
        
            
                
            
        

    
			Praise for

			Strange Lights

			“All those conspiracies you didn’t think were real? Well, after reading Strange Lights, you might start to wonder! A fun and action-packed adventure in the world of the supernatural. I’d go on an excursion with Reggie and her marvelously magical Winnebago anytime⁠—who knows what you’ll find?”

			—⁠Laura Krantz, host of the podcast Wild Thing

			“Mira González has achieved a feat as breathtaking as a cryptid sighting: merging the high-stakes suspense and fantastic world-building of the best sci-fi with the tender heartbeat of a family epic. Reggie is the kind of compelling protagonist I will always root for, and I dare any reader to not fall in love with Eldi at first growl. In Strange Lights, González proves that even otherworldly adventures lead to the most complicated place of all: home. I love this bold, bright, far-reaching tale.”

			—⁠Sara Flannery Murphy, author of Girl One

			“Delightfully bizarre. Deliriously engaging. And it has goats.”

			—⁠Gwenna Laithland, author of Momma Cusses

			“Heartfelt and hilarious, Mira González has crafted a vibrant world full of lovable cryptids and characters you won’t soon forget. A must read for sci-fi fans, Strange Lights is a blast.”

			—⁠Tatiana Schlote-Bonne, author of The Mean Ones and What Feeds Below
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			First edition

			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, organizations, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

	
			This one is for my husband, who is the Dana Scully to my Fox Mulder. And for my kids, my three favorite sushi-eating, half-feral, lovable creatures.
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			1

			Terrible Twos

			Thanks to my toddler, there is goat’s blood on my favorite shoes. My headlamp illuminates the canvas of a formerly beautiful pair of high-top Converse Chuck Taylors. The sunny yellow fabric is now irreparably marred with dark brown and crimson blotches⁠—arterial spray from the goat that lies dead on the forest floor in front of me. The mud is my own fault, but I’m choosing to ignore that.

			“I can’t replace these,” I complain as I throw a glare at my tiny companion. “They’re vintage.”

			Eldi’s eyes reflect the light of the full moon as she pauses her feast to grin at me with a flash of fangs. It’s apparent that she lacks a shred of remorse. That might be because calling the shoes vintage is a stretch. She was with me when I bought them for only a few dollars from a thrift store in Kansas.

			Blood dribbles from the corner of Eldi’s mouth. It’s a universal fact that toddlers are disgustingly messy eaters. Most everyone mistakes Eldi to be an ordinary toddler of about two, though she’s anything but ordinary. Eldi looks remarkably like me, though I certainly didn’t give birth to her; my uterus has never been open for that kind of business. She showed up on the doorstep of my Winnebago a few years back. Much about Eldi remains a mystery to me, but I am convinced her species is the origin of the legend of the Chupacabra.

			Eldi doesn’t speak much, although she understands virtually everything anyone says to her in any language. The only reason I keep her around is intellectual curiosity. Since she can use the toilet on her own, I can tolerate her. Despite her bloodthirsty habits, she isn’t dangerous to humans⁠—just to animals, especially goats. Toddlers are picky, and Eldi is no exception.

			I named her Eldi once I realized she was never going to tell me her name, if she even had one. It’s short for El Diablo, though I doubt she’s actually the devil. If anyone asks, I say I named her after my mother. It isn’t really a lie, after all. My mother could give the devil some serious competition. That’s the extent of the information anyone is going to drag out of me about Eldi or my family, though. As far as I’m concerned, I might as well have appeared out of the ether, just like Eldi did.

			“I thought I told you to stay inside tonight,” I scold when Eldi doesn’t answer.

			I wince as even more blood seeps through my shoes when I step closer. She makes quick work of her meal, at least, even if she is sloppy.

			“It’s a good thing we’re leaving soon. The last thing we need is rumors about disappearing goats, and this is the second one this week.”

			Eldi ignores me. I might as well be talking to myself.

			“And you’d better hide the carcass. I’m not cleaning up your mess this time. I’m getting too old and tired for this bullshit.”

			Without so much as an acknowledgment, Eldi hefts the goat up with one unnaturally strong, chubby hand and scampers up a tree spider-quick, draping the goat over one of the lower branches like a broken piñata. It will do for now, but I’m sending her out to bury it properly in the morning. I’ve been up all night, scouring the Michigan forest. Technically, I’m investigating sightings of a cryptid unique to these woods, a creature called Dogman. I’m not actually looking for Dogman⁠—he’s just an urban legend⁠—but he makes a convenient cover for my true mission. I am more worried about werewolves. There’s been a long-running epidemic of lycanthropy going around. Nothing supernatural here tonight, though, save for Eldi.

			With a graceless leap, Eldi crashes to the forest floor beside me and retrieves the stuffed toy she carries everywhere, plucks a leaf from his polyester hair, brushes away less than half of the fresh coating of dirt, and shoves him in between her still-bloody teeth. She carries that filthy thing everywhere, like she’s a little mama cat. The irony of her love for this particular toy is lost on all but me. I creatively named him Goat, with a capital G for clarity. His white coat was long ago aggressively loved into a mottled gray, and he has only one eye, but he’s Eldi’s most treasured possession.

			Eldi and I look up as a flash of light briefly illuminates the forest, and I hold back a shudder. I despise lightning and thunder. Despite the dark of the night, the heat is oppressive and the humidity smothering. Midsummer is in full swing. It doesn’t smell like rain, and that’s all right; I’d rather suffer the heat. I’m not afraid of thunderstorms, but I hate the feel of electricity in the air, the way it prickles across my skin, the metallic taste it leaves in the back of my throat.

			But no thunder follows the flash. I don’t think that was lightning. Look, look closer, a little voice in my subconscious calls. The light must have been something else, a meteor perhaps. Or a UFO. With my luck, I would come out to the forest looking for a monster, just to miss the aliens in the sky.

			Eldi points at a gap in the canopy at the stars twinkling against the velvety black of the night sky. “Orion,” she says.

			Orion the hunter is her favorite constellation and inexplicably one of the few words she will say consistently. We must look for him every night, even throughout the summer months when that particular arrangement of stars isn’t visible in the northern hemisphere. Toddlers and their obsessions⁠—I’m lucky Eldi’s isn’t having to stop for every excavator we see, I guess.

			“Orion’s a winter constellation. He’s hiding over the horizon, but he’ll be back.” I’ve explained this countless times, but she persists in fruitlessly searching the skies at every opportunity.

			“Gone,” Eldi says with a sigh, turning her gaze from the stars back to me. She thrusts her arms up in the air, a universal toddler signal that she’s tired and wants to be carried.

			“Nope,” I say stubbornly. “You made a choice. You face the consequences.”

			“Up, Ma!”

