softened. I just plopped back in my bed, happy to have the silence. I found I could more effectively berate and kick myself when someone else wasn’t busy doing it, too. She was right, how could I be such an idiot? Even now, I couldn’t fully accept that I hadn’t made some sort of connection with Colette and that something else wasn’t going on.

    She’s right, Finn. You’re completely hopeless around women.

    Gee thanks, Spring.

    I’m just saying...

    “I can find her,” said Jen with a soft voice.

    That interrupted my self-pity party with Spring. “What?”

    “I can find her, you know.”

    “What? How?”

    “You know how you left some bits of Il Saia in me?”

    “Only because your dad hit me in the face before I was completely finished.”

    “Well, it was a good thing he did, because I’ve been making sense of some of the knowledge about hoodoo she left behind. How do you think I knew to find you at the hospital?”

    “I just assumed that you’d called my parents at home or something.”

    “They were both here, and you weren’t answering your phone.”

    “Oh. So, how did you know to come here?”

    “A lot of things I remember from Il Saia don’t seem to work, or are not useful, but some of it, like tracking and remote seeing, does work. I can track people if I have something of theirs.”

    “Really? What do you have of mine?”

    “The crystal Il Saia used to reverse the effects of the dreamstone.”

    “Oh, that’s cool.” I’d forgotten completely about it while dealing with the aftermath of everything earlier this summer, some of which I’ve mentioned. It’s a long, complicated story, but I can summarize what happened with Jen pretty simply. She was possessed by the mind of an ancient priestess of hoodoo, Il Saia, which had been transferred to a crystal a long time ago when her people had lost a terrible battle against an ancient enemy. That same priestess, while she was possessing Jen’s body, helped me restore Jen’s mind, even though it erased the priestess from existence once again. She left a lot unsaid and unknown. We didn’t know where or when Il Saia came from, only that there was some weird, powerful hoodoo in the world she came from, and the earth was threatened with invasion by the ancient enemy who released the shadows on the world to destroy all life. Il Saia and her people had done something to neutralize the threat of the shadows, but destroyed their own civilization in the process. Over the last few months of baseless conjecture and head pounding, we’d come to believe that she had somehow banished the hoodoo from our world. My friends and I had debated it endlessly, but we just didn’t know enough. The only thing we did know is that there was some hoodoo left in the world, and I carried a big chunk of it around my neck in the form of a twisted black piece of driftwood—wood from the Tree of Life before it was destroyed. 

    “If we can get hold of something of hers, I think I can find her,” said Jen.

    “That won’t be a problem,” I said. I threw off the covers and hopped out of bed. “Come on, let’s go.”

    “What? You just got stabbed!”

    “And I feel fine.” I grabbed my clothes from their little cubby and motioned for Jen to look at the wall. I turned away from her for good measure. I pulled on my pants and turned around while I was putting my shirt on. When my head popped out, I met Jen’s appreciative gaze. She was grinning at me.

    “Hey, no fair peeking!”

    “Boy, you are looking mighty fine these days, no wonder this Colette wench wanted to waggle her thang for you.”

    I blushed and finished pulling my shirt down. “Ha, ha, very funny.”

    “Finn, your twelve pack is turning into a six pack.”

    “Well, Spring and I have been working out a lot.”

    “She’s good for you.”

    I smiled ruefully. “That’s what she keeps telling me.”

    It’s about time you recognized that.

    You know I love you, babe.

    Damn straight.

    “Are you ready to go?” I asked. “We’ve got to get out of here before my parents get back.”

    “What are you going to do about the patrolman standing, I mean sitting, guard out there.”

    “Watch and learn young Padawan. The force has power over weak minds.” I said a little prayer that my guard wasn’t strong willed or something, like the guy in the hotel the other night. 

    Turns out he wasn’t. Through a crack in the door, I could see he was busy nodding off. 

    Just give him a little nudge and we can walk out of here.

    No, Spring, I don’t want anyone else getting grief because of me.

    I searched the room for a pen and paper and then wrote a note, folded it up and opened the door. “Hey, officer.”

    He jerked up and looked at me. “I’m sorry sir, but you can’t leave your room.”

    I nodded and said, “I know.” I put some hoodoo into it. “Can you give this note to Detective Hunter for me?”

    “Sure.”

    I handed him the note. “Please don’t read it, it’s personal.”

    “No problem.”

    I motioned for Jen to come out and told the guard, “You are wide awake and no one has left this room since Detective Hunter. Do you understand?”

    He nodded, “Yes sir.”

    “Okay, this young lady and I are just going to walk down the hall. You’ve never seen us before. We just paused to ask you the time.”

    He looked at his watch. “It’s two thirty-seven.”

    “Thanks officer!” said Jen, and we walked away. Despite the fatigue that hit me after using my Jedi mind tricks, I felt pretty good. I looked at Jen with a smirk and waggled my eyebrows.

    “Show off. I could do that too, if I had the Caduceus.”

    “In your dreams.”

    She stuck her startlingly pink tongue out at me and we headed out a back entrance.

    “What did you write on the note?”

    “I said, ‘I used the Caduceus to compel this fine officer to do as I asked, please do not take it out on him. No one else would have done any better.’ “

    “She’s going to blow a gasket, Finn.”

    “I know.” I really didn’t want contemplate how horrible it would be. My guts gurgled and threatened mutiny. It could have been from my lunch, but I seriously doubted it.

    


Chasing Colette

    Several hours later, three of us sat in Jen’s car going through Colette’s suitcase, which we had liberated from my father’s car. According to Jen, she needed something that had a good magical connection to Colette. (We agreed not to use the word ‘magic’, but ‘hoodoodical’ sounds silly.) Apparently, at least some hoodoo operated the way people have assumed for generations. The magical “Law of Contagion” states that, once connected in some way, objects maintained that connection even after they were separated. There are others, like the “Law of Similarity,” which states that similar objects are similarly connected. The more they are alike, the stronger the connection. It reflects the way our brains work. I guess it made sense. If we evolved in a magical environment, it would change the way we thought.

    Jen was squinting at Colette’s hairbrush. “Either she is the cleanest person in the world, or she never brushes her hair.”

    “Can I see?” I asked.

    “Sure.” She tossed me the brush, and I examined it. There was not a single hair to be found.

    I frowned at the brush and tossed it back to Jen. “Well, if she knows about hoodoo too, maybe she makes sure not to leave any hair lying about.”

    Dave’s head rested on the middle of the front seat as he watched the proceedings from the back with interest. “I think your best bet is a pair of her underwear. It holds and protects her most private parts, and that soft silky fabric must feel really good against her warm, supple—” 

    “I’m not touching her underwear, you perv.” Jen scowled and continued her search. 

    Dave treated us to a sly half-grin. “Well, why don’t you send it back here, and I’ll see if I can get some sort of connection with it.”

    “Ewwww. you’re just being gross.”

    “Dave,” I said. “You’re here as muscle, leave the thinking to us. Just lie back and go to sleep.”

    “Yes, my master.” He didn’t move.

    Jen held up Colette’s toothbrush. “It’s not very good, but I think this is the best we are going to do. Dave, give me your bear.”

    “What? No!”

    She rolled her eyes. “I’ll give it back to you, you baby. It’ll give our connection here a boost.”

    “Nope, no way, not gonna happen.”

    I understood how he felt. Like the Caduceus, the animal totems were kind of addictive. It gave me a new sympathy for Gollum.

    “Okay Finn, park the shadow on Dave for a bit and let me use the Caduceus.”

    Dave did move for that one. He scooted back into the back seat. “Hey, that’s not fair!”

    I grinned at Dave. “Don’t worry Dave, without the Caduceus, it can’t force you to eat anyone, and when I pull it off, it’ll only take a little bit of your soul.”

    “Okay, okay. Sheesh.” He handed the red pipestone bear whistle to Jen with a scowl. “You guys suck.”

    “Oooh, I like this.” Jen grinned and wiggled in an interesting way. “It’s all tingly and stuff.”

    “That’s from all the manhood it’s been soaking up from me,” said Dave. “Just think of it as me intimately caressing your warm and supple—”

    “Shut up, blondie.” 

    Apparently satisfied that his honor had been upheld, Dave refrained from further comment.

    Jen held the toothbrush in her hand and closed her eyes.

    We watched her intently. I enjoyed the excuse to examine her fine, even features and full lips. She had a sexy little pout of concentration going that I found quite engaging. There wasn’t a blemish on her skin.

    Dave asked, “How’s it going Jen? Getting anything yet?”

    She opened up one eye and glared at Dave with it. “It’d be going better if you’d be quiet.”

    Dave scowled, reached over the seat and grabbed the bag. He muttered to himself. “I still think underwear would be better.” He started removing everything from the bag.

    I was torn between watching Jen or watching Dave, but Jen won out.

    “I got it!” said Dave in triumph. He laughed. Jen, you are going to love this!”

    I looked back at him and couldn’t see what he had pinched between his fingers.

    “What is it?” I asked.

    His face reflected nothing but glee as he brought his hand forward till both Jen and I could finally see that he was holding a short and very curly brown hair—much curlier than the hair on her head.

    “Eeeww, gross, Dave,” said Jen. “I’m not touching that.”

    He waved it under her nose. “Come on Jen, it’s just a hair.”

    Jen backed away. “We don’t even know if it’s hers.”

    “Who else’s would it be?” He shoved the hair at my face. “That’s her hair-color below the belt, isn’t it, Finn?”

    I backed away from it as well. “Um, well, maybe.”

    “Forget it blondie, stuff it up your nose, or eat it if you’re so fond of it, but I’m gonna use the toothbrush.”

    Of course, after another ten minutes of trying get some sort of connection from the toothbrush, Jen scowled back at Dave and put out her hand. “Okay, hand it over, you perv.”

    Dave’s laughter was seriously contagious, but I did my damnedest not crack a smile.

    She glared at me as she took the hair. “You too, penis breath!” I guess my straight face wasn’t very good.

    After an hour of driving, following Jen’s directions, and ignoring my cell phone while trying to find the road that went where Jen’s psychic GPS pointed, we ended up north of town sitting at a wide gravel path leading into the woods off of Horns Hill Road. 

    I drove a little bit farther and pulled off onto the berm.

    I looked at my two friends. “Okay boy and girl, this is it.”

    “Right, give me back my bear, Brunhilda.”

    “But, we haven’t found her yet,” she said.

    “If I’m getting out of this car to hunt down a crazy French pastry with a thing for knives and guns, I’m going armed with Bear,” said Dave.

    When I backed Dave, Jen handed the totem over. She sat back in her seat and exhaled. “I feel like the sun just went behind a cloud.”

    I nodded. “Yep, that’s a good way to put it.”

    We crossed over the bit of open field along the side of the road till we hit the woods.

    I’d been thinking about the best way to approach our sneakery. “I think we should stay away from the drive and stick to the woods.”

    Dave eyed the exuberant tangle of underbrush on the edge of the tree line dubiously. “If you say so, boss.”

    “Don’t worry, it’ll clear out when we get in a little way.”

    After about a half hour of fighting our way noisily through the woods, we surrendered and walked back to and along the edge of the long drive. I’d taken lead, followed by Dave and then Jen, who was the least bulletproof of the three of us. I’d only taken a shot to the arm once from a small caliber gun, but Dave had been shot on two separate occasions. The last time it had been Detective Hunter, who’d hit him five times with a considerably larger caliber weapon than Erik’s handgun. I’d been there to help heal him both times, but it still made him a little cocky. Me, I was a bit more scared. I figured a shot to the head and that would be all she wrote. Besides, it hurt like hell, and I didn’t want to have to compel a doctor to remove the bullets without alerting the police again. I still felt bad about doing it the one time.

    “I think you need to learn how to cast invisibility, Finn,” said Dave. “That would make sneaking a whole lot easier. And think of the fun you could have in the girl’s locker room.”

    “You’re such a pig,” muttered Jen.

    I could practically feel Dave’s grin radiating mirth at my back.

    “Dave, there is no way you could do invisibility, you’d have to—”

    “One more step and I’ll blow your head off!”

    I squeaked in fright at the unexpected command barked from only three feet away in the trees, and I nearly fell over trying not to take another step. I saw the rifle pointed at my head and raised my hands halfway into the air.

    


Finding Colette

    “Don’t move, blondie!” the man behind the gun barked to Dave without taking his eyes off of me. Hearing him use Jen’s nickname for Dave would have been hilarious if it weren’t for the gun. 

    Silence descended, and I focused past the gun to the gunner. He was an unassuming, stocky man dressed like a farm hand in jean overalls. I gathered my strength and pushed. “Um, sorry sir, but there is no need for that, we’re—”

    Blam!

    Pain shot through my leg, which promptly gave out. I hit the ground in agony and saw blood pouring out from my brand new leg hole.

    “On the ground blondie, or you’re next. You too, little girl.”

    Spring!

    I’m working on it Finn. It looks like he grazed your femur, but didn’t sever your femoral artery. I’d suggest you don’t piss him off any more.

    I wish you’d put that idea forward a little earlier.

    How was I supposed to know he could sense your mental mojo?

    I clenched my teeth, tried to relax into the pain, and get it a little bit under control.

    The man, who from my new perspective looked a lot larger and meaner, stepped up to me and pointed the barrel of his gun right at my nose. “Try anything like that again, and I will shoot you in the head. Do you understand me, pretty boy?”

    I nodded as submissively as I knew how. Pretty boy? Trigger-happy and insane—a bad combination. 

    “Alright,” I said. “You don’t need to shoot anybody else.” I looked at Dave and Jen, who were both face-down on the ground. Dave’s arm was tucked under his chest, and he was looking at me. It would only take him about thirty seconds to play the pipe and change. Unfortunately, it would only take our farm-boy here about two seconds to pop us all. I shook my head at Dave.

    “None of that!” Farm-boy smacked me hard in the head with the butt of his rifle. Since both my hands were clenched around my wound, I fell over on my side and belatedly tried to protect my head with my arm. I struggled to shake off the pain and the dizziness while Spring yelled at me to stop getting hit.

    A new voice shouted out, “Brian! You idiot! I told you not to hurt him!” I looked down the gravel drive to see Colette trotting around a bend a hundred feet away. She was dressed in a white shirt tied off above her waist and short shorts. Both of these showed off the smooth tan skin of her stomach and legs in a manner that helped distract me from the pain. Some day something would happen to me that would trump my obsession with pretty women’s bodies, but this wasn’t it.

    Without taking his eyes off of us, Brian snapped back at her, “I had to do something, he was trying to coerce me! You wouldn’t believe how strong he is!”

    Colette increased her pace, and her eyes grew bigger. “You shot him?”

    “I told you, he...”

    “Shut up, cochon!” Colette ran up to me and dropped by my side. She grimaced with concern and addressed me in a much gentler voice. “Put your leg down, Finn, let me check it.”

    I shook my head and immediately regretted it. I fell onto my back and put my hand to the side of my head. I quickly discovered that hadn’t been a good idea either. I bit down a yelp and snatched my hand away.

    I tried to focus on Colette’s light touch as she examined my leg. She was incredibly gentle.

    “The bullet, she has gone completely through the leg. Your bleeding has already slowed down.”

    There was only one thing I had to say to Colette, and I couldn’t keep the hurt from my voice. “Why did you stab me?”

    She pursed her lips as she tore off her light cotton summer shirt. It left her wearing nothing but a lacy bra. That helped take my mind off the pain as she wrapped it around my leg. She glanced at me, then continued her impromptu bandaging. “I am sorry, Finn. Brian is an idiot, but he is correct. The power of your coercion is terrible. It took all my strength to break free, and when you grabbed me, I panicked.”

    “But why—”

    Dave interrupted me with his yell. “Damn it Jen, not so tight! That hurts!”

    I looked over to see Jen crouching over Dave. Both his arms were behind his back and secured there with a zip tie. 

    Jen snapped at him. “He told me to make sure they were tight or he would shoot you. Would you rather be dead?”

    Dave’s response was cut short by farm-boy Brian. “Okay girly, shut up and lay down next to blondie.”

    Jen glared at him, but did as he said. As soon as she was down, Brian closed the ten feet he’d left between himself and my friends.

    “Leave her alone!” I yelled. I pushed myself up on my elbows.

    Brian didn’t even glance at me, but Colette said, “He will not hurt her. But, we cannot allow her to cause more mischief. Your friends will be tied up, but no more. I promise they will not be hurt.”

    “But why—?” My question was again cut short when I heard the crack of a rifle and simultaneously a large fountain of blood sprang from the back of Brian’s head, and he went down hard. Over me, Colette dove away, but another shot rang out, blood splashed from her chest, and she landed face down in a heap on the ground.

    I screamed, “Colette!” I scrambled on hands and knees to help her while my back itched in anticipation of the next bullet.

    Finn, run away!

    No, I wouldn’t get very far on this leg, and I have to help her.

    She tried to kill you, you idiot!

    She didn’t mean it.

    What!?

    I got to Colette, who was still awake and weakly trying to crawl away. I put my hands over the wound on her chest. “Lie still, Colette!” My panic gave my command power and she stopped moving.

    What about Dave and Jen?

    Oh, shit! I whirled my head around and saw Dave still face down on the ground, trying to inch off the trail, but Jen was nowhere to be seen. No more shots seemed to be forthcoming, so I turned my attention back to Colette’s still, bloody form beneath me. I dove in with my sight to assess the damage. It was a mess.

    


The Mad Scientist’s Lair

    Finn! Wake up!

    Spring’s panicked cry woke me from one nightmare and dumped me into another. I sat up with a start, a shout, and a blinding headache. It was difficult to think through the pain, and it took me a moment to see past the monstrous remnants of my dream to the reality around me. It took another moment for what I was seeing to click into place. I was in a metal cage. It was about eight feet square with finger-sized steel bars spaced every few inches. The bottom of the cage was covered in a layer of rank straw. The cage sat in a white room with white tile flooring, stainless steel tables, and whitewashed cinder-block walls. The back side of the cage was part of the room’s wall. The room, which seemed to be some sort of lab, was mercilessly lit by long bare fluorescent lights hung from an acoustic tile ceiling. To my left sat another cage, which contained a large mountain of black fur. It looked like someone had piled a big black carpet in the cage’s far corner.

    That was as far as my inspection got before the horror from my dream squirmed deep within me. The creature, which had been pounding on my bedroom closet door in my dream, was still here, and it was trying to escape from its prison in my mind. I immediately looked to the golden cage buried there. It was unraveling, and pseudopods of darkness were pushing through growing gaps and licking hungrily against my mind. I panicked and pulled on the Caduceus to shore up the disintegrating structure only to find nothing there. My Caduceus was gone. Its familiar and comforting beat was absent, leaving my brain filled with silence.

    Spring! She didn’t answer my call. She wasn’t there. My panic on top of the pain throbbing in my brain made it nearly impossible to think coherently. I looked around, grasping for anything that might help me. There were other, empty, cages around the perimeter of the room and a few plastic bins but nothing that would help me. I threw my own strength into the glowing cage within my mind but my reserves were severely depleted. It would not be long before the cage failed, and I had to deal with Wendigota again. I couldn’t allow that to happen.

    I found Colette lying behind me wearing a long white lab coat. It lay open, exposing the bloody bandages wrapped around her torso. I scrambled to her side, brought up my Sight, and checked her health. 

    After a moment, I convinced myself that she was unconscious or asleep, but not dying. I pulled myself back. A weird shock ran through me when I realized she had no other clothes on. Her shaved nakedness demanded my attention, and it made me feel like a complete looser. Sheesh, maybe I needed psychiatric help. I wrapped the loose coat more tightly around her. 

    I told Spring,Why would they strip her naked? Those bastards, whoever they are, will pay for this. Then I remembered she wasn’t there. I was so going to kick someone’s ass when I got out of here.

    I sat back and tried to breathe against my anger and the pain in my head. I found myself staring at the mound of carpeting in the other cage again. It opened up brown eyes and looked back at me. My perception lurched, and I was looking at a large mountain gorilla. Its fur was dull and unkempt. It sat passively in the far corner of its cage watching me without any indication of curiosity or interest.

    My grasp on my shadowy prisoner kept slipping. It wouldn’t be long before it broke free. I had to move it somewhere. Somewhere it couldn’t do much damage. I looked back to Colette and discarded that idea. I wouldn’t wish this monster on anybody.

    That left me with one choice, and I had no time to consider it. Working against the pain, I focused enough to create a golden shield around the cage and then pulled on the threads of power that comprised the cage. It unraveled and instantly, the shadow within exploded out and ran into my shield. Its cold hunger pierced me, and I almost lost my concentration. With everything I had, I pushed it out of me, into the adjoining cage, and onto the gorilla. I had no time to make sure the shadow attached itself to the orange aura that flared around the great ape before my shield gave out.

    I gasped with relief and exhaustion when the shadow poured over the ape’s aura, eclipsing its glow with oily blackness. I flopped bonelessly against the bars of my cage. The gorilla reacted in the opposite way. It exploded into a fury of sound and motion. It started to throw itself against the bars of the cage and bellowed out howls of rage and fear. The cage shuddered with each impact, and I was sure it would break under the terrible onslaught.

    I struggled against the sticky fingers of exhaustion pulling me down into a black sea. If the gorilla’s cage failed, the consequences would be dire. I kept a tenuous grasp on consciousness long enough to see the bloodied gorilla subside back into the corner. Guilt and remorse added their weight to the exhaustion, and the dark sea swallowed me.

    ***

    A sudden crash and scream brought me awake again. I sat bolt upright and discovered that there was a young man in a white lab coat in the room with us. He cowered on the other side of the room from the gorilla, who pounded the bars of its cage with both hands and howled like the damned. I could see the young man shaking from ten feet away.

    The gorilla stopped howling, seemed to collect itself, and looked down to the pile of fruits and vegetables, which was spilled half in and half out of its cage. It abandoned its anger, sat down, and devoured the food with single-minded concentration. The sight of it eating alerted me to my own raging hunger, which had replaced my headache as the bane of my existence.

    I ignored it for a minute and looked around my cage. Colette was still lying in the corner and was awake, but only just. There was a bucket sitting in the opposite corner. Our bathroom facilities, no doubt. I turned my attention back to Colette. She looked at me listlessly and I scooted over to check on her. She didn’t seem to have a fever, but she remained unresponsive. 

    I looked back for the man in the room. He was just leaving. “Hey! She’s not doing well! We need a doctor in here. She should be in a hospital!”

    All I saw was the back of the lab coat fluttering behind the man as he disappeared into the corridor. That was when I noticed that two white bags were sitting just inside our cages. I went over to check them and found two McDinners from Micky D’s. Each bag had a large order of fries and a Big Mac. Behind the bags, I found two large sodas. I looked over at the pile of fruit and vegetables the gorilla was devouring and then grimaced down at our own meal. I guess that showed where our health ranked in the scheme of importance. But, gourmet or not, it was food.

    I gave the door to the cage a cursory inspection, and the size of the lock there convinced me I wouldn’t be able to break my way out. I sucked back a mouthful of saliva, grabbed a box of fries, and inhaled them. They were quickly followed by the sandwich and the soda. I was still hungry but not feeling like I would die of starvation. I grabbed the second bag and scooted back to Colette.

    I grabbed her hand and stroked the back of it. “Colette?” She turned her head towards me. “Hey there. How are you feeling? Are you okay?”

    She didn’t say anything, just sat and stared at me. The blankness of her gaze scared me.

    “Hey, are you hungry? Thirsty? Here, I’ve got a Coke for you. You should drink some of it...”

    She opened her mouth, and I put the straw into it. She began to suck on it, and I continued to coax her. I eventually got her to eat some of the fries, but she fell asleep quickly. I thought through what I knew about concussions. If she was suffering from a concussion, I needed to keep her awake, but nothing I did roused her. In the end, I gave up, sat next to her, and drew her head into my lap. From the smell and the color of the straw around her, it was clear that she had voided her bladder sometime while she was unconscious. The rest of the straw didn’t seem to be in any better condition. I struggled against the despair and useless rage chewing at me. There had to be something I could do. I locked gazes with the gorilla sitting as far away from me as possible. His fierce display of teeth and stuttering growl made me believe that it knew who I was. The smell, which seemed to come from the gorilla, was intense and pungent. I leaned back against the bars and ran my hand through the loose curls of Colette’s disheveled and greasy brown hair.

    I took some time to search for Spring, and I bathed in the warm wave of relief when I found her slumbering deep within me. She was okay, for now at least. 

    The sound of movement brought my attention back to the gorilla. It got up and parked itself next to the door of the cage. The intensity with which it examined the lock and latch of the door was spooky. It occasionally looked at me over its shoulder as if making sure I wasn’t sneaking up on it.

    I wondered what it felt like for the Wendigota to suddenly find itself within the mind of a gorilla. Would it remember its previous hosts as clearly as it did when it was a part of me? What sort of change in perception and thought would it experience? Would it somehow dull the hunger that made its existence such a living hell?

    I would destroy the shadows in an instant, without remorse, but I couldn’t help but feel sorry for them. They seemed doomed to live forever with an overwhelming hunger that they could never sate. If that wasn’t hell, I don’t know what was. What kind of god would create such a damned creature? I ruminated about this for some time before I was interrupted.

    “Mr. Vincent, it smells like a sewer in here.”

    The new voice startled me awake. I would have leapt to my feet if Colette’s head weren’t still in my lap. A short, thin guy, in another lab coat with Coke bottle glasses and frizzled gray hair was standing just inside the room. Even without the setting, I would have dubbed him “The Mad Scientist.” He was practically a walking cliché. I knew instinctively that he was the reason we were here, and I immediately wanted to kick his scrawny little ass. The lack of snarky agreement from Spring threw fuel on that particular fire. If she were hurt, this guy would pay.

    The young lab tech from earlier, who looked more like a “Vinnie” than a “Mr. Vincent,” cringed at his side. “I’m sorry sir, but the gorilla charged me. I couldn’t get into his cage to clean it out.”

    “That is the smell of fear, Mr. Vincent. Something scared the poor thing half to death.” I found myself surprised at his precise, accent-less voice. I would have bet money he talked like a cheesy Hollywood German.

    “It wasn’t me, sir.”

    Dr. Crazy crossed the room and leaned forward to examine the gorilla from a foot away. “I think you are correct. It seems to have picked up a leech. Big one, too. I wonder if one of our new guests brought it. Fascinating.” He put his hand out, palm forward and brought it a few inches away from the passive gorilla’s blackened aura. As he did this, his lab coat hung open a bit and a very familiar black stick swung forward, hanging from a string around his neck.

    “That’s mine!” I shouted with a surge of anger.

    Mad scientist man jumped up and back. When he met my eyes, the fright on his face turned into a smile. He knew exactly what I was talking about. “No, Mr. Morgenstern, I’m afraid stewardship of this rather priceless artifact has now passed to me. You need not worry about it anymore.” 

    Anger and desperation flooded through me. Without the Caduceus, I’d never be able to wake Spring out of her winter-death again. I’d never be able to hold Wendigota in check. “It’s mine! You have to give it back.”

    “I think you’ll find, Mr. Morgenstern, that neither of those statements are correct.”

    I fought to control my distress. “How do you know who I am?”

    “It was Mr. Sampson that first brought you to my attention.”

    “What? Uncle Mark? He wouldn’t do that.”

    “Another incorrect statement. He would and he did. Though he has failed me in the past, we have long shared a common interest.” The little man had a greasy thin-lipped smile that I already hated. “He’s told me all about you and your fascinating exploits.”

    He was obviously mad and insane. “My uncle doesn’t hang around with thieves and kidnappers.”

    “Incorrect again. He is a thief, kidnapper, and mechanic of the highest caliber. I begin to wonder if you know anything at all, Mr. Morgenstern. You certainly do not live up to the picture Mr. Sampson painted. Allow me to introduce myself.”

    He bowed with a theatrical flourish. “Dr. Matthew Smith at your service, Mr. Morgenstern.”

    That name did sound familiar. Uncle Mark had mentioned this guy. He’d been the head of a government lab trying to prove the existence of psychic phenomena. They shut it down due to lack of repeatable, concrete results. My heart sank as I realized that he had found the nuclear power-plant of psychic abilities.

    “Ah, so you have heard of me.”

    I glared at him. “Yeah, he said you were a pathetic, delusional little man.”

    Smith’s eye’s narrowed and his lips curled in anger. “Pathetic? Let me show you pathetic. Stand up, then stand still.” Even though I hadn’t been using my second sight on him, it came up as he flared a brilliant mind-dazzling green.

    I stood up, dropping Colette’s head onto the straw covered floor and receiving a stab of pain from the barely healed hole in my thigh. I tried to reach down to Colette, but because I had to remain standing still, I couldn’t. I glared at my captor. Lesson number one. Don’t piss off the mad scientist. I tried to think. I had to find a way to get him to take back his command and allow me more freedom of movement. 

    “Mr. Vincent, open Mr. Morgenstern’s cage.” The tech, or I guess lackey would be a better term, emerged from the background with a set of keys. His hands shook as he opened the door and stepped back. Perhaps he’d already learned lesson number one.

    “Okay, Mr. Morgenstern, drop to your hands and knees and crawl to me.”

    I didn’t have a choice. I dropped and crawled through the nasty straw. I crawled out of the cage and right to him. The movement caused me more leg pain, but I didn’t seem to be bleeding or anything. It occurred to me that he hadn’t told me what to do when I got there. That’s when I would make my move.

    “Once you get to my feet, you will put your head down and lick my shoe until I tell you to stop.”

    Aw crap, there went my loophole, now I was going to have to lick the guy’s shoes. I crawled up to him and crouched down to lick his Birkenstocks.

    “Stop Mr. Morgenstern. I don’t actually want you to drool all over my shoes. Just stay there and don’t move.”

    He didn’t say anything about talking. “Bite me, you asshole!”

    “Oh my, such a cutting wit. I’m devastated. Be quiet. You stupid over-privileged jocks think you’re god’s gift to the world. Let me tell you something, your days of being at the top of the heap are over. Under my rule, intelligence will reign supreme over brute force. The intelligent will rise to their proper place, and dumb brutes like you will have to deal with our scorn.”

    I couldn’t say anything, but sheesh. Was this guy in junior high or something? And where did he get off calling me a jock? No one with half a brain would ever make that mistake. If he weren’t cackling mad, he’d be my kind of people. I was being held captive by an old, bitter nerd.

    “Crawl back to your cage, Mr. Morgenstern, and make sure to close the door and lock it.”

    I did exactly as he commanded. Was there some way to subvert his command? Maybe I could take a long circuitous route? No, I was pretty sure I wouldn’t be able to do it, so I didn’t try.

    Once I crawled back through the cage door, I saw Colette still lying on the floor. Shame swept through me. I had forgotten her completely. I didn’t even try to get help for her. I mentally kicked myself as I shut the gate behind me and snapped the lock back on it. Once done, I stood up and couldn’t say a word. I’d forgotten he’d commanded me to silence. I scowled at him and then pointed at Colette. 

    Smith rolled his eyes. “You can go ahead and talk, but be polite.”

    “Thank you, sir. Could you please get some help for Colette? She is really in bad shape. I’m afraid she has a concussion or something.”

    “She told you her name was Colette? I’m afraid, Mr. Morgenstern, that your beliefs about your world continue to be woefully incorrect. Her actual name is Marie Delacroix. Her family has appointed itself the guardians of magic.” He snorted in derision. “They’re on a mission from God, and claim that the psionically resonant artifacts they possess are actually pieces of the holy cross. In reality, these people are just dangerous, self-centered fanatics playing with loaded guns.”

    Psionically resonant artifacts? Damn, this guy really was a goob. I’ll bet he played D&D. I wasn’t allowed to snort or sneer at that remark. Instead, I said, “I don’t mean to be rude, sir, but why should I believe anything you say?”

    The bastard snorted at me. “Why should I lie to you? Marie, you don’t have to be passive any more, please answer all of Finn’s questions fully and honestly. Just don’t try any mental tricks, or miracles as you like to call them. In fact, do not try to escape.”

    Behind me, Colette said, “Don’t listen to heem, Finn. He is a coward and a murderer.”

    I turned around. Colette was sitting up and glaring at Smith. I looked back at him. “Sir, did you hoodoo her into passivity?”

    “Hoodoo? Ha! I like that. Hoodooed. Yes Mr. Morgenstern, she and her family can be cunning and dangerous. I had to make sure she was neutralized. I’m afraid your excellent healing abilities made her all too feisty.”

    “Please excuse my shock, but I find it hard to believe that you would treat a human being this way. You didn’t even allow her to relieve herself! What sort of monster are you, sir?”

    Smith smirked, put his hand to his mouth and said, “Oops. Did I do that?” Definitely five neurons short of a brain over there. 

    He laughed with delight. “Never let it be said that I’m a poor host. Mr. Vincent, please get our guest a new and clean smock. Oh, and bring them a roll of toilet paper, too. Once you’ve done that, see to cleaning up this room, and do something about that stink. Use the tranq gun if you need to control the ape.”

    He turned his goggly eyes towards us again. “I’m afraid I have more important matters to attend to, so I must be on my way.” A vice clamped down on my brain. “You two behave. Don’t leave your cage or cause any trouble. Do what Mr. Vincent asks of you, quickly and fully, but do enjoy our facilities and your, undoubtedly overdue, conversation with Marie.” He walked out the door.

    I found myself looking at the mad doctor’s lackey. “Excuse me, but you actually work for that discourteous man?”

    Mr. Vincent looked a little abashed. “Well, he’s my uncle. He’s really not a bad guy once you get to know him. And, he pays really well.”

    A thousand snaps, zingers, comebacks and retorts tried to come out my mouth. What I managed was, “For your sake, I should really hope so. Now, could I bother you for a change of clothes for my friend and maybe get some clean straw? It would be most appreciated.”

    The temptation to bite my own tongue off waggled its thang in front of me, but it wouldn’t have been polite to shock Vinnie like that. I turned back to a wide-eyed and disheveled Colette and said, “Dearest Colette, I don’t mean to press, but do you think you would be up for a talk? Or, should I call you Marie?”

    


Do What You Are Told

    Colette sat up and motioned for me to sit. “That man is a pig. Please call me Colette.”

    I squatted down. 

    Colette’s red-rimmed eyes were wide and vulnerable when she said, “I am so zorry Finn. I never wanted to hurt you.”

    I had to assume that every expression she put on was an act. She had obviously played me like a...well...someone who played people really well. That thought really hurt.

    “May I ask why you felt it necessary to stick me with your knife?” It felt strange to scowl when my words were so non-confrontational. “Why did you attack me?” 

    “I was very scared. When you compelled me to be still, I had never felt zo much of the power. I was afraid for my life.”

    “May I also ask why you would think that I might harm you? Have I ever done anything like that?”

    “Non, but I was not certain. When both Pietro and Fergus were killed, I panicked. I thought perhaps you were behind their deaths, and I was to be next.”

    “Colette, please tell me why you think I would kill either of them.”

    She chewed on her lip for a moment. “Someone has been killing the members of my family. Both Pietro and Fergus were family. Their deaths were upsetting and frightening.” Her voice filled with venom. “But, now I know it was that foul little man.” She nodded her head toward the door.

    “Would you be so kind as to tell me more about your family?” Incredibly, I found my anger waning. It was difficult to stay upset when I had to make every sentence be polite.

    Colette hesitated, wrapped her stained lab coat more tightly around her and then crossed her arms over her chest. “We are the Delacroix. We are the Bearers of the Cross.”

    “Bearers of the... Wait, I believe you said that Pietro was your boyfriend and his last name was Portatori. Am I perhaps misremembering?”

    She dropped her gaze. “He was not my boyfriend, Finn. He was my cousin. His part of the family live in Italia. They are called the Portatori. Fergus McCormick is another of my cousins. His part of the family come from Ireland.”

    This further lie re-stoked the embers of my anger. I tried to think through what I was hearing and what I would say. This was definitely not the time to be cursed with politeness. All I really wanted to do was swear and shout. “Could you please just summarize for me what has been happening instead of forcing me to ask? If I have to keep talking like this I’m afraid my head will explode in a most unpleasant manner.”

    Colette’s mouth twitched and the corners of her eyes crinkled. I really didn’t want to be laughed at any more. I tried to head her off. “I do not find this the least bit amusing. If you mock me madam, I shall be quite devastated.”

    She looked back down at her legs and then cleared her throat. “I guess I must tell you. He will probably kill us, anyway.” That was alarming, but I held my tongue. For some reason the mad doctor’s idea of politeness included extreme verbosity. She continued, “The Delacroix are the protectors of the Holy Cross. We are the stewards of its holy power. We are...”

    She paused, and I clenched my teeth. I’m sure the exasperation I felt at her for dragging this out wouldn’t come through any comment I made.

    “About five years ago, our Bearers—ze ones who bear a piece of ze Cross—they began being killed. Someone was hunting us and taking our pieces of the Cross. We had no idea who was behind this, and we became afraid. For the last year and a half, our family has been broken apart. No one trusts the others. Our family has been secret for centuries and many of us believed that only another family member would know to attack our Bearers.”

    When she paused again, I couldn’t keep quiet. “Perhaps you can share with me the reason you were all in Newark?”

    “We came to investigate the reports of miraculous events in your city. Often we will find new pieces of the cross when such things occur. We find them and bring them home for the family.”

    I thought through all the giant snake sightings, gruesome deaths, and the swimming pools worth of blood in our back yard when Jen had cut down Spring’s tree. Yep, that could attract some attention if you paid attention to that sort of thing. I’d never imagined someone might take it seriously.

    “Could you tell me how you came by such information?” I asked.

    “The internet, she makes it very easy to discover this events.”

    Great, I’d been targeted by the holy mafia because of Google. Whom should I sue? I tried to digest this new information and integrate it into my world. It didn’t make sense yet. “May I inquire what you do when you find someone with a piece of the cross?”

    She glanced at me and then back down. “We acquire the relic for the family.”

    “Do you kill the person who has it?”

    “Only if it is necessary. Usually it is very easy. We simply put them to sleep and then we take the piece and erase their memory.”

    “Perhaps you can share why you did not just do that to me?”

    She looked up and met my gaze. “I was not certain about you. I have never seen anyone so powerful. I was scared that you were the one killing us and that you were just fooling me.”

    That was actually kind of cool to hear. I guess I didn’t come across as the complete looser I’d always thought.

    “I could not believe someone with your power could be so..., so innocent.” 

    Ouch. The lack of snarky follow-up from Spring killed me. 

    Colette continued. “I have never heard of a piece of the cross as big as the one you found. I wanted to understand everything before I attempted to reclaim it.”

    Suddenly I felt drained. It had really all been a lie. She’d never actually been interested in me. She just wanted to make sure I couldn’t kill her if she took the Caduceus. I sat down next to the cage door with my back against the bars. 

    “So madam, you have played me for a fool. I was simply a toy for your devious machinations. I must say it was well done. You should receive an academy award for your acting. I hope you found it most amusing to stomp my heart beneath your callous manipulation.” Hey, that wasn’t bad. Maybe this politeness thing had some benefits—even if I sounded like some British lord reject.

    Colette drew her legs up, pulled her robe down over them, and wrapped her arms around the bundle. I took some bitter satisfaction that I seemed to have hurt her—even if it was nowhere near as bad as she had hurt me. I sat passively and tallied up all the lies, all the false smiles and acts. I thought of her curling up next to me beneath the stars. I couldn’t believe I had worried about waking her up. Then, because I’d wanted her trust, I’d just told her nearly everything. I’d trusted her, and I got stabbed and kidnapped for my stupidity. Femme Fatale indeed. I contemplated the image of her wide eyes when she had stabbed me... Wait, she’d stabbed me after I told her to stay still. I was missing something here.

    “Colette, please explain something to me. If I was so powerful, how did you break out of my command so easily? I don’t mean to pry, but my command only held you for a few moments before you shrugged it off and stabbed me.”

    Colette’s head snapped up. Her eyes were wide and frightened for a moment before they relaxed into a look of genuine sorrow. “Finn, you are inexperienced with this. If you will come over here, I will tell you what you did wrong.”

    “I am terribly sorry, I don’t mean to offend you, but you are rather odiferous and not to say treacherous. I would rather stay here.”

    Her eyes flashed wide again. “Please Finn, come over to me. I am sorry for everything I have done. I would do anything to make up for the pain I have given you. Won’t you come here and let me explain?”

    Something was off here. I doubted she was serious about the apology, but it seemed obvious she wanted to say something without being overheard even though no one was in the room. Reluctantly, I got up and sat next to her.

    She brought her face close to mine and looked like she was going to kiss me.

    I pulled back. Not only did she stomp all over my heart, but she looked pale and unhealthy and smelled like urine. Even if she hadn’t stomped me, I probably would have shied away. Yep, I really was that shallow.

    She widened her eyes ever so slightly and she whispered, “Come here, I will not hurt you. You need to know this.”

    I tried to ignore the smell and edged closer. She whispered in my ear, “It is not hard to break such a raw compulsion if you are trained and know what to do. This pig, he is not trained, and I broke his control quickly. I will show you how to do it, but please do not speak of zis. It is our only advantage.”

    This was something I needed to know! I whispered back. “Yes, please, I beg of you, do go on.”

    “First, you must realize that the power of such compulsion is ze belief that you must do so.”

    “Well, that does seem to get to the point quite neatly.”

    “No, you do not yet understand. The only thing planted in your mind is the belief that you must do as he says. You do all the rest of the work. You will follow the command in the way that you believe you must. There is no other control than what your own mind believes. You must learn to question this belief and to stop believing it. If you continue to believe it, you will continue to be trapped by it.”

    Her words seemed pretty self-evident, so I knew I must have been missing something. Right now, I was being forced to speak politely. According to her, it was only my belief that I must speak politely that was implanted. So, all I had to do was stop believing it. I told myself that I didn’t have to speak politely and then tried it out. I went for, “That’s too fucking easy.” Alas, it was. 

    What came out was, “That sounds like it should be quite simple.” 

    She nodded in agreement. “The concept is simple, but doing this is harder than it seems.” 

    I guess she was right. I sat back and tried to understand how I could change my beliefs. Imagine being told that gravity is all in your mind. All you have to do is believe you can fly and then step off that two hundred foot cliff to prove it. You will only fall and die if you believe you will. Yeah, right. Discarding the belief created by all those years of trial and error is really hard and seems downright suicidal. My belief that I must be polite seemed just as ingrained.

    There were so many things that I wanted ask Colette that it was difficult to let them go and work on the whole politeness thing, but I felt breaking the compulsion was more important. Besides, I told myself I would better express my feelings if I were free to give my real opinions. I closed my eyes and tried to work through it.

    I didn’t make it very far before Vinnie returned with a new robe for Colette. I looked at him and told myself that I really didn’t need to be polite to him, but it occurred to me also that it was probably a good idea. At first glimpse, he didn’t seem such a bad sort.

    When I grabbed the robe through the bars I said, “Thank you, sir. You are most kind. Would it be possible to get a bucket of clean water, a washrag, and a towel as well?”

    He blinked wide eyes at me. It was as if I’d asked him to go first in a game of Russian roulette. I pushed a bit. “Please sir, the conditions in here are quite unnecessarily inhumane, and you do not seem like a man who enjoys the suffering of others. It would be most kind of you. Didn’t your uncle give us orders to behave and obey you?”

    His hairline advanced a bit as he relaxed and gave a slight smile, “Oh, yeah. I guess he did, didn’t he?”

    “I assume you know how quite impossible it is to disobey his commands.”

    He nodded vigorously. “Oh, yeah. Been there.”

    “So, can you do this for the lady, please?”

    “Well, okay, I guess it wouldn’t hurt.” 

    I said to his retreating back, “Perhaps, you can find some pants and a shirt for her as well?”

    He glanced over his shoulder and said, “I’ll see what I can find.”

    After he left, I turned to Colette. “Quite a pleasant young man, wouldn’t you agree?”

    “He is a pathetic and weak toady.”

    “Well, yes of course, madam. That is what I meant to say.”

    Colette snorted in bitter amusement.

    I scooted back over to her. “I don’t seem to have had much luck throwing off this yoke of oppression.”

    She snorted again. “Your idea of being polite is very strange, Finn.”

    Damn, I was doing this to myself, and here I was mocking Smith for it just a few short moments ago. I shrugged helplessly, “I find myself forced to agree with you. Please tell me, if you can shrug off his commands, why didn’t you just avail yourself of the minimal facilities instead of soiling your gown?”

    She slapped her hand over the grimace that appeared on her face. As I was trying to understand what I said wrong, she whispered in my ear. “Quiet, you imbecile. He cannot know I can go against his wishes. There is a camera behind you.”

    I flushed with embarrassment. “Oh drat it all. I apologize if I have been indiscreet.”

    She paused, crinkled her eyes at me over her hand, giggled, and then patted my face. “You are so cute. Do not worry. I will get us out of here.”

    Damn, this sucked. That should have been my line. I didn’t want to be the damsel in distress.

    We waited for Vinnie. He came in with a cart holding a couple of buckets, a towel, and some clothes. He pushed the clothes and towels through to us, but the bucket wouldn’t fit through the small door in the bottom of the larger cage door.

    “Okay, you two, move to the back of your cage.”

    We did as he asked. Me, because I had to. He opened the door and leaned over to place the bucket inside the cage. Colette exploded into action. She lunged forward and smacked poor Vinnie with a lightning-fast kick to the head. Vinnie went down hard. She instantly had her lab coat off, wrapped it around his head, and gave him another couple smacks. I cringed. That looked like it hurt. Vinnie rolled feebly and then lay still. At least he wasn’t dead. The whole thing had taken maybe a couple of seconds.

    Colette ran out the door of the cage wearing nothing but a bandage around her chest. The sight was quite arresting. I could barely imagine the chutzpah required to leap into action half-naked. I pulled my attention back to my part. As she was grabbing the rifle, I ran to the door of the cage and stopped short. Fuck! I couldn’t leave the cage.

    Colette quickly cased the room as I watched helplessly. She went through cabinets and drawers containing what looked like medical supplies, and came up with a couple of sharp looking scalpels. I still kept fixating on the fact that she didn’t take the time to dress. That would have been my first priority. I guess that was why she was the secret agent and I was the damsel in distress. Since I had nothing to do but watch her muscular, nude derriere in action, I decided that there were some perks to this secret agent spy stuff—even if I was the damsel.

    She came back to Vinnie’s cart, moved some towels, and found an odd-looking pistol. The pack of darts she found next to it told me what it was. Colette cracked the gun open and loaded a dart into it. 

    She looked over at me standing in the cage like an idiot, rolled her eyes, and grimaced. Damn it, her scorn it wasn’t fair. She had training, and lots of time, to figure out how to disbelieve something. Telling myself this didn’t help.

    She walked over to me and without warning snapped a roundhouse kick at my head. Getting hit with one of these could be devastating but they were relatively slow and dangerous to use against a trained opponent. I’d been spending a lot of time practicing the basic Krav Maga my uncle had taught me, and Spring had been working with the Caduceus on improving my body’s reflexes, speed, and strength. I instinctively stepped into the kick, grabbed her leg and took her down. Unfortunately for me, I’d been practicing by myself a lot, and I hadn’t really practiced a lot of combination moves, so once she was down, she rang my clock good with a smack to my head. I fell over and she was on me in an instant with her elbow pressed to my throat. She froze above me with a feral grin on her face that I had never seen before. She pulled me through the cage door and offered a hand to help me up. I stood up wincing at a fresh sharp pain in my leg. I felt a bit woozy as well. I took advantage of the time it took her to throw on the oversized clothes Vinnie had brought and got my head mostly clear. I followed close behind when she brushed by me and headed towards the door.

    I froze momentarily when I realized what I’d done. I’d left the cage! I wondered if she hit me in the head while I was talking, it might get me to curse. I wasn’t eager to give it a try. She hit hard.

    She glanced quickly out the door and froze when a heavy male voice snapped. “Stop right there!”

    We’d been caught, but I figured she had some moves to get us out of this situation.

    “Stand up slowly with your hands in the air.”

    She didn’t drop and roll, nor did she snap off a shot with the tranquilizer gun. She just ducked back inside the room. A gun went off simultaneously with the SPANK-SPWING-THUNK sound of the bullet hitting the metal door-frame and ricocheting into the hallway.

    “Don’t shoot, you idiot! You’re gonna kill someone. They’re trapped in the room and aren’t going anywhere.”

    “Sorry boss,” muttered the first deep voice.

    “Okay, you two, there is no way you are going to get past all of us, so we can handle this in one of two ways. We can come in shooting and let the bodies fall where they may, or you can drop your weapons, go back to your cage, and lock it behind you.”

    Colette’s shoulders slumped. She marched past me back to the cage. I gaped at her. “Pardon me, but are you planning to give in to these people without a fight?”

    “Come here, Finn.”

    “I’m most distressed at the thought of returning to that cage. Are you sure this is the best course of action?”

    “Unless you would rather be shot, I think yes.”

    I scowled and limped back to the cage, pushed Vinnie’s groaning body out of the way and closed the door. I was sure I was going to pop if I couldn’t let out a few choice curses soon. I quickly discovered there were four reasons for Colette’s strategic withdrawal. Specifically, four unsmiling men in blue uniforms with guns drawn.

    Their timing made it obvious that they had been watching the room through the camera. They forced Colette to throw out both scalpels and the tranq gun. Then, they unwrapped Vinnie’s head to check him out. When it was clear that he was just stunned and shaking it off, they gave him some grief about opening the cell and then left. Unlike Vinnie, none of them seemed particularly impressed that we hadn’t followed the boss’s commands.

    After that, Vinnie (whose first name turned out to be Rafael—though he would always be Vinnie to me) would not talk to us. Couldn’t say I blamed him. It looked like he was going to have quite the colorful bruise, undoubtedly decorated by a whopping headache. He went about his business in the main room in surly silence. He loaded the dart gun and then headed for the gorilla’s cage. The shadow-ridden gorilla, who had been sitting near the entrance to the cage placidly watching our antics, looked up at Vinnie. The great ape stood up on its legs and knuckles and growled at him. Vinnie paused momentarily, then raised the gun and inched forward. The gorilla leapt at the bars of the cage door and slammed into them with a deafening crash. He let loose with a bowel-liquefying roar and hurled himself around the cage, smashing into the door repeatedly.

    Vinnie froze in his tracks with his blood pooled somewhere south of his head. Myself, I was happy there was another cage separating us from the frenzied gorilla. I couldn’t imagine the cage holding much longer. I had to wonder what was going on in the poor shadow-ridden beast’s head.

    “Shoot him, you imbecile!” shouted Colette. “The gorilla, he is hurting himself!”

    That sank through Vinnie’s paralysis. He raised his shaking gun and fired. He managed to miss.

    “A child could shoot better!” said Colette.

    Vinnie shakily reloaded and fired again. This time he hit. Very quickly, the gorilla’s frantic movements quieted down and soon, it collapsed to become a motionless mound of fur again. I used my Sight on it. Unlike the motionless gorilla, the black stain covering its aura swirled with rapid, agitated movements. Unlike its smaller cousins, Wendigota didn’t send questing tendrils my way. I think it recognized me as the one who had trapped it. Of course, I didn’t have the Caduceus any more, either.

    Vinnie was visibly trembling as he put the gun down onto his cart and cautiously approached the cage. Amazingly, the gorilla’s aura was brighter than Vinnie’s. The lackey’s was a weak reddish color. I guess it showed the human chauvinist in me that I had never considered that possibility—even though Vinnie was obviously no human dynamo. When I got out of here, I needed to discover what determined aura strength and what it meant. If I got out of there, that is.

     “Vinnie, I mean, uh Mr. Vincent, I am concerned that the gorilla is just faking being sedated. For your own protection, I think perhaps you should stay away from him, or perhaps, shoot him again.”

    “Right, and get in trouble with my uncle? I’d rather face the gorilla,” he replied without looking at me.

    “I assure you, I am most serious. There is something very wrong—” 

    “Shut up! Just shut up! If you don’t, I’ll tranquilize you.” Vinnie fumbled with his ring of keys.

    Colette moved up beside me and put her hand on my arm. She addressed Vinnie. “Finn is correct. Zee ape, it carries the devil’s touch.” I was momentarily surprised that Colette could see it, until I reflected on who she really was.

    “That’s ridiculous. You’re just trying to mess with my mind,” said Vinnie in a wavery voice.

    “I assure you, Mr. Vincent,” I said. “I am very serious. I fear that you may put your body and soul into mortal peril by going near that creature.”

    Colette looked troubled. “I have never seen an animal cursed so. Evil, he cannot infect the innocent and the just.”

    “Not for a normal shadow. I’m afraid this one is not normal. It is much, much worse.” 

    “How do you know this?” Her voice had taken on an edge

    “Believe me, I know. It can kill a man by ripping out his soul without ever touching that man.” The delicious warmth and gratification of ripping out Daniel’s essence and devouring it came back unbidden into my mind. I tried to suppress the shiver of pleasure that came with it.

    “Mon Dieu! How is this possible? An ape could not have sinned against God.”

    I looked into her troubled eyes. I guess it didn’t really matter if she knew. “I am terribly sorry, but as far as I can tell, it has nothing to do with God. I put it there.”

    “Que?”

    “I had it trapped within my mind, but without my Caduceus—the black stick—I couldn’t hold it, so I moved it to the gorilla. I feel terrible about it, but my only other choice was to put it on you.” 

    Colette’s confused scowl indicated pretty clearly that she didn’t understand yet.

    “Colette, I do not wish to disturb you, but this being has existed for centuries. It lives to devour life. It sat at the bottom of a burial mound in Ohio for a thousand years before I dug it up. It killed three of my... three brave men before it was subdued and trapped. After I unburied it, it took over another guy who then killed several people. After that it took control of me for a while before I could throw it off and trap it. I bound it with the power from the Caduceus, what you call a piece of the cross.

    “When this thing takes someone, it takes them completely. You become... twisted, hungry and evil. When it finds a new person with a stronger soul or healthier body, it arranges for the death of its current host, so it is free to move.” 

    Vinnie, standing tense a foot away from the cage listening to us, scowled. “You’re lying! There’s no such thing.”

    “Mr. Vincent, I assure you I am telling the truth. I don’t know if it can kill its host on its own when it wants to move, but I am afraid of what might happen to you if it can. I would not wish such a fate on anyone. Unless your uncle’s displeasure is worse than mental slavery and eternal cold hunger, I would suggest you find something else to do.” 

    I shut up and anxiously watched Vinnie’s mental processes cross his face in various ticks, scowls and mutters.

    “Screw you.”

    Arrrgh! This was so frustrating, I’d beaten the command not to leave, why couldn’t I beat this politeness? I could! I knew it. I believed it. I said, “Don’t be a stupid asshole!” It came out as, “I am afraid you are making an unwise choice, sir.”

    He flipped me the bird and fumbled with the keys for a moment before successfully opening the cage. It took an active effort of will to keep up my second sight, so I concentrated on watching that mystical spectrum. I Looked at the gorilla apprehensively as Vinnie walked by its still form. Nothing happened, either with the gorilla or the shadow. I let go of the breath I’d been holding, then I heard a scuffling in the room behind me.

    I turned to see our new visitors. Dave and Jen stood together in the corner under the room’s camera. Dave was casting his shit-eating grin at me. When he saw that I had seen them, he smiled wider, twiddled his fingers at me and put his finger up to his lips. In contrast to the great time Dave seemed to be having, Jen, standing next to him, looked pale and sick. Her eyes were closed, and her lips were moving inaudibly.

    Vinnie came out of the cage to drop a load of nasty straw into a large plastic trashcan. He couldn’t have missed my friends, but if he saw them at all, he didn’t seem to care. I looked back at Dave and Jen. They were still there. I dropped my sight and nothing changed. I took another look at Vinnie, who was just going about his task. I looked back and forgot what I was looking for. Oh right—hadn’t I just seen Dave? On a hunch, I raised my sight again and there they were. They didn’t appear so much as resolve out of the background.

    I’m sure I looked pretty silly to Colette gawking at an empty corner with my jaw hanging down around my feet, but this was incredible!

    I noticed that Dave and Jen were holding hands when Dave cupped his other hand next to his mouth and said in an excited stage whisper. “Pretty freakin’ cool isn’t it.”

    I looked back to Colette. Her gaze was pinned on the gorilla. She hadn’t noticed Dave’s “whisper.” I tried to shake the Twilight Zone music out of my head and understand what this meant. It was pretty obvious it meant that Dave and Jen had snuck in unseen and were going to try and rescue us. But, from the pained look on Jen’s face, it was taking a toll on her, and she wasn’t going to keep this going much longer.

    “Hey Mr. Vincent,” I asked. “Could you possibly find it in your heart to get us a drink of water?”

    He didn’t even glance at me. “You can effing die of thirst for all I care.”

    Crap. I had to come up with something else to get him out of the room before Jen’s hoodoo failed. I hoped they had a follow-up plan to get us out of here. I didn’t know if the two of them could free us, but even if they could, the guards would see it and come in, guns-a-blazin’.

    As if summoned by my thoughts, two guards walked into the room, followed by Dr. Smith. They all walked by my two friends without so much as a glance. The Doc scowled at Vinnie cleaning the cage. “You haven’t finished that yet?” 

    Surprised, Vinnie almost had a heart attack. He jumped and spun around. “I’m, I’m sorry, but the monkey was going crazy! I thought he was gonna break the cage!”

    Smith’s scowl deepened with disbelief.

    “No really, look at him! He’s all beat up.”

    Smith and his guards came forward to look. He said, “I wonder if the leech caused that behavior.”

    Smith was several feet away from the cage when the gorilla woozily raised its head and pushed itself up off the floor with a growl. Everybody took a step back. Vinnie, whose exit was now blocked, let loose an involuntary squeak and tried to become one with the corner of the cage. Through the open door of the cage, the ape focused on Smith and loosed a deep staccato growl. I Looked at the shadow. It had gathered in a bulge straining towards Smith. I immediately realized what was going to happen, but before I could come up with a polite way to say, “Oh shit, run away,” the gorilla roared and leapt out of the cage at Smith. The guards stood their ground while Smith fumbled back and let loose a deafening barrage of gunfire. The gorilla never completed his leap. Blood flew from the impact points on its torso and he landed face down on the floor in a quickly widening pool of blood. His body jerked as two more high-caliber rounds made sure he was dead. In an instant, the shadow pulled free, flashed across to Smith, and extinguished his flaring aura.

    Oh holy crap, we were all so fucked.

    Smith spasmed much as the gorilla had. He collapsed to the ground. One guard reached down to help him.

    “Are you okay, sir?”

    I finally got my mouth working. “I would like to suggest that you either kill him right now or run away.” I would have screamed if it had been the polite thing to do. “Dave, Jen, please retreat, and save yourselves from Wendigota.”

    They both knew what I was talking about, but before they could react, the mad doctor sat up, stretched his neck and shoulders and said, “Ah, that is so much better.” He looked up into the concerned face of his guard and smiled. He reached up his hand, patted John once and said, “Thank-you for your years of service, John.” A pseudopod of blackness whipped out, grabbed John’s yellow aura and ripped it from his body. 

    I screamed in horror at the sight as images of Daniel’s death flashed through my mind.

    John collapsed in a heap as Smith jumped to his feet. Smith turned to the second guard and in a flash of horror killed him, too. Smith snapped a necklace with some sort of pendant off of each man and then, dipped in his new black coat of toxic waste, turned to me. His triumphant, intoxicated smile turned into a snarl. He reached down, pulled John’s gun out of its holster, pointed it at me and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened. I stood frozen as he scowled, looked down at the gun, hit the safety, re-targeted me. He pulled the trigger again. This time, the gun fired.

    


Bullets Fly

    Colette grabbed me and nearly pulled me off my feet. I lurched off balance as the whole room seemed to shift around me. A bullet whizzed by my ear and smacked into the wall. I grabbed Colette to keep from falling.

    Smith roared and shot again. This time the bullet whizzed past me to the right. Once more, the world lurched around me. The hit on my head must have been more severe than I had realized. He fired again, and missed again. He was a truly pathetic shot. I gave thanks to his Coke bottle glasses, but other than that, I had no fricking clue what to do. So, I just readied myself to dodge when the gun pointed at me again.

    Dave tackled him from behind. Smith went down and dropped the gun. A deafening klaxon went off in the hallway. I didn’t pay it any attention and screamed at the top of my lungs to Dave. “Dave, please don’t kill him! Please get the Caduceus!”

    It turns out I didn’t need to worry about Dave killing Smith. With one arm, Smith threw Dave across the room where he smacked into one of the concrete block walls and crumpled to the ground. How the hell did the scrawny little jerk get so strong so quickly?

    I screamed again and tried to rip the door off the cage. That met with as much success as you might expect. Meanwhile, Smith stumbled around and soon saw where his gun had skidded when he fell. He reached down, grabbed it and pointed it back at me.

    “Don’t move, asshole!”

    Smith momentarily froze at the voice that rang out from behind him. It was Jen. She had her hand out to him like she had thrown something at him. She held him for about three seconds, before he whipped around and shot her. I watched the blood spray from Jen’s chest. She went down hard.

    An ice pick pierced my heart. “Jen!” 

    Smith spun back to me with his gun held out in front of him. If hate alone could kill, Smith would have been a burning hole. Unfortunately, gun trumps hate. Colette tackled me again as he fired. The world shifted once more as I went down. I put my hand to the wall to stop my fall, but I missed. My hand went right through it and I hit the ground hard. Another shot rang out and hit somewhere behind me. A new voice entered the cacophony. “Hold it right there, Smith!” I looked up through the cage bars and saw my uncle standing in the doorway, pointing a gun at Smith. Smith whirled on him and again I could see what was coming. I yelled, “Don’t kill him!”

    Uncle Mark’s small caliber gun popped, and Matt Smith fell back to land near the cage. He’d managed to hold onto his gun and brought it up to shoot Uncle Mark. Mark fired again and Smith’s head jerked back as a small, but bloody hole splashed open in his forehead. Smith didn’t move again.

    I put up what pathetic shields I could to stop the assault from the shadow that was coming, but it didn’t matter. The assault never came. Instead, the shadow snapped across the room to Mark, coating him in its malevolence. Mark slapped his hands to his head. That was when I spotted the snake totem bouncing on a silver chain around his neck. The power in the Caduceus dwarfed that in the snake totem, but it was still a scary weapon in the hands of someone who knew how to use it. My uncle and I screamed at the same time. Mark staggered, kept his hands pressed to his head, and stumbled back against the wall.

    I slammed my arm through the bars towards Matt Smith’s body and the necklace he wore. Only the Caduceus would give me the strength to save Jen, to save my uncle. 

    The Karma Fairy was in rare form that day. Until the recently, my arms had nearly no muscles and would have fit through the bars handily. Now, however, I had added considerable muscle bulk, and all I managed to do was get my forearm firmly wedged between the bars. I screamed and pushed through the pain to move my arm forward. My skin felt like it was being torn off, but I had to get the Caduceus before Mark could. Suddenly, my forearm slipped through and in one additional push, I rammed my elbow through the bars. I brought my hand down on the Caduceus laying next to Smith’s head, and missed. There was nothing under my hand even though it looked like there should be. I screamed in inarticulate rage. What the hell was going on?

    I shook my head and suddenly the Caduceus lay about six inches past my fingers. Even over the continuing alarm, I could hear Uncle Mark crying out, fighting the shadow. I didn’t have much time.

    “Dave! Get over here! I need you the fuck over here!” I didn’t get a response, and from my perspective, I couldn’t tell if he were conscious or even alive. I looked over at Jen. She was still sprawled where she had landed in a growing puddle of blood. I screamed in horror, denial, and frustration. Never had I been so thoroughly mocked by life.

    I reached out towards the amulet with my mind, and commanded it to come to me. I pushed my energy along the new axis that the Caduceus had shown me. I pushed until I was seeing stars, but that damned stick didn’t move an inch.

    “Dave! I need you! Help Jen! She’s dying!”

    I reached through with my left arm but it was all I could do just to reach Smith’s wild spiky hair. His hair! I grabbed as much as I could with my left hand and pulled. Unlike my mental efforts, my purely physical ones worked. I inched Smith’s body towards me. A few discarded handfuls of hair later, when his shoulder hit the Caduceus, I half expected it to just go up and over the stick, but the stick slid towards me. The angle my arms were at was excruciating, and I’d reached my pulling limit with my current grasp. I had to bring my left arm back, move it through another slot, and pull some more. It hurt like a bitch, but I cried in joy when my right hand brushed the Caduceus. I pulled just a bit more, and I was able to finally get my hand on top of it. I was scrabbling my fingers against it, when Mark’s yells stopped and I saw him stand back up. As power flowed up my arm and through me, his face contorted into a mask of pure hatred. The shadow drenched him, but unlike Smith, his aura flared out in places. The pulse of the Caduceus filled me and suddenly I had options again.

    Mark looked around and I knew he was searching for his gun. I had no time and no choice. If I wanted to live, I had to rip Wendigota off Mark and pray I didn’t kill him. I brought up my golden shield and flung it at my uncle. Before it could reach him, he literally flipped back through the door and was gone. I kept my shield going blindly past the wall, hoping to catch him, but there was nothing. I really wanted to know who taught my uncle those moves.

    I dropped my face against the cold steel bars and tried to hold back sobs of anger and frustration. I’d lost my uncle. Unfortunately, the world didn’t give a flying fluck and gave me no time to mourn.

    “You killed him!” Vinnie yelled out from behind me. “I’m gonna kill you!”

    I tried to pull back from the bars, but failed. My right arm was well and truly stuck. I couldn’t pull my elbow back through. So, I had to turn my head to try and catch a glimpse of what Vinnie was doing. I found him quickly enough. He was swinging his push broom at my head like a golf club.

    I flinched back from the bars, instinctively closed my eyes, and put some of my newly returned power into my voice. “Stop it!” The broom smacked into the bars in front of me with a muted thump. “Goddammit! Stop!”

    I opened my eyes when nothing else happened. The push broom head was wedged tightly between the bars and had been stopped about an inch away from my eye. I craned my neck back to see Vinnie. He was standing above me, glaring down. Happily, he wasn’t moving.

    “Okay Vinnie, I mean....” I couldn’t remember his real name. “You! Whatever your name is, unlock this cage, now!” 

    To my vast relief he did as I commanded. But, now that the door was open, I still couldn’t get myself out. I thought about having him pull me back by my legs, but then I might lose my grip on the Caduceus and I couldn’t even contemplate that. Uncle Mark would be back. I knew it.

    “Colette, go help Jen! Hey Colette?”

    She didn’t answer and I couldn’t turn to search for her.

    “Vinnie, you there, you answer to Vinnie now. Where is the girl who was in this cage?” There was no response other than a nasty sneer. I kicked myself and said, “Vinnie, you can talk now.”

    “She’s laying down behind you. I hope she’s dead. You’re a slimy bastard, get out of my head!”

    “Do what you can to help her, Vinnie,” I said. I turned my attention to my next best hope.

    “Dave! Dave! Wake up!” I put my will into the command and hoped like hell that he wasn’t dead. My mind’s eye helpfully replayed the way he had smacked into that wall—hard. 

    “She’s bleeding.” said Vinnie with satisfaction.

    “Dave!”

    “Holy crap Finn, stop shouting! You’re killing me... Oh my god, my head hurts.”

    “Dave, you’ve got to get up. They’re going to come back. I need your help. Jen’s hurt.”

    “Okay, okay, I’m coming. Did we win?”

    “The shadow took Uncle Mark. Go help Jen!” I tried to move my head up high enough to see more of Jen’s still form over dead Dr. Crazy, but it was nearly impossible. I had no leverage.

    I momentarily rested my aching neck, which caused pain in my face where it pressed against the bars. “Vinnie, what’s happening with Colette?”

    “I’m not sure, it looks like she broke her nose or something and she’s not moving. If I’m lucky she’s choking to death on her own blood.”

    I flung power at him. “Don’t just stand there, you idiot! Help her!”

    From the other side of the room Dave called out. “She’s hurt bad, Finn. She needs you.”

    “I’m stuck. I need you to come pull me out.”

    Dave stumbled unevenly over to my cage. I said, “Get the Caduceus off this guy’s head first.”

    He did, and soon, I was gritting my teeth against the pain of Dave trying to pull me back through the bars.

    “Pull harder.” I was completely panicked. My elbow and forearm had swollen. If I couldn’t get free, I was well and truly hosed and Jen was dead.

    “Finn, I don’t want to pull your arm off.”

    “Just do it! Vinnie, help him.”

    I felt another pair of hands on my right leg. 

    “Okay Vinnie, on three. Three!”

    My elbow cracked, my shoulder popped, and I screamed as I came free. The pain was excruciating, and I couldn’t seem to move my arm, but that was okay. I didn’t need it to help Jen.

    I staggered to my feet, glanced at Colette where she lay unconscious on the floor. Jen was my first priority.

    “Vinnie, help her!”

    I staggered across the room half drunk from adrenal overload and exhaustion. Halfway across, a guard called from the doorway, “Stop!”

    Running counter to my luck, he didn’t shoot first. I put force into my words when I said, “Stand guard over us. Don’t let anybody else into this room. Do or say whatever you need to keep us safe.”

    I dropped to Jen’s side and tried to scrape up the strength to help Jen. When I regained my breath, with Dave’s help, I ripped away Jen’s shirt. The bullet had pierced her chest just over her left breast and seemed to have punctured her lung. There seemed to be gallons of blood pouring out of her, her breath was terribly ragged, and bubbles of blood were coming out of the hole in her chest. Images of Spring dying in my arms tried to overwhelm me. I couldn’t let Jen die. “Hold on, Jen!” I commanded. “Don’t die!”

    “Vinnie! Go get me some duct tape, don’t let anything stop you, get back here as fast as you can.”

    “Make up your stupid mind!” yelled Vinnie before he ran out the door.

    Spring, wake up! I need you.

    Her response was sleepy and lethargic. Huh? What? Oh, crap. What the hell, Finn? Get in there.

    I dove my Sight into Jen and started trying to understand what I needed to do first. Spring was there beside me, and we flowed through my friend’s body, coaxing bone and soft tissue to start the healing process. First, we shut down the blood vessels leading to the trail of ruptured tissue, and moved on from there. I couldn’t tell if we were making progress or not, but I couldn’t stop.

    The irregular pulse of her heart stopped. Her lungs fell silent and still.

    “Oh no, you don’t!” Spring, we have to restart her heart.

    I don’t know how, Finn.

    You have to know how!

    I’m sorry, but I don’t.

    “Dave, she needs CPR now, and I can’t do it.”

    I had to scramble out of Dave’s way as I continued doing what I could to control the damage. Dave started compressing her chest, squeezing her heart and manually moving blood through it.

    Dave swore and I heard him spit out a mouthful of blood. I couldn’t afford to be distracted as Jen’s life processes starting to shut down around me. The spark was fading from her cells as lack of oxygen started taking its toll.

    I couldn’t let her die, but I didn’t know what to do!

    “Oh God, Dave! I don’t know what to do.”

    I felt a small hand reach between Jen and my chest. It clasped my hand holding the Caduceus.

    Colette’s mental voice was very weak, but I could hear her speak into my mind, “Do as I do.”

    I held my breath and followed her into Jen’s heart.

    Her thoughts came to me, Here and here, then here and here. You see?

    Yes, I do!

    I followed her mental instructions, Jen’s heart jumped, but didn’t continue. 

    Again.

    I did. Again, her heart spasmed and stopped.

    Here, I will do this, said Colette. Look for other issues. 

    I withdrew, and watched what she did, but still there was no response. I pulled out to a higher level to look at Jen’s whole being. Just like with her brother when he died, her aura seemed to be evaporating like snow on a sunny day. It was leaving, and I couldn’t let that happen. In desperation, I summoned forth my shield and wrapped it around her, then I hardened it and denied passage to her soul. I used the techniques Il Saia had shown me to make a cocoon for Greg’s soul and held her in place. I had no idea what I was doing, but I had to do something. It recalled the first time I’d worked this way on my dying father. As with him, I couldn’t just sit by and do nothing. Anything was better than losing her.

    I opened my physical eyes and looked down at Jen. Colette’s head prevented me from seeing very much, but I could see Dave grimly compressing and occasionally breathing for her. That’s when I saw her twitch and her collapsed lung started bubbling again.

    “She’s breathing, her heart is pumping!” crowed Dave. He stopped his compressions. I looked around frantically and found Vinnie standing behind me with a roll of duct tape.

    “I need towels!”

    “Huh, it looks like you do.”

    “Get me some goddamn towels!”

    He went over to the cart and came back with a half dozen rags of dubious cleanliness. I used them to clean the blood off Jen’s chest. My hands were soon covered in blood—again.

    Ironically, I knew exactly what to do. “Vinnie, give me a dozen eight inch strips of the tape.”

    He did as I asked, and soon, I had a dressing attached to Jen’s chest on three sides, leaving the bottom one open. I held my breath till I saw it working. As her chest deflated, blood and fluid would sputter out. When she inhaled, the tape formed a seal against her skin and allowed her lung to inflate a little more. Soon she stopped coughing up blood and could breathe more easily. I released the soul shield and dove back in to help Spring and Colette do what they could for Jen’s body. She was going to live.

    Colette’s mind had sharpened and strengthened as she worked on Jen. I assumed she’d been drawing on the power of the Caduceus. Colette felt nothing like I would have expected three days ago. There was strength and steel conviction where I had thought there would have been fun-loving tenderness and compassion. 

    Spring interrupted my musings. Finn, we need to get out of here before Mark comes back for us with more guards.

    We can’t move Jen yet.

    I think it will be less traumatic for her to move now versus waiting and get her filled with bullet holes.

    But, we don’t know he has any more guards.

    Well, ask the guard you mojoed.

    “Hey guard, how many other armed people are in this place?”

    “Between ten and twenty-five.”

    Crap.

    I turned my attention back to Colette’s care of Jen. Her single-minded purpose and skill reminded me of Il Saia.

    Colette, we need to go now. Can you keep her stabilized if we move her?

    Perhaps, she has her own fragment of the True Cross—it feels very different than I am used to, but it will aid me.

    She must have been referring to Dave’s bear. “Perhaps” would have to do. I pulled away and stood up. Vinnie was gone. I decided we were lucky he hadn’t decided to shoot us or stab us first.

    Our guard was on his belly, with a rifle pointed down the hall. He fired several rounds into sporadic answering shots. After one more shot, we heard a distant cry of pain. The return shots stopped.

    “How are we doing?”

    The guard swung his gun at me and I cried out, “Stop!”

    The man froze, there were tears streaming from his eyes. “I probably just killed Stewart! You bastard, you made me kill him!”

    I reeled when I understood what I had done to this man.

    “I... I’m sorry, but I can’t let you stop. You must do everything you can to guard us and help us escape. Now!”

    “Stewart was the last one guarding the side entrance. If you hurry, you may be able to escape that way before they send more guards around to that entrance. I’ve told them I have it secured, but I doubt they believe me anymore. Get the fuck out of here before you make me kill anybody else.”

    “Okay, but do what’s necessary to keep us safe.” I ran back to my friends.

    “Dave, you’ll have to lift her, I can’t move my arm. I think I dislocated it.”

    Colette pulled away from Jen and stepped up to me. “Let me see.”

    “Oh no!” I backed away from her.

    She scowled. “Let me check your arm. I am the trained medic. Do not be a coward.”

    That stopped me. If you want me to do something, hit me in the pride every time. Anxiously, I let her examine my shoulder. Her touch was gentle, but every touch emphasized my shoulder’s screaming pain.

    “Relax, Finn. It is just dislocated. It is easily fixed.”

    “Is it going to hurt?”

    “But, of course.”

    I’d seen movies where they relocated a shoulder by smacking it really hard against a wall, so I closed my eyes and braced myself for the impact. I jumped and squeaked when she grabbed my wrist.

    “Relax, do not be an infant. The more relaxed you are, the less it will hurt.”

    I scowled at her as she raised my arm to a ninety-degree angle at the elbow and gently started pushing my arm at my chest.

    It hurt. A lot.

    I’ll see what I can do, offered Spring.

    Don’t make me all loopy. I need to be able to function.

    Hey, don’t worry your pretty little head. I’ve seen doctors on TV.

    The muscles in my shoulders unclenched and the pain faded immediately.

    “Zat is much better, Finn.” Colette pushed my arm to my chest and then pulled it back out. When my arm reached about 130 degrees from my front, my shoulder popped and my arm slid back into its socket. More importantly, the pain just stopped.

    “Wow, that was easier than it looks on television.”

    She just rolled her eyes at me. “Do not use this arm, or it may fall back out. Hold it across the chest.”

    I did as she recommended, and we turned our attention back to Jen.

    In short order, the three of us had Jen lying down on Vinnie’s cart. It wasn’t long enough for her, but Dave put her thighs against his chest and let her feet dangle on either side of his head. He held her legs in place with one hand behind his neck while he pushed the cart with his other.

    We piled up around the entrance to the hallway and waited for the go ahead from the guard. My uncle’s voice called out from a hiding place down the corridor. 

    “Martin, put your gun down, there’s no need for anyone else to get hurt. Your boss is dead, and we’ve no reason to be fighting. Everyone else is working with me now.”

    “I can’t stop. Please just stay back. I don’t want to kill anybody else!”

    I pushed away my grief and my fear for my uncle. “Martin,” I said with force in my command, “lay down some cover fire for us until we’re out of sight.”

    Behind me, Dave said to the guard, “Next time you get a job keeping people locked up in little iron cages, expect bad shit, you whining dirt-bag.”

    We ran for the entrance while behind us, our guard was doing his job. Whatever his sins, I couldn’t help thinking about what I was making him do. We got around a corner and ran down a short hallway toward a door marked “EXIT.” Dave, Jen’s legs bouncing behind his head as he ran, got there ahead of me and rolled to a stop. Colette pulled her hands away from Jen and headed to the door.

    “How you holding up, Dave?” 

    When he looked at me, I saw that he was grinning from ear to ear.

    “Jen is going to pop a rivet when I tell her how I saved her life and rescued her on this cart.”

    I laughed. Thinking that there would be a time when we could all laugh at it together gave me a rush of warmth. 

    Colette stopped at the door. “I will check first, then you follow when I say.”

    Dave whispered to me, “Damn, you guys stink. I think a bath should be the first order of business.”

    Colette crouched down against the wall and held the door slightly open with one hand.

    “Way to think of the important stuff, Dave.”

     When no shots came through the narrowly opened door, Colette made a low dive out. They’d waited till they had a better target. Gunshots popped outside, and my heart just about stopped. Did she just go to her death?

    There were a few more shots and then Colette called for us. “Come, now before more arrive!”

    I wasn’t sure what I expected from a magical terrorist organization’s secret lair, but this wasn’t it. We came out into a small area between two run-down, dirty buildings. I couldn’t decide if we were in an alley, a road, or a small parking lot. There was trash everywhere and the building across from us sported several broken windows. It looked abandoned.

    “Where are we?” I asked.

    “Detroit,” said Dave.

    Colette ran down the side of the building toward what looked like a street. We followed and found that it was a street fronted by rows of abandoned and dilapidated warehouses. There were a few cars parked along the street. None of them looked particularly well loved. I’d heard Detroit was having a hard time of it, but this area looked post-apocalyptic.

    “We parked down there on a side street,” said Dave pointing back down the length of the building we just exited. “We’ll have to move fast.” Oh yippee skippee. 

    There was no way the cart’s little wheels could navigate the rough asphalt, so I moved Dave out of the way. “I’ll carry her.”

    “You should not move your shoulder, Finn,” said Colette with evident irritation.

    “I heal fast.”

    Are we okay, Spring?

    I’m fine, but your shoulder’s still not doing very well. Your body can only heal so fast. Just do most of your lifting with your left hand.

    Right.

    I gently picked up Jen and found a position where the pain in my shoulder was manageable. She barely seemed to weigh anything. This was definitely a situation where my new, larger muscles were an advantage. She whimpered and opened her eyes a crack. I tried to smile at her blood stained face. “Hey welcome back, sleepy. Just relax, I’ve got you.”

    Her eyes closed and said in a small voice, “It hurts, Finn.”

    I tried to blink back sudden tears. “I know sweetie, I know.” I wanted to promise her it would get better, but I couldn’t get myself to do it.

    “We cannot go that way,” said Colette, looking down the building. “Come, this way.” She started to lead us in the opposite direction, but Dave balked. 

    “Oh, no! We’re not leaving my car! Besides, who said you were coming with us? You smell like shit, and as far as I’m concerned, the farther away we are from you, the better.”

    “Dave,” I said. “Let’s just get away first, then we can start shouting at each other.”

    “Quickly, we must go this way,” said Colette. “They will kill us if we go down there.” 

    “Well,” said Dave looking at me. “You can follow Benedictine Arnold there, I’m going back to get my car. They don’t know what I look like, so I’ll just act like a normal pedestrian.”

    I snapped. “Dave, don’t be an ass. You’re covered in blood, for Christ’s sake. Let’s go.”

    “I think I liked you better when you were forced to be polite.” 

    I considered it. Somewhere along the way, I’d beaten Smith’s compulsion. Score one for the good guys. I wondered if some part of me assumed the compulsion ended when Smith died.

    I turned to follow Colette and found myself staring into a ferocious scowl especially reserved for me. I tried to come up with a reason for it, but got nothing. “What?”

    “Please do not take His name in vain.”

    The light dawned. “Oh, sorry.”

    I followed and then hissed back at Dave, who hadn’t moved. “Come on, Dave! Your car will be just fine here for a few hours or a day.

    Dave looked longingly down the street towards his beloved Mustang, before turning and jogging to catch up with us. “I’m gonna be seriously pissed if something happens to my car.”

    “Yeah, surprise, surprise,” I muttered.

    We scuttled down past the next building, keeping close to it while I waited tensely to hear a shout or feel a bullet pierce my back. Colette led us into another trash-filled alley between buildings. She pointed to a particularly large pile of palettes and discarded junk. 

    “Finn, you and David take the girl and hide behind this. I will find a vehicle.”

    Dave scowled at her until I pointed out the facts. “Hey Dave, she’s a spy, remember?”

    “Okay, fine,” he said with unconcealed reluctance.

    Colette extended her hand palm up to David. “Good, now give me your bear, please.”

    I hadn’t even noticed that Dave had retrieved it from Jen.

    “Oh no! I’m already losing my car! You can’t have this, too!”

    “Dave, just let her use it for a little while. She’ll bring it back.” I scowled at her. “Won’t you, Colette?”

    “Yes, yes, now hurry.”

    David grumbled but gave it to her. He glared over at me and said, “She’d better bring that back!” He looked back to Colette, but she was nowhere to be seen. “Do you hear me, you little French tart?”

    We made our way back through the alley and crouched behind the pile of junk. I carefully sat down and cradled Jen in my lap, giving my injured shoulder a much needed break. Dave plopped down beside me. 