			Damn it. She knows my weaknesses. So much for tough-love parenting. Eldi only breaks out the sweet talk when she really wants something. “Ma” is her ultimate trump card. My arms are scooping her up before my brain can argue further. I should have brought the baby carrier, but I thought I wouldn’t need it. I left Eldi watching cartoons in the Winnebago with explicit instructions not to go hunting tonight. The temptation of the goats at the nearby farm must have been too much for her to resist.

			“You’re a menace,” I mutter into her tangled dirty-blond curls as she tucks her head under my chin.

			She winds sticky hands into my shirt, twisting and stretching it, not content until my favorite tee goes the way of my favorite shoes. It’s heathered gray and reads, “My head hurts, and I’m mad at the government” across the front. I had it custom made and spent extra for the softest material. Oh well, maybe the blood will give it additional character.

			Eldi is heavy, a deadweight in my arms as she drifts off. Sweat runs into my eyes and down the back of my neck. A coppery barnyard tang coats my throat with the smell of goat and blood. By the time the Winnebago is in sight, Eldi is sound asleep. A snore escapes her gaping mouth, and she twitches like she’s dreaming, clutching Goat to her chest.

			The first month Eldi came into my life, she was still as a statue and quiet as a mouse when she slept. I would lean over her to make sure she was breathing, as I imagine parents with a newborn do. Then, after a few weeks, she stopped sleeping soundlessly. She had terrible nightmares for a month or so, screaming and thrashing violently. It was the first time I thought about risking a pediatrician’s visit. She eventually settled into what my educated-by-questionable-internet-forums self can only assume is a normal toddler slumber: restless, loud, and disruptive to my beauty sleep. But she seems well rested most days, so I guess she’s all right.

			My arms are aching, and I pull a muscle in my back trying to open the Winnebago’s door without dropping Eldi, but I admit I find it hard to put her down in her little loft above the front seats of the Winnebago. Asleep is when Eldi is at her best, the only time I let myself imagine what having my own toddler might be like, the only time I wish I might keep her.

			For a moment, I debate settling her into my bed, to sleep with her cuddled next to me. I’d have to wash blood from the sheets tomorrow. One of her hands disentangles from my shirt and comes to rest gently against my cheek, and I decide it’s worth the trouble. As I look into her sleeping face, she seems more cherubic than devilish. Eldi has at least three chins, and her cheeks are the kind of chubby that makes me want to bite or squeeze her too tightly. Cute aggression⁠—I didn’t understand it until the first time I saw a baby sleeping.

			I’m still standing in the entryway, swaying Eldi gently, like a sucker, when she startles. She swiftly kicks me in the ribs and simultaneously whacks me hard across the face with Goat. I get a whiff of barnyard stink with a side of coppery blood. Never mind the cuddling⁠—the loft will do just fine.
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			Calvin St. James

			With Eldi taken care of, I should go down to my office and get something useful done, but I barely have the energy to kick off my ruined shoes and fall into my bed. My unconventional office hides in the secret depths behind one of the wall panels of my maybe magical Winnebago. I say “maybe magical” because I haven’t got a clue how the impossible maze of rooms and artifacts it contains exists. Advanced, unknown technology might be more accurate than magic. I’ve never heard of a magic object quite like it. But then again, who really knows all the secrets of magic?

			The Winnebago itself seems sentient enough to warrant a nickname: She’s Winnie when she does something particularly helpful or infuriating. Sometimes I wonder if she’s really a machine or if she’s actually a living being. In any case, she came to me when I needed her desperately, so I try to respect the mysteries she keeps.

			I planned to clean up a bit and rest for only a second, but when I wake, it’s to a pounding on the front door and someone calling my name in a loud, singsong voice. The sun shines through the shades with a ferocity that feels personal. My head is throbbing from a lack of quality sleep; it feels like someone is knocking on my skull, not the door. My scant few hours of shut-eye were haunted by images of lights in the night sky and ethereal voices calling for me to look up. I’m no stranger to a brutal hangover. I had a wild phase in my twenties like everyone else, but I didn’t even drink last night. It’s unfair; no one really warns you how rough the thirties are on a body.

			“Reggie!” the voice calls with another enthusiastic rap on the front door. “Rise and shine.”

			I know that voice. Calvin St. James. He’s a fellow traveler who runs a podcast and various social media accounts out of his Airstream. He, like me, follows the paranormal and unexplained. While my aim is to keep the supernatural tucked safely away from polite society, Calvin tries to shine a light on everything strange he runs across. His goal is to debunk legends and monsters with science and data while looking pretty doing it. I do not care to be perceived. Calvin lives for his audience.

			When we first met, Calvin was determined to make me his archnemesis. Only after he mistakenly tried to pick me up in a bar, that is. Once he realized that our differing views on the validity of lake monsters were too big a hurdle for a new relationship to overcome, he chose a new dynamic: to be grudgingly friends. It took him a long while to realize I can’t be bothered to compete with him, even when he discredits something I believe in. He finally accepted that I’m not in the market for an archenemy, and we’ve come to a congenial understanding. Keep your enemies close and your friends closer, I always say. Friends make the most dangerous enemies. Calvin’s “If you can’t beat them, join them” philosophy aligns well enough with mine that we get along these days.

			I have several other reasons for not begrudging Calvin’s presence in my life. Calvin is, inadvertently, part of a misinformation front, keeping the world of creatures and magic safely hidden. He works for my end goals without knowing it. He’d be so mad if he knew, which I can’t deny gives me a small twinge of smug pleasure every time I’m reminded of the fact. Sometimes his evidence is legitimate: Some monsters don’t exist, and plenty live only in myths. Other times his evidence is a cleverly planted false trail I’ve laid to lead him to the wrong conclusion, because magic and monsters undeniably do exist. Outside of that, I love to argue with Calvin for fun, debating the existence of ghosts and Bigfoot solely to rile him up.

			Calvin can’t stand the “not knowing” that comes with being a sentient speck on a floating space rock. I hate that part too, honestly. The difference is that I’ve been forced to accept the uncertainty that comes with being human.

			I have a confession, though. A not-insubstantial reason that I don’t mind Calvin’s habit of trailing me around the country is baser: He’s sexy as hell. And I’m a creature of simple pleasures. Might as well keep the eye candy around.

			“Reggie!” he calls again, rapping the door loudly.

			I groan. He’s persistent. Swearing, I stumble to my feet and wrinkle my nose when a whiff of Eau de Butcher Shop rises with me. I fell asleep in yesterday’s bloody clothes.

			“Where’s the fire?” I call to Calvin as I scramble to pull on clothes that aren’t covered in bloody toddler handprints. I shove my ruined shoes in the cupboard under the sink and hastily check my face in the mirror. My hair is a lost cause. With my undercut, I look like a half-drowned river rat if I don’t style my hair properly. I scrape the top strip of long hair into a messy topknot, discarding the crunchy remnants of a dried leaf along the way. It will have to do.