    As exhausted as I was, my time in the cage kept playing back vividly in my mind. I tried to distract myself by running my fingers through Jen’s hair. I started shaking with reaction to everything that had just happened. There was so much blood, so much death. Jen’s blood coated my hands, clothes, and face. I started shutting down, but Spring was there and suddenly everything was better.

    Thank you, Spring.

    De nada, can’t have my sun and root go crazy on me. There will be a price to pay later. Now, keep watch, and I’ll start trying to encourage blood production in Jen. We’ll need water for her very soon.

    After a few minutes, Dave got up on his knees and dug into his bulging pants pockets. He pulled out an ornate cross on a chain and examined it.

    I recognized it. “Hey, that’s Colette’s. Where did you get it?”

    He grinned at me. “Off dead Dr. Strange.”

    “You looted his corpse?” I looked at him with disbelief.

    “Ha! Yep, one thing I learned playing in your world: always check the bodies for goodies!”

    “Sheesh, Dave, that’s just a game.”

    Dave shrugged and tried to look nonchalant. “I guess you wouldn’t be interested in the other stuff I found then.”

    Well, now that it was done... “What did you find?”

    He fished back into his bulging pants pocket and pulled out four rectangular golden pendants of various sizes on chains and a leather wallet.

    I gaped at him. “You took all that bling off the doctor?”

    “Yep,” he smiled proudly. “There was two hundred and change in his wallet, too.”

    I wanted to be affronted or disgusted, but the only thing I did was gape and laugh.

    “...And this.” He pulled out a smart phone and panic chased away the laughter.

    “Oh crap, Dave, is that his? You’ve got to get rid of it. They can track it!”

    “Relax, it’s not one of your retarded iPhones, so I took the battery out. I just thought it might come in handy to see who his best buddies are.”

    I didn’t rise to his baiting. I loved my iPhone. The one I’d lost... I shook off my mourning. “Good thinking, Dave. I can’t wait to check it out.”

    Dave put the phone back into his pocket. “Wanna know the best part?”

    “I don’t know, do I?”

    “Oh yes, you do.” Dave’s eyes glittered. “Here, check this out.” He held out his hand and dropped Colette’s cross into mine.

    A familiar pulsing tingle traveled up my arm. “Holy crap, it’s got the hoodoo! It feels just like the bear.”

    “Yep, every one of these pendants has the hoodoo. And get this, they don’t clash. Having all these together is a serious rush, dude.”

    Now that he mentioned it, the piece in my hand pulsed warmly in sync with the Caduceus. In contrast, holding the Caduceus and the snake or bear whistles was a nerve-jangling experience as the two pieces clashed in my mind. I wondered what the difference was.

    “Wow, Smith really must have been behind the assassinations of Colette’s family members. I’ll bet these all belonged to them. He was collecting hoodoo. You should probably give that cross back to Colette.”

    He raised a disbelieving eyebrow. “Uh, hello, Earth to Finn. This is the woman that stabbed you and got you shot.”

    Oh yeah.

    I always knew she couldn’t be trusted, offered Spring.

    You loved her, Spring!

    Not at first. If you’ll recall my first impression, I told you she wasn’t worth your time.

    That’s just because she was on birth control.

    That, and my feminine intuition.

    I snorted out a laugh.

    “Spring agrees with me, doesn’t she?” asked Dave.

    “...How?”

    “Your normal lost and glassy-eyed look intensifies when you’re talking to her.”

    I guess I’d heard that before. “Gee, thanks.”

    “Hey, you asked. Now, give me back that cross, so I can put it away before your treacherous French trollop returns.”

    I handed it back to Dave, and he stuffed his ill-gotten booty back into his pants. “I think maybe you shouldn’t be so hard on her, Dave. She only stabbed me because she was afraid for her life, you know. And, she was pretty pissed at farm-boy for shooting me. Plus, she saved my life and Jen’s back there.”

    “Well gosh, make sure to invite me to the wedding, you sap.”

    “Hey!”

    “I mean, don’t get me wrong, she’s cute and I’d do her, but I’d check under the bed and keep a bat handy, if you know what I mean.”

    I scowled at him. “Dave, you’re such a pig.” He laughed with satisfaction.

    “A bat and a body condom...” murmured Jen softly in my lap.

    I looked down and saw that her eyes were half-open. She still looked like death, but I enjoyed a surge of relief while Dave laughed at her follow up. I said to Jen, “Hey, welcome back to the world! You had us worried, kiddo.”

    “Naw, no problem. Take more’n a li’l’ bullet t’keep me down.”

    “Okay, Rambo.”

    The knot in my gut started releasing. I refrained from hugging her, but I did bend over and kiss her on the head. Her eyes closed and she relaxed back asleep. I wanted to weep, but there was nothing behind my eyes but sand.

    We dropped into silence for a minute, and I tried to be a stone—without feelings or remorse. It wasn’t that hard, since I was dead tired and my skull was about to explode from the resurrection of my previous headache. When Spring offered, I gladly accepted her help and a soothing, cool wash of endorphins flowed through me, taking away my pain and some of my anxiety. Some, but not all. I couldn’t believe how I’d let down my uncle.

    “Dave, Wendigota still has my uncle Mark, and he’s in there with all of Smith’s guards. We have to help him.”

    Dave scowled in thought. “What was he doing there anyway, Finn?”

    I thought about what Smith had said about Mark. Was it possible that my uncle was actually working with that whack job? Mark had mentioned him once, but just in passing. If he wasn’t with Smith, then what the hell was he doing there?

    “I don’t know, Dave, maybe he was trying to rescue me.”

    “By himself, without the cops? How would he even know you were taken? Wasn’t he out of town?”

    I nodded. “Yeah, he was... Shit.”

    I leaned my head back against the dirty bricks of the building and a new happy thought popped up. “I am so hosed, Dave. My parents are probably freaking out. They have no idea where I am and I escaped police custody by mind-fucking a guard.”

    “Now there’s some really unpleasant imagery,” muttered Dave.

    “Detective Hunter is going to be pissed,” I added.

    “Yep, you are hosed, my friend.” Dave laughed. “I’m glad I’m not you.”

    Colette appeared in front of us. “I have obtained an automobile.” 

    Both Dave and I shouted in surprise at her appearance. Colette scowled. “Be silent! We don’t know where those guards are.”

    “Jesus, girl, don’t sneak up on us like that!” said Dave.

    Colette scowled even more fiercely at Dave and then simply turned and walked away.

    Dave looked at me. “Did I say something?”

    I got up awkwardly with Jen. “You said ‘Jesus,’ Dave.”

    “I thought she was religious. I figured she’d like people saying ‘Jesus.’”

    I just ignored him. I didn’t have to even look at Dave to know there would be a grin on his face. 

    Colette had procured an ancient delivery van. Once upon a time, there had been lettering on its side, but it had been painted over with white. Dave rode shotgun, and I climbed into the cold bare steel back with Jen and leaned back against one of the empty storage racks mounted to the side. It wasn’t comfortable, but it was better than being shot at or rotting in a cage. Once we were in, Colette wasted no time in getting us out of there.

    After we’d cleared the immediate area without any sign of pursuit, Dave leaned over to the front storage bin of the engine cowling and grabbed the gun that Colette had placed there.

    “I’ll take this. Now give me back my bear before you contaminate it with your stink.”

    Colette just glanced at him and said, “Keep the safety on or I will throw you out of this automobile.”

    “I’d like to see you try, Mata Hari. Come on, cough up my bear.” She handed it back.

    I started feeling a bit light headed.

    Tank’s empty, dude, reminded Spring.

    I relayed the message. “I’m starving. I need to get some food or I’m going to pass out. Jen lost a lot of blood, so she needs a lot of fluids.”

    Colette leaned around her seat and looked at me. “I am soree, but they took all my things, Finn. I do not have the money.”

    “That’s okay, Dave’ll pay. I happen to know he’s got at least 200 bucks cash on him.”

    “Hey!”

    “Relax, you big baby. It’s not like it’s yours or anything.”

    “Remind me not to come rescue you again.”

    I ignored whatever else followed, used my sight to dive into Jen again, and did what I could to help her with the little bit I still had. 

     

    


Hunted

    Dave woke me with a poke in the arm and a large white sack of heaven from a burger joint. The van was parked somewhere, my butt and legs were numb, and I needed one arm to hold on to Jen, still asleep in my lap, but I plowed through my feast in record time.

    Three large hamburgers, fries and a liter of Coke later, I leaned against the back wall in contentment.

    “Thank you, Dave. I love you, and I want to have your children.”

    “Hey, I already offered you my sisters, but you didn’t want them.”

    He placed a half dozen bottles of water next to me. “This is for Sleeping Beauty.”

    I managed to get Jen to drink a few mouthfuls before she fell back asleep.

    “So what’s the plan?” I asked.

    Dave took a swallow of his huge Coke and nodded at Colette. “Well, el stinko Stabby McStabber here wants to go to one of her safe houses, but I’d rather be dropped into a pit of greased vipers.”

    Spring’s glee brightened my day. Stabby McStabber! That’s brilliant! I laughed with her.

    “This is not funny, Finn.” Colette scowled at me and then at Dave. “Where are we going to find clothes, or an ‘otel when we are all covered in the blood?”

    “I say we just stop by a gang of kids, and Finn can hoodoo them to give you their clothes,” suggested Dave.

    I recalled what it had felt like to be coerced by Smith and shuddered. “That is so not going to happen, Dave. I’m never going to do that to a person again.”

    Dave shrugged. “You have a better idea?”

    All I wanted to do was go home and see my parents. “Oh my God, my parents are going to be freaking out. We’ve got to go home, Dave.” 

    Well, we were kind of busy, Finn. 

    “Non,” said Colette. “You must not go home. You will endanger your parents. These people, they are killers.”

    “Colette, they’re in danger already. My uncle’s under the control of Wendigota, and he knows where they live. He’s going to do everything he can to get my Caduceus and will look for me there first. I’ve got to warn them!” I hadn’t yet had time to properly mourn the loss of my phone, but this started me down that road. Those bastards had stolen my phone! I felt naked and helpless without it. How I could worry about a stupid phone at a time like this was beyond me.

    “Dave, give me your phone.”

    “What is it with you guys and taking my stuff?”

    “Dave, they took my phone, and I need to warn my parents.”

    Dave frowned but tossed me the phone. 

    “David! Have you heard from Finn?” My mother’s voice sounded hopeful but weary.

    “Hi, Mom, it’s me.”

    “Oh my God, Finn! Are you alright? What happened to you?”

    “It’s a long story, Mom, but I need to tell you something important.”

    “Why didn’t you call us? Do you know how worried we’ve been since Detective Hunter told us you left the hospital?”

    “I’m sorry Mom, but that’s not important right now.”

    “It will be when your father has his say.”

    “Mom! Listen! You and dad are in danger. You need to leave the house, just go somewhere else and don’t tell anyone where you are going.”

    “Tell her not to use ze credit cards,” said Colette.

    “And Colette says you shouldn’t use your credit cards...”  Oops, shouldn’t have said that.

    Way to think on your feet there, Finn.

    “Colette! What are you doing with that psychopath? She’s a murderer and should be put behind bars!”

    Tell your mom, she already was—twice—and it didn’t stick. We need to just put her down.

    “Mom, calm down, everything’s okay. I’m not in any danger right now, but you are.”

    I heard a deep breath through the phone. “Alright Finn, tell me what you’re talking about.”

    So, I told her. I concluded with, “Mom, I don’t know what kind of resources this Smith may have had, but if Mark gets access to them, it’s going to be bad. He has several shards from the Delacroix. He won’t stop until he has my Caduceus, and kidnapping you is the surest way to get to me.”

    “Finn, your dad’s not here, I’ll have to wait for him to get home.”

    “Okay, but call him, and get out of there as soon as you can.”

    “What about you?”

    I paused to think about it. “I’m on my way back. Can we meet at the Grease Burger—I mean the Mighty Burger, where I used to work? I’ll be there in about four hours.” 

    “Finn, we need to go to the police with this. We’ll meet you at the police station instead.”

    “No, Mom! Look, Uncle Mark has the snake totem, all of my memories, and all of this Smith guy’s memories. He’s going to know how to use it as a source of power. From what Colette tells me, Smith was running an international assassination ring or something. He was collecting hoodoo power sources. Since Mark has the snake totem, I have no doubt that he’s already taken over the whole organization. We can’t risk letting him just walk into the station, shoot it up, or hoodoo everyone into believing he’s a Federal Marshal or something.”

    A few silent moments later, she replied, “Okay, we’ll do it your way. Just don’t get yourself killed.”

    “I’ll be careful, Mom. You be careful, too. I love you.”

    “You too, sweetheart.”

    “I will. Oh, if you need me, call me at this number. It’s Dave’s cell. Smith took mine. Bye.”

    I hung up and handed the phone back to Dave. His nearly invisible blond eyebrows were reaching for the sky.

    “What?” I asked.

    “That’s it? You call your mom, tell her your uncle is possessed by a demon who wants you dead, and she agrees to leave the house? Finn, your family isn’t human. If I’d dodged my police protection and called home the next day, I wouldn’t get a word past ‘Hi.’”

    “Well, after everything that’s happened this summer, I think my family is a bit more credulous about weirdness.”

    “I haven’t told my parents a damned thing, and if they knew, they’d thank me for it. Old people aren’t flexible like we are. They like a very boring ordinary life.”

    “Dave, your parents are what, forty-five? That’s not old.”

    “Ha, you’d never know it from talking to them.”

    “Well, my mom is a rock. Nothing shakes her. You should have seen her handle it...”

    Dave’s phone rang. “Hello... Heya Pip! Just a second, I’ll get him.”

    He handed me the phone again. Pip was his nickname for my sister Holly. 

    “Hey, Holly, what’s up?”

    “Finn, what did you tell Mom? She’s totally freaked out. Are you alright?”

    “I’m fine. What’s she doing?”

    “She’s just sitting on the couch with her head in her hands and shaking all over.”

    “Oh, crap.”

    Holly’s voice was now accusing. “What did you tell her, Finn?”

    “Listen, Holly, some really bad stuff is happening. I ran into a very bad man who took the Caduceus from me. As a result, the shadow’s loose, and it has infected Uncle Mark. I got the Caduceus back and escaped, but I’m afraid that the shadow is going to come after you guys to coerce me to give it up. You’ve got to get out of there.”

    “What am I supposed to do, Finn?”

    “Call Dad, and get him home, so you guys can get out of there. Meanwhile, just sit with Mom, be there for her.”

    “Okay Finn, I’ll try.”

    “I know you will, Holly. I love you. I’ll meet you at the Grease Burger in about four hours.”

    “Okay Finn, bye.” She hung up, leaving me stricken with guilt and fear. My mom didn’t deserve this, and dumping it on Holly was criminal.

    Dave looked at me over the seat. I immediately braced for impact from some verbal snark, but he said, “Shit, Finn, is your mom going to be okay?”

    I tried to look confident and nodded. “Yeah, she’ll be just fine.”

    She will be, Finn, she will be.

    God, I hope so.

    I looked over at Colette. She was talking softly and swiftly into her phone in her smooth, flowing French. I could barely hear her from the back.

    I Looked in on Jen. She seemed to be healing nicely, but we would need to get some food in her to keep it going.

    When Colette finished her call, we had a knock-down, drag-out about where we were going. Colette insisted that we drive to her family’s safe house in New York, and I insisted we were going to get my parents before we did anything else. Dave agreed with me, and made it exceedingly clear that Colette was welcome to go her own way. In the end, she agreed to drive us back to Newark. I assumed she didn’t want to let the Caduceus out of her sight.

    I needed to think about something other than the danger I’d put my family in. After casting about mentally, I asked over the noise and rattle of the van, “Colette, when we were in the cage, Smith kept shooting at me and missing. Every time he shot at me, the whole world seemed to jump around me. Do you know anything about that?

    “Euu... non.”

    Yeah right, said Spring with a mental snort of derision. I had to agree.

    “Let me rephrase that. I know it was you, and I’m pretty sure it saved my life. Now tell me what you did.”

    I couldn’t see her reaction from the back of the van, but just as I was about to prod her again, she said, “I bent the light, so he could not see where we were.”

    “You can do that?” asked Dave with enthusiasm.

    “Oui, it takes some practice, but it is not hard to do.”

    “So, how do you do it?” I asked.

    “Of course, there are different ways, but me, I use water.”

    “Water?”

    “Oui, water bends the light, yes?”

    “Yes.” I nodded, even though she couldn’t see me, either.

    “When you accept the blessing of the True Cross, the instrument that allowed the Christ to save us, you become closer to creation, yes?”

    What’s she talkin’ about, Willis?

    Shhh. “Umm, yes?”

    “Yes, so you use the blessing to see the full glory of God’s creation. When you can see, you can touch, and with your touch you can call upon ze power of Christ to mold it to your desires.”

    Some of this almost made sense to me, but I’d never tried to put my hoodoo into words, and I’d never couched it in Christian terms. “These pieces of the cross allow you to see things more clearly, and if you can see it, you can change it?”

    “Oui! With the Cross—we touch Creation. By accepting the sacrifice of Jesus, we become one with the God’s Creation, and in this small way we may create.”

    I thought of the pulsing song of the Caduceus. It always felt like some fundamental truth, some basis of reality, but I’d never connected it with God or Jesus. It was both awe-inspiring and scary to think about. I was nominally Christian, like my parents, but I didn’t think about it as something I could touch every day. Things like The Da Vinci Code were firmly in the realm of fiction for me. I guess I’d never tried to integrate Jesus and the Bible into my reality. It was somehow unnerving to have a solid physical connection to the crucifixion.

    Are you buying this whole Jesus angle? asked Spring.

    I don’t know, Spring. If the Caduceus is part of the cross, then how did it get buried under that mound on a different continent a thousand years ago?

    As I pursued this new thought, I completely forgot about my original question. “So, are you saying you must believe in Jesus to use these pieces of the cross?”

    “But of course. We must study and purify ourselves before we are allowed bear the True Cross.”

    What did that mean for me? “So, if someone didn’t do this, they wouldn’t be able to use it?”

    “Perhaps...if their soul is pure and innocent.”

    Well, she got that wrong.

    Gee thanks. I had to agree though. The number of people I’ve killed or maimed in my head would put me in the same league as Jack the Ripper.

    I looked over at Dave. He’d been uncharacteristically silent through this whole exchange. There wasn’t much on his face that told me what he thought about all this.

    “What if somebody who hadn’t gone through your training, someone maybe not so believing, were to use it?”

    “Like you, yes?”

    “Uh, yeah.”

    “The danger, it would be terrible. It could... euu... put your soul into the peril. This is why we gather all ze pieces we find. It is to protect the innocent, and to use this power only for God’s will.”

    Ah, like sneaking into your room at night and stabbing you.

    I grimaced. I so didn’t want to go there. I cast my net into my sea of thought to catch some other relevant questions.

    An hour later, I still wasn’t sure I had precisely figured out everything she was saying, but I had a lot to think about. We fell silent, and I slipped into a meditative state and tried to see the world as Colette described it.

    As we drove, I periodically coaxed Jen to drink some water, but I couldn’t get her to eat her McGoodness.

    About three hours into our trip, Dave missed a call. He was fast asleep, and I had to yell to wake him. He grumpily pulled out his phone and fiddled with it for a minute before he handed it to me.

    “Here, there’s a message from your mom. Just press one.” Duty done, he flopped back in his chair.

    I pushed one and waited nervously for the message. 

    The call was from my mom’s cell, but the message was from Holly.

    “Finn, you’ve got to get here quick! Dad’s been shot. There’s blood everywhere! Finn, please answer the phone!”

    Adrenalin shot through my veins. “Frack!” I fumbled a bit with the stupid not-iPhone to get it to redial. The phone rang five times before it went to voice mail. “Gah!” Mom probably had her ringer off again. I called the home phone. By the third ring, I was out of my mind with panic. 

    I yelled into the phone, “Answer the phone damn-it!” The phone picked up, “You’ve reached the...”

    I hung up and tried again. “Pick it up, pick it up. Come on.” It didn’t help. There was no answer there, either. I tried my dad’s number and got the same thing.

    I yelled at Colette, “They’re there right now! Go faster! Go faster, damn it!”

    “Finn, if I go faster, we may get stopped by the police. If that happens, they’ll discover that this auto is stolen, and when they see us covered in blood, they will arrest us.”

    “I don’t fucking care! Go faster.”

    “Do it Colette, or let me drive,” said Dave.

    I couldn’t see Colette’s expression, but the van jumped underneath me and the rattle around Jen and I became deafening. 

    “Where are we?” I yelled. “How long to get there?”

    “We’re just entering Columbus,” yelled Dave.

    Shit. I hoped they could survive another thirty minutes. I hoped I could.

    “Dave, is Detective Hunter’s number in here?”

    “Yeah, look for ‘Detective Hotty.’”

    I found it quickly and called.

    “Hi, this is Vicky.”

    “Detective, this is Finn. You have to help—” 

    “Finn, what the hell did you do to my officer? Where are you? Do you—”

    “Detective, my parents are in trouble.”

    “—know how much... Trouble, what kind of trouble?”

    “There are armed killers at my house with guns. My dad’s been shot. You’ve got to get over there fast!”

    “Wait, where are you?”

    “I’m driving in from Columbus. I can’t get there in much less than half an hour. Please hurry!”

    “Finn, who are these killers?”

    “I don’t know, Holly just called. Please get somebody over there. I’ll be there in half an hour.”

    I hung up to discourage any more questions and tried to get a grip on my pounding heart and my leaping imagination.

    I looked down at Jen. Her head was in my lap. The rest of her stretched out across the hard-ridged metal floor.

    As usual, Spring was paying more attention than me. Finn, there’s something wrong. Her aura is gone.

    I didn’t think I could panic any more, but I have hidden depths. When I Looked at her, my heart pounded in my chest, and I suddenly couldn’t take a breath. Jen had no aura. 

    


Rescue

    “Jen!” I shouted. I pushed my sight down into Jen’s deathly-still form and ignored Dave’s questions. To my relief, Jen was alive—barely, but she had almost no aura.

    It made no sense. Spring was just as confused as I was. 

    How could her aura just disappear? This can’t be happening. 

    “Jen! Jen can you hear me?” I yelled mentally as well.

    Neither mental nor physical calls got an answer. I looked deeper inside, but I still couldn’t find out what was wrong. I pulled back to get another look and tried to understand. This time I saw what was happening. Her aura was flowing away from her body in faint a wispy cord. I freaked out. Could Wendigota suck out a soul at this distance? In an instant, I put up a shield to keep the remainder of it in place. 

    The small remains of her soul snapped back and the cord vanished. 

    Under Il Saia’s instructions, I had done something similar for Jen’s brother Gregg while cradling his dead body in my hands. Il Saia told me that our souls could regenerate over time. I just prayed I’d kept enough of Jen, so she would still be Jen when she woke up.

    I threw my aura out over Jen to help heal her. It was a terribly intimate act, but it had worked with Holly and several other people whose auras I’d inadvertently damaged. So, I sat there and offered her everything I had. Something was different this time. When I’d done it before, I’d been inundated with images and feelings from the person’s life, but this time, those came across as just a whisper. I strained to hear them, to support them, but they stayed distant.

    Spring, this doesn’t feel right.

    Something stung my cheek. I pulled back into my body and was slapped again for my efforts. Colette was squatting in front of me, calling my name.

    I struggled to retrieve my thoughts from the rarefied realms they’d been traveling and weakly raised my hand to ward off another blow. “Stop it! I can’t talk right now.”

    “We’re here, Finn, at your house.”

    That landed me with a thud. I had to go help my dad. But then, what would happen to Jen?

    I looked down at her to check for changes and found them. Her body and aura seemed stronger. Strong enough for me to risk taking her off my life support. Part of me was screaming to rush to my family’s aid, but I held back enough to gently move Jen’s head aside and confirm she was stable before charging out of the van. 

    Colette had us parked on our driveway behind two police cruisers and an ambulance. The whole scene flickered eerily in the red and blue light from the strobes of the ambulance. I ran to the house past Dave, who’d been stopped by two uniformed officers guarding the front entrance. They stopped me as well.

    “I’m sorry sir, this is a crime scene. We can’t let you go inside right now.”

    I recognized the officer on the right, “Officer Taylor, you know me. That’s my home! My family is in there.”

    “Sorry, Finn, Detective Hunter told us to keep everyone out.”

    I pulled up my will and said, “But remember, she did say that you could let me in.”

    Taylor scowled and said, “Yes, she did, just please be careful not to disturb anything. Don’t step in any of the blood if you can help it.” He pointed to a spray of blood on the porch emanating from the front door. 

    I tried to keep my anxiety in check and rushed passed him while ignoring the blood. Once inside, I gaped at the scene of violence presented to me in the front room.

    Two bloody male corpses lay on the floor. Vivid splatters and splashes of red blood coated the floor, the drapes, the ceiling, and dripped down the walls. There was so much that it looked fake. The two badly abused bodies assured me that it was not. One body had no head, and the other was lying on its stomach while its dead eyes studied the ceiling. A ragged hole was all that remained of that one’s right arm. Neither of them was familiar. I numbly noted the missing arm on the sofa still oozing blood onto the once-blond fabric. I found the first man’s head sleeping at the bottom of an irregular bloody smear on the far wall. The death smell of blood and feces assaulted my nose. 

    Damn, observed Spring.

    Thankful for the lack of flashbacks, I took a shallow breath and held it as I ran through the room, trying to ignore my squishing footsteps. “Dad! Mom! Holly!”

    “In here, Finn.” My dad’s voice came through the far entrance of the living room. He was in the family room 

    “Don’t go through the...!” Detective Hunter’s cry from the far door trailed off into a soft curse and a glare as I dashed into the family room. She was standing in the middle of the room.

    My dad was sitting on the couch with a female paramedic crouched in front of him. Blood covered him from head to toe. A tattered, scarlet-stained shirt dangled open from his shoulders, exposing two bloody patches of mangled flesh.

    Panic and nausea seized me. I muscled past the paramedic to crouch in front of my dad and disregarded her heartfelt protest. “Holy crap, Dad! Are you okay?”

    “Finn! I’m glad you’re alright,” said my dad in entirely too normal a voice. “We’ve been worried about you.”

    Driven by the tectonic pressure of my anxiety, the words geysered out of me. “Are you alright? What happened? Are Mom and Holly okay? We couldn’t get back in time. I lost my phone, and I tried—” 

    “Finn, everyone is fine. This looks worse than it really is.” He nodded towards the paramedic now sprawled on the floor. “I’ve been trying to tell that to the young lady there.”

    The “young lady” in question sat several feet away getting a hand up from Detective Hunter. My face heated up with embarrassment. I hadn’t meant to throw her. 

    “Sorry about that—”

    “He’s in shock and denial,” she said with a scowl. “He’s obviously sustained massive blood loss. You need to convince him to let me help him.”

    My dad grimaced and waved her away with a bloody hand. “I told you, most of it isn’t mine.” He looked at me. “Finn, can you go get me about a dozen of those acorns and a hammer?”

    He was referring to the acorns I’d gathered from Spring’s oak after it had been cut down by Jen and Gregg. Each acorn emitted a bright golden aura—each a little love child created by Spring and my life essence—or something. The ones that had dropped before the tree had been cut down had created an oak forest in my back yard. The unripe ones I collected seemed to pack a bit of a metaphysical punch, and a few could replenish my hoodoo as well as a pizza or foot-long sub. They might be able to help my dad heal.

    “Okay, but where’s Mom and Holly?”

    “We sent them upstairs, so they wouldn’t be in the way of the investigation and didn’t have to look at all the carnage and blood. Holly’s too young to be exposed to something like this.” My dad waved his hands to encompass himself and the front room.

    “What happened?”

    My dad shrugged. “The guy had a shotgun and shot me when I wouldn’t cooperate.”

    I’m sure my astonishment was evident. “So, you ripped his head off?”

    He looked down in shame or embarrassment and studied the shredded flesh of his chest beneath his chin. He dug into one of the many deep, bloody holes, pulled something out with finger and thumb. “Yes, I’m afraid they made me pretty angry.” He tossed a small gray sphere onto the carpet. It was a buckshot pellet. 

    “Finn—” said Hunter.

    She was overridden by a little girl’s squeal. “Finn! You’re here!” A pink streak of child tackled me around the waist, ignoring my own bloody clothes. “I’m so glad you’re home! I had bad dreams about you last night!”

    I staggered and tried to hug her back, but she was little short for a good hug. Instead, I stroked her hair thinking about how this must have traumatized her. The contrast of her pink Dora jammies and the raw horror of the living room nearly caused my brain to pop.

    “I’m okay, Pip,” I said past the big lump of love, fear, relief, and shame crammed into my throat. I looked away toward the Detective, blinking a speck of dust or something from my eyes.

    Detective Hunter’s face was red, rigid, and so compressed, it looked like it wanted to pull itself right off her head and go get a drink. I barely noticed her low-cut evening gown and the two smooth, tan mounds peeking out from the top of it, or the valley between them that led the eye down into mysterious... Really, I barely noticed it.

    “Finn, what have you done?” Her dangerous tone helped me to focus on her face.

    “Me? I just got here.”

    Holly looked up at me, eyes shining with excitement. “You should have seen Dad! Those bad men shot him twice! He fell down, and I ran away to call you, but you didn’t answer. When I came back, I saw him kill the second guy! He just ripped his head right off! It was so cool! That guy’s blood squirted all the way to the ceiling! Our Dad’s like Superman, Finn! Did you know that?”

    I felt a little faint, but Holly wasn’t done. She made a disgusted face. “Then he started eating the first guy. He just started chewing on the guy’s arm. It was really gross. You should have seen it!”

    He was eating corpses now? I looked over at my dad in alarm. He just shrugged helplessly. 

    Holly was still talking, her nose wrinkled up in disgust. “...and did you know that people poop their pants when they die? That’s even grosser! It stinks.”

    Oh God.

    “When Detective Vicky got here, she almost shot Dad, but I stopped her.” My little adopted sister stuck her chest out with pride. “Isn’t that great?”

    “Uh, yeah... yeah... very cool—that would have been bad.”

    “Holly?” My mom’s panicked call came from the kitchen.

    “Mom! Finn’s back!”

    “Oh, thank God!” My mom rushed up and swept me up in a hug, which I gladly returned. “I’m so glad you’re safe.” She pulled away and looked me in the eyes. “Dear Lord, honey, you’re bleeding!”

    After a half moment of shifting gears, I recalled my own busy day. I shook my head, “No Mom, it’s not my blood.”

    “Whose blood is it?”

    “It’s mostly Jen’s.”

    “Jen! She’s hurt? Where is she?”

    “Oh, hell! She’s out in the van. Something’s wrong with her.” I looked over to the paramedic, “Come on, maybe you can tell me what’s wrong.”

    She didn’t give my dad a second look and followed me as I ran back toward the living room. Detective Hunter barked, “Through the kitchen!” 

    “Right, sorry.” I altered course and took the kitchen path.

    Behind me, I heard my dad say, “Go on Helen, I’ll be fine.”

    I ran out the door past the standing cops. Along the way, I filled in the paramedic.

    I rounded the far side of our stolen van and saw Jen sitting up in the open side door next to Dave. He had his arm around her. I felt a little tinge of completely irrational and ill-timed jealousy. I mean it wasn’t as if...well, you know.

    “Jen!”

    She turned to me with a lost and bemused expression.

    The paramedic pushed past me to examine her. She freaked when she saw all the blood on Jen’s shirt.

    I fell to my knees next to the paramedic and grabbed one of Jen’s hands. “Jen, are you alright? What happened?”

    When she didn’t speak immediately, Dave said, “I figured someone needed to watch her, so I came back here, and she just woke up.”

    The paramedic glared at me and said, “Sir, please give me some room.”

    I reluctantly dropped Jen’s hand and backed off. Jen looked at me with weary eyes and spoke with a weak voice. “I was... traveling, but something attacked me and cut me off. I lost my way back. I searched for a long time... I was lost and scared. I finally found you, and I woke up here.”

    Realization hit Spring and I at the same time. She was spirit traveling and we cut the cord!

    Oh dear God, what did I do? I thought to Spring.

    Don’t freak out too much, she seems to be back.

    I nodded and tried to focus on whatever outrageous thing Dave was saying. He always knew the precisely wrong thing to say to defuse emotional moments.

    “Hey, don’t worry about it for now, Jen, you’re here with us and everything’s going to be fine.”

    I snorted at his comment out of habit then immediately felt a little ashamed when I absorbed his kind words. Wow, I guess even Dave could be supportive and kind.

    Dave broke into his shit-eating grin. “Wait till you hear how I got you out of there.”

    Or not. I growled. “Dave...”

    He laughed. Jen just sat there looking confused.

    I felt my mom come up behind me. She quietly spoke into my ear. “Oh, dear God. Finn, what happened?”

    Jen sat up straight and her eyebrows rose in alarm. “Mrs. M?” She ducked the paramedic’s ministrations and looked at me. “Finn! I saw your dad getting attacked! There was blood everywhere. Two guys...I think they had guns...they—”

    “Shhh. Don’t worry Jen, everything’s all right now. Everyone’s okay,” interjected my mom.

    Dave and I exchanged glances. Was Jen getting visions? I tabled that thought for a moment.

    The paramedic grabbed Jen’s head and finished checking her eyes and the red, but healed, wound on her chest. The sight of it made me nauseous.

    Why do I seem to get everyone around me shot?

    Just a natural talent, I guess, replied Spring.

    The paramedic shook her head. “Is she going to be alright?” I asked.

    She glared at me. “Beside the torn shirt and coating of blood, the only thing I can find is low blood pressure and an elevated pulse—what are you people playing at?”

    “What?”

    “Do you expect me to believe that she got shot and healed up completely in a matter of hours?”

    I shook my head, but my mother interceded. “Miss, I assure you that we are just as confused as you.”

    The paramedic scowled at Jen and said, “You should be taken to the hospital for a closer examination.”

    Jen nodded hesitantly.

    “Thank you, miss. We’ll take care of her from here,” said my mom as the paramedic started packing up her stuff.

    “Why don’t you come inside?” I asked Jen.

    With eyebrow raised, Dave said, “Really? You think she’s going to take well to that scene?”

    “Oh, right.” Jen was looking more confused than worried now. “Jen, maybe it’s better if you just stay here right now.”

    She sought my eyes. “What happened, Finn?”

    “There was an attack. A couple of guys with guns. My dad took care of them.”

    “Oh...I think I saw it, Finn.” She had been traveling! Guilt crushed in.

    Don’t you dare tell her what you did, Finn. You will have time to grovel later.

     Instead of apologizing, I tried to reassure her. “Don’t worry about that now. You’re back...”

    Jen’s expression clouded up with fear again. Her voice came out small. “I was watching the men and then suddenly there was a blinding pain, I lost my way.”

    Dave gave Jen a hug. “Hey, forget about it,” he said. “What’s important is that you are here.”

    “I...okay.” She sighed and seemed to deflate.

    “We should talk about something else,” Dave laughed, and added, “...like how I rescued you!”

    I rolled my eyes. “Dave, just let her be.”

    “Go get your own distressed damsel, Finn. I’ve got this one covered.”

    My mom said, “Jen, are you really alright? We should call your parents. They’re worried sick about you.”

    Before Jen could answer, a muted buzz rang out from Dave’s pocket. He shimmied around and pulled out his phone and smiled.

    “Hey! Look at that. Finn’s calling me...” He answered, “Hey Finn...” His face fell, and he soberly offered me the phone. “It’s for you.”

    I eyed the phone as if it was poisonous, then took it. I walked around to the back of the ambulance leaving Jen with my Mom. Dave followed close behind and stood near as I answered.

    “Hello?”

    “Hey, kiddo! You forgot your phone,” said Uncle Mark.

    


Between a Rock and a Sucky Place

    A wave of fear passed from my head to my toes, momentarily taking with it my ability to speak.

    On the other end of the call, Mark didn’t seem to share that problem. “How’s everything down at the home front, Finn? I heard there was some trouble.” His voice carried nothing but good cheer.

    Rage exploded in my head. 

    “You fucking bastard! We killed both your goons. I’m going to find you and I’m going to rip you out of my uncle’s head! I swear I’ll find a way to destroy you! If you hurt—”

    “Somehow, I don’t think you will have that opportunity, young Finn. But, I’m relieved to hear that the cowardly and vile attack on your family failed.”

    “You sent it!”

    Mark’s familiar dry chuckle came over the phone. “Ah, yes. There is that.”

    “If you—” 

    “If I wanted your family dead, rest assured, they would all be bloody corpses hanging from trees in your little love forest. A feast for the—”

    “Shut up! I’ll kill you if you touch my family!”

    He tisked at me like some comic-book villain. “You shouldn’t interrupt your elders, Finn. Don’t you want to know why I called? Yes or no, I’ll tell you anyway. I’m calling for the Caduceus. Can’t be any real surprise to you. I’ve always thought you were quite bright, and now I know firsthand.”

    Oh, shit. He has your memories Finn, said Spring.

    She was right. I tried to take a breath and get my anger under control.

    “If you remember being me, then you know that isn’t going to happen,” I said. “Giving you the Caduceus would just let you go on a massive killing spree. It’s not going to happen.”

    “Finn, you, more than anyone else, know what the hunger is like. It cannot be denied, so I’m going to kill a lot of people regardless of what you do. In fact, I’ve already been indulging myself. It’s not like it’s anything new for Mark before he became me. No, I simply want the Caduceus, so it’s no longer a threat to me.”

    “And so you can just rip out people’s souls with a thought.”

    “I can already do that Finn.”

    I quailed at the thought. “Ha, that’s a lie! Remember, I know you as well as you know me.”

    “I highly doubt that, kiddo. In fact, I have at my disposal several pieces of the One True Cross, the Tree of Life, or psionic resonators. Regardless of what you call them, they were all handily collected by Matt Smith from the Delacroix and their cousins. They give me sufficient power to rip away a soul with just a thought even without the Caduceus. On top of that, I have the rest of the spirit totems from the dig.”

    “You can’t use those with each other.” 

    He chuckled. “I don’t need to, dear kiddo. I’ve given them to my most trusted men as backup.”

    Crap. “You’re going to get caught,” I said.

    “No, I highly doubt that. You see, besides the contacts I have nurtured with various government security agencies, I also have the network that Matt Smith put together. That man was a true fanatic. It would boggle your mind to discover the intricacy and the reach of the web he wove. Perhaps I can show it to you when you drop—”

    Dave grabbed the phone from my hand, and before I could more than squeak an objection, he had it on speakerphone.

    “...to me here... Hello? Are you still there or did I just lose you?”

    “I’m still here.”

    “Ah, you put me on speaker phone. Just as well since this chance I’m giving you intimately concerns your family and every friend in your phone book here...”

    He paused briefly to give me a chance to speak, but the implications struck me dumb.

    “Ah, I can tell you understand now. You really don’t have a choice in this. Don’t feel too bad, though. There are some silver linings to your little cloud of woe. I’m going to finish what Matt Smith started and take care of your Delacroix problem. First, I’ll make sure any survivors know you don’t have the Caduceus any longer, so you and yours will be safe. Then, I’m going to hunt down every so-called shard of the cross those self-important religious freaks have collected and take over their little hidden empire as well. You can re-enroll at the university and get on with your life. Trust me. It’ll be for the best. I know what a burden the Caduceus has been for you.”

    I tried to crush the cold despair growing inside me. “And you’ll go off on your merry little way, murdering innocent people and feeding off their auras.”

    “I know you are a bit of an agnostic, Finn, but don’t deceive yourself—I’m devouring their souls. The good news is that now that I have my pick, I plan on eating only the nastiest and least desirable sorts. No need to waste productive citizens. No innocents need to suffer. Consider me sort of a vampiric Batman.”

    “That’s bullshit and you know it,” I said.

    “Au contraire, kiddo. Think back to when you were me, or I was you... hmm...that brings out some interesting existential questions, doesn’t it? My thoughts never used to be this deep... But, back on task. I’ve never been presented with such a smorgasbord—a feast beyond a glutton’s wildest dream. I can afford to be picky. I’m still your Uncle Mark and though my priorities have shifted a wee bit, I would prefer to see you and your family thrive. I can do that. Think of me as the predator that culls the human herd of its worst parts. In the end, it will strengthen the race.” 

    “Dude, you’re monologuing,” interjected Dave. “That’s always when the hero escapes and kicks the super-villain’s ass.” 

    “Ha, you do have a quick wit, David, but don’t get too cocky. Neither you nor your family is untouchable. Be a good friend, and a better son, and make sure Finn sees reason.” 

    Dave glared at the phone in his hand.

    My uncle resumed. “Now, let’s talk details. Finn, I want you to go to my home, and place the Caduceus on my kitchen table. I’ll send someone along to fetch it.”

    “Why don’t you come meet me yourself?”

    “Let’s be serious here. I shall equip my courier with a shard of black power. He will be able to cause some trouble if you try to control or stop him. He won’t know anything about my location except the P.O. box where he will mail the shard, so don’t bother trying to force him. I’ve been at the spy game longer than you have even existed, kiddo, so don’t start feeling clever. Trust me, it will not work out well for you.”

    A hollow heaviness weighed me down. “When do you want it?”

    “I’m not in that big of a hurry. Let’s say tomorrow by noon. It’s already late, I’m feeling peckish, and I know how much you like to sleep in. Give my best to your parents.”

    As usual for my uncle, he didn’t say goodbye. The phone beeped its lost connection. I just stood there watching Dave re-pocket his phone.

    “Holy evil douche-bag Batman,” said Dave without much enthusiasm. 

    I had to agree.

    “Since when was your uncle a spy?”

    “He wasn’t,” I said hotly. “Wendigota’s just dicking with me.”

    “Jerk,” he said. “This is why superheroes wear a mask.”

    “Yep. And then there’s us.”

    “Ha. So, what’s your ingenious plan for getting out of this? You gonna give Sauron his ring?”

     

     

     

    


Protecting Your Own

    A long time later, I found myself in the family room trying to ignore the odor of death, which now permeated the entire first floor. The sight and the smell tried to pull me back into memories of death and bloodshed not so long past, but somehow Spring helped me stay functional. 

    The forensic guys had measured, photoed, and done what they do. The bodies were gone, but we had to call in a crime scene cleaner Detective Hunter had recommended. I never realized the victims of violence had to pay for the cleanup. That’s seriously messed up.

    My brain and stomach were churning so much I barely noticed any of that activity. But, when the detective wanted to leave, I’d stopped her.

    Now, she was sitting in our rocker, my dad and mom were on the couch, and my sister in bed. Jen had fallen asleep in our comfy chair, and David was leaning against the doorway to the kitchen. I’d insisted he stay, but he was obviously poised to make a break for it if things got violent. My parents never struck me, but I wouldn’t blame them if they tossed me out the window after they heard what I had to say.

    Hunter rubbed her face. “Please Finn, can we get on with whatever this is? I’m tired and dirty, and I want to go home.”

    I’d walked up to a dozen ways to say this and nothing seemed adequate, but it wasn’t going to get any easier. I took a deep breath and jumped off the plank.

    “Mom, Dad, Detective…”

    Hunter interrupted. “Finn, I’m not on the clock here. Call me Vicky.”

    I nodded numbly and continued. “Mom, Dave, Vicky, I haven’t told you everything about what’s been happening to me this summer. Please believe me that I was only trying to keep you from worrying about something you couldn’t change. I didn’t see how it would do anything but hurt you.” That got their attention and three sets of eyes bored into me.

    “There is a...I mean when Erik...sometime things... Sorry, this is just hard.”

    “Just start from the beginning, Finn, don’t worry about making it eloquent,” said my dad.

    I looked at my feet—that was easier. “You guys know some of this. When we excavated the mound, we dug up a monster. The natives who killed it called it Wendigota. It was an evil spirit their medicine man trapped in the skull of its last victim. When we found the skeleton, it had been buried there for hundreds or thousands of years. Erik freed Wendigota when he vandalized the rock shop and broke the skull. The spirit possessed him. That’s what drove him crazy. That’s why he went on his killing spree.” There was no response but silence.

    “You know I stopped Erik at Gregg’s funeral. With the help of the Caduceus, I pushed Wendigota out of him and nearly killed Erik in the process. I didn’t tell you that Erik came in and shot Dave before I could stop him—”

    “David was shot?” My mom looked horrified.

    “It’s okay, Mrs. M, it was just a flesh wound. I got better,” said David. 

    “I was trying to help heal Dave with the Caduceus when Wendigota returned and attacked me.”

    I risked a glance up. Everyone was just staring at me. My mom still looked stricken, my dad looked gaunt and concerned, and Hunter looked... tired. Well, at least no one was throwing anything at me—or bleeding on me.

    I hastily dropped my gaze and continued. “What I didn’t tell anyone is that Wendigota possessed me. It turned me into a killer who fed on people’s souls. I was overwhelmed by its hunger for them. It’s like there’s a black hole inside Wendigota itself.” I paused for a second to consider my next words.

    “Everyone in the room suddenly looked like a snack, and I planned to feed on them all. The only thing that stopped me was Spring and my friends. They led me to Shady Oaks, where I planned to feed on every single patient...” I choked past a dry catch in my throat. “Daniel and Holly met me there. They stood up to me. They relied on my love of them to stop Wendigota. I... I... killed Daniel. I couldn’t stop it. I just ripped his soul out of his body, and he died right in front of me...” Tears were now flowing freely down my face and the constriction in my throat made it impossible for me to continue. I took a couple of ragged breaths. 

    My mother choked out her own sob, got up from the couch, and fled the room.

    I’d betrayed her. Instead of a son, she had a murderer living in her home.

    My god, Finn, get over yourself. Even I know she’s crying for you—for what you went through. I spent most of my life as a tree, and even I can see that.

    Shut up, Spring! 

    Asshole, she said as she retreated. 

    Annoying as it was, her mental interruption and subsequent guilt for snapping at her had dispelled some of the intensity of the memory I’d been reliving. It allowed me to finish.

    “While I was busy eating Daniel’s soul, Spring and Gregg managed to free me enough to escape the monster’s control. I was able to stuff it into a cage in my mind.”

    “Finn—” said my dad in a quiet voice.

    I held out my hand to stop him. “Just let me get through this, please. Anyway, I kept Wendigota locked up inside of me with the power from the Caduceus. It was okay until a friend of Uncle Mark’s, Matt Smith, captured Colette and I.”

    From there I told them what had happened while we were prisoners. I told them about our escape and then finally told them about Uncle Mark’s ultimatum. I finished my story and waited for the storm.

    “Finn, how did Gregg help you if he was dead?” asked Victoria. Nothing got past that woman.

    “Well, I got to his side too late to save him, but I was able to keep a small bit of his soul inside me. Il Saia told me his soul would regenerate, and we might get some of Gregg back.”

    Dad and Hunter looked at me in shocked silence. The silence ruled for a few moments before my dad spoke. I cringed in anticipation. 

    “Finn, it’s going to take me some time to digest all this, but let me tell you one thing I know already—you were wrong. You were wrong to keep this from your mother and me. You didn’t have to bear this by yourself. If you had shared this as it happened, we would have been there to help you carry this...burden, this unnecessary guilt.”

    This just made me feel more guilty.

    “Yep, you’re a moron,” said David from the doorway. “It’s incredible how twisted up you got this. Finn, you’re a fucking hero. The only thing any of us did was to try to keep that monster distracted until you could toss it off. You did! Now it’s free again because some twit mad scientist and a bunch of religious freaks want to control the world? You can’t possibly be held responsible for that! No-one ever told us the world was this fucked up.”

    See? Even David agrees with me.

    Quiet!

    I looked up and over at David, angry at his condescension and his language. Whatever I was going to say to him came out stillborn. My mother stood behind David looking at me with huge red-rimmed eyes. That did it. I broke down crying again, and then she was there. She held me and stroked my hair while whispering her love.

    After a few moments Dave said, “My god, Finn, are you twelve? Man up, stop with the crying and start planning.”

    I pulled back from my mom and turned on Dave. His familiar self-satisfied grin stopped me. As usual, his over-the-top inappropriate comments were just what I needed.

    “Asshole.”

    “Hey, sometimes they’re a pain, but everyone needs an asshole.”

    I struggled to hold onto my scowl. Damn him.

    Maybe I just need to be more crude, crass, and reprehensible for you to pay attention to me?

    No, please don’t, Spring. I’m sorry.

    “Finn,” said Hunter behind me. “Are you planning on giving Mark the Caduceus?”

    My dad said, “Yes, that is exactly what he’s going to do.”

    “What? Dad, what about all those people who’ll die if we don’t stop him?”

    My dad shrugged, “Finn, from what Mark told you, it’s not in your power to help them.” He held up his hand as I started to object. “Finn, this is too big for you. It’s too big for us. It’s time to pull in the big guns. This seems more like something for the CIA and the FBI. They have the resources to handle things like this.”

    “No, they don’t, and that’s the problem.” I said. “If Mark gets the Caduceus, he’ll be unstoppable. No one will be able to stand against him. All he’d need to do is go say ‘hi’ to the president and tell him to press the button. He would. You have to understand how powerful the Caduceus is.”

    “I believe I’ve got a pretty good idea,” said my dad who’d been kept alive with its power before he’d discovered his new, uh, dietary preferences.

    “Do you believe Mark will actually follow through with his threats?” asked Hunter.

    I nodded. “This thing that has him is completely ruthless. He’ll do anything to get this.” I held up the Caduceus.

    “You can just give it to the CIA to use,” said Dad. “We’ll do it publicly, and he won’t have a reason to retaliate.”

    “I can’t take that chance, Dad. This thing likes killing. He might come after you just for spite. I also can’t trust this in someone else’s hands. Whoever has the Caduceus can become an unstoppable monster—even without Wendigota driving them. Detec...Vicky, do you think you can get my parents and friends into witness protection?”

    She considered this a moment. “The U.S. Marshalls handle that. I’ve never worked with them, and I’d have to talk to some people to even know who to call. I’m not sure if we can give them enough justification to do it. It’s normally used for federal witnesses whose testimony will help the feds prosecute a case.”

    “I’m sure I could convince the person who normally approves these cases.”

    “If you can get hold of him, hoodoo him and get everybody protected—by noon tomorrow,” said Dave.

    “Finn, I don’t see any way around this. You have to give it to him,” said my dad.

    “No, Dad, I’m not going to give it to him.” I surprised myself with this, but when I thought about it, I’d known the answer all along. I’d hated bullies ever since I’d been persecuted by Erik, and I wasn’t going to let that thing bully me. Probably the wrong time to develop moral outrage.

    “Great,” said David. “I’ll just nip along and kiss my parents goodbye, shall I?”

    “No, Dave, I think we can keep everyone safe.”

    “How?”

    “I have a cunning plan...”

    “Now, this, I’ve gotta hear...”

    


Plans—Cunning and Otherwise

    “Okay,” I said. “The first thing we need to do is figure out how to get in touch with Colette.”

    “But, she stabbed you, Finn!” objected my mother.

    “And shot him,” added Dave.

    I scowled at Dave, “No, that was her partner.”

    “Henchman, you mean.”

    “It doesn’t matter, Dave. He’s dead. And yes, I have to get in touch with Colette. I don’t know where she disappeared to, but her family is probably the only group in the world that can help us. On top of that, Uncle Mark is going after them as well. We have to form an alliance with them. Dave, did you see where she went after we got here?”

    “Nope, she just made scarce. Probably on her way back to Paris by now.”

    “Do you know how to get hold of her?” asked Vicky.

    “Uh, well no. I had her phone number, but Mark’s got my phone.”

    “And, she probably lost her phone as well,” pointed out Dave helpfully.

    “Yeah. Poop.”

    “Not much of a plan, Finn,” said Dave.

    “I’m right here, Finn,” said Colette from behind me. 

    “Ya!” I whirled on her. She was standing behind our TV stand. Her appearance set off a lot of shouting and finger pointing, but I was eventually able to convince my parents not to shoot her and Vicky not to arrest her.

    “How did you get there?” I eventually asked.

    She looked haggard, tired, and suspiciously clean, but she still rolled her eyes. “I snuck in.”

    “Okay, so, Colette, can your family help keep our families safe from my uncle?”

    “Oui Finn, but I don’t know if I could convince them to do it.”

    “What if we could return a few of the shards that Matt Smith took?”

    That got her excited. “You have found these?”

    “Finn!” Dave yelled.

    “It’s the only thing we have to bargain with, Dave. Do you want to keep your parents safe?”

    “Crap, you suck at negotiation,” he muttered.

    I turned to Colette. “We can offer you your St. Christopher medal and the other two pieces we found.”

    “I found,” said Dave.

    “...Dave found. In return, you’ll get your family to help us. On top of that, we’ll help you stop Mark and Smith’s organization.”

    Spring gave me a metaphorical elbow dig. You dog, you. What are you going to do with the other two pieces?

    I don’t know yet. It seems like they’ll come in handy, though.

    Colette’s pretty lips puckered as she thought about my proposition for a couple of seconds. “Very well, I will call home and we will discuss zis. How many peoples will we have to help protect?”

    I shook my head helplessly, “Seven or eight families. Maybe thirty or forty people?”

    Out went her lips again as she considered it, making me forget where I was for a moment. Damn, she was cute—even after... hey, wait a minute, she didn’t look nearly as bedraggled as she should. Did she use our shower or something? I shook it off. Who cared?

     Colette finally shook her head. “We could not help with so many places, it would be necessary to bring them to one place...”

    That’s going to be really fun. I can’t wait to hear what everyone says when you call them at 3:30 in the morning and tell them they are being hunted by a magic-using maniac, and they have to leave town.

    “My parents are going to love this,” said Dave unwittingly following Spring’s comment. “Who else is going to be on his hit list?”

    “Let’s see, you, Jen, Dave, Jim, Alan, Jeff and a couple others are on my starred list...” Of course Jeff, Jim and Alan were all just off to college, but their families were still around and vulnerable. I sighed. It was going to be a long night. 

    “Finn, this is ridiculous,” interjected my dad. “How far down your phone list will you need to go? How long do you think people will be willing to have their lives completely disrupted?”

    “As long as it takes, Dad. I can’t give him the Caduceus. Nothing would be able to stop him!” I looked to Vicky for support. “Do you agree with him?”

    She squinched her face a couple of different ways, ran her hand through her hair. To my dismay, she nodded. “I think you need to give it to him. This is more than any of us can handle.”

    My heart dropped. “What about never negotiating with terrorists and all that?”

    “Finn, that’s all well and good for governments, but you’re not a government, and you have no resources to protect you and your loved ones. Give it to him. Save yourself and your family this time.”

    I cast about desperately for another idea. 

    “Finn,” said my Dad. “This is the end of the discussion. You cannot take the lives of your family and friends into your own hands. It’s not right, and I won’t let you do it.”

    I searched my dad’s hard face. There was no give in it. He wasn’t going to budge on this.

    My shoulders slumped in defeat. “Okay, but I think it’s a shitty idea.”

    “We don’t like it any more than you do, Finn, but he hasn’t given us much choice.”

    There wasn’t much more to say after that, so we soon broke up for the night. As if I didn’t feel crappy enough about the night, Vicky, now back in Detective Hunter guise, grabbed me and pulled me aside before she left.

    “I’m going way out on a limb here allowing you and Colette to do this. I expect to see you both down at the station tomorrow after you drop off the Caduceus.”

    The room darkened as the cloud above my head grew and threatened to rain. My face grew heavy as someone increased the gravitational field of the planet around me.

    Just hoodoo her, Finn.

    I can’t do that, Spring, not after I found out what it’s like.

    Sure it sucks for her, but how much more will it suck for us if we are tossed in jail for five years?

    Crap. I’ll deal with it tomorrow.

    “Finn, give me your word.”

    Feeling heavy and damp, I nodded mutely and then ushered her out the door.

    


More Cunning Plans

    A short while later, Dave, Colette, and I were clustered near our stolen van, which was now alone in our semi-circular drive.

    Still feeling heavy, I said, “I don’t know if I can do this.”

    Dave nodded his head. “I hate it too, Finn, but what choice do we have? How can we protect our family from that soul-eating psychopath?” 

    Colette stood silent, chewing her lower lip and watching the two of us. She’d already vociferously objected. If Mark got this power, it would be open season on the Delacroix.

    “Maybe we could give him a fake,” I suggested.

    “If he has your memories, he’d know it as soon as he saw it. Besides, we don’t have a fake to give him.”

    I felt an idea begin to form. “What if we were able to make a duplicate? If we put a couple of the shards in it, it would at least feel like it was magical.”

    “All right, where do we get a fake?”

    I looked at Colette. “Can you use your pendant to make one?”

    Her eyes studied the horizon and she shook her head slowly. “Euuuu, no. I do not have the skill to do this. To make such as this would require a... euuu...,soul... euuu... attachment? I do not have the words in the English, and I do not have this ability.”

    “Soul attaching, what’s that?” I asked. 

    “To create something such as this, which will stay as we want it, we must attach a soul and a source of power to it.”

    I brightened with understanding. “Oh, like I did with the cage for Wendigota in the first place? I bound it with a piece of Holly’s soul.”

    “You chopped off a piece of your sister’s soul?” exclaimed Dave. “Holy shit, I’m glad you’re not my brother.”

    “It was just a small part,” I said defensively. “And it was her idea.”

    Colette looked at me with large eyes. “You can do zis?”

    I nodded cautiously. “Uh, yeah...”

    “Incredible. Of the family, only Mémèr can do this.”

    “Mema? You’ve mentioned her before, is she your mother?”

    “Mémèr,” said Dave. “It’s her grandmother. Though it translates better to Granny.” I looked at him, popped up my eyebrows, and dropped my jaw. 

    “What? I took French in school. It didn’t stick but I know a couple words still.” He grinned at getting the better of me. I turned to Colette.

    “Colette, if I could get a piece of a soul, could you show me how to bind it and make a fake look like the Caduceus?”

    “Oui, but the more it looks like the Caduceus before we start, the better it will be.”

    I brightened up. “I’ve got it, believe me, we won’t need to worry about it looking right.”

    


Techno-magic

    Seven hours later, I stood in the manufacturing center holding a gray, stainless-steel Caduceus in my hand. It was still warm from the oven, and its tingling power coruscated up and down my arm. It was perfect, except for the color. We could even make the color perfect if we had more time. It had the same solid heft as the real thing, and nearly every detail was correct. There were some issues with the interior where the scanning process couldn’t quite reach, but they were minor. The technology was incredible. We’d even built ceramic inclusions in the center of the fake to make the weights match exactly. On top of that, we took a piece of the string I’d used as a necklace to hold the Caduceus around my neck and placed it in with the slivers. The similarity between the Caducei, real and fake, and my simple necklace’s piece in the fake would give us good mystical connections that would make the fake easier to track. I just hoped it didn’t leave some mystical signature that someone with more experience than Colette or I could see.

    “Wow Chen, this is amazing.”

    The young tech’s eyes glittered with pride and excitement, “I know. I still can’t quite get used to it. It’s like magic, isn’t it?”

    Dave, standing beside me, smirked. “You don’t even know the half of it, pal.”

    The copy in my hand had been produced in a 3D printer out of steel powder with some sort of glue and then heated in a bath of bronze. This replaced the glue with bronze and gave it a slight yellow tint. It really was magic.

    I went to grab my phone to see what time it was and cursed when it wasn’t there. “What time is it?” I asked the room in general.

    “Eleven oh seven,” said Dave. He took a quick look at his phone. “And, we now have eleven new messages.”

    “Crap.”

    “Your parents are so going to take back your ‘Best Son Ever’ mug,” said Dave.

    I could feel the truth of that to the bottom of the pit in my stomach. “Tell me about it.”

    Colette was slumped into a chair in the corner of the large production facility. She’d collapsed there shortly after we’d shown her two of the gold bar pendants holding slivers of the cross. She’d been incensed because Matt Smith had taken the pieces out of their Delacroix mounting and embedded them in the little gold bars.

    When Chen had pointed out that the little pendants were going to be dunked in molten brass, Colette had assured us the little pieces of holy wood were nigh indestructible. I say “nigh” because no one has tried dropping a nuke on one. They were extremely resistant to abrasion, cutting, acids, and would break hydraulic presses. A little molten brass would pose no threat. Of course, the string and the gold bars were different. We’d had to encase those in one of the ceramic inclusions. There had been some concern about the whole thing blowing up in the furnace, but happily, it had worked like a charm.

    “Come on, Colette, we’ve got to get moving.”

    I turned to Chen, shook his hand, and said, “Thanks for the rush job, Chen.”

    “Hey, when the boss says to rush it, we can get it done fast.”

    “Well, we appreciate it.”

    “Sure thing.”

    I pushed with my will. “Now, after we’re gone, you won’t remember us coming in at all.”

    He shrugged, “Sure, whatever.”

    As we left, I gave the same power-backed suggestion to the receptionist and everyone we had any dealings with. At the door, I turned around and was almost plowed over by Dave. I stepped around him and said to the receptionist, “Oh, and if there is any security footage from this morning it really needs to be erased. Once you’re done, you’ll forget that as well.”

    “Okay, why?”

    “Uhhh...”

    Dave who had been following the conversation with a smirk rescued me, “We don’t like publicity.”

    She smiled at us and said, “I understand. You have a nice day now.”

    We turned and left.

    Dave laughed and said, “I could get used to this.”

    I scowled at the disappointment I felt in myself. One day after swearing off hoodooing people, here I was doing it to everyone I met.

    Desperate times dude, reminded Spring.

    Yeah, that just feels like a cop-out.

    Speaking of cops, she asked. Are you ready to do that voodoo that you do on our Indian problem?

    Don’t talk like that! And, no... I don’t know. Damn, I hate this.

    Trust me, you’ll hate prison more, and you’ll get over this more quickly.

    I had no response to that.

    We hopped into the van, and Colette drove us back home.

    “So, how are we going to get into your parent’s garage, grab a rat, and do the hoodoo without them seeing us?” asked Dave. He looked down at his phone. “I told them we would be there by eleven.” The phone rang in his hand. “And there they are. What do you want me to tell them?”

    Tell them it’s none of their business, suggested Spring.

    Very helpful, thanks.

    “Crap, what time is it?” I hated not having my phone!

    “Eleven-twenty.”

    “Tell them we are going to drop off the Caduceus at Mark’s house.”

    After a short conversation and apology, Dave hung up and said, “He’s not amused Finn, but he’s going to meet us there.”

    “Great. I can’t wait.”

    “Dude, you can always stay at my place when he throws you out of the house. You can stay in Marcy’s room. I’m sure she won’t mind.”

    “Ha ha. Colette, pull over and let Dave drive. We’re going to have to cast the spell on the way.”

    “We are not witches, Finn. We do not ‘cast spells,’ we call on God’s grace.”

    “Right, whatever. Pull over.”

    A short time later, we were in the rattly, hot back of the van. Colette was not happy that I was going to use a piece of her soul to do the binding, but in the end, she had agreed. There weren’t a lot of other choices.

    We both sat cross-legged, facing each other. I had the real Caduceus in one hand and the fake in the other.

    She said, “It will be difficult to teach you what you need to know to create the connection between the Caduceus and this duplicate in the time we have, and you have not been trained and ordained to use the cross. I should do thees.”

    That would mean I’d have to give her the Caduceus.

    Bad idea, sunshine. She was willing to kill you to get it. What makes you think she won’t just take it and split?

    I don’t know, Spring. I think she feels bad about that.

    Yes, as guilty as a snake eating a mouse.

    I winced at the image of Colette’s face superimposed on a snake that Spring projected.

    She’s not like that, Spring! She knows what’s at stake.

    Yep, she’s on a mission from God. Smiting infidels along the way is a bonus.

    She wouldn’t do that. I hoped. Of course, Spring could feel my doubt as much as I could feel her anxiety. I’m sorry, Spring, but I don’t see another way.

    Remember, it’s not just your funeral.

    I winced inside, and it must have translated to my shoulders.

    “This is hard, I know, but you must trust me, Finn—as I will trust you with my soul.”

    I tried to squeeze the tiredness, doubt, and fear from my face and mind. “Okay, let’s do this. Concentrate on pushing your aura out from your hand.”

    I pulled up my Sight and looked at Colette’s bright violet aura. It flared brightly into blue where her knees and hands touched mine. It was every bit as beautiful as she was. As I watched, her aura flared out from her hand. I grabbed her hands with mine and watched the bright flare as her essence, her soul, interacted with mine. It was mesmerizing.

    Earth to Finn, we’re on a clock here.

    I drew in my will and snipped off a bit of her soul. Her aura snapped back and away from her hands, as Colette let out a short gasp and jerked away. 

    I gently took the small piece of Colette and bound it to the fake Caduceus using the power of the shards that were buried in its center. I used the same techniques Il Saia had shown me when she occupied Jen’s body. I had used this once since then to tie down the cage of Wendigota within me.

    This was more difficult. The stainless steel seemed to offer no points of purchase and I was momentarily stymied. After a few frustrating tries, I realized I’d have to use the string buried within it. I gently pulled a thread of power from the fake through the snippet of Colette’s soul, which transformed its power into something I could use. Then, I attempted to wrap that power around the pulsating violet light. It was difficult to hold the bit of soul in place while I wound the strands of power over it. Kind of like trying to tie a tight knot with only one hand. As soon as I thought that, Spring reached forward and provided me with her metaphysical finger. After that, I was able to complete the task. When I was done, the small piece of Colette was bound in place with the power of the shard. I hadn’t considered it before, but this should make it easy for Colette to track it.

    At that point, I moved my focus into Colette and met her, mind to mind. I was again exposed to her conviction in her cause—rigid, strong, and uncompromising. I had forgotten this part of her, it made me wonder if I was about to make a big mistake.

    Her voice rang in my mind. Give me the Iesu-sacrificium. Reluctantly, I placed the Caduceus in her right hand and the fake in her left.

    Now withdraw.

    I almost did till Spring reinforced my backbone. No, I need to watch.

    There was a flash of irritation from Colette, quickly buried, before she said aloud, “Very well, but you must not interfere.”

    I won’t.

    She started with words, Lord Jesus I thank you for your sacrifice for sinners such as me. I humbly beseech you to lend me your power... A glowing point appeared in her mind and grew in brightness until it dwarfed her aura. I looked at it in wonder. Was this the power of Jesus?

    More like the power of your Caduceus. 

    Colette reverentially took the power she’d summoned and began to shape it. It was fascinating to watch. Images and words flowed through her, intermixed with power. She skillfully tied a stream of transformed power from her captured bit of soul. It went from the Caduceus to the fake. She chanted the beginnings of her prayer. “Erit unum, sicut altera.” followed by a string of more Latin I couldn’t follow. The images of the two objects in her mind became one Caduceus. It was like an idea embodied in the energy of Colette’s weaving. It was beautiful, and I stared at it in rapt fascination.

    I didn’t notice when Colette pulled another thread of power from the Caduceus. 

    Because of that, I didn’t see the surge coming at me until Spring’s alarmed bolt of fear hit me. She yelled, Look out!

    


Overt Treachery

    It was too late. Colette’s net of power snapped down around me and bound me mentally in place. I couldn’t move, I couldn’t pull up any power of my own, I could only watch Colette’s treachery in silent horror. If she took off with the Caduceus, my family and friends would die.

    That’s as far as it got. As I watched, my left hand reached out and snatched the Caduceus from Colette’s hand as my right flashed out and struck her nose. The force of that blow threw her back into the bare metal shelving lining the shell of the van, and the net around my mind loosened. A strand of power appeared within my reach. I grabbed it and then shattered the net around me with a small effort of will.

    Thanks, Spring!

    De nada.

    I released my Sight and sprang back into the real world. Colette was obviously stunned but not ready to admit defeat. She produced a knife from a mysterious hidden pocket, scrambled to her feet and...

    Stopped dead when I commanded her, “Stop! Don’t move.” Her preparations to spring left her unbalanced, and she fell over. I jumped on her before she could shake off my command and I tore the knife out of her hand. I threw it out of reach and grabbed both her wrists just as she began moving again. She still wasn’t ready to give up. She slammed her head against mine and yanked her hands away as I fell back. She moved into a strike position as I tried to recover and put up some sort of defense.

    The van slammed to a screeching stop, and we both tumbled forward. Unfortunately, she was faster at the recovery and bounced to her feet first.

    “Don’t move, French fry, or you won’t live till your next confession,” barked Dave behind me.

    Nice line! said Spring.

    Colette stopped while crouched above me and looked back to Dave. He held a pistol pointed at her head. She glared at him for a second, and I inhaled for a great sigh of relief. It was a half-breath too soon.

    The sound of a horn was the only warning we received. A rending crash split the air a fraction of a second later, and the van bucked forward. Something popped up front, as I tumbled from the violence of the hit. I struggled to get back up. Another horn, crash, and lurch threw me head first into something sharp and unyielding. My butt took most of the impact of my rebound. 

    In the dazed silence that followed, panic urged me get to my feet before Colette could recover and come at me with that knife again.

    I pushed up onto my knees, and a gush of blood from my forehead blinded my right eye. Panicked, I tried to clear my eye with the back of the fist holding the Caduceus and looked for an incoming strike. It didn’t come.

    Colette was crumpled in a heap against the front cage, which protected the passenger seat from flying objects. She wasn’t moving. Up front, Dave had somehow fallen down into the well under the steering wheel and was cursing up a plague as he flailed to get out.

    I checked to make sure I still had the real Caduceus, hung it back over my head, and drunkenly lurched forward to help Dave. 

    I’d barely gotten him up when a very angry, very large, red-faced man pounded on Dave’s door. Dave waved him away, which just caused the guy to redouble his pounding. Dave scowled and managed to squeeze back into the seat. He opened the door.

    “What the hell are you doing, you little asswipe?” said the man courteously.

    “It was an accident, asshole,” replied Dave diplomatically.

    “Asshole?” The man roared. Diplomacy spent, he reached in and pulled Dave out of the van onto the street.

    I yelled at him with all my hoodoo, “Stop it!”

    The man pulled up Dave by his arm and punched him in the stomach. Crap, of course my hoodoo didn’t work on him! That would be too easy. 

    He punched Dave again as I scrambled across the driver’s seat and launched myself at him. He dropped Dave when he saw me and tried to meet me with a roundhouse to my head. I was at a disadvantage with only one working eye, but I still blocked his clumsy but powerful punch. The impact numbed my arm, but I followed through with a counter-strike to his head. He stumbled back and down. Krav Maga is cool.

    I helped Dave up with my uninjured arm and practically threw him back in the car. “Make sure Colette’s alright!” I yelled. I slammed the van into drive, and we peeled away from the scene of the crime. Once I was a block away, I slowed down to avoid getting into more trouble. The two back doors were pushed in, leaving a gap of daylight showing between them. I really hoped the owner of this van was insured.

    “She’s out, but she’s breathing,” said Dave.

    I relaxed a bit. I didn’t want another death on my conscience. That let room for the anger bubbling just underneath. 

    “Get me something for my head, I’m driving half blind here.”

    “Pull over, I’ll drive.”

    “Like hell you will. You just got us rear-ended.”

    “To save your miserable, unthankful hide,” he snapped back. I heard him fumbling and thumping around for a moment. “Here, use this.”

    I glanced down at my T-shirt, which Colette had been wearing.

    Unbelievable. “You took off her shirt?”

    “Hey, I wasn’t going to get mine all bloody again. Besides, she still has her bra on.”

    Yay, Davie, you go boy! 

    Not helpful, Spring.

    I grabbed the shirt with a scowl, wiped off the worst of the blood, and then held the shirt to my forehead.

    “They’re both my shirts, Dave. Remember, you changed at my house, too?”

    “So what? She deserves it for pulling a knife on you again.”

    “I can’t believe she did that,” I said. “Why did she do that?”

    “You’re asking me?” said Dave. “I would have had her hogtied from the moment we left the warehouse. She’s a conniving, cold, bitch... By the way, just what did she do?”

    I told him what she’d tried to do, all the while getting more and more angry with her attempted thievery. It was better than freaking out about our disappearing time.

    After a pause, Dave said, “Hey Finn, you dropped the Caduceus back here. Man, this thing screeches against my bear.”

    “That’s the fake. How does it look?”

    “Really? It’s totally awesome. Looks like the real thing.” He held it up for me to see it. “It was shiny black and perfect.” Thankfully, it seemed unharmed. “Hoodoo is so cool. It’s almost like magic!”

    I ignored his irony. “Now we just have to get it there on time,” I said. “Why did you take off your shirt too, Dave?”

    He grinned. “I tied up your girlfriend. Sorry if I stepped on your turf.”

    “She’s not my girlfriend, Dave.”

    He snorted. “Yeah, right.”

    We made it to Mark’s house at 12:05, and I was sweating rivers over it. The thought of missing Mark’s deadline wound me up so tight, I felt like my head would spin off. 

    Finally, I pulled into the drive behind two other cars. One was my parents’ wagon, and the other was a white rental sedan. My spring unwound a few times, releasing some of the internal pressure, when I realized that our courier was still there. I jumped from the van and rushed to the house.

    “Hey, Finn, aren’t you forgetting something?” yelled Dave from the van. Realizing what I had done, I cursed, turned around, and ran back to the van. We swapped the two sticks away from the sight of the house. I could instantly tell the difference. The fake was far less powerful. I dearly hoped Wendigota didn’t notice. I’ve been told many times that I’ve got a considerable amount of talent for the hoodoo, so hopefully Mark would chalk the difference up to that. I don’t know why I kept relying on hope since the shit-storm of life continued to throw crap my way, but I guess I’m a glass half-full kind of guy.

    My parents and a nondescript, mousy guy of average height waited for me in the kitchen. I came in holding my bloody shirt to my head with one hand, carrying the fake with the other. I was obscurely relieved about my bloody state. Hopefully this guy wouldn’t notice that I was sweating like a horse from my frayed nerves.

    I waved down my parent’s exclamations, tilted my head to the stranger and asked, “Is this the guy?”

    “As far as we can tell,” replied my dad.

    “I take it you’re Finn?” asked the man with a bit of a southern drawl. I nodded. “Is that the item?” I nodded again. I told myself that maybe my nervousness would come across as suppressed anger. I tried to make a scowl that looked like I was holding back a punch—not the contents of my stomach.

    He held out his hand. “May I?”

    I nodded and thrust it at him. He took it from my hand. Instantly Spring fell quiet—leaving me very alone. 

    The man turned the fake over and examined it carefully. He frowned and said, “Hmm.”

    “What?” I said without a squeak. I swear, I didn’t squeak. Really. 

    He eyed me for a second and then said, “Nothing, it just feels strange. But it fits the description I was given.” He pulled out a foam-filled black box, put in the fake, and snapped it closed. “Would you like a receipt?”

    I sputtered at him. “A receipt?”

    The man gave a thin-lipped grin. “Just kidding. This is all I need. Pleasure doing business with you. He strode past me and out the door. I followed and watched him gesture at Dave to move the van. The silence in my mind was overwhelming. I felt hollow. 

    The courier pulled out into the road and disappeared. Instead of unwinding me further, it cranked me up a couple of notches. Now that we were committed to this course of action, I engaged in a useless marathon of second-guessing. 

    “Finn,” said my dad from behind me. There was steel in his voice. “What happened to you? What have you been doing all night?” 

    I cringed, and prepared to look as non-treacherous as possible.

    I turned around and received another shock. Detective Hunter stood behind my parents with a camera in her hands. Apparently, she’d been hiding out of sight, taking pictures of the courier. 

    Crap, I really didn’t want to face her as well. I just wanted to go home, climb into bed, and explode. I scooted around everyone and headed back to the kitchen. I plopped down at Mark’s small kitchen table. My mother patched me up and got me a glass of water, and I gave them the short version.

    “So you were in an accident, and you left before the police got there...” said Detective Hunter.

    I squirmed in my seat. My sweat-wet underwear rode up in a most distracting way. I really hoped I didn’t get diaper rash. I hate that. 

    I forced myself back on task. I didn’t see any way to really conceal what had happened, so I copped a plea.

    “Well, yes, but you have to understand, I couldn’t be late. You know what was at stake.”

    “Did you at least exchange insurance information?”

    I studied my lap for a moment. “No...”

    “Did you at least talk to him?”

    I squirmed some more in the seat. “No, not really.”

    “Not really?”

    “No.”

    “What does that mean?”

    My face started heating up. “...I punched him.”

    “You punched him!” she exclaimed.

    “Uh yeah, but he was hitting Dave.”

    She squeezed her eyes shut enduring some sort of internal pain. Maybe I should have lied a bit better.

    The rest of the interrogation didn’t go any smoother. When Hunter finally went out to talk to Dave and check on Colette, my dad held me back for a bit more explanation. 

    “So Finn, what were you doing all night?”

    “Well, we were talking about what we could do instead of giving Mark the Caduceus.” True enough.

    “Why didn’t you take my calls?”

    “I didn’t have my phone.” I knew he’d been calling Dave.

    Dad gave me the evil eye. “Really? You’re going to stick with that story?”

    I flushed. “No, sorry. Dave didn’t answer because we didn’t want to risk having you ordering me home.”

    “Did it ever occur to you that we might have been worried about you? Did it ever occur to you that maybe just telling me you were going to be gone all night would have been acceptable?”

    “No, I’m sorry.”

    “Finn, if you were a year younger, we would ground you for a month, but as it is, I just hope you realize your potential to cause your mother and I a lot of pain. You hurt both of us last night, and I am severely disappointed in you.”

    Shame burned through me. I’d have rather had the grounding. “I’m really sorry. It will never happen again.”

    “I hope not. Now, let’s go see what’s happening outside.” He walked by me, and my eyes caught my mother’s. She looked tired and old. There were lines of fatigue and sorrow through her face.

    “I’m so sorry, mom.”

    She gave me a hug and said, “I’m just glad you’re still alive, and all this is behind us.” She scored a critical hit to my heart, and I tried not to stagger.

    When the whole fuster-cluck concluded, Colette sat between Dave and I in the back seat of my parent’s wagon, and we took Dave home. We’d snagged clean shirts for all of us from Mark’s closet and no one had objected. I’d pleaded with the Detective not to throw Colette and me in jail just yet. 

    She agreed only after Colette told her, “A couple of days will not matter.”

    I couldn’t tell, but I’d wondered if Colette had put the hoodoo on her. I’d have objected if I hadn’t been so relieved. I did wrestle a solemn oath upon the cross from Colette that she would not try to betray us again. She really seemed genuinely ashamed, and her apology came from her heart.

    Spring, thankfully back now that I had surreptitiously taken back the Caduceus, was a bit more skeptical. That girl should win an Oscar for best liar ever. I’ll trust her the day after hell freezes over.

    We dropped Colette off at her hotel with a promise to call me the next morning, and we headed home. Once back in my room, I flopped onto my bed and gave in to the exhaustion. Unfortunately, worry muscled it out, and I spent several hours staring at the ceiling, fretting about the next step in my cunning plan—or at least wishing I had a cunning plan.

    


Detente

    The next day, I sat down with Dave, Jen, and Colette in her room at the Courtyard. It hadn’t been easy, but Dave and I had gotten out of our respective houses. It had taken me by guilty surprise when Dave showed up in one of his parents’ cars. I’d forgotten we’d left his beloved Mustang in Detroit. He hadn’t, and wasn’t shy about saying so.

    Jim, Alan, and Jeff’s families were also in danger and they deserved to know what was happening, but they were all off at college, and I couldn’t bear the thought of telling them I’d taken their family’s life into my own hands. I earnestly prayed to God that I would never have to tell them.

    I had no choice but to fill Jen in on what she had missed, but I would have left her out of it as well, given half a chance.

    I sat on one of the comfy hotel chairs, Dave sat in the other one, Jen sat on the floor between us and leaned against the air conditioning unit. Colette sat cross-legged on the bed in her short shorts—which was a little distracting and conjured memories of my night at the dance club. Have I mentioned she was hot? 

    And psychopathic.

    And psychopathic. 

    And playing you like a broken fiddle.

    Probably.

    I led the discussion. “Okay, we all know we have to stop Wendigota. It makes sense for us to team up against it. Dave has the bear, and I have the Caduceus, so we can both be useful in a hoodoo smack down.” I met Colette’s eyes. “We’re not giving you either of these, and you need to accept that. We can offer you the St. Christopher medal and one of the pendants Dave liberated from Smith. Jen will get the last pendant. You’re not getting it back.” The spotty memories Il Saia left in Jen’s mind gave her some insights into using the power. She was an expert compared to me, but I knew she barely held a candle to Colette and her family. “In return, we need you to bring several of your Bearers here to protect our families as best they can. Additionally, you’ll train us in the uses of the Caduceus and the bear totem. Any other artifacts of yours we recover will go to you.”

    Dave pulled out a phone. “Don’t forget, I also have this. It’s Smith’s phone. I’ll bet there are some good juicy contact details in here.”

    Colette looked at me with big doe eyes. “Finn, I am sorry for what I did to you yesterday. It wasn’t planned. It was just a spur of the opportunity decision. I didn’t mean to hurt you, but we are taught from a very young age to respond quickly when someone tries to ensnare our free will. I did not think. I hope you can forgive me.”

    “If we can get this agreement between us, then everything is forgiven—as long as you don’t try to stab me again.”

    She smiled with soulful sweetness at me before she became serious again. “I spoke with Mémèr for a long time last night. I warned her that you would not be willing to give up the Caduceus. She was quite unhappy with that. She feels that we are God’s appointed guardians of the cross. Having something so powerful free in the world is very dangerous.”

    Dave snorted a laugh. “And I suppose that she is the only trustable person in the world?”

    Colette looked at him seriously. “Oui, Daveed. We have held to our sacred duty for over seven hundred years, and in that time we have not sought to control governments, nor use the cross for our personal agendas. That in itself is proof that we are conscientious caretakers.” 

    “So you say,” said Dave.

    She looked at him, “Who else would you entrust with such power?”

    “Finn,” chorused Dave and Jen. I blushed.

    Colette smiled and said, “Oui, I know this to be true. Finn is a man with honor and Christian principles. As long as he has it, I do not fear for the world, but what happens if he loses it? What happens if he dies?”

    The three of us looked at each other. I’d considered that at length, but that didn’t mean I had any good ideas.

    “So what happens if one of your bearers die when they are out in the world hunting?” asked Jen.

    “Euu,” Colette studied the ground and pursed her lips with thought before she answered. She looked back at me, not Jen. “I am sorry, but old habits of secrecy do not die easy.”

    “They’re like hobbits,” offered Dave.

    We all looked at him with question marks on our face. His grin gave me time to brace for it. 

    “Come on, everyone knows ‘Old hobbits die hard.’”

    Colette looked confused, Spring laughed at the pun, and Jen and I groaned. “Don’t worry Colette, it’s not worth explaining,” said Jen. “Now, you were saying...”