			“Come on, Reggie, I’ve been waiting all morning,” Calvin yells. He’s usually not this impatient. He must have news.

			Eldi manages to sleep through the racket. I double-check that she’s breathing⁠—not that I’m worried or anything, but a murder charge wouldn’t be a great turn of events for me. Finally, I throw open the door right as Calvin is mid-knock yet again.

			I snarl, “What?”

			He takes an immediate step back with his hand still upraised, wrinkling his nose, surprise verging on fear flashing in his eyes. He looks a lot more composed than I do. His wavy brown hair curls across his forehead, and he’s dressed in dark jeans (without holes⁠—I don’t think I even own jeans without holes) and a striped Henley. With his tortoiseshell glasses and suede shoes, he looks ready to give a lecture at a prestigious university. I, on the other hand, look like I spent the night drinking to forget failing freshman English.

			“Yikes,” he blurts out. Can’t say I blame him for that reaction, but it isn’t exactly flattering.

			“You almost woke the baby,” I mutter as I shove my way past him, closing the door behind me.

			“Rough night with Eldi?” he asks.

			“You could say that. What do you want at this hour?” I say shortly. I’m not a morning person.

			“This hour? It’s after nine. And I have a lead you’ll want to hear about.”

			I gesture toward the cups he’s holding. “One of those coffees had better be for me.”

			“I know better than to show up before noon without a peace offering.” He fails to hide a wry grin. “New tattoo?” he asks, his eyes on the new patch of brightly colored ink on my upper arm.

			I nod and take the coffee. I’m surprised he even noticed the little doodle of Eldi’s that fit the empty space on my skin. Some people collect coffee mugs; I collect tattoos. The idea that the story of my life is written across my skin, tangibly recorded in perpetuity, is a comfort to me. It’s as if the mark my life experiences leave in this beautiful way somehow counteracts all the emotional scars I rack up along the journey. And I know it probably doesn’t say anything healthy about me, but I like the way the needles feel, the way the pain centers me, reminds me that I’m real. The euphoria in the absence of pain once it’s over is addicting.

			“I thought you were headed for the werewolf sighting in Yellowstone next,” I say as I sip my latte.

			Calvin may live out of his Airstream, but he doesn’t skimp where coffee is concerned. He has one of those industrial espresso makers you find in coffee shops⁠—a massive hulking thing that takes up most of his kitchen space. He swears it saves him money in the long run, but I tease him unceasingly about the indulgence. The only thing that would stop me is if he revoked my free-latte privileges.

			“I was, but I’m thinking about a pit stop first,” he says with a pointed look.

			“Good for you.” I can wait for him to tell me; he’s not going to get me to beg for a scrap of information.

			“It involves one of your favorite creatures,” he says with an eyebrow wiggle.

			“A Chupacabra?” So I cave a lot faster than I intend to; anything involving a hint of Eldi’s origins catches my interest. Calvin doesn’t know why I get so excited about Chupacabras, but he does know they’re my favorite cryptid.

			“Exactly,” he says, smug.

			“Where?”

			“For free?” Calvin says, a hand over his heart in mock scandal. “No way, not sharing without incentive.”

			I stew for a moment, but I have something Calvin will be interested in too. It’s an old habit of mine to keep something up my sleeve for leverage.

			“I have my own pit stop I was going to make along the way to Yellowstone. My next case,” I say with an unconcerned shrug as I sip my latte. It’s delicious. Pistachio and oat milk. There’s got to be at least four shots of espresso in here; I can practically feel the caffeine entering my bloodstream.

			Calvin narrows his eyes and holds out for a beat. “Fine, fine, I’ll tell you.”

			He waits for me to make the same promise. When I don’t, he sighs and runs a hand through his hair. His stupid silky hair that smells like cherries and whiskey⁠—expensive whiskey, too, the kind found in cocktails with pretentious, ridiculous names like “Pauper’s Chagrin” and sold for the price of an entire bottle of the cheap stuff. His stupid hair that is always cut just right. I want to pull it. Next time he lets me into the Airstream, I’m stealing his shampoo.

			“My Chupacabra is in Illinois,” he says. “Now what and where is yours?”

			“Mine is in Illinois too. How convenient.”

			“Well, what is it?” Calvin prods, impatient.

			“A vacuum,” I say, purposely vague.

			He lets out an aggrieved sigh. I don’t have to look to know he’s rolling his eyes, and I grin.

			“A haunted vacuum,” I clarify.

			“Haunted?”

			“Or cursed, maybe possessed. Who knows really? That’s what I’m going to find out. It’s one of those robotic ones, programmed to drive itself around all day cleaning without the owners having to think about it.”

			“Why’d they contact you? What’s wrong with it?”

			“Apparently, it doesn’t clean anything. And it’s cutting strange designs into the carpet, burning weird patterns on the rest of the floor.”

			“Bet you a beer it’s programmed wrong. That one will be so easy to debunk.”

			“Bet you a beer that it’s more legit than your case. Chupacabra in Illinois, my ass.” I snort in disgust.

			Despite my constant search regarding Eldi, I’ve found very little concrete information about her. While I’m going to investigate this supposed Chupacabra Calvin speaks of, I can almost guarantee it will be nothing. Just a coyote with mange or one of those scraggly, hairless dogs whose appeal I’ve never seen.

			“You’re on,” Calvin says, reaching out a hand to shake on our bet.

			With a resounding crash, the door to the Winnebago slams open, and Eldi stomps out. She’s clad in Spider-Man undies, a pair of unicorn galoshes, and a yellow raincoat with a duckbill on the hood. Frankly, it’s not bad. Eldi fights tooth and nail to avoid wearing clothes, but I insist. Underwear is a bare minimum. I don’t need a naked toddler butt all over my furniture. Plus, I get looks and comments if I can’t force her into enough normal clothing.

			Oh, that poor baby’s toes must be so cold.

			Did Mommy forget your coat today?

			The next person to comment with a thinly veiled insult is going to be handed an irate monster toddler, a pair of pants, and my best wishes for luck.

			Eldi glances at Calvin and me. She’s holding a plastic shovel, and I can safely assume she was heading to the forest to bury the goat. Now that Calvin is here, she’ll have to wait. He’s pretty nonjudgmental about my parenting style, but even he would say something if my apparent two-year-old headed off into the woods alone, half-dressed, with a shovel. Eldi obviously deduces this too. She angrily swears something in a language I think may be Russian and throws her shovel to the ground.

			Calvin looks at her strangely, eyebrows furrowing. I glance back at Eldi and realize she’s not wearing her watch.

			“Eldi,” I snap, tapping my wrist. “Potty watch.”