    “Ah. yes. We have protections on all the Iesu-sacrificium. We bless the container, so we may find it if it becomes lost, and we have other blessings that will cause others to avert their eyes and not see it.”

    “So no one will pick it up,” I guessed.

    “You are correct, Finn.”

    “We can do the same thing with the Caduceus,” said Jen.

    “You would need to place it in something, some container that Mémèr can bless.”

    “You can just go down to Build-a-Bear and put it in a teddy,” said Dave. “Nobody would ever suspect, and they would always underestimate you because you carry a teddy bear.”

    I grimaced at him. “Gee thanks, Dave, that was very helpful.”

    “Helpful is my middle name.”

    Colette also scowled at Dave. They hadn’t been the best of friends since she’d stabbed me.

    Yeah, he’s the smart one, Spring snarked.

    “We’ll need something to cover it. We normally put the Iesu-sacrificium into a pendant or a ring. This does not gather attention, but the Caduceus is too big for that to be practical,” said Colette.

    “I’d say we just dip it in gold or silver,” suggested Jen.

    “Where would we get the money for that?” I asked.

    “The money would not be a problem, my family would happily pay for this. This is a good plan.”

    “Okay then,” said Jen. “We’ll agree to that and agree to have the sp... blessings put on it, so that if Finn dies, you can find it and no one else can.”

    Colette pursed her lips and considered this. “This, I think, may work. I will call Mémèr.” She pulled out her phone. The conversation took several minutes in rapid-fire French, during which time, Colette’s expressive face clearly showed us the idea was not going over well. Colette hung up and looked pensively at the phone for a few moments.

    “So what did granny have to say?” asked Dave.

    She slowly pulled her eyes away from the phone and looked over to me.

    “Mémèr says this cannot be allowed—”

    “Allowed?” I said before Jen or Dave could say it. “I’m not asking your permission to do anything. The Caduceus is mine. I found it, I keep it. Your Mémèr doesn’t have a say in the matter.”

    Colette purposely met my eyes. “I told her you would say this. She told me that if you keep it, then you will be our enemy, and we will do everything in our power to take it from you.” She held up her hand, and I closed my mouth. “But she also has a solution to this.”

    Colette looked down at her leg and absently wiped at some imaginary blemish there. She seemed a bit hesitant to continue.

    “What’s the solution?” I asked.

    “Outsiders are often brought into the family. She would allow you to do this.”

    I thought about it. Who knew what sort of weird rules they lived by? Would I have to pray every time I ate?

    Spring’s laugh floated around me. That’s it? She talks about you joining this cult of assassins, and all you are worried about is praying before dinner? 

    My face flushed.

    “That sounds like it might be okay,” I replied eventually. “It depends on what I have to do to become a member.”

    Colette paused and then visibly swallowed. “The only way to enter the family is by marriage.”

    “She wants to marry me?”

    “Non, not her.”

    I had to ask to be sure. “Then who?”

    “Me.”

    


The Ties that Bind 

    Marry Colette? The thoughts crashing inside my head nearly drowned out Dave’s laugh and Jen’s objection.

    “Mémèr would gladly accept you into our family if you married me,” Colette said.

    That’s a good solution Finn! You’d finally get to have sex with a real girl, and because she’s French, you would be expected to have lots of mistresses and secret rendezvous with good breeders. 

    I tried to ignore Spring and struggled to pull this particular rock out of the cogs of my brain, so I could actually start thinking again. Colette had tried to kill me—twice! But, she was cute, fun, and sexy, and her legs were so distracting, and I’d get to peel away those shorts to see what— 

    “You can’t seriously be considering this!” exclaimed Jen. “It’s ridiculous. It’s medieval!”

    Sure you can! This is a great idea. A loveless arranged French marriage is your best shot for spreading your seed widely.

    I scowled harder, and Dave’s laughter ratcheted up a notch.

    Jen smacked Dave on his arm.

    “Ow!”

    She glared at him. “Just shut up for a minute, you blond bimbo!”

    I looked down at Jen. My face felt as if it must be glowing from the heat. “Uh...” I squeaked out. “Well, I’d, uh, have to think about it.”

    Colette dropped her gaze from mine back to her legs. “But of course. I would not expect this to be easy for you, because I have treated you so badly. For this I am sorry.”

    Her reaction left me confused. “This can’t be easy for you, either.”

    Colette glanced my way and said, “I do what I must for my family...” She uncrossed her legs and pulled them up tight to her chest. “And I would not like to see you hurt any more. But...I think I would not find it so unpleasant. You are kind, you are caring, and attractive.”

    “Oh come on, Finn!” exclaimed Jen. “You can’t believe she’s serious about this!”

    “I am very serious about this. It is the only solution I can see. It will be good for everyone,” Colette said.

    Jen bounced up, grabbed my hand and said, “Come on Finn, let’s go.”

    I let her pull me out of the chair. “Colette...I’ll have to think about this.”

    She shrugged and pursed her lips. “It is understandable.”

    ***

    Once we were on the road, Dave looked at me through his rear-view mirror. “If you do marry her, don’t take her across the Seine on your back...” 

    I looked at him blankly.

    He rolled his eyes. “You know...scorpion and frog? Scorpion stings frog? ‘It’s my nature’?”

    “Oh...”

    “He’s not going to marry her,” said Jen from the passenger seat. She scowled at Dave. “It’s just absurd and wrong.”

    Dave laughed. “Do I detect a note of jealousy?”

    Jen sputtered and said, “Of course not, you ass-boil. It’s just...absurd and wrong.”

    That was a thought. Could she be jealous? No, of course not, she’s like my sister...and I killed her brother.

    I didn’t hear Dave’s reply. Spring overrode it. You really are a lost little lamb, aren’t you? You didn’t kill Gregg, Erik the Snake did. Gregg sacrificed himself for you and Jen both.

    But I should have saved him.

    Dork.

    “Fuck you Dave,” said Jen.

    “Dave, give her a break,” I added, certain that whatever he’d said had been crude, rude, and socially unacceptable.

    “All right! I’m sorry Jen. I’m just yanking your chain.”

    “Keep it up and I’ll be yanking something of yours.”

    “Hmm, that could be—” 

    “Off Dave! I’ll yank it off! And feed it to you for breakfast—with your liver on the side.”

    “Gulp! Okay, okay, I’ll be good.”

    We spent the rest of the ride in silence. Dave dropped us off at my house. Before he left, he said, “Finn, we need to road-trip back to Detroit to get my ‘Stang.”

    I nodded, “Okay, if I’m not in jail, we’ll go tomorrow or the day after.”

    “The sooner the better. If my car gets hurt...” He shook his head and put his parent’s car in drive. “Okay kiddies, be good. Remember Finn, I get to plan the bachelor party.”

    “Go away, Dave.”

    He left like a Christmas song—“laughing all the way.”

    As soon as we got in, I called out a hello to my parents and headed for the back yard. I looked back at Jen. “I’ve got to mow the grass before it gains sentience and demands equal rights.”

    Lost in her thoughts, she just nodded.

    It was a measure of how ridiculous my life had become that I was using mowing the lawn as an escape. I loathe mowing the lawn. Or at least I did before I started working out, and Spring started improving my body. Now, the realization dawned that I actually didn’t mind it so much. This time, I actually craved it. 

    I couldn’t let my parents see me with the Caduceus, but I wasn’t willing part with it, so I stuffed it in my jeans pocket with the point carefully placed up to avoid poking holes in my leg. 

    Once I got the mower started, I began on the side yard. The mountain of limbs and trunk that had constituted Spring’s tree was now smaller. I’d been steadily working it down, cutting it into manageable sizes and stacking it next to our shed. My dad had wanted to hire a crew to take it all away, but I wanted to save as much as I could. If the acorns packed a metaphysical punch, who knows what properties its wood might have.

    I started in and immediately appealed to Phred—my personal god of lawn mowing. I’d been praying to him ever since I’d started mowing. He was sort of a goofy nerd experiment that I knew was silly, but for whatever reasons, when I was a bit dumpier and allergic to physical labor, it seemed to help me endure the hard slogging, the heat, the exhaustion, and the sweat. This time, I didn’t recite my little rhyme asking for an easy mow. I started talking to him.

    Phred, if I needed you before, I really need you now. I need some advice...

    Spring, of course, had been eavesdropping. Hey, I can give you advice!

    I need some advice from a wiser and greater being than myself. Now shush please... Phred, what the hell am I going to do? If I marry Colette, I’m afraid for my family jewels, and how am I going to tell my parents? Is there any other way forward that would keep my friends and family safe? Give me some of your grassy wisdom, Phred...

    I mowed a couple more strips in internal silence. At least without any thought loud enough to be heard over the roar of the mower.

    How’s that praying working out for you, Finn?

    I sighed. No one’s home.

    Not very grateful, is he? You’d think he’d have time for his only follower.

    I agreed, but realistically, you probably needed to have thousands of followers to create a god...and to live in a fantasy world.

    Maybe you ought to talk to the Big Guy?

    I don’t know, Spring, I haven’t prayed for a very long time. Seems kind of shallow to ring him up now and ask for a big favor.

    When I was done with the mowing and trimming, I still didn’t feel sorted out, so I went to work on the woodpile. Who would have ever guessed that I would find release and contentment in hard work? Certainly not me.

    I took a break and made a futile attempt to wipe the sweat from my eyes and the wood dust from my chest and stomach. I’d taken off my shirt to save it from the grass stains and wood chips, but I was still hot and sticky. I leaned on my ax and looked around. Jen sat watching me with serious eyes under one of the young oak trees at the edge of our new back yard forest. The oaks were less than a half year old and already twenty-five to thirty feet high.

    I ambled over and plopped down next to her.

    She forced a smiled and said, “Hail mud-boy.”

    It was a nickname given to me by a woman I had worked the dig with. I tend to sweat profusely and when I worked the dig during the hot summer day, I got coated in dirt mixed with body juice. Jen hadn’t been on that little adventure, but my friends had made it a point to tell her. The name irked me when my friends (or my dad!) said it, but somehow when Jen said it, it didn’t bother me at all.

    “Easy for you to say, lounging under a tree eating bonbons and lemonade.” I grabbed her half-full glass and downed it.

    “Hey!”

    “Voyeur tax.”

    She actually blushed, which in turn made me happy. “Want me to get you a refill?”

    “No, your mother would be annoyed if you tromped through her kitchen like that.”

    I grinned at her. I leaned back on my elbows and looked up at the blue and white sky. It was one of those Ohio days where you couldn’t easily tell where the clouds ended and the sky began. There was just a gradual fade from white to light blue. As the sun lowered in the sky, the division became even less clear.

    We sat in amiable silence for some unmarked time. For the first time in my life, I wasn’t ashamed to be seen without a shirt. My pudgy stomach and boy-boobs had been transformed into padded muscle. I was still a little soft around the edges, but I didn’t let it bother me. This peace lasted until the first mosquito of the evening tried to get to my juicy brain through my ear. I slapped it away, carefully not smacking my ear, and jumped to my feet.

    “The skeeters found me. That’s my signal to go in.”

    I gave her a hand up, and we headed back to the house, where I let her hose me down. She got a little over enthusiastic, and it turned into a water fight. It was great fun and both of us were laughing by the time I called a truce. She looked like a drenched cat. Her shirt clung to her and emphasized her generous endowments, lacy bra, and clear evidence of the coldness of the water. She smiled knowingly at my attention, and I wrenched my gaze away. The water on my skin vaporized from the heat she’d generated.

    We spent a pleasant dinner with my parents. Both of us carefully downplayed the day. According to us, we’d been visiting with Colette to try and see how we might help each other. Afterward, we watched a couple of old reruns of The Big Bang Theory—which represented my friends and me with eerie accuracy. It was good to laugh again. 

    After that, I excused myself and went to bed.

    ***

    Around eleven-thirty, I was in bed playing Minecraft on my iPad when Jen gently knocked on my open door. I hastily jerked my sheet up over the Caduceus sitting on my bare chest. Thankfully, it wasn’t either of my parents. Jen stood in the doorway in one of my old T-shirts. Given everyone who’d been borrowing them lately, I was quickly running out. In this case, I didn’t mind. It looked good on her. Really good, and the two sentinels guarding her twin peaks gave vivid testament to her lack of a bra.

    These were not things I should be noticing. She was Gregg’s little sister, for crying out loud!

    Spring noticed the display too. Whoa, nice ta-tas. 

    Ssshhhh.

    I wrenched my gaze to Jen’s face, and her troubled look made me feel like a pig. “Uh, hi, Jen. What’s up?”

    Ooooo. Damsel in distress! I’ve seen this in lots of movies. She’s coming to you for comfort, and in no time, you’ll be givin’ her the ol’ comfort stick!

    God Spring, you’re such a pig, I thought to her. I squeezed my eyes closed to get a little time to compose myself.

    “Are you okay, Finn?”

    I opened my eyes and looked at her again. Now she looked concerned. 

    “No, no, I’m fine. Just spending too much time playing...”

    “Can we talk?”

    “Sure, of course, you can always talk to me.”

    She stepped into the room, closed the door behind her, then sat down on my bed.

    Spring was dancing a little jig in the back of my mind. Oh, yes! It’s happening! Tonight’s the night my sun grows up and becomes a man.

    “So...uh Jen...what’s wrong?” I cursed my shaky voice. Her face fell even more. I think she’d been crying. Perversely, this knowledge helped me focus on her, not on her assets. I kicked myself and tried to be there for her. “Have you been crying?”

    “I’m just so angry.” That was more her style. I hadn’t seen her cry, except in anger, for years. “Finn, you can not marry that bitch!”

    I wasn’t expecting that. “Uh, well, it might be the best way, ya know?”

    “No, I don’t know.”

    “What else can I do?”

    In one smooth motion, she shifted around and lay down next to me. She dropped her head on my chest. I was grateful that my legs were up and hiding my body’s feelings about her near-nude proximity. The soft warmth of her body pressing into my side through her thin T-shirt was very distracting. I tried to find a place for my arm and finally put it around her shoulders and pulled her into a (brotherly!) hug. She obviously needed it.

    She snuggled in. Her smooth and shiny black hair nestled under my chin. I marveled at how she fit me so naturally. Minty flowers and spice filled my nose, and I found myself closing my eyes and eagerly breathing it in. 

    “What can I do, Jen?”

    Her hand moved out over my chest, causing me to twitch. She picked up the Caduceus from where it lay.

    “I love the way this feels. The way it seems like it has secrets that only it knows.”

    “Yeah, I, uh, love the way it feels...” 

    Are you talking about the stick or those warm, soft breasts pressed against you?

    Spring, stop it!

    “Thank you for mine,” said Jen. I’d had to twist Dave’s arm into giving her one of the gold pendants, but she would be able to put its hoodoo to better use than either of us.

    “Uh, sure. No problem.”

    She put the black stick back down and moved her hand across my chest. That simple warm touch was incredibly erotic.

    “Do you like me, Finn?”

    I swallowed hard. “Yeah, sure, I’ve always liked you. That’s why I invited you to game with us.”

    “Maybe I should have said it this way—do you think I’m pretty, Finn?”

    Danger, Will Robinson! Danger! cackled Spring.

    “You’re beautiful, Jen. I love you... like a sister.”

    The hot spot created by her hand captured my complete attention as it moved lightly across my chest and stomach. I struggled not to let out a little gasp.

    Aw, come on Finn, even you can’t be this dense!

    I ignored Spring and tried steer back to safer conversational waters. “Did...ah...you have another idea for what we can do?”

    “Yes.”

    “What?”

    “Make love to me.”

    My voice squeaked as I forced it out through near-paralyzed vocal cords. “Jen, I really like you, but not that way...I don’t think that would be a good idea...Gregg—”

    Her hand went south and her touch there stopped me in my tracks.

    She pulled back, sat up, and grinned at me. “Gregg doesn’t get a vote, and from the size of your magic stick, I’d say you really do like me that way.”

    She crossed her arms, grabbed her shirt, and with one smooth move pulled it off over her head.

    Her breasts’ springy bounce as they escaped their confinement captured my eyes and wouldn’t let them go. They were impossibly beautiful latte mounds with peaks of dark chocolate. My sudden need to taste them overwhelmed everything else. She stood up on spread knees, arched her back, and showed off her breasts, a lot of skin and a little landing pad of hair where her underwear should have been.

    I gaped at her and tried to speak. It came out as a whisper. “Oh God. I don’t think...I don’t have any protection...”

    “Don’t worry, two virgins is about as safe as it gets. I’ve got everything covered.” It surprised some little rational part of me that she was still a virgin. She was pretty and bold and I’d just assumed... 

    I didn’t even bother to try and deny my own virgin status. I’d never made love to a human woman. Spring was a dryad and therefore didn’t count.

    Spring, you haven’t been pumping out the hormones again, have you?

    I saw a Cheshire cat’s grin in the back of my mind. Nope. You made it pretty clear that’s a no-no. This is all you. Now ride-em, cowboy!

    I slammed down a cone of silence in my mind, with Spring on the other side.

    “What’s Spring think?”

    “I uh, how did you...?”

    “You always get a bit glazed when you two are talking.” I really had to get better at hiding that. Jen gave me a wicked smile. “She’s telling you to go for it, isn’t she?”

    I dropped my eyes. They snapped to the soft suggestion of a mound rising under the landing strip pointing to the promised land between her thighs. In a panic, I wrenched my gaze back up. Her familiar mischievous grin lit her face with life and emphasized her slight, sexy dimples. What did she ask? Oh yeah, Spring, “I uh… that is Spring, uh, wants me to jump every woman I see.”

    “You should listen to her tonight.” 

    Oh God.

    She dropped and crawled over me. Suddenly I was looking at her face to face, and I could feel the soft touch of her breasts on my chest. It sent waves of crazy desire through me. She knocked my tented legs down with her knees and straddled me with her long, strong, athletic legs. 

    She sat back once more and arched her back, once again thrusting her chest forward. My brains liquefied and all thoughts fled, save one. I groaned. A sudden memory of Spring on top of me in this same pose flashed through me. I struggled against the wave of passion cresting within me and lost. I hesitantly reached out gently to touch her, afraid she would run away or turn to smoke. When she didn’t do either, I ran my fingers over the smooth silk of her stomach and was struck with wonder when she responded eagerly to my touch. I took a chance and lightly caressed her breasts. She gasped, began to move, and Good Finn, the guy on the side of the angels, took a bullet to the head.

    ***

    Afterward, Jen snuggled up to me, pressing her body against my side and nestling her head into my shoulder. I was dazed and bemused and this felt so good and right that the guilt barely registered. I could have stayed that way forever.

    She said softly from my chest, “You’re mine.” The words zinged from my ears, down my spine, to my toes and back again, leaving a thrill of wonder and trepidation.

    “Not that skinny, oozing, disease-ridden, French crotch-rocket.”

    Yep, she still had a way with words. I snorted and ran my hand up and down her arm for few moments. I couldn’t think about Colette right now. It caused shorts in my brain circuits. I’d wanted to be this close to Jen for a very long time, even though I had tried to deny it. I couldn’t let anything spoil it. Still...

    “But Jen, what—” 

    She pushed herself up, threw a leg across me, and straddled my chest again. She leaned forward with a hand on either side of my head till her large almond eyes were inches from mine. Her gaze was commanding and intense, and her mouth thinned fiercely. I was a bit intimidated, but despite that, I couldn’t help but notice something brushing my chest in a feather caress—two somethings in fact. My little soldier approved and only an act of extreme self-control prevented me from crushing her to me again.

    “This was just a formality, you know. Ever since you pushed Il Saia out of me, you have been inside me. You are there when I wake up and there when I go to sleep. Your warmth calms me when I’m scared, and you hold me when I’m sad. I only have to think of you and you’re there for me. When I was lost, I found my way back by searching for you, and now I’ve that I found you, you’re mine.” 

    I shivered. Recognition, need, and desire? love? made every nerve in my body fire.

    “Whenever you’re in need, I’ll be there for you—just as I know you will come for me. You are mine. I am yours, and nothing will ever change that. Now, make love to me again.”

    Her passion and presence made me giddy. I knew I couldn’t say no. I didn’t want to say no. She was right, and I was in so much trouble.

    


Conflict of Interest

    I was woken by a knock at the door. “Finn, are you in there?” asked my mother from the hallway. She knocked again. “Finn?”

    I sat upright and tried to herd together my lethargic cows of morning thought. 

    “...yeah Mom, I’m up.”

    “Finn, have you seen Jenifer? She’s not in her room, and her father is on the phone for her.”

    I knew exactly where she was. I had just been spooned around her naked form. She started to giggle and I started to panic. How could I possibly tell—

    “I’m in here, Mrs. M. Could you please tell Daddy I’m indisposed, and I’ll call him back in a little bit?”

    “...Oh! Well, yes, okay... I’ll tell him that, dear.”

    Jen turned around and pulled me down beside her with a self-satisfied, lopsided grin. Unlike me, her hair looked good in the morning. It seemed unfair. “Good morning, Finn. Stop looking so panicked, and kiss me.”

    I leaned in to give her a fast peck, but she grabbed me and pulled me over into a passionate embrace. That was bad enough, but then she started to squirm and touch me in ways that made my brains leak out my ears.

    We made love again. It was amazing—tender, passionate, and less awkward than the previous night, which had been a lot more enthusiastic than skilled.

    When we were done, she flopped down beside me with a happy sigh. “For a pure and unsullied virgin, you did all right, boy. Got some stamina.”

    I grinned, “For a pure and unsullied virgin, you are a wanton, lusty wench. Best three out of four?”

    She looked down at my little soldier standing as rigid as a Buckingham Palace guard. She looked at me with wide eyes. “Really? I’m going to waddle like a duck as it is. Point that thing away from me before it goes off.”

    I laughed. I wasn’t hung like a horse, but I could sure finish the race. I’d always wondered. It was pretty cool and made me feel, (dare I say it?) a bit cocky.

    Spring, silent till this point said proudly, I am a girl’s best friend.

    The embarrassment of knowing Spring had undoubtedly been responsible for my studliness took the winds out of my sails. I rolled out of bed and looked for a bra and panties amongst the linen ejecta. Neither sheet nor blanket remained on my bed. I found Jen's shirt and brought it to her as she sat, very provocatively and immodestly, on my bed. My hunger for her returned with a vengeance.

    I gave her my best leer. “Since this is my shirt, how about I keep it, and you can just walk around naked all day?”

    She grinned delightedly and delightfully. “Give it back and stop looking at me like a deranged serial killer.”

    I guess my best leer wasn’t very good. I’d have to work on it. 

    I unabashedly watched her as she pull this shirt over her head. She looked up at me and smirked. It was very strange. She was still Jen, but she was different. Everything was different. Gone was the innocent, feisty girl I’d watched and guarded growing up. A sexy, vital young woman had replaced her, and... she was mine. My brotherly feelings had been burned to charcoal last night, but something stronger had risen from the ashes.

    She was six months younger than I, a couple weeks from eighteen. That distance used to mean everything, but now it meant nothing. The familiar guilt and discomfort I’d felt whenever I’d started to notice Jen were but faded shadows of their former self.

    She stood up and grinned. “You look any harder, you’re going to burn these clothes right off my body.”

    My face heated up. I was tempted to look away, but I couldn’t. “Sorry, but it’s like I’ve never seen you before. You are so beautiful.”

    She smiled widely and came up to me. She was maybe four inches shorter than me. I met her intense brown gaze and was struck again by a need to be with her, to be close to her. She put her hand up to my cheek. 

    “I’ve been waiting for you to look at me like that for years.”

    The sight of her now and my memories of her when she was younger clashed within me. I gave her a weak half-grin. “Are you trying to short circuit my brain?”

    She released a full and hearty laugh of delight and leaned forward to kiss me. I swept her up in my arms and reveled in my discovery of this new Jen. She returned my hug and then whispered in my ears. “Remember my puffy pigtails?”

    Images of a precocious little girl leaped to my mind. “Argh! Don’t do that! Evil seductress.”

    She smirked, then deliberately turned her back to me, leaned down and picked up the shirt I’d been wearing while mowing. I think I drooled. She stood back up slipped my shirt on. It draped her like a tent and was probably the most arousing, sexiest outfit I’d ever seen.

    “Are you sure you want to wear that? It’s pretty sweaty.”

    “I know. It smells like you. It makes me feel good—like you’re giving me a hug.”

    That was probably the most wondrous thing I’d ever heard. Now all I had to do was face the parents. Mine were scary enough, but facing Jen’s parents was downright terrifying, one in particular.

    I walked her back to our guest room. She went to the dresser that held the few clothes she had brought along with her.

    I asked, “Does your dad own a gun?”

    She giggled at me. Her voice was fuller and richer than it used to be, but her giggle was just as happy and engaging as ever. “Don’t worry; he’s not going to bother you. I’ll take care of him. Now get out while I dress.”

    I’m sure my face fell. I’d been looking forward to another show. “What? Why? We’ve just spent the night naked together.”

    “Never you mind.” She scowled fiercely and pointed to the door. “Now, out.”

    I left with my most hangdog expression. It didn’t evoke any sympathy from my parents, so I don’t know why I hoped it would work on her. It didn’t. She closed the door, and she treated me to a last view of her smug smile. I stayed put and waited—afraid of facing my parents alone. 

    I cast about for something else to think about besides my parent’s reaction, and gratefully picked up the bone I’d been chewing last night. 

    Spring? What the hell am I going to do with Colette now?

    Dude, you’re screwed. Have a lot more sex with Jen, so you can at least pass on your genetics before Colette guns you down.

    Spring, Colette will use a knife, and I’m sure Jen’s on the pill. I know you can tell.

    If it’s a daughter, will you name her Spring?

    Don’t worry about it. It’s not going to happen for a good long while.

    Yep, nine months.

    Are you telling me she’s fertile!

    From behind the door, Jen’s voice hijacked my attention. She was speaking at least half an octave higher and sounding two years younger than five minutes ago. “Hi, Mom! No, I’m fine. Sorry, I’ve been taking care of Finn and seeing old friends. It’s been really nice. I don’t know how much longer...Hi, Daddy! No, I’m fine. I’ve just been busy. No, you don’t need to come down. Really, Dad. There’s nothing wrong. I’ve just been spending time with my friends... Daddy!”

    Uh oh. My fear of Mr. Washington crested. Built like a linebacker, he’d once nearly thrown me out a seventh story window. Later, he’d decked both Doc Anderson and me as I was scouring Il Saia from Jen’s mind. To be fair, both times he thought I’d hurt his little girl...

    Maybe if I did get Jen pregnant, he might refrain from killing his grandson’s father. That is to say—me.

    When Jen finally came out in shorts and one of her own T-shirts, I’d worked myself into a tizzy.

    “Finn? What’s wrong?”

    “Jen, are you on the pill?”

    “Now you’re thinking about it?”

    “Sorry, but you kind of turned my brain to mush last night.”

    She grinned with pleasure. Her sexy smile invited me to come nibble her lips. “That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

    I wrenched my eyes away from her lips. “So are you?” 

    “On the pill?” Her eyes opened in wide innocence.

    “Yes! Stop playing with me.”

    “No.”

    Terror gripped my heart. “No?”

    “No...” 

    Oh God, oh God, oh God. 

    “I’ve got an implant.”

    The wave of relief left me feeling squidgy and barely able to stand. “You are so evil!”

    Hey! That’s cheating! protested Spring.

    Jen laughed, hugged me, and said, “I’m sorry, but you are so fun to tease.”

    I tried to pout, but I couldn’t. My relief made it impossible. Besides, I liked it that she liked to tease me.

    Now, I just had to face my parents. 

    


Meet the Family

    My mother was busy cooking in the kitchen. The smell of bacon almost overcame my trepidation. Almost. 

    Jen skipped in ahead of me. “Hi, Mrs. M., morning, Holly.” 

    I slunk in behind her. Holly was sitting on a stool at the center island, no doubt helping by making sure my mom was cooking everything correctly.

    My mom smiled at Jen. “Good morning, sweetheart.”

    “Hi, Jen. Hi, Finn,” Holly said,

    “Morning.”

    Jen walked up to my mom and gave her a big hug. “Thank you Mrs. M! You were right. He just needed a little push.”

    My face burst into flame and burnt all my hair off. I have no idea why it didn’t set off the smoke alarm.

    “A push to do what?” Holly said.

    My mom smirked at me. “Yes, he’s a little slow around women.”

    “A push to do what, Mom?”

    “It just took a little push to make Finn realize how much he liked Jen.”

    Holly looked a disappointed. “Oh. I knew that.”

    Still flaming, I turned around. “I’ll just go and drown myself now.”

    From behind me, Jen laughed and said, “Oh no you don’t, mister.” She ran up behind me, grabbed my arm, spun me around, and gave me a laugh-filled hug. It took a while before I could unstiffen—my back, that is.

    It took most of the morning for the shock to wear off. I’d known that my mother was no shy flower about sex. As a family, we talked about it openly whenever I had questions, or my parents thought there was something I needed to know. Many times, I’d heard the tale of how Mom had pursued my dad and swept him off his feet. I’d never desired to give that much thought. I just figured that my dad, as a single father, was an easy mark. Now I had my doubts. 

    Whose mom tells a girl how to get into her son’s pants? It made me go “yeeeesh” just to think about it. Spring maintained that if my mom hadn’t, I’d probably have died a virgin. 

    Thankfully, my dad seemed oblivious. When he wandered through the kitchen, he merely complemented me on the mowing job and the progress on the tree. If he’d have been in on it, it wouldn’t have been only my hair that burnt off. I’d have melted, or my head would have just popped.

    We took our leave after breakfast. Jen took her father’s car and drove us over to Dave’s place. 

    Now, whenever I was near Jen, I found it difficult not to touch her and be close to her. She seemed to feel the same way, because her hand sought out mine as often as not. It was miraculous and filled me with joy. I really wanted to head over to Horn’s Hill, find a secluded area where we could be alone, and let her have her way with me again, but there was no way we could. 

    We picked up Dave. Since Dave and his sisters were in a constant state of war, which Dave usually lost, we headed off to the Jolly Pirate for some donuts and coffee. When we were sitting down with a dozen donuts, Dave took two, Jen took one, and I took the other nine. My appetite was as voracious as ever.

    “So,” said Dave looking at the two of us. “What’s going on?”

    “What do you mean?” I asked

    “You two look like you’ve been glued together at the hip.”

    I flushed, but Jen took it calmly. “We had wild monkey sex last night.”

    Dave spit doughnut bits all over the table. I nearly followed suit.

    My hair caught on fire all over again. I was too embarrassed to take advantage of the fact that Dave had been struck dumb. That almost never happened.

    He looked from Jen to me. “You’re serious?”

    I shrugged helplessly.

    Jen was having the time of her life. “What’s-a-matter, blondie? Never heard about sex before? Maybe when you’re old enough, your mommy will tell you all about it.”

    “You and Finn?”

    “Yep.”

    Dave shook his head. “I need another doughnut.” He snagged one of my donuts and stuffed it in his mouth.

    I finally recovered enough to speak. “Well, Jen, I see that subtlety training’s been working well for you.”

    “Sorry, I just couldn’t resist. I had to see Dave’s face.” She didn’t look sorry; she just looked smug. 

    Dave looked back and forth between us and said, “Well, Finn, this is going to make your wedding night with Colette very interesting.”

    I couldn’t laugh. I just took a deep breath, blew it out through pursed lips, and grabbed another doughnut. 

     “We’ll just have to come up with another arrangement,” Jen said.

    “I’m not sure Granny Delacroix is going to be amused by this.”

    “Dave, it was a ridiculous idea to begin with,” I said. “I’m sure we can come to some other agreement.”

    “And if you can’t?”

    I shrugged again. “I don’t know.”

    “Well, I do.” Dave scowled at me. “You’re going to go and marry that little French psycho.”

    “But—”

    “But nothing, Finn. I’m not going to let you put my friends and family in any more danger. It was risky enough sending Mark that fake, but if you have to marry her to keep everyone safe, you damn well will. Do you understand me? I’ll strap you down and carry you to the altar if that’s what it takes.”

    I think I was more shocked than Dave had just been. Dave wasn’t like this.

    He looks pretty serious to me. I think he’s right. If you need to marry Colette to get her family’s allegiance, then I don’t see how you have any choice. Right now, there is too much at stake. Besides, you can still keep Jen as your mistress.

    Thanks, Spring. That makes everything all right.

    Maybe everything is not all right, but it certainly beats burying your family and friends.

    Holy mother of God, I couldn’t let that happen. Dave was right, I’d already played fast and loose with the lives of those who knew me, who loved me. I couldn’t put them in more danger.

    Jen’s wide eyes were locked on me, her face vulnerable and young. I just wanted to hold her. I’d rather tear out my own tongue than say anything to hurt her. The thought alone made me want to vomit.

    I said directly to Jen, “It won’t come to that. I won’t let it come to that. We’ll just have to take out the shadow and get my uncle back.” I wished I believed we could do it. 

    “And, we’re going to do that how?” asked Dave.

    I pushed away the remaining doughnuts. “Come on, we’re going to go see Colette.”

    It only took us a few minutes to pull into the hotel parking lot. We’d barely gotten out of the car when Colette hurried out of the lobby with a suitcase in hand. Her pinched face clearly signaled something was wrong.

    “Colette, what’s up?” I asked.

    “I ‘ave tracked the path of the fake Caduceus. It arrived in New York last night. Now she is heading over ze ocean to France.”

    “Don’t you guys live in France?” asked Dave.

    “Yes, that is why we must leave. We must follow her.”

    “To France?” I asked. The inference was obvious, but I couldn’t follow the logic.

    “Do not be stupid, Finn, if ze fake is going there, then so is your uncle. The only reason he goes there is to attack my family. Get in the car. We must go to the airport.”

    “Are you sure?” I asked.

    “Oui!” She stamped her foot. “Mark brings with him blood and death. Jacques has seen it. Now we must go!”

    Blood and death. I didn’t ask who Jacques was. The words pulled up too many memories. It made my body shake and my stomach churn. Mark had thrown hired killers against my family. Is that what he would do with the Delacroix? 

    Why was my life now so drenched in blood?

    “Jacques?” asked Jen.

    “He is my half uncle. He has the sight of things coming.”

    I shivered in the heat.

    I started to get into the front seat with Jen, but Colette said, “Finn, ride in back with me.” I turned to Jen and shrugged. She gave me a stricken look that cut me deep, but I needed to keep on Colette’s good side, and I needed to know more. I climbed in back and Dave rode shotgun.

    “So, what are you going to do when you get there, Colette?” I asked.

    “I will protect my family.” Her intensity left me no doubt that she would give her life to do it. “You must give me the Caduceus.”

    “I can’t do that Colette. I need it to protect my own family.”

    Her face twisted into a snarl, but she caught herself and said, “Then you must come with me.”

    “What?”

    “If you are to be a member of our family, then you must be willing to come to our assistance.”

    I had the choice of either talking about blood and death, or forced marriage. I took on the easier one.

    “Uh, about that.”

    “About what?”

    I prepared to block a knife. “I can’t marry you.”

    She looked surprised but didn’t attack. “Why is this? I know you think I am beautiful, and we have enjoyed our company together.”

    “Well yeah—” 

    “Because he’s mine, you treacherous skinny little frog!” snarled Jen.

    Dave laughed in delighted surprise.

    Colette was less delighted. I thought she looked surprised before, but now her mouth dropped open and she looked between us. Her gaze landed on me and waited for an explanation. I thought I saw a measure of hurt there, which totally flabbergasted me. 

    I’m telling ya, offered Spring. You’re a prime piece of meat, dude. Practically ooze manliness. On top of that, you’ve got this whole “New Age Sensitive Guy” shtick down cold. Chicks dig that.

    No, I think she’s playing me. You felt her mind. She’ll do whatever it takes to protect her family.

    And she thinks you are a walking hunk of humble sexy. After you dance with me, baby, you never go back.

    I snorted at Spring, caught myself, and shrugged apologetically at Colette. Internally, I steeled myself again. She’d pulled a knife on me twice and she had a 500 batting average for driving her point home. 

    Happily, no knife appeared, she just leaned back in her seat, pursed her lips pensively, and pondered this new information. I couldn’t help but notice how innocent and pretty it made her. I’m an idiot, but holy hips and lips, that night of dancing was hot.

    I tried to ignore my stupid hormones and think this through with the brain in my head. It had actually worked once. Colette obviously thought she needed the Caduceus for her family. Assuming she didn’t just try to kill me, that meant going to France. Apart from the mind-bending weirdness and logistics of that, maybe there was an opportunity here. I was suddenly in a much stronger bargaining position.

    “Colette,” I said, interrupting her reverie. “Look, I’m willing to come and help you and your family, but not before you agree to some basic things.”

    “Like, no stabbing any of us in our sleep,” said Dave from the front.

    It was a valid point, but not helpful. I ignored him. “You’ve got to promise not to try and take the Caduceus from me. You’ve got to do everything you can to help protect my family, my friends and their families. If you promise to do that, then I’ll do everything I can to help you.”

    She considered this for a moment and then gave me a curt nod. “I promise you, Finn, we will treat you as a guest and an ally. No harm will come to you, nor will we take anything of yours not freely given.”

    I mulled her words over in my mind, looking for loopholes in her statement as if she were a demon offering me a bargain. It seemed pretty clean and solid. “Okay, then I’ll come and help you if I can.”

    “We Finn,” said Jen. “We will help them.”

    “Jen, she’s talking about going to France. You can’t do that. Your dad would put out a contract on me. You have to stay here.”

    “I know what she’s talking about, Finn, I’m not an idiot, and you are not my father nor my guardian. What do you think your dad is going to do when he hears about this?”

    That was not a happy thought, but the thought of Jen being shot again made me crazy. I couldn’t see my hands covered in her blood again. I couldn’t let that happen. “You can’t come! It’s going to be dangerous...”

    “Don’t you start trying to tell me what to do, Finn! I won’t allow it. You’re not the only one with family and friends at stake here. I’m not leaving you alone with her. You need someone to watch your back.”

    “Finn,” said Dave. “Admit you’re not the alpha in this relationship and let it go. On top of that, if you think you’re leaving me behind on this, you are stupider than you look.”

    “But you need to stay here to protect...”

    “If Mark’s going after the Delacroix, he’s not paying any attention to our families. If we haven’t heard from him, it means that he bought the whole fake Caduceus thing. Right?”

    “But what if the illusion wears off, and he finds out he’s got just a chunk of steel?”

    “Then we’d better be there to make sure he can’t get away.”

    I’d seen my friends hurt and dying way too much. The thought of seeing it again started me panicking.

    Finn, like it or not, they don’t answer to you, and you are not responsible for them. They’re adults now, and this is not just about you.

    But, Spring! You don’t know what it’s like to...

    Whoa, there boy. Have you forgotten where I live? I’ve been right here for every bloody minute. A lot of that blood was mine!

    Yes, but...

    But you’re scared. Got it. As far as I can tell, that is your native state. Finn, we’ll get through it together.

    “Earth to Finn,” said Dave.

    I pulled myself back into meat-space. “Sorry, what?”

    “We’re all going to France, wanna come along?”

    I stuffed my doubt into a double-walled bag of can’t-think-about-that-now and tried to grapple with this new reality.

    “Well, I don’t see how it’s going to happen today. I don’t know about you guys, but I don’t walk around with my passport in my pocket, and I have no idea where my towel’s at.”

    


Terminal Velocity

    Colette was not going to let a little thing like unpreparedness stop us. We immediately headed for the airport. Since we were going to have a little time to spare to make our intended flight, I forced Dave to stop at an Apple store, so I could pick up a new iPhone. I’d hoodoo’d my way through the crowd there, feeling justified by my urgent need to be on that flight. After all, lives were at stake! Yeah, yeah that’s it—lives! It’s not that I just didn’t want to wait...

    As I walked out of the store, I didn’t cackle over it, but I stroked my new Precious with huge relief. My Precious ended my excommunication from life, my electronic castration. I had the power to connect again!

    With great power comes great responsibility, so I spent the ride to the airport anguishing over what I would or wouldn’t tell my parents.

    Regardless of my personal tribulations, traveling with Colette proved a very interesting experience. She’d tried to talk us out of it, but come hell or high water, we were all going. Fortunately, she seemed genuinely anxious for her family and didn’t put up too much resistance. She forced David (without hoodoo) to give her back her cross. While in the car, she produced three extra passports from her bag and handed them out to us. The names on the passports were all different, but all had her face on them. I didn’t see how this was going to be much help, but Colette wasn’t sharing her cunning plan. We walked up to the counter behind Colette. A little hoodoo and each of us was given a ticket and wished a pleasant trip.

    Heady stuff. I felt like a coke addict.

    We strolled through security unmolested and made our way to the gate. I tried to be nonchalant, but my back was twitching with dread, and my shoulders wanted to protect my ears. I was sure that I’d hear sirens, whistles, and dogs at any moment. Jen, who walked beside me with her hand in mine (that was so cool!) seemed a bit nervous as well.

    Dave, of course, was another story. He was giddy. He practically crowed, “That was so cool! Who needs psychic paper?”

    “What is this, psychic paper?” Colette asked.

    “It’s something from Doctor Who,” I said. “It’s a science fiction show from England. The Doctor has a wallet with a piece of blank paper that shows people whatever the Doctor wants them to see.”

    “Oh.” I watched her file that carefully away under, “Do Not Care.”

    We picked up coffee at Starbucks, and when we each had our expensive cup of caffeinated goodness, Colette walked up to the people sitting in the single cozy corner and politely suggested they would be more comfortable sitting in the concourse. They easily agreed and cleared out.