			Her eyes go wide and alarmed, and she hops back inside the Winnebago. Calvin shakes his head like he’s clearing a troubling thought from his mind. Eldi reappears as quickly as she disappeared, this time with Goat in tow and her watch strapped around her wrist. It’s as if her first appearance never happened.

			“Morning, Eldi,” Calvin says cheerfully. “How’s Goat?”

			“Dead,” Eldi says ominously. I choke on my coffee, torn between annoyance and hysterical laughter.

			“Lovely,” Calvin says, remaining unfazed as Eldi glares at him before she wanders to the edge of our campsite and plops in the dirt, digging aimlessly.

			Eldi’s watch came with her. It looks like a watch for a toddler, the kind with a timer to remind them to use the toilet for potty training. But this thing isn’t an ordinary timepiece. I can’t figure out much about it⁠—it’s nearly as mysterious as Eldi⁠—but I know it must be some sort of cloaking device. When she wears it, no one questions why she has fangs and reflective eyes. And, more importantly, why she never grows. It’s been a couple years since Calvin’s met her, and he’s never once wondered why she stays perpetually the size and shape of a two-year-old.

			I don’t know if the device has made an exception for me or whether that’s Eldi’s own doing, or if there’s something innate about me that lets me see past her mask. I would ask Calvin to help me find the answers, but that would open a Pandora’s box of even more questions, questions I don’t want to deal with. Plus, I’m still not sure how much I trust him. We’re friends maybe, but if he went public with Eldi, outed her on his podcast as he’d surely do, well . . . I don’t want to think about who’d come after Eldi, and who would come after me.

			“So a haunted vacuum and a Chupacabra, eh?” Calvin says. “Think the werewolves in Yellowstone will wait?”

			“Absolutely, we have a whole moon cycle,” I quip, with only a little tinge of unease at leaving an epidemic unchecked.

			Calvin laughs softly.

			I don’t tell him the truth. Moon cycles don’t affect werewolves at all. That would be ridiculous.

	
			Interlude
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			Mangy Coyotes & Escaped Lab Experiments

			Transcribed excerpt from The Debunker podcast archives:

			Calvin: The Chupacabra is one of my favorite monsters. Maybe it’s because my parents own one of those little hairless dogs that, from a distance, you might assume is a small iguana. He could easily be mistaken for a bloodsucking monster if you met him in a dark alleyway. They’ve even named him Chuppy in honor of his beastly doppelgänger.

			The Chupacabra, or the English translation, the Goat Sucker, is most notable for leaving its victims completely drained of blood. It seems to prefer small farm animals, especially goats. Hence the name.

			The Chupacabra is a modern-day cryptid that first appeared in Puerto Rico in the mid-1970s. It’s subsequently cropped up all over since its popularization in the 1990s: Mexico, Chile, Texas, Florida. Chupacabras have been spotted as far north as Maine in the United States, and even in other countries across the globe.

			The nature of the Chupacabra varies wildly, depending on who you ask: escaped lab experiment gone wrong, extraterrestrial, a plain old vampire.

			One aspect of the story I find most intriguing, though, is the consistency of the sightings. Almost all the reports tell of a similar creature. Reptile-like with glowing red eyes and grayish, scaly skin. Some even claim it’s beautiful, with an iridescent tone to its scales. Scales that can shift colors like an octopus. A ridge of spikes running from head to tail, long fangs, and a forked tongue in a snout-like jaw. Sharp claws on overlarge hands and feet. It has the ability to travel bipedally, although it seems to prefer to travel on all four limbs.

			Sounds at least as cute and cuddly as my parents’ dog. Sorry to throw you under the bus, Chuppy, but we have to face the fact: Lovable as you are, you’re not winning any beauty contests.

			Although I may claim to love the story of the Chupacabra, don’t make the mistake of thinking I believe the Chupacabra exists in its fully fledged monster form that’s well known today. I will admit, the consistent descriptions do sound like they could originate from a biological entity, a flesh-and-blood creature.

			But the videos I’ve seen clearly show mangy coyotes and hairless dogs. The DNA inevitably proves only the existence of known canids. You can even see the purple collar on one monster in a popular video floating around. Have you ever seen a picture of a mangy bear? Terrifying, but no monster. It’s always going to be something mundane, not monstrous.

			As for the cattle mutilation and the lack of blood in the bodies, this is a case of natural predation appearing creepy and unnatural to the untrained eye. There are too many natural explanations, no matter how unsavory or unpalatable to our sensibilities.

			Vampires really exist. But they’re merely another of Mother Nature’s inventions, nothing supernatural. Vampire bats, for example, are actual creatures that could account for the puncture marks and bloodletting. Carrion birds go for the soft eyes first. Hell, there’s even a vampiric bird that lives on the Galápagos Islands. Coyotes, big cats, they know to go in through the other, ahem, soft orifices first. What predator isn’t going to head straight for the juicy and nutrient-packed internal organs?

			I know I said “to the untrained eye,” but honestly, even to the trained eye, if you’re looking for the Chupacabra, you’re going to find it. And that’s on confirmation bias.
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			Rogue Roombas

			The Chupacabra in Illinois takes all of an hour to debunk. A missing-pet poster and half a hot dog in a live trap later, and the suburbs of Rockford, Illinois, are free from the terror of a bloodsucking nocturnal monster. Or at least free from a scrawny purebred Chinese Crested named Biscotti who has an unfortunate habit of squeezing between fence posts to roam the neighborhood.

			I make Calvin keep the shivering, snarling little creature in his Airstream for the rest of the night before returning it to its owners the next morning, since this is technically his case and therefore his problem. He doesn’t seem to mind the mutt. His taste in pets has serious flaws.

			I also make sure Eldi stays inside while we’re there. With much grumbling, she eats the overpriced and potentially questionable steak tartare I hunt down for her. But she doesn’t actually fight me too hard on this. She knows she’d be in danger if she were discovered. I’m not sure what she went through before she showed up on my doorstep, but it was something bad.

			Calvin is disappointed the investigation doesn’t take longer.

			“I wanted to get an episode out of this one, but this will barely make for an introductory teaser,” he complains on our way out of town. I’d stopped at my favorite truck stop, and he caught up to me waiting in line with Eldi and an armful of snacks.

			“Don’t worry,” I say. “If it turns out the vacuum really is something extraordinary, I promise I’ll guest star on your show.” I have no intention of following through with this promise, of course.

			“Sure,” he mutters. He isn’t fooled; he knows I’ll never let him interview me for the show. A million times he’s tried to convince me, but I prefer anonymity to notoriety.

			I set Eldi down to pull out my wallet and pay. Midway through the transaction, a cattle truck pulls into the lot. I can tell we’re in trouble when the front door swings open and Eldi inhales sharply as the scent of livestock blows in.

			“Don’t even think about it,” I say.