    Dave was so excited, he could barely sit still. “I can get used to this!”

    I just sat down and kept my guilty reservations to myself. Jen sat next to me, and we scooted our chairs together. Her warmth next to me made me feel better. My hand found hers again.

    As soon we’d gotten situated, Colette took over. “If you are all coming to Paris with me, then I must teach you how to protect yourself in a fight.”

    “Sounds good,” said Jen.

    I leaned forward eagerly to Jen. “You need to teach me whatever you did when you and Dave just strolled into Smith’s lab.”

    Jen frowned a bit. “I don’t know if I can. It was sort of a Not-My-Problem field, but I did it by instinct.”

    I translated this from nerd to English for Colette. “That reference comes from Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy. In the book, when you are in an NMP field, people don’t pay any attention to you. Kind of like invisibility.”

    Colette looked at Jen, impressed. “You can do this?”

    Jen smiled smugly and nodded.

    “This is very advanced. If you can do this, then perhaps you will not be such a burden in a fight.”

    “Gee, thanks,” said Jen.

    Colette either didn’t get, or just didn’t acknowledge, the sarcasm. She sort of shrug-nodded.

    “Can you teach Dave and me how to do it?” I asked. Dave still had one gold pendant and the bear.

    “What I did in that fight might be easier to learn,” said Colette.

    I looked at her with interest. “Right! I’ve been meaning to ask you what you did to Smith. Unless they’re blind, nobody misses with a gun that many times from that range.”

    “This is true. In concept it is simple but harder to perform. You must open up yourself to God’s glory, and perceive him in everything around you...”

    “Aren’t there like chants or mystical hand signals we can make to help?” I asked.

    “No, God does not care what you do with your hands.”

    “Wow,” said Dave. “That’s a load off of my mind.”

    Jen and I laughed, but Colette just looked annoyed. I clamped down on the laugh and tried to look appropriately studious.

    ***

    Two hours later, we were on the plane, leaving Columbus. The first leg of our flight was a short hop to Detroit, then it was on to Paris, another plane change and then on to Toulouse, France. 

    I sat back in the big first-class chair and anxiously tried to actualize my understanding of Colette’s instructions. Jen had picked it up very quickly and tried to help, but Dave and I were the class dunces. It was simple, they said, just feel the light and energy around you, then create a construct to deflect it. When you did it correctly, you could change the angle of the light around you and shift your apparent location in a way that made you very difficult to hit. Very simple to say. I could say it almost from the first time I heard it. The doing was a bit more frustrating and difficult. It reminded me of my absolute failure to move the Caduceus from Smith’s dead body while I was in the cage with Colette. Of course, that brought back all those feelings of desperation and panic.

    I sat with my eyes closed and tried to relax, reach out with my mind, and sense the photons whizzing around me. Theoretically, once I did that, it would be a simple matter to alter their course. Instead, it just made me very aware of the air-conditioning blowing on my head and the pulsing song of the Caduceus. The stiller I got, the louder and more insistent it got. Spring tried to be helpful, but ended up less so than I might have wished.

    Dave sat a couple of seats from me. Colette rested next to him with her eyes closed. “How the hell are you supposed to sense photons around you?” he complained. “How can that even be physically possible? If you can sense a photon that hasn’t hit you, doesn’t that imply FTL information transfer?”

    I shook my head. “Maybe, but I still maintain nothing in physics says information can’t travel faster than the speed of light.”

    “Jim’s the physicist and he doesn’t agree, and in any event, that doesn’t help.”

    I had to agree with that last statement. It was frustrating. 

    “I’m thinking body armor would be a better choice here,” I said—that and an automatic with an illegally large clip.

    “That and a big gun wouldn’t hurt,” he said in reflection of my thoughts. Yes, we’d hung around together a lot.

    We struggled for the rest of the flight with no better results. 

    The hour layover in Detroit wasn’t as long as it sounded. After all the running around, we had about fifteen minutes to spare. Dave and I filled that time with McDonald’s.

    When we came down the concourse with our bags of greasy goodness, Colette looked at both of us with a scowl. “They will feed us on the plane.”

    “No thank you, sister,” said Dave. “I’ve had airplane food. It’s always terrible.”

    “It is better than that junk you call food.”

    “To each his own.”

    The boarding went without incident. Jen and I sat together at one of the business class double seats, and Colette and Dave sat at another. Dave and I took the aisle seats across from each other. 

    Our luxurious surroundings impressed me. The seats felt like real leather, and they were roomy and well padded. Maybe an eight-hour flight to Paris wouldn’t be so bad after all. This was definitely not the baggage class I was used to.

    Dave leaned into the aisle. “So, how do you think your dad’s going to do it?”

    “Do what?” I asked.

    “Kill you when you get back.” We’d both ended up texting our parents that we would be gone for a few days and not to worry. We didn’t tell them where we were going in case they called the Feds and tried to stop us. I really sucked as a son.

    I gave Dave’s question some thought. “I think he will probably just rip my arm off and beat me with it. You?”

    “Either he’s going to dig a deep pit, fill it with vipers, and drop me in, or he’s going to lock me in the basement with my sisters and tell them to use their imagination.”

    I nodded thoughtfully. “Pit sounds cleaner, less traumatic.”

    “You don’t know the half of it, bro.”

    I looked across Dave at Colette. “We’re not doing so well with this light-bending stuff. Is there something easier we can do, like throw silverware at them with our minds?”

    “If you spent more time concentrating and less time talking, you would make more progress.”

    I scowled at her. Apparently unconcerned with my scowl, she added, “Nearly all the gifts of God start with a deep understanding of the world around us. Without this, you will not know how to ask.”

    “Great.”

    “Finn, don’t try so hard, just relax into it and trust your senses,” Jen said.

    Dave said, “Do or do not. There is no try, young Skywalker.”

    I snorted. “Shut up, Chewbacca.”

    “Watch it, Jar-Jar, or I’ll rip off your eye stalks and stick ‘em where the sun don’t shine.”

    The familiar banter made me feel better for a few moments, but the memories of Smith’s labs soon had me panicking again. I re-lived the despair of knowing I was going to die and the horror of Jen’s blood-drenched body. New images welled up from the depths: Spring drenched in blood. Gregg dead on the ground, broken. Daniel dead at my feet. 

    Oh God, I can’t do it again.

    Dude, you’re psyching yourself out. Just relax. Take a deep breath.

    I did. 

    Let it out slowly... 

    After a few breaths, the panic receded and I stepped back from the abyss.

    Sorry, Spring, but it’s hard. I guess I’m PTSD-ing. 

    Hey, I tried to help with that, but you yelled at me.

    Well, I don’t know that suppressing those memories was really a good idea. Who knows where they might squirt out.

    How about I just give you a little break? Get a few endorphins going to calm you down.

    Better living through chemistry, huh?

    Biochemistry, my Root, all-natural, certified organic. How can that be bad?

    I struggled with the feeling that I was somehow cheating for a moment but finally agreed.

    Quickly after that, I felt the panic wash away in a wave of mellow. The shaking stopped. Finn Morgenstern—addicted to his own endocrine system.

    As the fear drained away, exhaustion took me and carried me off to sleep. 

    My dreams were dominated by a song. I stood on the podium conducting it. As I waved my batons in the air, the orchestra followed my lead perfectly. Then, I spread my arms wide, and the instruments swirled into the air around me, buoying me up, moving perfectly in time to the beat, creating ever more complex rhythms and harmonies. From where I stood on a cliff over the tempestuous ocean, I could see that the water also moved to my command. The waves did my bidding from the peak on which I stood. Lightning answered my call as my waves pounded against the black rocks. Thunder rumbled and crashed around me. I stood upon the earth, and the planets themselves moved to the song I commanded. Effortlessly, I pulled the moon from the sky and it swelled above me. But, I couldn’t stop it. It would crush me. The terrible forces on the moon cracked it in two and blood gushed from the fault lines. It poured out of wounds and headless necks, and I was swimming in a sea of blood. I was drowning in the blood. I was dying and I knew I couldn’t save Jen.

    I awoke with a start, trembling and covered in sweat. It was night. I sat anchored in the dark warmth of the cabin, cocooned by the constant drone of the engines and the rushing air. The night was interrupted by isolated beams of reading lights and the occasional blue flicker of seat-back television screens. 

    Splattered blood and brains dripped from the cabin walls and ceiling. 

    I yelped and jumped against the belts holding me down, then the shadows were just shadows, and the flickering light fell on clean ceilings and dry leather seats.

    “Finn, is everything okay?” Jen’s concerned voice threw me a lifeline to normality.

    My heart was racing, and my head was covered in sweat. “Yeah, just having bad dreams.”

    She leaned over and stroked my face with her hand. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

    Her caress warmed me straight to my heart. I smiled and said, “You just did.”

    I leaned over the divider between our chairs to give her a kiss. She met me halfway and the gentle softness of her lips on mine melted the core of icy dread within me. She put both hands on my cheeks and gently pushed me a few inches away. When I met her gaze, she said, “You’ve been getting a lot of those haven’t you?”

    I searched her face, “No, not really, this is the first I’ve had like this.”

    “You had bad dreams last night, too.”

    “I did?”

    “You cried out several times.”

    “Oh...I don’t remember that.”

    “Good.” She smiled and kissed me again. 

    I wondered if suppressed terror was leaking out into my sleep, but something better caught my attention. I sniffed the air. Something smelled really good. I asked Jen, “Are they going to bring us dinner?”

    “They already did.”

    “Oh,” I said. Visions of comforting yumminess vanished with a poof. “Was it any good?”

    “Oh yeah, it was some sort of grilled beef fillet with a salad, rosemary green beans and a chunk of French bread.”

    “Really? Why didn’t you wake me up?”

    “You were exhausted and needed some sleep. Besides, you already ate, and you told me how much you hated airplane food.”

    “Well, I’ve never been fed airplane food like that.”

    “I’ll make sure you’re awake on our return trip.”

    If there was one. I sat back in my chair and stared up at the tan storage compartments overhead. I’d be useless if I didn’t find a way to master this whole “feel the force” routine. The familiar fear reignited its cold fire in my body. I tried to relax, and I cast about for other ideas. The approach that Colette recommended just wasn’t working fast enough. Maybe the whole thing was too abstract for me. I fished in my pockets and pulled out a quarter.

    I closed my hand around the quarter and concentrated on it. In the dim light, I studied it carefully, looking at both sides and feeling its grooved edges. I gave it a few tosses and watched how it moved, how it felt when it hit my hand. After a time, I closed my fingers around it and tried to feel it with my mind. I’d learned early on how to move my mind through someone else’s body, so I tried variations on the theme. It didn’t work.

    Maybe it only works that way with humans because of your auras? asked Spring.

    Makes sense I suppose, but it doesn’t help.

    Yeah, well helpful answers cost more. And no, you can’t afford one.

    Ha, ha.

    Instead of reaching out to the coin, I tried to let it come to me. Maybe I could just feel what it had to show for itself. It didn’t work.

    An hour later, growing more frustrated and panicked with each failed idea, I gave up the whole feely approach. Instead, I concentrated on creating a small sphere of force around the coin, the same way I would put up a barrier around me or a shadow. In this case, I created this sphere to be solid. Impervious to the coin. Once I was sure my sphere around the coin was solid, I moved it up off my hand. Suddenly, I could feel the coin with my mind.

    I shouted in triumph and then moved the sphere up and away from my hand. The coin stirred in my hand, and I shouted again. I lost my connection, and it fell through my little shield. Crap.

    Of course, then I had to deal with the concern of my friends and the flight attendant.

    After reading me the “Good Citizens Don’t Yell on Airplanes” speech, the flight attendant added, “Thank you for your cooperation.” 

    When she left, I told Dave and Jen what had happened.

    Jen was excited, but Dave was Dave. “That’ll be handy when you need to win a coin toss.”

    I stuck out my tongue at Dave and tried again. I pulled up my shield and willed it into being.

    “Holy crap, Finn! I can see it!”

    “Me too!” exclaimed Jen.

    “It is beautiful,” said Colette softly.

    “My sphere? You guys can see the sphere?”

    “Well,” added Dave. “I could before it disappeared.”

    Of course, it had disappeared as soon as I took my mind off it.

    Encouraged, I worked on it some more. I found that if I mimicked the movement I wanted with my hands, it was easier. Even so, the best I could do was move the coin about a foot into the air before my concentration failed.

    Crap. Annoyed and disappointed, I swatted the coin with a golden paddle. It flew off my hand with a ringing ting, hit Dave in the head, and fell to the aisle.

    Dave rubbed his temple and glared at me. “Ow! What the hell? Don’t take your failure out on me!” 

    “Dave, it worked!”

    Dave reached down to pick up the coin, brought it up between his ring finger and thumb and flicked it at me. I flinched and tried to deflect it. I didn’t need to worry—it spun off to the front of the plane, smacked the ceiling, and was lost in the dark.

    “Ow!” said a baritone voice. “What the...?” 

    I flinched. Uh oh.

    A couple seats to the front, a man stood up holding a hand to his head and glared at us. His attention turned to me when Dave pointed his finger my direction.

    ***

    Fifteen minutes later, Dave said, “Well, that was subtly handled.”

    I glared at him. “You should be saying thank-you, you jerk. You were the one who threw it!”

    He just grinned at me.

    I’d had to hoodoo the angry passenger, the attendant, and several people who’d seen me do it. Happily, none of them seemed immune to my charm. Beside me, Jen was still giggling behind her hand. Colette had been far less amused. It left me tired and hungry.

    I pulled another coin out of my pockets and practiced moving it about for a little while before I gave up. All the hoodoo had left me drained, and I fell back asleep.

    We arrived in Paris without further incident. Once in the concourse, I tried the experiment I’d been too afraid to do on the plane. I smacked another quarter with a glowing ping pong paddle of my hoodoo.

    The coin disappeared with a sping, and then I heard the sharp smack as it cracked one of the arrival/departure signs about twenty yards away. The display went black.

    I ducked, hunched, and hurried after my friends.

    Well, if we’re attacked by any signs, we’ve got it licked, said Spring.

    My laugh had an edge of crazy to it. I bet I could take out a traffic light, too.

    After navigating through the human-sized hamster tubes of the Paris international airport, we found our terminal and were soon boarding a new plane. Googly-eyed exhaustion gave the entire proceeding a surreal tinge. We picked up a half dozen ham and cheese baguettes from a cafe. Once we sat down, I devoured half of them before falling fast asleep. Fifteen minutes later, I woke up with a start again. No rest for the wicked.

    


The French Connection

    A cloudy and gray morning greeted us in Toulouse. We disembarked into a nearly empty terminal. Except for the French signs, it looked much like any other airport to my exhaustion-hazed eyes.

    Our official entry to France bore little resemblance to my mental image. A uniformed man greeted us, and took us to a separate room from the main customs area. Once inside,

    the man and Colette exchanged smiles, greetings, and double kisses accompanied by a string of rapid-fire French. It was such a beautiful, sensual language, that I felt like I might be watching the reunion of two lovers. I was disabused of that notion when she introduced us to her cousin.

    We exchanged awkward hellos, and then he ushered us back out to a closed entry booth. Colette’s cousin took our passports, stamped them, scanned them, and handed them back with a heavily accented, “Welcome to France, mesdames et messieurs!”

    Having the mojo sure made your life easier. I wondered if computers could be controlled with the mojo, too. If so, that would be very useful, if not, very inconvenient.

    Outside, the cold, drizzly day greeted us with less enthusiasm all around. We walked down the curb a bit till we came to a waiting limo. The well-dressed driver snapped to attention when he saw Colette. They exchanged greetings, air kisses, and added enthusiastic hugs. Then, he held the door open while we all piled in.

    “Nice ride,” said Dave as he looked around. I echoed the sentiment. The inside of the limo looked just like the ones I’d seen on TV—plushly furnished with wood paneling, white leather seats, a well stocked bar and a small refrigerator. I would have enjoyed it more if I’d been more awake.

    “Finn,” said Jen sitting beside me, holding my hand. “You look terrible. Didn’t you get any sleep on the plane?”

    “Some, but not much. I was too busy freaking out. I can’t wait to get to the hotel and get some sleep.”

    “Finn, you are staying with us,” said Colette.

    “What? No, we’re not. Your grandmother practically declared war on us. There is no way we’re going to stay with you.”

    Colette narrowed her eyes at me. “Our home is far from any hotels. It would be terribly inconvenient, and we might not have much time before your uncle attacks. You must stay with us. We have spare rooms for guests that are quite comfortable and very private. Perhaps, we don’t need to mention your plans not to marry me.”

    “Colette,” said Dave. “We have no reason to trust you or your family. You’ve shown us repeatedly what to expect from the Delacroix.”

    She puffed out at that. “I have given you my protection. No harm will be brought to you, and we must be able to discuss our plans with Mémèr.”

    I was tired and near the end of my rope. “I don’t have the energy for this.” I held my hands out to Colette. “Give me your hands.”

    Colette hesitated. “Don’t worry, I have promised you.”

    I beckoned with my fingers. “Come on, give them to me.”

    She scowled at me and grabbed my hands. I closed my eyes, opened my Sight, and looked for Colette’s presence. I’d never used my Sight quite this way, but I’d experienced meetings of the mind with Il Saia, Jen, and others whom I’d helped heal. Now, I wanted to feel her sincerity. I needed to be sure she wasn’t conning us. I’d been caught flat-footed by her twice now. It wouldn’t happen a third time.

    As I sank more deeply into the Sight, all of my senses became engaged. As before, the surface of Colette’s mind was hard and unyielding. 

    Her thoughts floated into my mind like Spring’s did, mind to mind. Finn, I swear to you, we will treat you as guests, and you will not come to harm, nor will we take your property.

    I tried to weigh the truth in her words, but no sense of her intentions came through. I’d been expecting it to be more like my communications with Spring. My knowledge of the French woman’s sincerity was no better than if we were just speaking. Of course, it was some help that I didn’t get swayed by her pretty face this way, but that wasn’t enough.

    I like to think that exhaustion, my sense of failure, and a grim need to keep my friends safe were to blame for what I did next, but it doesn’t really help.

    Colette, you need to drop down your guard and let me in. If you keep me outside, I can’t tell if you are telling the truth.

    Finn, you will just need to trust me. I swear to God, I’m not inviting you into a trap.

    I can’t afford to trust you or your family.

    You’re insulting my family’s integrity and my honor by doing this. Just trust me!

    I can’t! All the hurt and betrayal that I had walled away from myself broke through. It filled me with rage. You led me on! You made me think you liked me. You played with me as if I were some stupid toy. I never did anything to you, but you stabbed me!

    Finn, I told you—

    You told me you liked me, and you made me feel... I thought... I bet it was fun, playing me, deceiving me. Ha ha, stupid American boy. I trusted you! Even after you stabbed me, I trusted you again! I’m an idiot, I get it, but I’m done!

    No Finn, it wasn’t...

    LET ME IN! I roared my frustration, and then I pushed.

    Outside in the real world I heard Colette gasp, but her mental barriers held. I still couldn’t get in past her guard.

    So, I used a little trick I’d learned from Spring when she had taken up residence in my mind. I formed fine little rootlets, tendrils of will, and I probed everywhere for a weak spot. Like a root questing through rocks for water, I found a microscopic crack, flowed into it, and pried apart her defenses, flowed in more, pried more...

    Finn stop! she cried.

    I intensified my efforts. With a quick, silent snap, all of Colette’s defenses crumbled, and then she was there—surrounding me, penetrating me as well. I learned what it was to be Colette. I felt her fright, anger, and horror at what I was doing. I felt her recent sincerity, frustration, and guilt that my disbelief had caused. What she had done to me was wrong, but she felt it was justified. That pissed me off even more. Instinctively, with the speed of thought, I ransacked her memories of me.

    I saw myself from her eyes. A handsome(!), enthusiastic, and naive young man who wore his heart on his sleeve. I reminded her of simpler times before she took up the burden of the True Cross. I knew springtime in Paris, the beauty of the Mediterranean, warm nights on the beach. I felt her instant delight in my shyness and my quick wit, but she couldn’t quite believe the power I carried. My brilliant aura was hard to look at with her Sight, but there was no way this innocent kid could be behind the killings. Could he?

    I didn’t care about the killings. I thought of the club. That night she had rocked my world—and I had rocked hers! At the club, in her eyes, I became a man of hidden passion and surprising sexual magnetism. Triumph and joy filled me when I saw she hadn’t been faking her enthusiasm after we danced. I felt her anger at spotting McCormick and realized that he was forcing my, I mean her, hand. Finding my cousin dead had shaken me and paranoia started to take hold. What if Finn really was behind the deaths? My doubt was reinforced by Mémèr’s stern voice, “Do not defy me in this! He is dangerous. Jacques has seen death and blood surrounding him.” Perhaps I was the one being fooled. Something was stalking my family and killing us, and we never saw who. Now Pietro and McCormick are dead along with Mama and Papa. Everyone I love is dead. No, this isn’t right, this isn’t me. I have a duty. I have to...

    Our thoughts became so tangled I had trouble telling who was thinking what. What is he doing to me? What is he? Blood and death surround us. So much blood. Dear God, save me!

    I realized the lines were blurring further. A new “I” was forming, not Finn, not Colette, but me. I tried to redefine my boundaries, to pull back, but we failed.

    Memories of shared time merged and became nearly unfathomable. After meeting me and discovering that I really didn’t know what I wore around my neck, I held back from taking the Caduceus. Instead, I told myself that I needed to discover more about me. I wasn’t going anywhere and I was obviously infatuated with her. Such innocent passion he had! So simple and clean! I could take the holy relic any time I desired, but I needed to understand why God would entrust such power to a boy. Perhaps he was meant to have it. There is no guile nor harm in him. I was so beautiful and my accent enthralled me.

    Finn, come back. Spring called to me, but a familiar feeling pulled my mind down a different road. Guilt.

    I had to take it. My family was dying. This was the weapon I needed. I would take it and be gone. He would be safe. His family would be safe. I wove threads of sleep around him and came in through the window. I know I didn’t make any noise but he woke up and trapped me. Dear God, help me! He is so powerful! No one is that strong! How can anyone be that strong? I have to get away. I couldn’t let him take me too. I lashed out.

    The memory of his pain and betrayal poured through me. No! No! 

    I am...

    Finn! Spring’s cry tried to call me back to myself. The lines had melted away. Who was this in my head? A dryad? How? So much blood! New-old images burned me, threatened to bury me. Jen’s bloody body on the ground, on the floor in the lab. Spring dying in a pool of her blood—which somehow was my blood. Gregg, pale, still, dead. Killed by Erik, by Wendigota. A headless corpse sitting in front of a TV bathed in blood. Fergus McCormick dead in my room. How could the Caduceus get buried in the mound five hundred years before America was found? Dear God help me. I was in Its grasp again. Slave to the endless cold hunger, the freedom from limits, the exultation, the taste of a soul. Daniel dead on the ground. Oh God! Please God, no more! Please don’t rape me anymore!

    The words drove to the very center of me. The I that was us knew instantly the horror of that statement. We couldn’t let it continue. We’d never intended. Oh God! 

    With a mental heave, I pulled myself back and felt Colette do the same. I felt her withdraw, recoil, pull away from me. I was...Finn, and I could barely conceive the evil I had just done.

    Spring was there with me, calming me, reassuring me. She anchored me and said, It’s okay. You’re with me again. You’re safe.

    Someone was crying. It was me. I was Finn, and I was crying along with Colette, but she didn’t have Spring to reassure her. I had to try and make it right.

    Beside me, the little hussy black girl, looked shocked. Her eyes were filled with concern. No! This was Jen. My Jen.

    I waved her hand away. “I’m okay Jen, but I just did something terrible. I have to help her.” 

    I hunched across the small space to Colette and took her up in my arms. I expected her to withdraw or to pull out her knife, but she didn’t. Shudders quaked through her body as the tears flowed down our cheeks. I remembered how her mother used to sing to her. I started singing in French. 

    Sleep, sleepy,
Sleep, sleep,
My little poppet
Is going to sleep
In the arms of her mommy
Who lulls her tenderly
Sleep, sleepy,
Sleep, sleep. 

    She started to relax, but shudders still shook her small frame. I whispered in her ear, “Hush little cricket, everything is fine.” I stroked my fingers over her eyebrows in the way she liked, and she relaxed even more.

    “I’m so sorry, little Marie. I didn’t know. You’re safe now. I swear it. Please, please be okay. Please be well. Please forgive me.” She preferred to be called Colette, but Marie was what her father had always called her.

    I ignored both Jen and Dave’s concerned inquiries and just held Colette. We sat together that way for quite some time. Eventually, the car pulled off the highway, onto a gravel road. I could hear rocks popping and tinking off the tires. A short while later, we stopped with a final crunch of gravel. 

    Colette’s shuddering also stopped, but now she stiffened in my arms. I immediately released her and pulled back. The shock and hurt in her face cut through me to my heart. I had no defenses against it. It was mine as well. 

    She backed away from me, sobbed, and sprang out of the car. I ducked looks from my friends and blundered out into the rain after her. I now knew our driver. Jamie was his name. He ran after her calling out, “Colette!” 

    Colette’s memories of the sanctuary flooded me. I had, I mean Colette had always liked Jamie. He was kind and solid.

    We were in the courtyard. Everything around me was old and new. Tall stone walls set with small windows defined the irregularly squarish space. As my eyes were drawn to the crenellations which capped those walls, I recalled the path along the top of the north wall where I used to hide—I mean Colette used to hide—from Jamie and her other cousins when she needed to be alone. I could peek down between the crenellations and secretly watch everyone coming and going. My cousins were too timid to cross the adult’s prohibition from playing there, but Colette wasn’t. I remembered sitting on the edge of the outer wall and dangling her feet over the thirty-foot drop. I slapped my hands to my head, I couldn’t think. Her memories were tied up with mine in a Gordian knot.

    I felt a presence at my side, and warm hands grabbed my arm. “Finn? Are you okay? What happened?”

    “Dude, it’s a fricking castle!” exclaimed Dave as he came around the car.

    I was standing in the cold rain, in a place I’d never been. It felt like home, it felt safe, and it made me shudder. The clash within my mind paralyzed me.

    Finn, freeze up later. We need to get the flock out of here.

    She was right. With considerable effort, I shook off the heavy blanket of confusion. “Come on guys, we need to get out of here!” 

    “What happened, Finn?” asked Dave. The question was reflected by Jen’s furrowed brows.

    I didn’t have time to answer their questions. I ran to the front of the limo and checked for keys. They’d gone with Jamie.

    I heard the main door in the southern wing, where Colette had been taken, slam open. Five people I recognized ran into the courtyard. All five were Bearers of the True Cross, which meant trouble for us. Normally they were out in the world. Granny must have recalled them from their duties when she learned that their unknown assassins were closing in. We couldn’t hoodoo our way out of this.

    Every face there was familiar. I knew these people. I knew I wouldn’t willingly harm them. That ruled out some of the more dangerous tricks I’d just inherited from Colette. One major rule of working with God’s gift states that you had to cultivate a unity of purpose and a clarity of mind, before you drew on His power. If you didn’t, the very best you could expect was to just fail.

    The Delacroix didn’t waste any time. They closed with us, and Henri hit us with a command. “Stop! Do not move!” My muscles seized up on me, and I started to panic before I realized that I knew how to slip out of his control. I’d trained for months to the point that it was just automatic. It was disgusting that after all that work, I’d nearly panicked. I pushed through the tissue thin command holding me and returned it tenfold. I didn’t have time to wonder about how natural it felt, but with a prayer to God, I threw everything could pull through the Caduceus. 

    “Stop!”

    Nicholas and Angela, the youngest, fell over onto the wet gravel. Tristan, Katerine, and Henri froze in their tracks. I turned to my own frozen friends and extended my will. “Dave and Jen, shake it off, it can’t hold you.” As quickly as thought, they were moving. They ran to me glancing at our attackers with awe. I looked to make sure my friends were unhurt and forgot to pay attention to our foe.

    “Finn!” shouted Dave. He sprang in front of me with a jump worthy of an Olympian. He flew past me and landed in the gravel. I only had a split second to think What the... before an incoming motion drew my attention to Henri. He ran straight at me, and my recent intense training with Uncle Mark kicked in. Colette’s training augmented it, but I was the wrong size so everything felt uncoordinated and awkward. I closed with Henri and yelled as I attempted to block his strike. I was technically successful. His knife didn’t hit me in the eye or throat. Instead, it drove deep within my forearm. I saw the point come out through the back in a spray of blood. I didn’t even feel it, so it didn’t slow me down. I yanked my arm back with a twist, trapping the blade between my radial and ulnar bones, and pulled him into me, while I drove my out-thrust elbow into his throat. He dropped the knife and his hands flew to his neck. His face opened wide in shock, as he went down.

    “Ow! Holy fuck that hurts.” moaned Dave from the ground. Jen was there next to him. I hadn’t seen her get there.

    I checked to make sure none of the others had broken free of my command yet and turned my attention to my friend. “What happened, Dave?” 

    With Jen’s help, he rolled over showing bloody hands grasped around the spreading red stain oozing from his stomach. He made a jerking motion and came away with a scarlet throwing knife. More blood poured from the hole it left behind. I looked away only to see another river of blood flowing from the knife wound in my arm.

    Suddenly, terror hit me. Blood! Too much blood! I was standing in oceans of blood, the blood of loved ones. I was drowning in it. Panic and horror clamped around my limbs—I couldn’t move!

    Finn! Go! Shake it off! shouted Spring in a voice which echoed through my mind. Finn! Stop it!

    Suddenly my arm was on fire. A shot of incredible pain speared through me and broke me free of my crippling vision.

    I dropped to Dave’s side and pulled his hands away. He moaned and looked at the blood spilling out from the wound. “Goddammit, Finn. Ow!”

    I flashed on what had happened. Dave had seen Henri throwing a knife at me and had jumped between us to protect me. “What the fuck, Dave! You idiot, couldn’t you have just yelled ‘duck’ or something?”

    “Jesus, Finn! I was trying to catch it! Next time, remind me to just let you take the hit. Ow. Ow. Ow.”

    With only an instant’s hesitation, I plunged my hands into my friend’s blood one more time. I pushed my Sight into his wound and started exploding red blood cells to encourage clotting and supercharged the skin and muscle cells in that area. That’s as far as I got before a silver net of force landed on me and took me down to the ground.

    This was a variant of what Colette had done to me. I found myself helpless to move.

    Spring, get me up!

    My body pushed itself off the ground, and I stood up to meet the gaze of the one who threw it. It was Granny, and her strength dwarfed Colette’s. I was stronger, but I still couldn’t break free. I found myself meeting her eyes. They were a startling pale blue set into the face of an apple-core woman. She was as wrinkled, wiry, and every bit as scary, as I remembered. Her eyes were wide with shock as she regarded me. People didn’t get out of her net—ever.

    Technically, I hadn’t either. She just hadn’t counted on there being two of us in this brain. My face spread into a taunting smile, and my index finger came up in wagging reproof. My mouth said in English, “Sloppy work, Granny.”

    That’s enough of that Spring. We’re not Dirty Harry. Let me talk, okay? We’ve got to be more diplomatic.

    The net around me fell to silvery motes of nothing and vanished. Granny must have dropped it when it didn’t seem to have any effect on me. 

    Spring smirked in my mind.

    Granny said, “Give me the Iesu-sacrificium, beg for forgiveness from God, and I will let you leave here alive.”

    “Look,” I said desperately. “I don’t want to fight, but I can’t give you what you want. I need it. I promise, I won’t abuse it. Can’t we form an alliance? We both face the same enemy right now, and I know how ruthless he—it is. I can—” 

    “There are no other arrangements possible, Mister Morgenstern. After what you have done, it is obvious that you are not fit to be a Bearer of the Cross.”

    My heart sank. She knew what had happened with Colette. 

    “Give it to me, and beg for forgiveness for your sins before you are branded an enemy of God.”

    Despite my guilt, stated desire not to piss Granny off, and previously noted lack of strong belief in God, her questioning of my faith burned. “So you’re claiming to be God now? The purveyor of his mercy and executor of his justice?”

    “Of course not, and I will not tolerate your blasphemy. God has entrusted the Iesu-sacrificium to us. It is his will. To defy his will is to defy God.

    “You seem quite certain this is his will. Did God appear to you in a burning bush?” I clamped my mouth shut to avoid provoking her even more. Damn, I didn’t know what was wrong with me. This wasn’t me—ah shit! It was Colette—her influence—I hoped.

    “Do not mock our holy calling. This heavy burden was placed upon us by Jacques De Molay, last of the Knights Templar, as he sat in prison the day before he was burned alive. Ours is a faith and purpose spanning centuries, with a dedication that you could not possibly fathom.”

    I bristled at the condescension, and couldn’t let it lie. “I know your beliefs, old woman, you track down the pieces of the cross and kill anyone who stands in your way. Tell me this, how could a piece of the holy cross find its way into a burial mound created over a thousand years ago in America? That’s where I found it. Hasn’t it occurred to you that God’s will is greater and more mysterious than even you can know? He saw fit to deliver this burden to me. How can you question His will?”

    “It is not His will that I question. Deliver the relic to me with proper deference and contrition, and I shall let you live.”

    “Don’t hold your breath. I don’t kneel to you, only to God.” Holy shit, did that come from my mouth?

    As I struggled to regain my balance, a double crack of sound hit me. The first came from a rifleman running into the courtyard, the second was his bullet hitting the car behind me.

    I reacted on instinct. I reached out and twisted the light around me. I finally understood how Colette had done it. I poured my will into it and suddenly, the entire world disappeared into a horizontal smear of colors. Grays, browns, greens, and a few lines of glowing white shimmered in bands around me. It was like being in a tornado of light. I couldn’t see a thing. Crap! This never happened to Colette.

    Spring still controlled my strings, and my body dropped to the ground as another shot spanged into the car behind me. Several people in the courtyard cried out, and my body started crawling. I didn’t have to ask. She said,We’ve got to get Dave and Jen and get out of here.

    I listened to the chaos around me, and I realized that everyone else was caught in the kaleidoscope of light I’d created. I let Spring keep the reins and concentrated on keeping up the flow of power into my will. I crawled head first into Jen.

    “Ah!” yelled Jen. 

    “Shhhh. It’s me! It’s me!” Spring hissed with my voice. “How’s Dave?”

    “I’m working on him, it will take a couple of minutes before he is ready to be moved.”

    “Fuck that!” said my mouth in a hiss. “Suck it up, Davey boy, we need to go.”

    Dave hissed back, “Next time, I’m going to dive behind you.”

    The stream of power I commanded continued to roar through me to be transformed and manifested as my will. It was a bit like controlling a raging flood with walls of sandstone. Where the power met my will, it scraped and burned. The force of it abraded my mind, and I could feel bits of me being carried off. I couldn’t worry about that. Even with the fireworks, Granny could still probably locate me with her Sight, so I clamped down on my aura like I—Colette—had done when she broke into my room. That’s why I hadn’t seen it at first! I prayed it was enough. It was tough doing both things. Like patting my head and juggling cats at the same time.

    Hurry up, Spring.

    Finn, can you pick up Dave and try to heal him while still keeping up the light show?

    No. I’m maxed on the hoodoo. I’m not going to be able to keep this up too much longer either.

    “Okay Dave,” said Spring with my lips. “I’m going to pick you up. Try not to squeal like a girl.”

    “Finn,” said Jen. “I’ll try to deflect their attention, then you can drop your whatsits, so we can see.”

    “You go, girl!” came tumbling out of my mouth as my hands groped around to find Dave’s head and knees. After a few false and embarrassing starts, I managed to pick him up. Jen got up with us, grabbed my arm and the three of us walked slowly away from the car. I was pretty sure it was away from the car. I hoped.

    Meanwhile, the power continued to roar eagerly through my core. The edge of me containing it, channeling it, screamed in pain as it succumbed, layer by layer and was stripped away, and I was getting tired. Most of the power came from the totem, but it still took effort for me to direct it.

    I thought to Spring, Ask Jen... 

    My mouth whispered, “Jen, do you have it up yet?”

    “Yes.”

    Spring kept talking through my mouth. “Okay, Jen, Finn’s going to let go of the light show in a few. Let’s pray that your trick will work against the holy rollers.”

    Spring, keep walking until I say stop. I want to get as much distance as possible between us.

    I took back my mouth. “I’m going to get us into the colonnade, where we can get some cover.”

    “You can see?” asked Jen.

    “No, but I remember the place pretty well. We shouldn’t be too far.” I kept the flow going and the walls of my mind kept abrading away.

    “When were you here?” asked Dave. 

    I didn’t even grunt a response. Jen was now guiding us. I could only concentrate on the erosion of my control and the increasing pain and exhaustion. Finally, it became more than I could bear, and I let loose my grasp of the light and the power. As the power flowed away, it took my consciousness with it.

    


Mice in the Walls

    “Finn! Come on, wake up.” Someone slapped my face gently.

    I came to. We were in the southern colonnade, leaned up against the stone between two arches. It wasn’t a very good hiding place, and my first thought was to get us out of there. My second thought came when I tried to move, and I discovered that some bastard had tied huge lead weights to my arms and legs. I couldn’t see them, but it was the only good explanation why I could barely twitch my limbs. Maybe this hiding place was good enough after all.

    “Thank God,” said Jen, whose face hovered a foot from mine. “There is no way I could move you any further.”

    “What happened?” I asked with my own mouth.

    “You collapsed, dropped Dave, and fell flat on your face.”

    “I guess that explains why my nose hurts. Do you still have your hoodoo up?”

    “No, I dropped it about fifteen minutes ago.”

    My brain tried to squeeze up a little urgency, but nothing happened. “So what—”

    “The Delacroix are all out hunting for you or nursing their wounds. They carried knife guy and the girl inside. Granny got the other three up. The others headed out of the courtyard.”

    Damn, I hoped they got to Henri quickly. I was afraid I’d crushed his trachea. If so, they wouldn’t have much time to heal him. I didn’t want to see either Henri or Katerine hurt. Henri was generally a little full of himself, but it was not without reason. He was talented and handsome, and he knew it. Katerine was a bit too like Granny for my tastes, but they were both good, God-fearing people.

    “Can you help me move Dave,” asked Jen, “so we can get out of here?” I flopped my head over and saw Dave out cold against the stones beside me. My entire body hurt and my arm was screaming panic at me, but I tried to move. A wave of darkness swept through my vision. “I would, if I could move my own arms and legs. Just...just give me a minute to rest...” And, I was out again.

    The next thing I knew, a pair of strong arms wrapped around me. Dave was hoisting me off the floor. When he saw my eyes open, he said, “Jesus, Finn, what have you been eating? Rocks?”

    I managed to say, “Sorry.”

    “Shut up... okay Jen, which way?”

    “I think we should get as far away from this place as possible.”

    “Amen, sister,” he agreed and started walking to the open end of the courtyard.

    “No,” I said between breaths. “No, we’ll be caught. No place to hide. Open fields.”

    Dave scowled at me. “You got a better idea?”

    I jerked my head toward the open courtyard and squeezed out an exhausting, “Turn around.” 

    “Where’re we going?” asked Dave.

    “To church,” I said and stopped to pant.

    “I don’t think all the praying in the world is going to help us, Finn. In case you hadn’t heard, God is on their side.”

    I made the effort to shake my head. “Jen, how long...cover us?”

    I couldn’t see her from Dave’s arms, but her voice was tight. “Ten minutes tops.”

    “Good enough, that way Dave.” I nodded him forward.

    The center of the building complex was shaped roughly like a Templar Cross surrounded by a U of other connected buildings. There was an enclosed courtyard on the east side and the open courtyard that we were in on the west. The chapel, the vertical part of the cross, stuck into both courtyards. Its iron-banded, cross-laden, wooden double doors sat in the central place of honor where you would find the main entrance in a normal estate. It was the original chapel that was built on this site seven or eight hundred years prior. Get it? Prior—abbey—priests? Sigh. 

    Well anyway, the rest of the monastery had been built around this ancient church over five hundred years ago by the Delacroix family. They’d been guarding the True Cross for more than twice as long as the United States had existed. I grudgingly had to admit that they had proven themselves apt guardians.

    It only took us a few minutes to get to the entrance of the chapel. Jen reached out to open one of the wooden doors, and stopped when we heard the crunching of gravel behind us. Jen and Dave froze. I dangled. Whoever it was stopped, then started coming closer—headed our way.

    I did an internal inventory to see if I could at least rouse some hoodoo, but that cupboard was bare, raw, and bloody. In fact, I was immersed in silence. Spring wasn’t there, I couldn’t feel her. I had a moment of panic before I found her deep in the hibernation-slumber she called winter’s death.

    I was completely useless, and if Dave had to fight, he’d rip through people like tissue paper. He wouldn’t be subtle or quiet, and someone I knew would die. It wouldn’t stop there, others would come running.

    “Hey!” shouted a voice from a goodly distance away. “Come here! I found something.”

    Oddly, the voice was speaking English, but the gravel walker’s footsteps stopped, then crunched away from us at speed.

    Quickly, we were through the door. Jen pulled it shut behind us, closed her eyes, and collapsed to the stone floor in front of the door.

    “Oh, pus buckets,” said Dave. “Do I gotta carry you, too?”

    Without opening her eyes, Jen lifted one forearm and waved for Dave to back off. “Just give me a second, blondie.”

    Dave turned around, and I finally got a good look at the Chapel. I remembered spending many hours here. One of three chapels, this was the largest with high rows of northern and southern windows. It was very plain and unadorned with wooden double doors in the centers of the right and left walls leading to the arms of the building’s cross shape. There was an altar at the far end on a low dais of rock with a single, plain wooden cross displayed upon it. The roof far overhead was supported by ancient wooden beams, which left a nice spacious openness to the room. I automatically recalled that the low original ceiling and stone columns had been removed and upgraded to this more open ceiling a few hundred years ago. The only furniture consisted of four or five rows of backless wooden benches. They were hard and guaranteed a backache if you slouched.

    Belatedly and happily, I realized we were alone. That would have been awkward if we’d come in on someone praying. What do you say in a situation like that? “Don’t mind the blood, stigmata can make such a mess sometimes.”

    “Okay Finn,” said Dave. “Is this your cunning plan? We’re gonna make our last stand in a church, so we all go to heaven?”

    “No,” I said. I managed to raise one of my arms and point to a single wooden door in the far back wall. 

    Dave looked back at Jen. “Can you walk yet, Jen? We’ve only a little further to go.”

    Jen nodded tiredly. “That voice trick kicked my butt.”

    Dave said, “That was you?”

    She nodded.

    “Damn, girl! You are a goddess!”

    Jen smiled and struggled up to her feet. We headed back into what the family called the Vestry despite the chapel’s complete lack of other Catholic features. The Vestry was really just a stone walled rectangle with a wooden table holding the sacraments, a rack with some robes, and a couple of wooden chairs. Normally, the family attended a local church, but special services, such as weddings, were held here from time to time. There was one other door in the Vestry, it was in the floor at the very back, behind a wooden railing designed to keep people from falling in when the door was open. I pointed it out to Dave.

    He had to put me down to get the door open and hooked to the wall. Then he hoisted me back up with a grunt. “Shit, Finn, I wish you were still a muscleless dough-boy nerd.”

    I smiled thinly. “Yeah, well you’ve bulked out quite a bit, too.” It was a side effect of carrying around the bear whistle. He’d also gotten bushier, but his hair was so blond as to be practically invisible.

    We went down a steep, narrow staircase into darkness. It was tortuously slow going, but when we hit the bottom, no one had fallen or broken any bones.

    “I can’t see shit down here, Finn,” said Dave.

    “Just put me down right here, then go up and close the door. No one will look for us down here. It’s an old wine cellar.”

    Dave deposited me non-too-gently onto the cold stone floor, and Jen plopped down beside me.

    “It’s probably filled with spiders, too,” added Dave. “You know it’s just going to get darker when I close that door.”

    “Oh, poor wittle boy,” said Jen. “Are uuu afwaid of the dark?”

    “Nope, just the monsters hiding in it. This seems like a perfect place for goblins or slimes or lurkers.”

    I thought about reminding him that we didn’t live in a fantasy world, but then realized I wasn’t so sure. “Dave, here.” I handed him my brand new iPhone. It functioned as a perfectly serviceable flash light. “Don’t drop it!”

    The cold light of the phone illuminated the familiar space around us, creating deep black shadows and emphasizing the air’s unwavering chill. We were in a six-and-a-half-foot tall stone room about ten feet wide by twenty deep. It contained a half dozen stone columns, a few old, broken wine racks, and a couple of long-empty bottles. I remembered the low ceilings seeming cozy, but now it just seemed claustrophobic. I guess I was bigger than Colette.

    Everything was coated in dust, and due to some fortunate happenstance or good engineering, was quite dry. In the far right corner, a nest of blankets called up fond memories. This was where Colette came to be seriously alone or partake in a biology lesson with a distant cousin or two. I recoiled from exploring those memories. The old mattress and blankets mitigated the discomfort of the cold floor and air. It was useful for a lot of things—which I wasn’t going to think about. Sleeping! Sleeping was good. I concentrated on sleeping. It wasn’t difficult because sleep came at the top of my bucket list about now—if I could just get the energy to crawl over there.

    Dave came back down, picked me up and took me to the nest where he deposited me in a cloud of dust and fabric bits. He explored around the room as Jen sat down next to me.

    In the back left corner he found the iron-banded wooden door with no handle.

    “What’s behind the door?” asked Dave standing in front of it.

    “Don’t know, Colette’s never been through it.”

    “How could she stand not knowing?” he said. “It would kill me.”

    I huddled next to Jen for comfort and warmth. Absolute exhaustion was trying to pull me down into sleep. My arm, miraculously wrapped in a piece of someone’s shirt, throbbed in pain. I watched Dave give the door a couple of experimental shoves, but it didn’t budge. I closed my eyes for a minute...

    And, woke to a body and brain full of aches and pains and a stomach demanding attention. I opened my eyes to dim, flickering light poorly illuminating a small circle of the cellar around me. I was in the nest, lying amidst timeworn, dusty, and disintegrating blankets. Jen and Dave were sitting at the end of the mattress, facing the stairs with their backs against the wall. A lighted candle sat on the stone floor, and they were both chewing on something. Something that smelled like bread. That was all the motivation I needed.

    I pulled myself up and said, “Feed me!” I’ve found that a very handy line to have these days.

    Jen smiled at me and tossed me a four-inch piece of French bread. I dug into it. It tasted divine, but it was dry and hard to swallow. 

    “Anyfing to drink?” I murbled hopefully around a mouth full of bread.

    Jen handed me an ornate decanter. “It’s wine, so be careful drinking it. We’ll have to make a water run soon.”

    The green glass decorated with tin was heavy, but the lead weights on my arms had been considerably reduced, so I managed to only spill about half of it down my face. I didn’t care. I desperately wanted to swallow, so I took a second good-sized swig and let the blessed moisture carry the bread down with it.

    “Oh, that is so good!” I devoured the rest of the bread with a few more wine chasers. I looked hopefully at my friends, “More?”

    Dave looked astonished. “More? He wants more? Never before has a boy wanted more.” It was right out of Oliver Twist. On a lark, he, Gregg, Jim, and I auditioned for the school production, and to our surprise, we made the cut. We were even more surprised when we enjoyed ourselves—even if our dreams of meeting hot actor chicks didn’t pan out.

    Jen delivered me from dredging up the obligatory return lines. “Sorry, Finn, that’s all we’ve got.”

    A warm buzz rose up within me and took the sting out of her words. It also took a little of the edge off the pain in my arm and head and made the dim candlelight all cozy and romantic. This fit my memory better.

    I frowned. “Where did you get this food?”

    “Upstairs,” said Dave with a happy laugh. “We went up to explore and found this sitting on the table in the back room.”

    I sat up and my head swam with the buzz. “What? That’s the sacrament you stole. They’re going to miss it and come looking.” I scowled. “That’s where you got the candle, too!”

    Dave waved his hand at me in dismissal. “We took it hours ago, and no one’s come down here looking for it. We were hungry, and we knew you’d need some fuel in a big way. Dying of thirst and starvation didn’t seem like a good plan, anyway.”

    “How long have I been out?”

    Dave pulled out his phone. “About thirteen hours.”

    I checked in on Spring. She was still hibernating. I probably didn’t have the mojo left to keep her conscious. It was okay because my head was swirling and pounding hard enough to make even thinking painful. “Sheesh, I could sleep another thirteen. I’m going to need some water, too.”

    “We’ve been talking about it. Jen’s going to make a scrounging run.”

    “What? That’s crazy!”

    “You got a better idea?”

    “Well... no.”

    “Okay then,” said Dave. “Why don’t you tell us what went on between you and Colette?”

    I related what happened as quickly as possible. The guilt chewed on me, and I didn’t want to feed it any more than necessary.

    We ended up waiting till after midnight. The time went by in the blink of an eye for me, since I fell back asleep. I woke up feeling even worse than before. Working around my dry mouth and pounding headache, I gave Jen the layout of the entire estate and told her how to get to the kitchen. I ended with, “No one stays up this late. They get up early to pray, work the vineyard, and take care of the livestock.”

    That got me queer looks from both of them. They intellectually knew what had happened to me, but gut understanding proved elusive.

     Jen insisted on going alone. It was considerably easier for her to do her trick with just herself.

    I had a hard time letting go of our last hug. I was terrified for her and had a bad feeling that I’d never see her again. When she pulled back, she just smiled at me and said, “I’ll be back in a flash.”

    She went up the stair and through the door without even checking for sounds. The door swung shut with a very final thump.

    We waited in the flickering dark. After a long time I asked, “How long has it been?” 

    “Five minutes.”

    “Oh.” I waited for another head-pounding eternity. “She should be back now, shouldn’t she?”

    “Finn, it’s only been thirteen minutes.”

    “Oh.”

    I started pacing the cellar, and soon found myself looking at the iron-bound door. I put my hand to it and felt...something.

    There is something back there, said Spring.

    Yeah, I feel it to. 

    The feeling was familiar. It was the feeling I’d gotten whenever I was close to a buried artifact. It was the feeling that I’d gotten this spring that had had led me to the Seaman Mound—the burial mound where I’d found the Caduceus and Wendigota.

    Let’s leave this one alone, shall we? said Spring.

    Where is she, Spring? What’s taking her so long?

    It hasn’t been that long, just go lay down and rest. You’re running on empty, and it’s making you crazy.

    At the forty-five minute mark I was ready to climb the walls.

    “Dave, we’ve got to go find her.” If something happened to Jen...

    “No we don’t. You can hardly walk.”

    “I don’t care, I—” 

    The door up top swung open, and I shut my mouth. There was the sound of footsteps coming down the stairs, and then, to our relief, the door thumped closed again. I pushed myself up and shambled over toward the stairs where I was soon rewarded by the sight of my girlfriend’s precious smile.

    “I got a delivery here,” she said in goofy a Brooklyn-ish accent. “Did either of you guys order the escargot?”

    After receiving laughing hugs all round and a very satisfying kiss, we chowed down. Jen had even managed to grab some aspirin for me. After scarfing down a few pounds of bread, cheese, and ham and downing about a gallon of water, I was finally sated. I’d just leaned back against the stone wall when another of nature’s necessities raised its ugly head. I wasn’t the only one with sudden needs. In the end, we answered nature’s call in a dark corner of the front courtyard while Jen made us as uninteresting as possible with her mojo.

    After we got back downstairs and I’d just closed my eyes, the cellar door opened again. Since the three of us were accounted for, it could only mean trouble. We put out the candle and scrambled to our feet. The first thing we saw was the electric glow of another cell phone set to flashlight mode. Our visitor moved slowly into view, got to the bottom of the stair, and stopped. We couldn’t see who it was behind the glare of the light, but I was busy preparing to get my bruised brain back into gear.

    “Finn?” said a soft, feminine voice. “It’s me.”

    My heart leapt when Colette shown her light on her own face. I crossed the distance to her using my own light. When we were just a few feet apart, I stopped. I could just see her face in the reflected glow of the two lights.

    


Colette

    Colette’s heart-shaped face, kinky brown hair, and simple white blouse over jeans smacked me like an anvil. Everything I felt and wanted to say ricocheted around and jammed up my brain. I couldn’t speak.

    The smell of her perfume wafted in toward me and threatened to overwhelm me in memories—her memories. This perfume was more than just a random scent to her. It was the same scent her mother wore when she was alive. Colette wore it when she wanted to feel secure, when she wanted to believe her mother was still near. I struggled to stay afloat in the flood of associations, to come up with something adequate to say. I groped for some way to apologize for what I had done. My memories of her life had dimmed somewhat, but I still knew her better than any other person in my life. Even Holly—and I’d shared souls with Holly for an entire day. Still, I had no idea what Colette was going to do. If she attacked me with a knife again, I would die. I would have been okay with dying for what I’d done.

    Her haunted, bruised eyes showed me that she wasn’t faring much better. I opened my mouth to speak but still nothing came out. I heard Dave and Jen moving around behind me, but didn’t care.

    She spoke English. “Henri and Katerine are dead.”

    Her words flew through my ears and shattered in my head, shredding me with shrapnel of grief and pain. I reeled a step back. I knew them both. I had memories of them stretching back decades. “But, how...” I pretty much knew what had happened to Henri—I’d crushed his windpipe. “Katerine...?”

    “You stopped her heart.” 

    “No! I didn’t...That’s not...I couldn’t!”

    “You need to know just how strong you are.”

    I nearly collapsed “Oh, my God. Oh, dear God, no.” I remembered horseback riding with Katerine. She was cool and a bit aloof, but so graceful and elegant...I wanted to vomit.

    “I’m...” I choked back the nausea. “I’m, so sorry, Colette.

    Colette said, “Please don’t kill her.”

    I knew she was talking about her grandmother. “Oh God, Colette. I don’t want to! But, she’s... you know how she is.”

    Colette nodded, her lips compressed in miserable sorrow—sorrow which mirrored my own. Gruff, self righteous, and inflexible as Mémèr was, she was the heart of the Delacroix and all that was left of Colette’s immediate family. Colette’s father had disappeared when she was twelve. Her mother and her brother had presumably died at the hands of Matt Smith or his assassins. But now, after losing Henri and Katerine...

    “I can’t give it to her,” I said.

    “I know. You know she would never hurt your friends or family.”

    “I think you merely wish it were so, but it doesn’t matter. If the shadow takes her, I may not be able to stop her.” She was old, crafty, and I’d already felt how powerful. I trumped her easily on sheer strength, but she knew so much. I’d caught her by surprise once, but it wouldn’t happen twice. As they say, “Old age and treachery will always overcome youth and vigor.”

    We stared at each other. We were inextricably linked, but stood on different sides of a vast chasm. My head reeled, contemplating the depth of that fault.

    “I’m sorry,” she said, her face twisted into deeper sorrow. “I didn’t know. How could I have known?”

    She was talking about what she’d done to me—everything I had been through. Her understanding was soothing balm to my raw guilt. Tears started to pour down my eyes. They were mirrored on her face.

    She scowled, swiped a hand across her eyes, and said, “I never cry.”

    “I do.” I barked a short laugh. “All the time. Sorry about that.”

    I ached to go to her, to crush her to me, feel her in my arms, and never let go, but I couldn’t. We both knew it.

    “I’m going after Mark. Tell Mémèr to stay out of my way. Tell her that if she stays away, I won’t come for her, but if she threatens me or mine, I’ll do what I have to do.”

    Colette nodded. We both knew that Mémèr would never back off, just as we both knew the pain losing her would cause Colette. If nothing else, I needed her to know that I was totally sincere. I didn’t want to kill ever again.

    “I won’t help her,” she said.

    She meant when Mémèr came after me. “I’m so sorry, Colette. I wish...What did Mémèr say? Will this, this thing with us, pass?”— I waved my hand between us to indicate the intermixing of our selves.

    “I didn’t tell her.” 

    That surprised me. I’d assumed in the courtyard that Granny was condemning me for mind-raping her granddaughter. 

    “Why? Why didn’t you tell her? Why are you here? Why aren’t the rest of your family here?”

    She locked sad eyes with me. “I love you, Finn, now that I know...what you are, what you have been through. Mémèr’s wrong, there is no one better to carry the True Cross...”

    Hearing that confession was like a flaming brand had been applied to the wounds in my brain. It hurt like hell, but it also healed. I’d never felt such a connection to another person. Every bit of her, the good and the bad, was precious. 

    In effortless French I said, “I love you, too. Will you ever forgive me?”—for violating her mind, killing Henri, Katerine, and possibly her grandmother, for existing.

    “Maybe. I don’t know if I can,” she said. My heart twisted in sorrow. “My family will not.”

    “Tell the others. Stay away.”

    She nodded her understanding. “I will. Goodbye, Finn.”

    I blinked my eyes to keep more tears at bay. Colette would appreciate that. “Goodbye, little Marie.”

    She gazed straight into my eyes for a moment, as if searching for answers, then she walked back up the stairs, and was gone.

    Well Romeo, you just wrote Juliet out of this play, offered Spring. She was awake again. I guess the food was having an effect.

    Yeah, Spring, I know.

    I turned to face Jen. Her face, so different from Colette’s, was cloaked in shadows and concern. I went to her and took her in a fierce embrace, returned equally by her. I felt shattered, but I was determined to hold the pieces together for Jen. None of this was Jen’s fault, she didn’t deserve to be burdened with it. I breathed in the smell of her and let it carry me away, calm me down. It was a moment before I noticed her stiffness in my arms.

    I pushed back from our embrace and met her upturned gaze.

    “Jen? Are you alright?” It was difficult to tell in the gloom.

    “Do you want to be with her?”

    That curve-ball flew out of left field, and clonked me on the head. I’d assumed we were on the same wavelength—mourning the unnecessary deaths of two friends, but of course, she didn’t even know them. For her, those deaths only meant two less enemies. She was so young and insecure. She seemed so confident and strong in my room, but she was barely a woman, just a girl, a beautiful, but naive, child. No, that wasn’t me thinking that. That was Colette’s yardstick. From the perspective of age twenty-six, Jen seemed impossibly young. But then again, I did too. To Colette, what Jen and I felt for each other was just youthful infatuation. She’d experienced it herself when she was even younger than me. She believed I’d come around and realize that marrying her was the right move. I wondered if she could be right.

    Hello, earth to Finn, don’t keep her waiting.

    Oh, right. “No Jen,” I croaked out. I cleared my throat. “I want to be here with you. Nowhere else.”

    “But you love her?”

    I didn’t know how exactly I did feel, but I owed it to her to try and put something into words. “Yes, but it’s like...like she is a part of me. We shared so much when I broke through her barriers. I know her...” her fire, her fears, her insecurities, and her strength. “Like a twin sister...”

    “Oh.” Jen processed this for a further moment. “I think I need to get some sleep now.”

    You know you’re not being completely honest with her, don’t you? asked Spring.

    No Spring, I don’t know that. I don’t know what I’m feeling, what I want.

    “Okay,” I said. “Can I come join you?”

    “Yes, I’d like that.”

    She padded off into the darkness and I turned to find David staring at me through the gloom.

    “Would you like some popcorn with your show?” I asked.

    “Wow, you really did get Colette’s memories.”

    “A lot of them.”

    “You lucky bastard! So, who enjoys sex more, men or women? Is it freaky to remember doing it with a guy?”

    “Ha, ha...” Memories of passionate sex with different men bubbled up from the depths and overwhelmed any other reaction to his jest. Chastity was not one of the Catholic virtues Colette believed in. She was hot-blooded, impetuous, and sexual. I suppressed a shudder and Spring said, Pay attention, Finn. How many guys get to understand exactly what turns a girl on? How often do you get their true opinion of your performance?

    Spring! I’m so glad you’re back, but...

    I know, I know, me too. Oooh, look at this! Once you dance with me baby, you never go back!

    Colette’s memories of herself and me behind the dance club flashed into my mind. It was seriously weird. In her mind, I didn’t look anything like me. I mean, yeah I could kind of recognize the guy she saw, but I’d never imagined creating those kinds of feelings in a woman. Nevertheless, her feelings at the time were very clear. If I’d started pulling off her clothes, she would have helped. Crap! If that lunk-head Fergus McCormick wasn’t dead already, I’d kill him for interrupting that night. Maybe I’d go spit on his grave.

    “Well?” asked Dave, bringing me back to his question. “Which is it?”

    “Gaah! You’re such a pig. Don’t do that to me!”

    Dave laughed. “I’ll bet that’s a serious mind-twister!” He leaned forward. “So what’s the verdict, who enjoys it more?”

    I had to laugh at his enthusiasm. Once again, he’d made me feel better by being an insensitive jerk. I think he planned it this way. I hoped.

    “Dave, I don’t know what I’d do without you. Thank you.”—for being my friend, for being here, for having my back.

    He grinned and said, “Of course, without me, you’d just curl up into a quivering blob. Now enough chit-chat, answer the question.”

    “No, I don’t think I will. A gentleman never kisses and tells, you know.” I gave him my best evil grin. I hoped he could see it in the dim light. I turned and headed back to Jen.

    “Hey! Whoever told you, you were a gentleman?” 

    I chuckled and walked over to Jen.

    She looked young, vulnerable, and utterly precious in the blue light of my phone.

    Maybe we should move to Utah and become Mormons. Then you could have as many wives as you want.

    Oh, hush you.

    I felt her mirth as she subsided, and realized that I felt much better. With Spring’s awakening, all my pains, internal and external, faded like distant thunder. Damn, I was lucky.

    And don’t forget it boy!

    Never! You wouldn’t let me.

    I gently knelt beside Jen and kissed her forehead. Tears glistened on her cheeks. Uncertain of her reception, I pulled back, prepared to give her some space, and tried to guard my heart.

    She opened her eyes and looked up at me. I stopped, uncertain what to expect. I searched her face for a clue.

    “Finn, do you still love me?”

    Warmth melted the protective cover I’d tried to create in case she didn’t want to be with me anymore.

    “I love you, Jen. You were right. I’m yours.” I just hoped that Colette would stop dominating my thoughts—and that Jen would never get the chance to experience them.

    She smiled, and for that moment, everything was alright.

    I turned off my phone to save the battery, cuddled down beside her, breathed in her now-familiar smell, and snuggled into her small cocoon of warmth. Sleep quickly snuck up behind me, smacked me on the head, and knocked me out cold. 

    ***

    From a shallow, dream-filled sleep, something called for my attention. Something was wrong. I awoke with Jen in my arms, but something was very wrong with her. Jen’s skin was cold against mine. She wasn’t moving.

    


Sleeping Beauty

    “Jen?” I shook her gently. “Jen!” There was no reaction, and I started to panic. I brought up my sight and understanding slapped me into some sense of sobriety. Jen’s aura was nearly non-existent, but for a small remnant. Her heart beat slowly, and her breathing came shallow and timid. She was gone again. Just like before, in the van, but now there was no cord leading away from her.

    “Finn? What’s going on,” asked Dave.

    “Jen’s soul’s gone! Just like in the van.”

    I didn’t listen to his curses. I had to find her. She was out there somewhere, maybe lost thanks to me. Thanks to Colette, I knew what to do. I gathered up everything I knew about Jen and held it together in my mind. I focused on the gestalt that was Jen—her fiery temper, her strength, her insecurity, her inexplicable love for me. I took that concept and cast it as a call. Jen! Immediately after that, I thinned myself out and felt for her.

    That was another technique that I’d inherited from Colette. She was very good at finding people, and now I hoped I was, too. Almost immediately, I felt Jen. I tried to focus in on her, I couldn’t lose her. Her presence intensified and gentle hands touched my cheek. “Finn?” 

    I opened my eyes and looked down at Jen’s quizzical expression. Her aura was back, strengthening like someone had her on a dimmer switch.

    “Oh thank God! You’re okay!”

    “I’m okay. I was—Finn! There are bad people outside. They’re coming here.

    “You mean here to us?”

    “They just entered the chapel.”

    “Is it Mark or the Delacroix?”

    She sat up with furrowed her eyes and then shook her head. “I don’t know, Finn. I didn’t see anything that clearly. They—their faces—looked like animals. They had guns.”

    I cast about for someplace to put that, but gave up. What were we looking at now? Beast-men? Werewolves? 

    “Maybe you’re just getting some sort of representational vision?” suggested Dave. “You know, they aren’t really animals, but you see them that way because they’re nasty or vicious men?”

    Jen looked doubtful, but nodded.

    “What do you think they are?” I asked. “Why would they come here? Do you think they know we’re here?

    She helplessly raised empty hands. “I don’t know, Finn. I’m sorry.”

    Dave had been watching us silently. “Well, we need to get out of here.”

    “I don’t think it’s going to be any safer upstairs,” I said.

    “So, what’s behind door number two?” asked Dave, pointing to the door in the back wall of the cellar.

    “No idea. I can feel something behind it, but Colette never figured out how to get it open.”

    “Sheesh, it would have killed me, not knowing that. Maybe it’s an escape tunnel. Let’s find out.”

    I looked to Jen who just shrugged. 

    I didn’t really like the idea, but I hadn’t gotten a feeling of danger or anything. Certainly nothing as concrete as animal men with guns. “Okay,” I said. “It looks pretty sturdy, but let’s see if we can get it open.”

    Working singly and in pairs, we weren’t able to do much other than make noise. After our last attempt, Dave said, “Okay, stand back, baby bears, papa bear is going to give it a try.”

    We scrambled away from Dave, and before I could remind him to strip down, he blew up—like a balloon, not a stick of dynamite. In a few short seconds, an enormous black bear filled the space in front of the door and filled the air with its musky fragrance. Various shreds of clothing fell from him to the floor. The bear was so large that it couldn’t completely stand up on four legs in the confined space.

    Behind me Jen said, “That is so cool!”

    “It really is, isn’t it? I’d forgotten you’ve never seen it before. Unfortunately, he forgot to take off his clothes again.”

    She giggled. “Oh, this is going to be fun.”

    I grinned and watched Davey Bear figure out how to break open the door. It quickly became clear the low ceiling was seriously cramping his style. Bears weren’t really built for ramming and I could tell he was hesitant to try. We backed away to avoid getting stepped on as Dave maneuvered around trying to get some sort of decent positioning. His body just wasn’t built for it.

    The bear took a couple of swipes at the door with his huge paws. It left some gouges in the wood, but the door didn’t budge. With a low Wookiee cry, he scuttled back around and just put his head against the door and pushed.

    The door withstood over a ton of determined bear for about thirty seconds before it screeched surrender and snapped open. There was a flash of light followed by the smack of the door against something unseen. If he hadn’t been on four paws, Dave would have tumbled after it.

    “Finn, did you see that flash of light?”

    “Yeah.”

    “Penis pustules!” snapped Jen.

    Though the image generated by her curse was extremely unpleasant, I didn’t disagree with her sentiment. Had Dave just gotten himself hexed or something? I brought up my Sight to look for any clues. There seemed to be some sort of fading aura around the door, which was gone after a few moments, like an afterimage. A piece of soul freed from a warding? I looked at Dave anxiously to see if he was turning green or anything. Nothing showed.

    “Maybe he made his saving throw?” I said.

    “Really?” Jen grimaced. “Saving throw?”

    “Well, it sure as hell makes as much sense as anything else.”

    Dave shrank back to normal size and presented his all-over in its pale glory. He glanced down on himself and said, “Crap.”

    Jen let loose a little squeal, “Oh, my virgin eyes, Dave, you really are hung like a bear!”

    Dave turned his back on her, “Hey, no freebies!”

    “You’ve got a cute butt, too!”

    Dave just growled and grabbed his shredded shirt from the floor. He wrapped it around his dangly bits then turned on me. “Thanks for the reminder there, pal.”

    “Hey, don’t put this on me! I didn’t know you could change without blowing the whistle.”

    He suddenly grinned. “Pretty damn cool, isn’t it? You’re not the only one practicing.”

    I had to allow that it was, pretty damn cool.

    The air coming from the door was cold, damp and musty. When we shone our lights into the opening, it revealed a semi-regular stone corridor with a shallow slope leading down into blackness. We’d all turned off our phones earlier to conserve battery life, but there wasn’t much left in any of them, so we wouldn’t have a lot of time. I led the way, followed by Jen, and then Dave, wrapped in one of the tattered blankets from the nest. Thankfully, he hadn’t totally destroyed his shoes when he’d changed, so he had something to wear when his bear feet turned into bare feet. Heh.

    The six-foot(ish) diameter tunnel proceeded straight in front of us at with its moderate downward slope. We entered, and Dave closed the door. Its now-warped wood and twisted iron bands squealed into its frame and stuck. After about fifty feet, our corridor opened up into a cave system. We found ourselves walking through a fissure in the rock filled with spectacular examples of flow-stone and tiered pillars that looked like wedding cakes. After a short while we came across several still pools of crystal clear water. This whole area looked a lot like a smaller version of the Lascaux caverns that Colette had visited when she was younger. It also resembled, Gouffre Géant de Cabrespine and Grotte de Limousis—two smaller cave sytems that were located nearby. We wended down maybe one hundred meters over a path that had been worked smooth.

    As we walked, an odd chiming grew in my mind. It had a rhythm and melody almost like, no, exactly like, my Caduceus. The path was joined by a small stream.

    “Wow, you guys feel that?” asked Jen in a low voice which didn't hide her wonder and excitement.

    “Yeah, it’s grating on my nerves,” said Dave.

    “It feels like the Caduceus,” I said. “There’s some sort of hoodoo here.”

    A short distance later, Dave said, “That’s it, I’m going back. It feels like my brain is crawling with ants all scraping their fingernails on tiny blackboards.”

    “Maybe if you put down the bear?” I suggested.

    “Not happening. I’ll wait back there, but call if you need me. Be quick because my nards are turning into ice-balls.”

    “Okay, frosty, we’ll let you know what we see.”

    The tunnel we followed widened as we continued down the relatively smooth and flat path. Someone had carved or worn it into the natural floor.

    “This is beautiful!” said Jen behind me.

    I pulled my attention away from the song and really looked around me. I nodded my head in heartfelt agreement. The beauty that random natural forces could create was mind-bending.

    My phone gave a forlorn beep indicating a seriously low battery. I turned off my light, and I was plunged into...blueness. An ice-blue radiance lit the features of the cave in front of me.

    “Jen, turn off your light for a minute.”

    She did without question and the glow seemed to intensify. It emanated from a bend in the cave around us.

    “What is it?” she asked.

    “I don’t know. Let’s see.” I didn’t wait for agreement. A growing excitement had blossomed inside and I walked quickly down the path. As we moved forward, the air grew rich with a mineral smell carried upon the damp scent of water. We followed the path around the bend and were presented with wonder.

    The crevice we’d been following ballooned out into a larger cave, and we found ourselves bathed in an ethereal blue light on the shores of a shallow lake. The light came from luminous wisps which flowed silently around the area like air fish.

    In the center of the lake, about thirty feet away, someone had built a structure of stacked stone. It rose from the water and joined the spiked ceiling some twelve feet above. Other, more natural-looking columns made the same span, giving the place the feel of an ancient cathedral.

    A doorway in the center of the structure led into room filled with more of the flickering blue glow.

    The whole pageant carried on in absolute silence.

    I had to see what that room contained. Spring was as enraptured as I was.

    I raised my Sight. Everything around me intensified. The flickering tendrils of blue light left streaks of radiance as they swam in random curving paths through the air around the central structure. The doorway blazed with golden light.

    I felt Jen’s hand on my arm and realized I had waded several feet into the water.

    “Jen, I have to go see this.”

    Her face flickered and morphed with the movements of the light, so it was tough to tell her mood, but her own deep blue aura seemed to reach out to the wisps.

    “Okay, but we need to be careful.”

    I nodded and pressed on through the cold, six-inch-deep water. The lights met us halfway across. They danced around us, but didn’t offer anything more. When we were a few feet away from the structure, I could see shiny mineral deposits beginning to cover the structure and dripping from the edges of the stones. They made it look like those stones were melting. Underneath the deposits were hints and suggestions of some sort of letters or glyphs.

    Whoa, this is so Indiana Jones!

    I had to agree. I dropped my Sight to better see the writing, but it wasn't anything familiar.

    “Oh!” said Jen beside me. It was a simple sound, but filled the silence with wonder.

    I waded up to the structure, once again breaking the silence of the cavern with the wooshing splash of our steps. I stopped outside the arched stone doorway, momentarily held back by a forlorn little voice of caution. Inside there was some sort of stone block or altar. The blue lights swirled around it in the restless but unified action of a school of fish around a reef, illuminating the layer of flow-stone which coated and softened the lines of the rectangular block.

    I stepped through the arched stone doorway. Jen was right there with me. The white tops of domed rocks and petrified branches poked from the water around the base of the larger block, but what commanded my attention lay on top of the altar. My heart jumped when I recognized it.

    The flickering light revealed a human body upon the stone. I stepped closer, trying to see through the restless play of light and shadow. It was a statue, a statue of a slender woman. The detail of the carving was incredible. The pulsing song came from here.

    As I closed the last few feet to the central altar, the footing grew irregular and treacherous. The shadows' movement became faster and more agitated.

    Jen released a wordless shout of surprise from behind me.

    When I looked, she was pointing at my feet. “Finn, those aren't rocks.”

    My downward glance was met by the vacant and forelorn stare of a skull.

    “Ah!” I jumped back and nearly tripped.

    All the sticks, rocks and branches below me snapped into a new reality. They were human skeletons. Skulls, ribcages, hip bones and various limb bones filled the water. All were covered by a layer of flowing rock which distorted, but didn't hide their essential nature.

    “Holy crap!” I exclaimed.

    “Finn, I don't think we should get any closer,” Jen said.

    White girl speaks wisdom, Kemosabe.

    Yeah, I suppose.

    “What’s going on?” Dave’s voice floated to us through the entrance from the shore.

    “We’ve found Sleeping Beauty,” I called back.

    “Ha ha.”

    “And the bodies of all the knights that tried to rescue her!” added Jen.

    “Damn, that water’s cold!” cried Dave.

    I tore my eyes off the sight in front of me and looked back at Dave. He stood stark naked with his tattered blanket in his hands.

    “What the heck, Dave? You look like an ice cube! Put the towel back on!”

    He lifted said towel. “Can’t. It’s holding Bear. I couldn’t leave him behind and I couldn’t stand having him closer than this!” He looked down at his sneakers. “That water is damned cold and my nards are frozen.”

    “Dave, I can see you shivering from here,” said Jen beside me. “Go back and we’ll let you know what we find.”

    We both dismissed Dave and his cursing and turned our attention back to Sleeping Beauty.

    I moved toward the altar, stepping carefully around the bones at my feet, and stopped about three feet away. From here I could see more detail. The flow-stone had distorted the features of the statue of the woman, but I could tell she had been lovely. Looking down her long form, I noticed an odd black fissure above her modest chest. I leaned forward to get a better look.

    “Careful, Finn, don’t touch it!”

    I eyed the pile of bones at my feet. “I’m not that dense, Jen.”

    “Just being sure. You look pretty lost there.”

    I dismissed her from my thoughts and struggled to make out what I was seeing. I pulled up my phone and turned it on again. The bright light illuminated everything in stark relief.

    The statue's form was distorted. It seemed elongated and its proportions were subtly off. The statue's hands were clasped upon its chest. The black gash I’d seen resolved itself into a long irregular shape clasped in long, spidery fingers. Excitement flashed through me, to be taken up by Spring.

    “Jen, its another caduceus!”

    Its shape was completely different, but there was no mistaking its form and color. It seemed to be the only thing in the room not sporting a mineral coat.

    Holy crap, Finn! Take a Look at it.

    “We need to get it, Finn!” said Jen as I pulled up my Sight.

    The golden radiance I'd seen before filled my mind with its power. The source was the statue. A pulsating aura blazed from it. Its sheer magnitude made it difficult to look at.

    “Finn, can you reach it?”

    She’s right, Finn, we need that! This looks just like your aura. With a piece of this much power, you would be untouchable. You could be the next Genghis Khan! One day, twenty percent of the world’s population could carry your genes!

    I snorted at Spring, but Greed took an axe to Thought, Caution, and Fear. It made short work of its opponents and pushed their bloody heaps off to the side. I took a ginger half-step forward and slipped on a smooth dome beneath my foot. I tried to compensate and my other foot landed on something that gave beneath it with a brittle crunch.

    I flailed to catch my balance and failed. I fell forward and grabbed for the edge of the stone altar. I caught one forearm of the statue as my feet went out from under me. A piece broke off the arm and I fell into the water. I flailed around some more and jumped back up from the frigid cold.

    In my hand I held a shard of flow-stone. It had broken off, leaving a hole in the statue and exposing a smooth, dark surface.

    Don't touch it! yelled Spring as I reached forward and felt the yielding touch of flesh.

    Jen's yell expanded my world from that smooth expanse of dark skin.

    I looked around just in time to see the school of blue lights pulse with white malevolence and dive at me. Where they hit, they speared through me, leaving trails of white hot anger and cold fear. The fear overwhelmed me.

    I screamed, fell back into the water and pulled up my golden shield. I scrambled in the water, got to my feet and ran for the shore, following Jen.

    “Go! Go!” I shouted at her.

    My shield held the lights back, but I could feel each one of them trying to beat through my defenses. Urgent need, hatred and anger filled them while terror filled me. I splashed through the water, and though I fell a few times, I was soon out of the cavern and back upon the path. A short time later, I realized the assault had stopped. I kept running after Jen just to be sure.

    Jen glanced back and then slowed to a stop. The light from her phone failed with a beep as her phone shut down.

    “What was that, Finn?” Jen asked.

    “There's a woman under there!”

    We need to go back and get that other caduceus, Finn!

    “In the world of dumb ideas Spring, that one ranks near the top.”

    I'm serious. Those spirits can't get through your shield and the ones who did, didn't do us any damage.

    “No, we are not going back.”

    Jen stood still, listening to half of our conversation.

    But...

    “No, we are so not going there, Spring. Whoever is under that stone is still alive. You felt her, too.”

    She didn't look so tough.

    “Maybe not physically, but she has a caduceus.”

    Not if we take it from her.

    “Drop it, Spring. It's too dangerous. Whoever or whatever put her there went to a lot of trouble to make her hard to find. All those skeletons should be a good indicator of what happened to people who messed with her.”

    “He's right, Spring, this isn't the time,” Jen added. “Maybe we can come back later when there aren't people trying to kill us outside as well.” 

    Pooh. Cowards.

    Yes, but we are live cowards.

    


Battle

    When we arrived back at the cellar, I tried as best I could to close the door. It was tough without a handle. Dave was huddled in the nest trying to warm back up. We updated him on what had happened. The caduceus pushed his greed buttons too, but in the end, he agreed with our decision. 

    “Damn, I wish I’d seen that, but we don’t need another monster running around loose,” he said. “We are going to have to be better equipped before we come back to get it.”

    “If we come back to get it. Right now, we need to find a way to bar this door again,” I said.

    “Finn,” said Dave. “In case you forgot, what we really need to do is find a way out of here. Jen’s beast-men of ill intent from her vision are probably searching the church by now.”

    “He’s right Finn, we’ve got to get out of here,” said Jen. “We can come back later.”

    I shook my head to clear it. Whatever that thing was, it was older than Christianity. If Colette or the other Delacroix found it, they would be devastated, if not killed by its guardians. I couldn’t let that happen.

    “On second thought, maybe we should just stay put here,” suggested Dave. “Jen could hide us if anyone comes nosing around. Even better, if it’s Mark’s guys and they start fighting Colette’s family, we can wait here till they kill each other.”

    “No, Dave, if Mark is up there, I need to stop him, to help him.”

    It quickly became clear that our only course of action was to get to the upper chapel and try to worm past or incapacitate any people in our way.

    Jen headed up the stairs. She told us she could sense whether there were people in the room above us. I was impressed. I hadn’t realized she had that skill. She gave us the all clear. We opened the door and hurried out as quietly as possible. My mind was reluctant to leave the cave and drop the memory of soft warm flesh under cold hard stone. I shook it off and made sure to close it back up again before rejoining my friends.

    Dave had found a few simple cotton robes adorned with the cross that were worn by those leading the worship. Jen had another in hand and threw one to me. She whispered, “Maybe this will buy us some time if we’re seen.”

    “Is anyone out there?” I asked.

    She shook her head, and I breathed a sigh of relief. If the intruders had been here, they’d left again. Jen put up her “not my problem” hoodoo, and we hurried to the front of the chapel. After checking with Jen, Dave cracked open the door and looked out onto the courtyard.

    He let the door shut. “Nothing going on out there.”

    “Could you have made a mistake about the attackers?” I asked Jen.

    She scowled. “No. This was the same as when I knew you’d gotten hurt and when your family was attacked. I know what I saw, even if I couldn’t tell who they were.”

    “Maybe the religious clowns here are conducting night maneuvers hoping to scare us out?” said Dave with his eye still to the small crack between the closed doors.

    Jen pursed her lips, grimaced, and chewed on Dave’s idea like it was a chunk of raw liver.

    “That just doesn’t feel right.”

    “Maybe they were just performing recon?” I suggested.

    Her doubt showed on her face. “It was a lot of people, Finn.”

    I didn’t like contradicting her or suggesting I didn’t trust her, but no one was out there. “Maybe it was just a dream?” I asked.

    Doubt crept into her face, pushing her eyebrows up at the center. “I don’t know. It didn’t feel that way. When I heard you shouting for me, I came back.”

    She sure wasn’t just sleeping Capitaine, noted Spring. I had to agree with her.

    Dave gave a little warning, “Pssst. Someone’s coming.” 

    “Are they close?” I whispered.

    “Hard to tell,” he whispered. “It looked like something was moving near the opening of the courtyard.”

    “Come over here,” I said moving to the front right corner of the chapel.

    “Just a sec...”

    We waited tensely for him to see some other movement. Nothing happened for a very long few minutes while Dave plastered his eye to the small crack.

    Every second wound my tension tighter. Something was going to happen.

    Dave gave a little curse and then dove over to us as the door started opening carefully. Dave stayed on the ground while Jen and I stood absolutely still. Beside me, Jen stiffened under my hand. She was putting out her cloak of indifference.

    The door swung open, letting in a little light from outside. I strained to see what was happening. A strange animalistic silhouette stepped silently into the room and scanned it carefully before it stepped back. 

    I heard a muffled voice. “Nothing here, sir, it’s not the front door, looks like a church or something.”

    I didn’t hear a response, but the door closed quietly, leaving us alone in the room.

    “They’re leaving!” whispered Jen.

    I whispered back. “He said ‘sir’! It had to be my Uncle Mark.”

    “Or a lieutenant,” replied Dave quietly as he got off the floor. “Did you see the mask he was wearing? It was a gas mask.”

    “Crap, they’re planning on gassing everyone! The Delacroix won’t stand a chance against that.” I couldn’t let them kill Colette—or her family.