			But it’s too late. Eldi bolts out the door. She makes it halfway across the parking lot before I reach her. By the time I’ve returned to the store with a struggling Eldi in tow, reassembled the toilet paper display she knocked over during her great escape, and am retreating to the Winnebago in embarrassment, Calvin appears holding my wallet and my bag of groceries.

			“I’ve always heard toddlers are quick, but I didn’t realize how fast. And you really bought goat jerky?” he says skeptically.

			“Ew. Burned,” Eldi says, wrinkling her nose. Eldi likes her food raw, but that’s hard to come by some places.

			“You’ll like it,” I assure her, ripping open the package and taking a bite to prove my point.

			“Good?” Calvin asks.

			“Delicious,” I say, lying through my teeth.

			“Yuck,” Eldi says.

			I’m still stubbornly chewing the piece of goat jerky when we pull up to a nondescript house in the middle of Nowhere, Illinois, and I park behind Calvin, discreetly spitting my bite into the trash before leaving the Winnebago. Ours is a strange little caravan. Calvin’s Airstream is vintage but sleek and thoroughly remodeled and maintained. He’s got reasonable parents who planned and saved up cash for him. It’s why he’s so disgustingly down-to-earth and well adjusted. I met his family once, and it was painful for me. All-American and Midwestern charm that should have been irritating, but they meant it so genuinely, I couldn’t hate them. Calvin’s interior-design style is similarly normal. The Airstream is neat and organized, with occasional pops of personality strewn throughout. Like his ukulele and banjo, tiny instruments for a tiny house, and his collection of X-Files DVDs to match the Mulder and Scully bobbleheads he keeps on the dash of his truck.

			My Winnebago is old⁠—I think. And I’m never sure how she’s still running. I joke with Calvin that she’s cursed. He doesn’t realize I’m serious. She always starts up fine in the winter cold, but if I complain about the muddy yellow color of the exterior stripes, I might find the engine won’t start up in time to make my next appointment. I tried to redecorate for a while and thought I had a poltergeist. Everything kept reverting back to 1970s chic when I slept. So I gave up. Winnie at least lets me keep my cactus on the windowsill.

			But the Winnebago’s after-market additions make up for her aesthetic sensibilities. They are all very high tech and incredibly useful. The windows and walls are bulletproof, though I do try not to utilize that feature. Almost undetectable security cameras fully surveil her exterior and link to a multiscreen system down in the basement and a live feed to one channel of my bedroom TV that came preinstalled.

			My acquisition of Winnie wasn’t strictly legal, so I don’t know much about her origins or life story. I have fake paperwork, obviously, in case I get pulled over. Her previous owner found her in a used car lot in Texas in the 1990s, and she sat in a garage for years until I commandeered her. I might not be the Winnebago’s legal owner, but I sure as hell have paid a price for the thing.

			The Winnebago holds many secrets, but she and I have an unspoken understanding, and I’m allowed to live here, another skeleton for one of her closets. I’m sure I’ve barely scratched the surface of her mysteries, but the Winnebago’s hidden back rooms are the main reason I chose her for my mobile life-support vehicle. Behind one of the wall panels, stairs descend into an impossible space. Rooms and rooms, a maze of them that shouldn’t fit inside a mansion, let alone an RV. Functionally endless, they accommodate anything I bring inside and inexplicably expand for any purpose I might undertake. When I say Winnie has everything I could ever dream of, I mean it. Wandering those rooms is like shopping the world’s most eclectic thrift store. Or like exploring the house of an eccentric immortal hoarder.

			There’s a greenhouse filled with a range of specimens that would make a botanist’s entire year. Poisonous and medicinal plants and fungi, many unidentifiable specimens of unknown origin, a vine that mimics human hand gestures, even a terrarium with a label claiming its contents come from another planet. A room dedicated to cryptids has a taxidermy jackalope, yeti hair, a chunk of kraken tentacle in formaldehyde, a vial of Jersey Devil blood, a dragon egg that’s been incubating since the 1500s. There’s an armory filled with ancient and modern weapons from all around the world, a room like an apothecary with herbs and powders and medicines.

			The library might be the most intriguing and useful room. I’ve got books bound in human skin, books filled with arcane and ancient knowledge, magical tomes, untranslated books in unknown languages, even a book that I suspect time-travels or dimension-skips because its text occasionally changes, but it always reappears for me at least once a year. Between my library and Google, I can find information about almost anything. But it’s a big universe, and there’s still much I can’t find answers to.

			If it isn’t the library, the laboratory might be the competitor for the most useful room. I haven’t yet found an experiment that I don’t have the equipment to run. There’s enough hidden in the depths of the Winnebago to keep me busy researching for the rest of my life.

			The disorientation of the rooms is further amplified by the creatures and beings that make the place feel alive. I’m not the first stray the Winnebago has taken in. There’s a mannequin (I call him Manny) that wanders the rooms aimlessly. Occasionally, I’ll find him in the strangest places, but his favorite spot is in an old dental chair in a room filled with medical equipment. There’s a haunted doll that tries to escape once a year (always on May 9). She lives in a miniature dollhouse behind a tiny door at the back of a room filled with rusty electronics and parts. And there’s the taxidermy raccoon named Bandit who lives in an ancient bourbon barrel and who’s always stealing anything small and shiny left in plain sight. I’m also 97 percent sure a poltergeist from a case in Pennsylvania is the stowaway who enjoys constantly reorganizing the collection of uranium glassware and interfering with the Geiger counter.

			Once, I found a pay phone tucked away in a back room, ringing and ringing. I spent an afternoon wandering the labyrinth, tracking the sound, until I answered the call for help. That little adventure took me to the strangest haunted house in a very mysterious town I’m not sure I could find my way back to. At least the Winnebago ensures I’m never bored.

			Not until Winnie honks loud and long do I realize how deep I have drifted into contemplation land. I jump, and so does Calvin, outside already. Sentient, I swear. Winnie’s hazard lights blink, and the click of the indicator sounds like she’s scolding me.

			“All right, all right, keep your hubcaps on; I’m going,” I mutter.

			Outside, Calvin ducks as Winnie sprays windshield wiper fluid enthusiastically, the blades flying at hyperspeed.

			“Hit the wrong button or what?” Calvin asks as I struggle to strap Eldi into the baby carrier on my chest, Winnebago lights still flashing madly behind me.

			“Electrical problems or something,” I say. “She’s elderly; cut her a break.”

			“Want me to take a look and see if it’s anything I can⁠—”

			“No.” I’m half-offended he thinks I need help, and I couldn’t let him look closely at the Winnebago anyway in case he notices all her unexplainable quirks.

			Before Calvin can argue, a man with a beer gut emerges from his house onto his porch. “You two here about my damn vacuum?”

			The man is probably in his sixties. He wears a flannel shirt even in this oppressive summer heat. Sweat glistens on his balding head, and I wouldn’t be surprised if he frowns 90 percent of the time, haunted vacuum or not. We follow him inside to find décor that never left the 1990s. Ducks in bonnets traipse across the kitchen wallpaper, maroon carpets clash with the floral and hunter-green couches. I’d be willing to bet the toilet is mustard yellow.

			“My son bought me this damn vacuum last time he came to visit. Said I don’t clean enough since the wife passed, but this thing is nothing but trouble. It sure as hell doesn’t clean anything.”

			He nudges the round device tentatively, like he expects it to grab him, but it only lies inert in the middle of the living room floor. I peer around and see dark black patterns burned into the hideous maroon carpet. The pattern is full of shapes and lines, geometry everywhere. It definitely looks intentional, but there’s no discernible message or meaning. This is no language I’m familiar with. What I mistook for a decorative pattern on the kitchen floor is, upon closer inspection, more of the same strange symbols and markings. Something tugs at the back of my mind. Look, listen. That part of my subconscious that seems to have a mind of its own.

			What do the symbols remind me of? A message. The voice buzzes in and out like a poorly tuned radio. I tell myself to be quiet, hush, let me think. I’m sure I’ve seen something like this before, but I can’t remember where. Before I can parse it, the man speaks again, interrupting my train of thought.

			“Which one of you boys is Reggie? I didn’t realize there would be two of you. You sure you’re okay with your kid around this thing?” he says warily, glancing back and forth from the vacuum to Eldi in the carrier.

			Calvin glances at me, deferring, to see where I want to go with this. It’s my case, after all. And it isn’t the first time I’ve been mistaken for a man, especially going by Reggie. I’m pretty sure Calvin thought I was a man, too, the first time we met. I’m androgynous by choice, mostly. Maybe genderfluid or nonbinary are the right terms. Human is the label that feels like it fits the most. I’m not entirely sure how I feel, and I’m certainly sure I don’t care enough to define it further.

			Pronouns are a good test for whom I like or whom I can stand to deal with. Calvin seems to find it an amusing diversion to confuse people, and I think he also uses it as a litmus test of sorts. I once heard him refer to me as “she,” “his,” and “they,” all in the same sentence. It was honestly kind of impressive. I mostly default to she/her, but I do prefer travel days as he/him. It feels safer.

			Not to mention the sympathy I get for presenting as a dad with a toddler in tow is higher than it is when I present as a mom, especially when Eldi is in a mood. With a binder and the half head of hair that I don’t have already shaved tucked under a ball cap, it’s easy to pass as male if I want to. I’ll take advantage of the easy masks life has handed me.

			“That’s me, I’m Reggie,” I say, keeping my voice mid-register and letting the pronoun stick, ignoring the question about Eldi.

			He gestures at the vacuum on the floor. “Well, I heard you’re the one to bring in for this kind of bullshit.”

			Eldi is craning her neck to get a peek at the thing, straining against the carrier, and on impulse I unbuckle it and place her on the floor. She’s hard to hold on to when she wants to be set down, superstrength powers and all. Though I suppose you could say that about all toddlers. And I’m feeling contrary about my parenting judgment being questioned. She’s perfectly safe. The man, however, is quite concerned.

			“Watch out, that thing’s dangerous!” he yelps as the vacuum suddenly whirs to life and whizzes straight over to Eldi. She pets it like a cat as it sits docilely in front of her, emitting a funny clicking noise, almost a purring.

			“My cat hates it,” the man mutters, not taking his eyes off the vacuum.

			“Well,” Calvin says gently, “cats generally do hate vacuums.”

			“This thing is different,” the man insists. “It’s not a normal vacuum.” He’s grabbed a spatula and a pan lid off the counter, holding them in front of himself like a sword and shield. “It scorched the carpet, carved up the hardwood. Doesn’t clean a damn speck of dust.”

			“Did you call customer service?” I ask.

			“Of course.” The man grunts, sounding annoyed. “I had to track down a number off a vacuum website. It was a real pain in the ass. They say they can’t do anything; there’s no serial number. They claim it’s a fake, that I’m trying to get money on a false claim.”

			“Why not get rid of it?” Calvin asks.

			“I tried that. It keeps coming back.”

			“What do you mean?” I ask.

			“I put it in the trash one pickup day. But it was back by evening. Thought maybe I was getting old and forgot and didn’t put it in there after all.” His face flushes red at this confession. “But then two more times it happened, and I’m sure I put it in the bin. It’s not me losing my marbles.”

			“How else did you try to get rid of it?” I say as I watch Eldi climb onto the flat top of the round vacuum and ride it around the kitchen as it traces the patterns on the floor.

			“I tried to burn it. Still works. I threw it in the pond out back. The damn thing left a trail of pond water all the way through the house and a dead goldfish in the mudroom. I tried to smash it with a hammer and it didn’t leave a dent, so I tried to run it over with the car. Had to replace two of my tires, but the vacuum doesn’t have a scratch.” He’s still clutching the spatula and lid so hard that his knuckles are turning white. “Look, I called my priest, and he told me it sounded like I need a psychiatrist, not an exorcist, but I’m not so sure. I want the damn thing gone before it burns down my house or kills me in my sleep or something. The tires⁠—after I ran it over⁠—they looked like something slashed them with a knife.”

			The vacuum glides up to my feet, and Eldi steps carefully off it, raising her hands to me. “Mine,” she says as I scoop her up. My phone vibrates, and I instinctively pull it from my pocket to check, a bad habit, but one I can’t break. It’s an email. I read the subject line: “my kid’s tablet is cursed, pls help⁠—missouri.” Ours, my inner voice answers Eldi. I make a split-second decision.

			“I’ll waive my investigatory fee if I can have the vacuum.”

			Eldi bounces with glee in my arms at the words. Calvin shoots me a look of surprise but doesn’t comment.

			“Would have given it to you for free, but I won’t argue,” the man says with a shake of his head. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
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			iPad Baby

			I can’t keep my mind off AI revolution and robotic vacuum overlords. My thoughts stray toward a battlefield, ten thousand little robotic vacuums popping tank tires and burning mysterious patterns into corpses. Maybe I’m being dramatic, letting my imagination get the better of me, but I almost wish I’d let Calvin drive with the vacuum. I keep thinking about the email as we head to our camp for the night. The woman who messaged me replied almost instantly when I asked if tomorrow would be too soon for a visit. Apparently, that isn’t soon enough; she’s eager to fix the problem and get her kid back to watching videos. But I want to check out the vacuum first, so tomorrow it is.

			Calvin and I agreed to meet up in the evening to check out the haunted vacuum in our downtime. I’m distracted, waffling about whether to tell Calvin about the email or make a covert detour tomorrow to pick up the tablet on my own. How can I explain the sixth sense that’s warning me something big is impending? I’m trying to convince myself I’m being paranoid.