    I hopped to the door and put my eye up to the crack. It was so small, I had a hard time believing Dave had seen anything at all. I took a chance and opened the door a tiny amount. Through it, I could only see shadows on the ground and stars in the sky.

    I pulled up my Sight and suddenly about a dozen auras flared across the yard. 

    Sweet, said Spring enthusiastically. Now if we only had a sniper rifle...and a bell tower. Then we’d be in luck.

    ...and any skill at all, I pointed out.

    Hey, we kick butt at Call of Duty, Gears of War, and Far Cry!

    Yes, but they’re games designed to let pimply faced kids like me feel powerful.

    Oh, yeah. Works pretty well, doesn’t it?

    Shhh.

    I examined the auras more closely, looking for one that was more powerful than the others. I knew that one would be my uncle. The shadow would want him to keep the most power for himself.

    It would also coat him in dark black slime.

    Oh, right. I’d forgotten about that. I wondered if I’d be able to see him at all with my Sight.

    Wait, of course I would. The Sight doesn’t have anything to do with light. Does it?

    A flash of visible light from the southern wing preceded an earsplitting alarm, which pierced right through my brain. Ow. 

    I guess they finally found the front door.

    They sure had. The alarm was followed by a foomp and a crash of glass. A dozen spotlights in the courtyard turned the darkness into daylight, highlighting the figures who looked like short Cyclopses with a single protruding eye and the snout of a gas mask. As one, the attackers threw off their night vision goggles and started firing. The shots sounded muffled to me, but it might just have been the noise of the alarm overwhelming everything else. There was a shout from the house, and several of the attackers fell to the gravel.

    I shouted over the alarm at Jen. “Come on, we have to find Mark! We have to stop them before good people start dying.”

    Dave and I both grabbed one of Jen’s hands, and we ran out into the firefight protected by her hoodoo and my prayer. Instead of moving across the central courtyard, we took the colonnade across from the main entrance. It offered us some measure of protection from the occasional stray bullet.

    Several bodies had piled up in the main entrance to the south wing. I couldn’t tell who they were and I couldn’t afford to look. Instead, I searched through the people in the courtyard with my Sight. 

    Nearly everyone still standing had a bright aura of power, but none of them carried the black weight of Wendigota.

    “I don’t see him!”

    “Maybe he’s outside the courtyard,” suggested Dave.

    I pulled him and Colette forward to the end of the colonnade and looked out to the long winding drive, which lead to the house.

    The alarm shut off, allowing my brain to pay a bit more attention to our surroundings. Smoke was now pouring out of the south wing and several family members ran out through the main doors only to be picked off one by one.

    Rage filled me. They were killing innocent people. People I knew and loved.

    Jen yanked my arm. I whirled on her. She said, “Finn, listen! Someone’s up on the wall above us!”

    As she said this, I heard a crack of a rifle above us and a shout of pain from across the courtyard.

    I concentrated my senses on the sniper and felt more than saw the unmistakable miasma of a shadow.

    “It’s Mark. You two, stay down.”

    I ran down the colonnade to the north entrance. The door was locked and barred. I pulled back, poured my power-enhanced will into my limbs, and slammed forward with everything I had. The doors shuddered under the impact but didn’t open, so I did it again, and again. Finally, the heavy doors flew open and I ran into the hall, ignoring the pain in my arms and wrists.

    Behind me Dave said, “Slow down! Don’t go after him yourself, you idiot.”

    I paid him no heed. My urgent anxiety left no room for caution and thought. I sped down the hall to the stairs, bounded up them three at time, swung back to the front and smashed open the door leading to the top of the wall. I entered the treacherous, tight, spiral at full speed. When I came to the trap door, I smashed both my hands against it and heaved.

    Finn, just unbolt it, you idiot!

    That would take too much time. I smashed against it again and the door flew open to smack on the stone catwalk between the crenellations.

    So much for surprise.

    I leapt up and landed on my feet facing an anonymous assassin in a black gas mask. He had his gun up and pointed my way. His aura oozed blackness and malice. It came from Wendigota, so the one being ridden had to be my uncle. I dodged randomly as I heard the muffled pop from the gun. A bullet grazed my right shoulder. I accelerated toward him as fast as I could, desperate to reach him before he let loose another bullet. I was too slow.

    Another pop and an impact smacked my head back. I weaved, lost my footing and met my uncle’s foot with my face. Everything flashed electric white, then black.

    When the darkness faded, I was already up and fighting.

    I got it, Spring! I took back control of my body and jumped back out of Mark’s lethal range. My right leg gave out underneath me with a bowel-loosening grinding of bone and muscle. Apparently, when I wasn’t paying attention, I’d taken a serious blow to the leg. I tumbled back but offset my impact against the stone by slapping my arms down. I was completely out-classed, but I still had some skills.

    With a smooth, practiced move, Mark pulled a long thin sword out of nowhere and brought it down on me. I caught it on the outside of my right arm and deflected it along the bone. My arm went numb as a fillet of flesh peeled off it. For a moment, Mark was over-extended. I tried to think of a way to take advantage of his extended reach, but his recovery was lightning fast. I tried to mount a mental offense against the shadow, but as stunned as I was, I couldn’t put it together.

    There was a roar behind me and Dave the Bear flew over my head, took Mark’s sword through his shoulder and smacked into Mark with his entire weight. The two of them slid several feet back and slammed hard against the parapet wall. Dave smacked headfirst into the stone with Mark underneath him.

    There was no way Mark could have survived that. I cried in rage and frustration, but was unable to stand on my shattered leg. Blood and gray bone protruded through my shin. I’d have to hop if I was going to move.

    Jen came running up behind me. “Finn! Are you...oh shit!” Jen landed next to me panting hard.

    I couldn’t spare her any attention because the mammoth bear in front of me was moving.

    I stared in complete disbelief as Mark pushed a thousand pounds of unconscious bear off of himself and crawled free.

    I couldn’t move so I only had one option. I formed a golden wall of force, pumped it with power and slammed it through Mark. Instead of pushing the shadow far enough to rip Mark’s soul in two, I stopped as soon as his aura flared white under the strain created by the unrelenting grip of Wendigota.

    Mark screamed inarticulately, and tried to get to his feet. I created another blade of force and brought it down on Mark’s aura as close to the shadow as I could. My blade cleaved through both soul and shadow and the larger part of Mark’s aura smacked back to him while the rest disappeared into the hungry blackness of the shadow.

    As quick as thought, I created a sphere of my will around the creature as it attempted to escape. There was no escape for it. I crushed it down to a mote. The feeling of damnation and hatred coming through my shield plunged through my mind like a dagger, but I didn’t relent. I pushed as hard as my power allowed. I tried to squeeze the vile thing right out of this universe, but I couldn’t do it. It remained. It squirmed, quailed, and raged against my will, but it didn’t have the power to stop me. It was time to bind it again.

    I pulled on the power at my command and wove a cage around it. The cage was unbreakable, but I needed one more thing.

    “Jen! Help me! I need an anchor.”

    She didn’t even hesitate. She offered me a small part of her aura and I cut it off. I moved with confidence and singular concentration and soon had the shadow’s new prison complete.

    I took several deep breaths to try and bring myself down from the mania that had just possessed me.

    On my third breath, a spear of fire pierced through me. I screamed as it burned within me and pinned my mind down like a bug on a cork-board. The coruscating pain disrupted every attempt I made to think.

    Spring!

    She didn’t answer my call.

    “I’ll give you ten seconds make your peace with God before I send you to your eternal judgment.”

    Mémèr’s aged-cracked voice gave me an external direction for the pain, and I was able to turn my head from where I’d fallen face first on the blessedly cold stone. Mémèr stooped above me. The righteous fire in her eyes echoed inside of me. The spear of her will expanded within me and threatened to tear me apart.

    “No...” I managed to croak out. “Don’t...”

    “May God have mercy on your soul, Finn Morgenstern.”

    I screamed at the new, and previously unimaginable, pain.

    


Rending

    Mémèr was ripping me apart, and I couldn’t stop her. In blind panic, I used Wendigota’s cage as a shield against the spike of her power. The cage unraveled and Wendigota exploded free.

    Instantly the spike disintegrated and swirled into the oblivion of the shadow’s endless hunger. Now it was the old woman’s turn to scream. The shadow eagerly flowed back to the source and quickly attempted to engulf her. But, she had nearly a century of experience using the power of the shards, and she was by no means defenseless. She thrust pieces of her soul through the shadow and then proceeded to rip it apart as she had started to do with me.

    I tried to bring myself back together and watched in amazement as the shadow was shredded under her assault. Could she have been right from the beginning? If she could fight off the shadow, then she should have the caduceus, not me. My arrogance had blinded me to the possibility that another person might be able to do what I couldn’t.

    Then, my hope died stillborn when I watched what was happening. Every spike of power Mémèr used was soon swallowed by the small shreds of darkness. The brightness of her soul dimmed under implacable onslaught of the shadow.

    In an instant, her aura was coated in blackness. Despite my exhaustion, I couldn’t let that happen, so once again I pulled my power together and formed a barrier to the shadow. The pain in my mind was excruciating. Mémèr had done to my spirit what Mark had done to my leg. I called for Spring once again and this time she answered.

    I’ve got you, go!

    I pulled up a shield and slammed it toward Mémèr’s shuddering form. The shadow somehow sensed the presence of its impending doom and Mémèr’s aura flared to life around the blackness. Somehow, Wendigota was using her soul as a shield, but it didn’t stop me, I ripped the shadow off Mémèr. I felt the rending of her soul splash through me, and the sickness it caused nearly broke my concentration. I caught myself and I closed my shield over Wendigota and fought to bring it under control once again. It used the power it had consumed from the Delacroix matriarch to assault my will. The cold of death, of oblivion, penetrated into my mind, and I screamed with the agony of each advance.

    The pain smashed against my tattered control, and I reached the end of my endurance. Nothing I could do would stand against the pain and fatigue assaulting me.

    Finn! It’s weakening, hang on just a little more.

    I can’t! It hurts! 

    Look! Colette’s here! Feel her? Draw upon her strength.

    I reached desperately for Colette and found her. I drew her power within me. The fire I pulled upon burned away the cold, but the pain of it staggered me and threatened to consume me.

    Then Jen was there and she stabilized me, gave me strength I didn’t have before. With that base, I tapped the offered fire from Colette, channeled it, changed it, and I found the stamina to continue.

    I pulled the shadow away from Mémèr, and her aura came with it. Somehow, the monster had cleaved her from her body, but I didn’t have time to think about it, I drew more heavily on Colette and tightened my grip around Wendigota. Even with three of us, it was still far more powerful than it had ever been, and it was far from defeated.

    My mind reeled from the cold hunger and rage, which clawed away at my new reserves. I could feel Jen struggling to hold me together as I fought. I could feel Colette buffering me from the worst of the beast’s ravages, taking the brunt of its attacks, but it wasn’t enough. I needed more from her, so I called upon our link for more power, more support.

    Her presence doubled in my mind, and she assaulted the shadow with me. Together, we overcame it and I began to wrap it into a new prison of force and will. As I struggled to finish the last bit of my weaving, Colette’s presence had diminished to a whisper, but she offered the last of her strength for the binding.

    Take it! She commanded, I pray that God will forgive my arrogance. Tell her never to forget that God’s purpose must always be served, whether we recognize it or not. We cannot always know, we can but pray to be the instruments of His will. Now take it!

    Sudden doubt speared through me. Something wasn’t right. I balked at taking the proffered gift. Somehow, once again, I wasn’t comprehending what I was truly doing with my power.

    I told Colette, Something’s wrong! I can’t!

    Take it! It is the last service I may give to God! Take it, young man, and please do not judge me too harshly.

    Mémèr? I was talking to Mémèr! Hers was the power I’d been using. Hers was the soul shoring up my will.

    Now! Before it is too late!

    I did what I had to. I used the last of Mémèr’s power to complete the cage and then I used the ragged remains of her soul to bind it to the Caduceus.

    Then, there was nothing but silence. No, there was silence but it was embedded in ubiquitous pain, emptiness, and the distant hatred of Wendigota within its cage echoed through me. I don’t ever remember being so tired.

    It’s good work Finn. It will hold.

    Thank you Spring. Thank you Jen... Thank you Mémèr.

    Jen’s presence dropped away as I looked at what I’d wrought. I double-checked that Spring was right, and then I turned outward to find my friends.

    Mark was standing over me, his sword once again in his hand. He was shaking. With exhaustion or rage, I couldn’t tell. I didn’t care. The blackness of oblivion imploded around me.

    


Denouement

    When I woke up again, I was cocooned in warm blankets and a wall of sound. My mind felt hollow and sore and my body empty. I couldn’t seem to bring any thoughts to bear. I just felt a vague sense of loss and regret. I knew what had happened to me, but it seemed very far away. 

    When I looked around, I seemed to be in a darkened cabin of what had to be a private jet. I was on some sort of bed that occupied one side of the cabin. I managed to turn my head and saw Jen, peacefully sleeping on a fully reclined chair. Across from me, in another stretcher, Dave lay prone with thick bandages across his chest and a neck support to keep him from turning his head. A quick check, and I found the shadow’s cage still within me, pulsing with the song of the Caduceus and Wendigota’s hatred. I reached up my hand to touch the source of that song, but it wasn’t in its accustomed place. I knew it wasn’t lost because I could still feel it. I patted around till I found it tucked under my armpit close to the wall. 

    Spring?

    It’s about time you woke up. I’m getting tired of being the sole occupant of this shell.

    Sorry.

    I’m used to you and your slacker ways by now.

    I saw something within her. You knew. I felt betrayed.

    ...Yes, I knew she wasn’t Colette, but you wouldn’t have trusted Mémèr, and we would have died.

    I didn’t have the energy to pursue it. I returned my attention to Jen and tried to call her. I failed. I could only make a whispered croaking sound, not enough to be heard over the noise of the jet’s passage through the air. But, Jen woke up.

    “Finn!” She scrambled out of the blanket she been wrapped in, jumped up to my bed, and put her warm hand on my face. There were gray circles under her eyes, her hair had frizzed out and she had a bruise on one cheek, but she was alive. I thanked God for that.

    “Finn, how are you feeling?”

    I worked my lips around to making words. “M’hungry.”

    She smiled gently and said, “I’m so glad.” She pointed to a bag labeled “sucrose” that was hanging by my bed with a tube that ran down to my arm. “I guess an all-sugar diet wasn’t enough to hold you over.”

    “Are you...? Is she...?” Everything faded out.

    The next thing I knew, I’d been raised to a semi-upright position and Jen was encouraging me to eat some sort of pudding. It was awesome.

    Another transition and it was day outside the cabin and Jen was there to feed me something that tasted like a warm milkshake. It was heavenly.

    “What happened?”

    “You did it.”

    “Colette?”

    Jen’s face grew a little guarded. “I’m pretty sure she’s alive.” That was a weight off my chest.

    “Are you okay?”

    She smiled, “I didn’t have it near as bad as you or Dave. After helping you, I kept my protection up too long, passed out on the parapet, and whacked my head, but nothing serious.”

    “I’m so glad. I couldn’t take it if you were hurt again.”

    Her shining eyes returned my sentiment. 

    I struggled to think. “Where are we?”

    “We’re almost home. This was one of Matt Smith’s jets. Mark’s up front playing pilot. After you fixed him, he managed to call off his men and get us all out of there. The police did show up, but hit with a few strong suggestions, they went home to bed.”

    “How many people died?”

    “I think that the Delacroix lost several people, and Mark lost a bunch of Smith’s goons, but I’m not sure of the numbers. Mark told me that he hadn’t used a fatal gas. He’d wanted to take as many of the Delacroix alive as possible—future food for the shadow.”

    I didn’t have the energy to react to that. I supposed I should have been happy that it hadn’t been a complete slaughter. Still, I wonder which of my...Colette’s aunts, uncles, and cousins were dead. I knew Mémèr was one of them. I’d killed her after all. It hurt to remember Colette’s love for grandmother and it hurt worse to know how much pain I’d caused Colette. Reflexively, I looked for Spring.

    Welcome back, my sun.

    Thanks. Are you okay?

    I think so. I think Granny did us some permanent damage, but I’m not certain.

    That was seriously disconcerting. Well, at least we’re alive.

    And baby-sitting Satan’s spawn again.

    Yippee skippee.

    “Dave?” I asked looking over at his bandaged form.

    “He’s going to live,” said Jen. “He injured his neck and Mark’s sword did a lot of damage. The docs said his neck should be fine, and we hope he can heal the damage from his sword wound. He knocked himself out cold, so we had to drag him out of there as well. He’s woken since and been pretty lucid, so it looks like his brain is no more damaged than it was to begin with.”

    I had to smile at that.

    “Can I have some more of that shake? Maybe a fried bologna sandwich?”

    That got the smile I was hoping for and got me the drink as well. Alas, they had no bologna.

    When I couldn’t stuff in any more food or drink, Jen rummaged around and then handed me my phone. Her face was guarded and her movements stiff.

    I took the phone and turned it on. There were several voice mails and some text messages waiting. One was from Colette.

    Colette> Couldn’t you have spared her?

    I looked at that message and tried to process it. My emotions were far too tangled up for me to unknot them right then. I texted her back, sharing the screen with Jen.

    Finn> It wasn’t me. In the end, she gave her life to help me recapture Wendigota.

    Finn> She told me to tell you something.

    The words were somehow burned within my mind.

    Finn> Never forget that God’s purpose must always be served, whether we recognize or not. We cannot always know, we can but pray to be the instruments of His will. 

    I dropped my hand with the phone in my lap, and turned my eyes to Jen.

    She asked, “Is that true?”

    I nodded. “But, not everything. Mémèr attacked me, and I used Wendigota to defend myself. It took her down, and when I ripped it off her, I ripped her soul out with it. She still helped me defeat it, and the last bit of her binds it in place.”

    Jen stroked her fingers lightly across my forehead. I found myself wishing she would stroke my eyebrows. I barely managed not to ask her to do it. I don’t know why, but somehow, that wasn’t mine.

    Jen asked, “I know you didn’t want to kill her. Are you going to be okay?”

    I gave it some thought before I nodded slowly. “Yes, I think so. She died in grace.” I was still pretty wrung out, so I knew this wouldn’t be the last visit my conscience made to Mémèr’s death. When my brain had a chance to process all this, I knew it could get ugly. I suddenly felt very alone.

    I met Jen’s eyes. “Are you going to leave me?” 

    “Just try and get rid of me, monkey boy.”

    I relaxed and pulled her words over me like a security blanket. “Never.”

    My phone buzzed with news of a reply.

    Colette> Thank you.

    I thought of one more thing.

    Finn> Colette, you need to seal off the door to the nest. Fill the stairway with concrete. Don’t go in, don’t let anyone else go in. Please trust me on this. If you have to go in, do it alone.

    “You think it would hit her hard?” asked Jen.

    “I think it might shatter her. Her faith is the rock which anchors her world.”

    “Yikes.”

    I thought a little more. “Maybe I’m not giving her enough credit. Maybe she already knows. Granny knew and it hadn’t shaken her faith... I guess have a lot to learn about faith.”

    “How about you, Finn? How’s your faith in God?”

    “I don’t really know. It would be nice to absolutely know that everything happened for a reason, that we aren’t just out here dangling in the wind. Colette’s faith got her through some tough spots in her life… But, I suppose it doesn’t matter in the end. Even Colette and Granny couldn’t understand God’s will. Maybe we just need to do the best we can, be the best we can, and let God sort us out in the end.”

    “Wow, Finn. That’s deep. What book did you read that in?” Jen’s eyes crinkled in the corners.

    “What? You don’t think I can think deep thoughts?”

    “Finn, the deepest you think is about six inches.”

    “Ouch! If I weren’t tied down, I’d spank you! You should respect your elders!”

    She rolled her eyes. “Finn, I hate to break this to you, but I’ve always been older than you!”

    She’s right, you know.

    “Hey no fair ganging up on me!”

    “Ha! Spring agrees with me, doesn’t she?”

    “Yeah, well she’s just a tree. What do trees know?”

    Dave finally woke up again and was given the pudding treatment as well. Despite my entreaties, the medic on the plane kept both of us strapped down the entire flight. Happily, they’d elected to use diapers on us rather than catheters, but it still sucked.

    Mark came back and checked on us. Our greetings were superficial, guarded, and generic. To my surprise, he gave me back the fake Caduceus. 

    “Here, Finn, you need this more than I do.”

    Don’t even think about telling him it’s a fake. Jen’s been doing back-flips to keep that secret, and old Uncle Mark has some ‘splainin to do.

    “Thanks, Uncle Mark.”

    “It didn’t do nearly as much for me as it does for you. We’re all pretty fortunate in that regard.”

    “I’m glad we got you back.” I said, though I wasn’t sure just how glad I really was. I needed to discover just what part he’d played in our kidnapping and the death of so many in my, I mean Colette’s, family.

    “Me too, kiddo, me too.” He tousled my hair, and I couldn’t duck it. I hate that.

    “For your information, I left eight of the pendants behind for the Delacroix and I’ve sent assurances to them that they won’t be hunted any more. I also told them that, as soon as we can catch Smith’s people who still have pendants, we will send those back to them as well.” He searched my face for something. I have no idea if he found it, but he finally said, “Well, I’ve got a plane to fly, but we have a lot to talk about.”

    I agreed wholeheartedly.

    “And, we need to step up your training. That was a pathetic show you put on back there. I took you down in less than three seconds.”

    I nodded ruefully, still feeling the residual ache in my shattered but healing leg. I’d been barely able to follow his moves, let alone anticipate them or block them.

    He turned to go, then added over his shoulder, “Oh, and bring Dave and Jen along. Turns out being around you is hazardous to one’s health.” He smirked and left.

    Holy shit, was it ever.

    I was allowed to walk on my own when we disembarked, but Dave was kept strapped down—against his vociferous objection.

    It felt incredible to be back. My heart surged when we got through security and my family was waiting for me. Dave was met enthusiastically by his tribe. His sisters were all crying.

    Jen’s parents were there as well, but thankfully, she pulled them off, and I didn’t have to face them.

    All semblance of regret or disappointment vanished as I was surrounded by my family. Everyone but Uncle Mark was crying by the time we’d finished. There was a lot of explaining and apologizing to be done, but I really couldn’t worry about it. We were all alive. The shadow was back where it belonged, and no one was trying to kill me or my friends.

    I hoped.

    It was all over. Now I just had to figure out how to keep Detective Hunter from throwing me in jail, keep Dr. Washington from breaking me like a dry twig, and keep the Delacroix, the Portatori, and the McCormicks from hunting me down like a rabid dog. Thanks to Colette, I knew just who they’d send if it came down to it. 

    Then there was the second caduceus. We had to go back for it. I couldn't turn my back on that much power. 

    Oh, and let’s not forget the parents, pixies, poison ivy, sleeping monsters, and whatever else was lurking in wait for me.

    Except for that, it was all over.

    <<<>>>

    


A Note from the Author

    Thank-you for reading The Templar's Legacy. I hope you enjoyed it. But, whether you liked it or hated it, please help me improve my writing and take the time to review this book on http://www.Amazon.com, or http://www.Goodreads.com.

    If you did like it and would like to read about the further adventures of Finn and his friends, the only way I can continue writing is if people like you spread the word, so please go and tell everyone you know about this book.
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    Ancient Enemy #4 

    A Troublesome Request

    “What?” I exclaimed. Adrenaline pumped through my system.

    “We need to bring Il Saia back,” repeated Uncle Mark.

    “But..but she wouldn't help me when she was inhabiting Jen.”

    “Finn, no offense, but you really didn't try very hard, and I have some training in encouraging people to talk.”

    “And, you still won't tell me what that was,” I protested.

    “Of course not, if I told you...” 

    He grinned.

    “Then you'd have to kill me.” I finished with him and returned his grin as a scowl.

    “It's just not fair. You know everything about me, and even though I've known you all my life, I don't know anything about you.”

    “It's unfair, but it is what it is. You know far more about me than anyone else in the world except for a very select few. Be content with that.”

    I thought knowing a spy would be much more exciting than this, said Spring with a wistfulness born of her new, growing desire for excitement.

    I suspect it's more exciting for the spy than their clueless friends and family. Now let me talk.

    “Uncle Mark, how are you going to even bring her back? If you do, you're going to have to erase someone else. You might find a shortage of volunteers.”

    “Who said anything about volunteers?” He replied with a disconcerting smirk.

    “What? You can't do that to somebody, it would be like murdering them!”

    Of course, if you believe crazy doctor Smith, ol' Unca Mark used to do that for a living.

    Not helpful Spring, shush.

    “Unless there's no-one using that particular body,” he said.

    I stopped and tried to think through what he had just said. He gave me the few seconds I needed.

    “So, you're looking for someone who's brain dead?”

    “Got it in one, kiddo.”

    “Wouldn't you just get a brain damaged Il Saia?”

    “We won't know until we try. Remember, Il Saia told us... you... she had effectively overwritten Jen's mind with the pattern of her own—” 

    “So you think it might fix whatever is wrong with our brain-dead person?”

    He shrugged. “It might.”

    “I doubt it, our brains create our minds. If it didn't, damage to the brain wouldn't cause so many problems with people's minds.” I said.

    “I know you can't completely believe that. The evidence to the contrary is too compelling. Spring somehow seems to share your mind without a brain of her own. Do you think Il Saia's magic rewrote every neuron in Jen's head?”

    I frowned. I'd thought about this at length and didn't have any good explanations as to just what had happened to Jen. Could hoodoo really rewrite every neuron? What about structural difference between brains? How would it account for that? Even given unimaginable processing power, I couldn't conceive of creating a program sophisticated enough to do that mapping. It couldn't be NP-Complete. How could you effectively solve an unsolvable problem with a crystal?

    It's called magic for a reason Finn.

    Spring, I can't accept that the universe runs that way!

    Sounds like denial to me, and I'm not talking about the river. Anyway, it happened, and given that, what Mark is suggesting sounds plausible.

    I tried to think through the ramifications of doing this.

    “So, what if she won't cooperate?” I asked. “What are you going to do then?” Visions of water-boards and bamboo slivers under the fingernails danced in my head.

    “Finn, there are a lot of better ways to get information out of someone other than torture.”

    “Like a truth serum or something?”

    “Or something.”

    His words chilled me. This whole idea approached perilously close to mad scientist territory, 

    Or mad wizard territory as the case may be, added Spring.

    “I don't know, it seems shaky to me. She thought that our knowing more would expose us to danger. What if it's like a purple elephant?”

    “As in, once you're told not to think of a purple elephant, that is all you can think about?” he guessed. There were some advantages to people knowing you really well.

    “Yeah, but maybe there's like a name we shouldn't think about or say, like Sauron or Voldemort.”

    “Come on Finn, that's just silly, and you know it.”

    “No! I don't know it, and that's the problem! I don't know anything. I know that thinking about something a particular way causes physical effects. Who's to say that names don't have power? Every fantasy and legend out there says differently.”

    “That concept is as old as language Finn. It doesn't have anything to do with hoodoo. It's more about getting potatoes rather than artichokes when your wife goes foraging.”

    “You hope.”

    Mark scowled and ran his hand over his bald head and visibly struggled not to throttle me.

    “Finn think. Don't you see that this is why we need to know? We've got nothing to work with here. We have evidence that something out there in the universe threatened us with extinction. We have evidence that our understanding of the universe is incomplete at best. Dangerously wrong at worst. Don't you think we should know about it? When is ignorance ever a defense?”

    “When dealing with the tax code?”

    He glared at me. “Be serious here Finn.”

    I thought it was funny, said Spring in a rare show of support.

    I crossed my arms and tried to think it through. If we used someone already brain-dead, then what was the harm, other than freaking out that person's relatives? The legal and moral choices here were murky at best, but Mark was right. We needed to know.

    “Okay, but we have to make sure that the person doesn't have any chance of waking on their own, or have any relatives.”

    “Everyone has relatives, Finn.”

    “You know what I mean. No one who visits them regularly.”

    “That is just basic sense Finn.”

    “Okay, but I want to be there when you question her.”

    “I was planning on it.”

    “So, now we just need to find someone to try it on.”

    “We've already got him.”

    That startled me.

    “Him?”

    He nodded. “Him. Putting Il Saia into a male body will disorient her. Our goal is to keep her off balance enough that she won't be able to resist... our persuasion.”

    This One, did you catch that?

    Yep. I shivered internally. What was Mark truly capable of? 

    “I'll call you when we are ready for you to do the transfer.”

    “Jen's got the second crystal.”

    “I don't want to put it through the mail. Can you ask her to bring it with her when she comes out to visit?”

    Of course he knew about her visit. I talked about it often enough.

    I nodded and said, “Sure.”

    “Good. I've got some other appointments tonight, so we'll talk details later.”

    “Mark?” I asked. “Why didn't you want Dave here for this?”

    He shrugged. “Habit, I suppose.”

    “So it's okay if I tell him?”

    “I assumed you would if you were comfortable with his reaction to this.”

    “He'll want to be in charge of the water dribbling.”

    Mark humphed a short laugh. “He might at that.”

    And he'd be joking, added Spring.

    True. To say it charitably, my friend was tactless.

    Completely sans class, said Spring.

    I had to agree again.

    What are we going to tell Jen?

    She'd been the one possessed, or over-written, by Il Saia the first time, so I'm sure she would have some strong opinions on the subject. I briefly considered keeping her in the dark, but I knew I couldn't do it.

    We'll just have to tell her and hope for the best, I replied.

    The best? What is this 'best' you talk about?

    I don't know, but I've heard it happens to some people. Apparently, it revolves around the idea of something not going wrong.
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    The Devil's Mark #1

    Rescue Me

    A thousand horrible things, enhanced by the spooky decrepitude of the house, ran through Max’s head, and adrenalin surged into his system. He jumped through the open front door and ran across to his car. His original half-thought had been to get in the car and leave at high-speed and never return. But, as he hopped into his car, he caught himself. “It just wouldn't do to have someone else find your surprise...before it rots...” His heart pounded, his breathing came in rapid gasps, and his filthy hands shook like an old man's. He consciously took a few slow, deep breaths to try to calm down and think things through. 

    What could have caused that thumping? Vague visions of monsters from the depths of hell presented themselves first. Those had caused his panicked flight. The more he thought about it, the sillier it seemed. A conversation he’d had with Lucian, over too many single malt scotches, played itself back in his mind.

    ***

    Lucian waved his hand drunkenly. “Bah! Ghosts! You monkeys have way too much imagination!”

    “But, you tell me yourself that we have souls,” pointed out Max, trying to think around the comfortable cushion of scotch that his brain was reclining on.

    “Yes, yes, that's different. The whole concept of ghosts is ridiculous. Your soul is part of The Divine. It is the breath of life, the animus of all things. It is clothed in your little mud bodies because this world could not stand the direct touch of it. Its connection to you is tenuous, because otherwise it would destroy you. The soul animates you but is not part of you. Unlike your little mud bodies, your soul survives your death, since it is immortal and perfect. It is pure hubris, which may I point out, you are remarkably adept at, to think that your tiny brains and thoughts could have any impact on it.”

    At this point, Lucian poured out the last two fingers of scotch into his glass and gulped it down. He let out a satisfied sigh. “No, my little protégé, when you die, your soul flees this mortal coil and returns to Him, or Me. Thankfully for Me, there is nothing left of You. No ghosts, no thoughts, no longings, wants, or desires. You are just empty dirt.” 

    Max looked morosely into his drink. “Wow,” he said slowly. “That sucks.”

    Lucian flopped forward, leaned on both arms and looked at Max strangely. He said, “Yep, life's a bitch and then you die.” Meeting Max's gaze, he added, “You lucky bastard.”

    ***

    At the time, that conversation, like so many others with Lucian, had been very disturbing. After a while, though, it became oddly comforting. It was kind of reassuring that the mistakes he had made in his life would just erase themselves. It also helped sooth fears of eternal damnation. Now, for Max, standing in the late afternoon Mississippi sun and heat, it provided another comfort: whatever he had heard in the house, it wasn't some damned soul yearning for life, revenge, or something worse. It had to be something more mundane.

    There was no mistaking that the sound had been the house settling or something like that. More likely, it had been one of the party kids. Max tried to think it through. What had Lucian meant about something rotting in the house? Was he was implying that someone was trapped in the house and would soon die? Crap. Max knew he was going to go back into that dark and forlorn place. He couldn't live with himself if there were someone there who needed his help, and he turned his back on them.

    Still, the thought of going back into the house scared him. He decided that the flashlight wasn't enough for defense, so he opened up the trunk of his car and pulled out a tire iron. He hefted the bent bar in his hands. The thought of the damage it would do propped up his courage, as he headed back to the house. It hurt to carry the flashlight in his injured hand, but there was no way he was going back in there without both items.

    He walked tentatively in through the open front door and looked around. He waited to hear the sound again, but nothing came.

    “Hello?” he said into the darkness. Nothing but silence answered him. Feeling bolder, he shouted, “Hello?”

    Thump, Thump, Thump, answered his call.

    Swallowing his reflexive, unreasoning, fear, he followed the sound into the side room with the large fireplace. He had no clue what it had been called when the house was built, so he just thought of it as the living room. The magnificent fireplace, with its elaborate stonework and ornately carved mahogany mantle, dominated the far wall of the room.

    Thump, Thump, Thump. This time the sound was louder and seemed to come from somewhere across the room.

    He advanced with the flashlight stretched out in his left hand, sweeping the area in front of him, tire iron at the ready in his right hand. Max crept across the room. “Hello?” he said. “Who's there?”

    Thump! Thump! Thump! The sound was now louder and seemed to come from directly in front of him. 

    Max jumped back in fright with both flashlight and iron pointing to the floor as if they were shotguns. After the initial fright, he realized that someone must be trapped under the floor somehow. There was no way an animal would make such regular sounds.

    Thump, Thump, Thump, came again, more softly as if the person, whoever it was, was tiring.

    “I'm here!” shouted Max. “I'll help you get out!” Suddenly, Max knew, beyond a doubt, that he was here to save this poor soul trapped under the floor. Here was a chance to begin offsetting some of the wrongs he had wrought. Here was a chance to prove that he still had value and a chance to redeem himself.

    Max searched around the floor and saw something that had escaped him when he was in the room before. Part of the floor, near the center of the room, sagged down. It looked like a supporting beam had given way. The thumping came again in what seemed the center of the sag. 

    Max used his feet to clear away dirt and debris from the area and uncovered a part of the floor that seemed to be disconnected from the rest. A trap door had been worked into the flooring. Undoubtedly, it had been less obvious before the flood. He looked for handles or some way to move the section of the floor but found nothing. Finally, he put the flashlight down, and he took the flat end of the tire iron and wedged it into one of the cracks. He pushed down on the tire iron, and the three foot by four-foot section of floor seemed to move as one piece. He wedged his lever in deeper and pushed harder, but the section didn't do much but flex. He pushed harder and then started standing on the bar. He jumped on the bar twice before the board he had been working on gave a crack and came free spilling Max onto the floor. 

    The board left a dark hole behind. Max crawled over to the hole to find the fetid and rotting smell which pervaded the house was much stronger here. It was rising through the opening. He breathed through his mouth and showed his light into the hole. He shouted “Hello?”

    Again, the thumping answered him, this time louder. Someone was trapped down there. The light shining through the small hole didn't show him anything meaningful, but something down there reflected his light. 

    Quickly Max started prying up the other boards. Soon, he had enough of a hole that he could look into the space below. The reflecting surface was black water about four feet down from the level of the floor and seemed to be the source of the foul smell. A large floor beam had half fallen into the water. Its submerged end quickly disappeared in the murky depths. Under that beam was the top of what looked like a long mahogany chest. The chest was seemingly pinned in place by the fallen beam.

    Max shouted again. He was answered by two weaker thumps from the chest. 

    Max's blood ran cold as a scenario played itself out in his head. Someone had locked a person into the chest and then left them there. He thought of the various serial killers or kidnapping movies he had seen and panicked at the thought of the perpetrator returning, finding him here and treating him the same way. He had to work fast. He attacked the floor with the crowbar.

    After prying up the fourth board, the rest of the trap door came free, and with difficulty, he was able to slide the heavy square of wood aside.

    With the door out of the way, he looked down into a rectangular area that seemed to be walled with some sort of concrete. It was larger than the trap door, maybe six feet by four feet, and was filled with the rank black water. The top of the chest, itself about five and a half feet by maybe two or three feet wide, looked disturbingly like a coffin. It was obvious that whoever was making the noise was trapped in that box. In order to get it open, he had to get the beam off of it. 

    It was also clear that he would not be able to move that beam from where he stood, even though the end of the beam rested within reach at the edge of the concrete pit. He steeled his courage, gritted his teeth, girded his loins, and then lowered himself down into the fetid liquid. Even though it made his skin crawl, the coolness of the water was a welcome change from the oppressive heat. When his feet touched bottom, the water came up to his waist. It smelled even worse now that he was bathing in it.

    Swallowing the bile that rose in his throat, he went to work on the beam. He placed his flashlight on the edge of the concrete pit. It didn't provide much illumination, but it was his only option. In the rank darkness, it took him a half hour of grunting and sweating and pushing to inch the beam off the chest. It fell with a splash, covering him with even more of the noisome stuff. He wanted to rest, to take a shower, to be anywhere but here, but worry spurred him on. It had been a while since the person in the box had made any noise. He couldn't stand it if he arrived just too late. He went to the chest and tried to open it, but it wouldn't budge, so he felt around and found a seam just under the water level. Frantically, he inserted his tire iron into the seam and leveraged it open. To his satisfaction, the top of the chest moved. He got his fingers into the gap and heaved. The top turned out to be a hinged lid, and he was able to force it open with a grinding creak.

    As he opened the lid, he could see that the chest was filled with the same vile, black water that surrounded it. The smell reached a new pitch, and he started gagging, as he tried to comprehend what he was seeing. There was nothing but the water. There was no person trapped within. Just thick, black, nasty, polluted water.

    He continued pushing open the lid and was thus leaning over it when the corpse floated to the surface of the water. First, its pale white head became visible. The flesh of the face was bloated and distorted with rips and tears as if it were too weak to support its own weight. The eyes were milky white and lidless. The rest of the body was a white suggestion of horror below the water.

    As soon as Max's brain processed what he was seeing, he screamed and pushed himself back, or tried to. The force of his push lifted the lid enough so that it fell further open, but something stopped him from moving away. He looked down in horrific disbelief to see a bloated, white arm with ulcerous flesh hanging limply from the bones reaching up from the water. The half-skeletal hand connected to the arm grabbed his filthy, wet shirt and held on with inhuman strength. Max screamed in terror and instinctively brought the tire iron he still had in his hand down upon the arm. The arm squished and squirted nasty black fluid where he hit, but it didn't let go. In mindless panic, he pounded on the arm again and again with the tire iron. Finally, he freed himself and fell back into the water. In horror, he saw another bloated arm, with bones showing through tears in the gelatinous flesh, rise and grab the side of the box.

    Max didn't wait to see what was going to come out of the box. In screaming panic, he threw himself to the side of the pit where the floor beam had landed and used the beam to launch himself out of the hole. He grabbed the floor above and scrambled to pull himself up. The horror of that thing grabbing his legs gave him a burst of frantic strength and speed.

    He finally got himself all the way out and onto the wooden floor. Below him, only partially illuminated by the flashlight still sitting in the dirt, the white corpse continued to struggle to get out of the coffin. Max jumped up and ran out the front door, screaming the whole way. He left a glittering trail of gold as he stumbled out of the building into the fading light and fled to his car. He jumped in his car and looked down to find his keys. He screamed anew when he saw a hand and upper arm, loosely clad in sagging white flesh, still clutching his shirt. He tried to pull the hand off by grabbing the protruding ulna, but he couldn't get it off. He fell out of the car, ripped his tee off, and threw it to the ground. He leapt back into his car, fired it up, and sped away down the pock marked hundred-foot drive. This time, he didn't even notice the potholes. He hit 40 by the time he got to the broken gate.

    Fortunately, there were no cars coming as he fishtailed onto the country road that led back to town. Unfortunately, a patrolman watched in disbelief as Max careened from the county road onto the highway and tore off at high speed.

    


A Note from the Author

    Thank-you for reading The Templar's Legacy. I hope you enjoyed it. But, whether you liked it or hated it, please help me improve my writing and take the time to review this book on http://www.Amazon.com, or http://www.Goodreads.com.

    If you did like it, the only way I can continue writing is if people like you spread the word, so please go and tell everyone you know about this book. Tweet it, blog it, pinterest it, whatever, but please help me get the word out.

     

    


Titles By R. Scott VanKirk

    Available at Amazon.com and other fine booksellers.

     

    Ancient Enemy 

    New Adult Urban Fantasy

    #1 – The Dryad’s Kiss

    #2 – The Shadow’s Touch 

    #3 – The Templar’s Legacy

     

    Maxwell Faust 

    Weird and twisted tale of damnation and redemption

    #1 – The Devil Made Me Do It. 

     

    Loser’s Paradise (With Randall Armour)

    Science Fiction/Space Opera

    #1 – Loser’s Legacy 

    #2 – Loser’s Retreat

    #3 – Loser’s Paradise

     

    Princess Courtney 

    Magical Stories for children for ages 5-12

    Princess Courtney’s Bad Day (short)

    Princess Courtney and the Treasure Room (novella)

    Princess Courtney and the Dark Simmons (novella)

    Princess Courtney and the Niggles (novella)

     

  cover.jpeg
- gﬁﬁz@x cY






spicy_logo.png





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.gif





images/00004.gif





images/00003.jpeg