			Our campground is empty save for Calvin, Eldi, and me and our Winnebago-Airstream convoy. It’s more of a defunct parking lot, but it will do for the night. Calvin has his own generator to run his Airstream essentials. I have my inexplicably magic Winnebago that’s never low on gas; doesn’t even run on gas. I’m not sure what powers Winnie, and some things are best not to waste time thinking about. I half expect to come across a mini nuclear reactor in the bowels of her basement someday. For Calvin’s sake, I pretend I have a generator, and he doesn’t ask too many questions. He’s a naturally curious human, but he questions so little about the Winnebago that I wonder if Eldi’s shielding watch covers Winnie and perhaps me too. Life has too many mysteries, and I’m so preoccupied that I let Calvin take the first shift of vacuum investigation.

			“Bring it back in an hour,” I say. “I have some ideas.” I don’t, not a single thought in my head that isn’t anxiety based, but I don’t want it out of my possession long.

			Another email pings my phone, and this time I recognize the sender’s address. They send me information from time to time. Their messages are always cryptic. They can read as warnings or threats depending on how you look at them. I don’t trust the sender because I don’t know their motivations, but I do know their information is accurate and, therefore, valuable. This time they’ve sent only a single line of text⁠—”chicken little or the boy who cried wolf?”⁠—along with several links and attachments.

			“Great, so helpful, thanks,” I mutter aloud. “Next time say what you mean for once.”

			I skim the linked articles and papers. News items from across the globe. “Increased UFO presence in the skies leads to uptick in 911 calls,” one headline reads. Another: “Cattle mutilations in Teller County have locals worried.” There’s a story about crop circles making a resurgence in England. Men-in-black sightings in Nicaragua. Chupacabras in Texas. Texas always has Chupacabra sightings. It’s always mangy coyotes.

			But I must admit, that’s a lot of activity. It’s concerning.

			Calvin knocks on the door well before his hour of vacuum custody is up. He’s carrying two beers, so I guess I’ll let him inside. Once he sets the vacuum down, it immediately scurries away and circuits the Winnebago, investigating every corner while Eldi trails it. It could be an eager little beagle, sniffing out crumbs in every corner. I eye it warily as it pauses by the wall panel that leads to the basement, but it putters on after a slight pause.

			“Here, you earned both.” Calvin sounds disgruntled as he hands me the beers. “The Chupacabra wasn’t real, and I don’t know where to start with this vacuum.”

			“Biscotti was so vicious, I think I would rather tangle with a real Chupacabra.” I twist open the beers and hand him one. “So I guess you deserve one of these too.”

			Something plagues him. He doesn’t crack a smile, only takes a long swig before speaking.

			“That thing . . . something is up with it.”

			“I told you it was more legit than the Chupacabra sighting.”

			“Reggie, I’m serious. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

			That twinge of worry resurfaces. When I say nothing, he continues, never looking at me. His gaze follows the vacuum.

			“It doesn’t have a charging port, for one. But it runs anyway. No logos. I looked up every vacuum manual I could find. Horribly dull reading, by the way. I can’t find this specific model anywhere, not that it has a model number or anything identifying on it. It only does a half-ass job of pretending to be a vacuum⁠—I couldn’t get it to clean anything.”

			“Maybe there’s a battery⁠—”

			“Nope, no batteries, no power source I’m familiar with.”

			“Maybe it’s generic. The serial numbers filed off for some vacuum-selling scheme.” I’m not a fucking idiot, but I know I sound like one as soon as the words leave my lips. To Calvin’s credit, he doesn’t even roll his eyes.

			“I’m telling you, that thing doesn’t run on anything I know about. I don’t think it’s man-made.”

			A shiver runs down my spine. I think of Eldi saying, “Mine.” Of how eager she was to see it. Of how eager it seemed to see her. Whether or not I want to admit it, it’s got to be connected to her. I’m not sure I believe in coincidence.

			Magically imbued objects exist; I’ve dealt with one in the past. They’re exceedingly rare and dangerous. This doesn’t seem like that. It doesn’t have that dark, energy-sucking feeling. A vacuum that doesn’t suck anything, dust or energy. How useless.

			“Is it alive?” I say hesitantly, thinking of the Winnebago’s occasional hints of sentience.

			“I don’t think so,” Calvin says, frowning. “Maybe,” he amends quietly, and takes another long swig of his beer. “It seems to want to come over here no matter what I do. Anytime I set it down anywhere in the Airstream, it made a beeline for the door. And it did the same anytime I set it down outside⁠—made a mad dash for the Winnebago.”

			“It seems content here,” I say, stating the obvious.

			The vacuum has completed its circuit, and it settles itself in front of the panel to Winnie’s back rooms before appearing to power down with a funny little ditty. I don’t know what else to say without explaining Eldi to Calvin.

			“You think it’s safe to have in here with you and Eldi?” he asks.

			Snarling, I bristle at the implication that I can’t handle myself or Eldi or possible danger. “It’s a robotic vacuum. What’s it going to do? Clean my floors while I sleep?” I say sarcastically, despite all the evidence that this isn’t a simple vacuum.

			Calvin holds his hands up defensively. “I’m only saying it seems overly interested in Eldi, and it was burning hardwood floors and cutting designs on carpet, maybe popping tires. There’s obviously more to it than we know.” His look of concern only serves to piss me off.

			“I’m sure we’ll be fine,” I say shortly.

			He sits quietly for a long time, finishes his beer, never takes his eyes off the vacuum lying inert on the floor. I wonder what internal debate is raging inside him. He hides it well, but traces of it flit across his face.

			“There’s something else,” he says. “I got a call from an unknown number. They mentioned you and Eldi. By name.”

			My blood runs cold. “What did they say?”

			“Just . . . it sounded like a threat. They disguised their voice, but why would they call me unless it was to warn me?”

			“Calvin. What did they say?”

			“They said, ‘She knows about Eldi. She’s looking for her. Tell Regina.’ And then they hung up. Does that mean anything to you?” His eyes meet mine, and I refuse to look away from his stare.

			“Not really,” I say, my mind racing. I have a few theories. Calvin must have a few, too, and he’s clocked the use of my full name. No one uses that anymore.

			“They said ‘she,’ though.” He seems almost to be talking to himself now. He looks up, worry written in every line of his face. “What’s the story with Eldi’s father?” he asks quietly. He looks guilty to even be asking. I think he’s made up his own story in his head about that. How off-base he is, he’ll never know.

			It’s not the worst cover story, all things considered, so I roll with it.

			“He’d take her if he found her,” I say slowly, making sure I consider what I’m going to say, trying to weave enough truth in order to cover the lies. To limit my lies, to keep my story straight. “I keep a low profile. It’s safer for both of us.”

			And safer for you too, I add. But only in my head, because I can’t explain that statement easily.

			“What about the rest of your family?” Calvin asks cautiously. “Your parents?”

			“Not in the picture,” I say. I can’t hide the venom in my voice.

			He watches me closely but says nothing more about family. It hasn’t escaped him that I coldly shut down any such inquiries. That I can’t hide my ire when forced to speak of them.

			After a beat, he changes subjects. “I got an email today. Another vacuum malfunctioning, only a few hours south of here. I’m stopping. You in?”

			I decide to loop Calvin in at least a bit. I can only hope the loop doesn’t turn into a noose.

			“Only if we stop in Missouri as well. I got an email today too. There’s a kid’s tablet that’s apparently cursed.”

			“Great, maybe it’s the start of the AI revolution,” Calvin says with a short laugh, not knowing he’s read my mind.

			“Not funny,” I say, thinking of dead goldfish, popped tires, and scared cats.
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			The second vacuum is virtually indistinguishable from the first. It, too, seems drawn to Eldi, which makes me nervous, but they seem harmless enough so far. I rationalize that Eldi herself could be perceived as dangerous, but she isn’t unless you’re a goat. Perhaps the vacuums are only dangerous if you’re a goldfish. Or a car tire. I’m neither, so I pay double what the vacuum cost and waive my fee yet again to take it with us.

			It’s late afternoon by the time we get to Missouri, where a flustered young mom of three tells me they bought the tablet online for cheap.

			“I can’t find the website anymore, and I’m afraid this tablet is hacked or something. We can’t unlock it, and it keeps singing in foreign languages, making strange noises, I don’t know. And whenever my two-year-old picks it up, it flashes a light at him. I’m worried some weirdo online is taking pictures. But my mom says it’s something demonic cursing us, since we won’t go to church.”

			“And you tried getting rid of it, but it keeps popping up?” Calvin says.

			“How did you know? That’s the only reason I started to believe my mom’s right, that it’s cursed instead of hacked. It’s spooky how it sticks around. I tried calling the police. They laughed at me. I even tried to fill out some online reports to the FBI, anyone who might listen. But y’all are the only ones who would.”

			Calvin tries to unlock the tablet, then inspects it for, I’m sure, a charging port. He gives me a meaningful look. There isn’t one.

			“Do you have the charging cord?” I ask casually.

			“It’s never needed to be recharged,” the mom says as she gets her youngest a snack.

			“That seemed normal to you?” Calvin asks.

			She frowns. “Now that you mention it, no, but⁠—” she begins, before another child distracts her.

			Eldi climbs from my lap over to Calvin, surprising us all, given her prickly tendencies toward anyone who isn’t me. She tolerates Calvin, but she’s never sought him out before. She places her hand on the tablet screen, and a brilliant green light, laser-like, shoots from the top and scans her face up and down.

			“That there!” the mom yelps. “It does that every time Dante tries to use it!” She gestures to her youngest, the two-year-old, who appears roughly the same age as Eldi does on the surface.

			The screen of the tablet unlocks, and the opening credits of Chicken Little scroll across the screen as Eldi peers at it.

			“It’s never done that before,” the mom whispers, clearly unnerved. “We don’t even have anything installed because we couldn’t ever unlock it.”

			Eldi looks unconcerned and watches her movie in silence.

			The mother won’t accept payment for the tablet.

			“I’m half convinced it will show back up once you leave. Plus, I feel bad giving you something that might be dangerous.”

			I tell her not to worry, and as we leave, I pop into the mailbox an envelope with enough cash to cover the device.

			“Where do you get money to do that?” Calvin asks. “Supernatural investigation isn’t exactly a well-paying profession.”

			I wave my hand. “I’ve told you. Investments, stock markets, and stuff.”

			Calvin has had his suspicions about me since we met. Probably before, actually, given how much he likes to research. It must annoy him to no end how little he can find about me. Sometimes I wonder if that’s why he sticks around. He can’t stand to leave the mystery of me unsolved. The truth is, I came by my riches rather unethically by some standards. But it’s justifiable in my view.

			I worked a few cases for a billionaire a while back. The kind of person who has so much money they don’t even notice when someone funnels away enough to live off for the rest of their life. Or if they notice, they don’t care. I’m not sure which version of the story I’d prefer to be true. I refuse to feel bad about it, because the things they asked me to do were more than unethical. Nobody comes by that kind of money honestly.

			The way I see it, the best penance is using what I can for good in the world. It allows me to live in obscurity too. It’s a rare person who digs enough into my life, like Calvin, to even deduce I’m well off. My Robin Hood lifestyle is what made Calvin change his mind about me. It’s the only bit of truth about my past that I can afford to let him know. And I didn’t even mean for him to find out.
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			Meet Uncute

			Calvin and I had a less than auspicious start, as far as friendships go. The better part of a decade ago, I’d left Eldi to her own devices for the night and gone out to a bar. Babysitters aren’t really an option, and Eldi can take care of herself anyway. My primary concern is appearances. The last thing I need is a worried citizen calling the police, so usually I bring Manny the mannequin up from the basement and let him have the run of the Winnebago while I’m gone so, from a distance, it looks like an adult is present.

			Calvin and I met in this little hole-in-the-wall, a monster-themed bar, up in Washington state wine country. I was investigating a spate of lake-monster sightings and was trying to hear the local gossip. I’d heard about Calvin; his podcast was really taking off, and he was getting a ton of traction and listeners. A majority of his fan base follows him for his engaging yet stringent scientific methods. But a segment of his fans follows him for a less pure reason. I’m ashamed to say I’m in both camps, but I lie and tell Calvin I never listen to his show, and I follow his social media with a fake profile.

			His podcast is his main thing, but he does live streams on his social pages sometimes when he works on his research, and I wasn’t lying when I said he’s hot. He pretends he doesn’t know, but he’s always posting subtle thirst traps on his personal pages, wooing online fans with Hozier and Noah Kahan covers on his banjo. He knows more Chappell Roan lyrics than I do. Then he invites everyone to listen to his podcast and breaks out the nerd glasses and science talk for his Debunker video episodes. Someone started calling him “Data Daddy,” for fuck’s sake. I’ve seen him scoping out themed merchandise to capitalize on it. I should really get the jump on him and start selling it myself on the sly.

			But the bar in Washington was early days, and while I’d heard of him, I didn’t recognize him when he hit on me, as I’ve never been great at remembering or recognizing faces and am even worse at reading facial expressions. And he hit on me first, for the record. I wasn’t expecting or looking for a hookup, what with Manny and Eldi waiting for me at the Winnebago, but then I’m not one to turn down casual fun, either, so it wasn’t an immediate no.

			Calvin didn’t play any games, just walked right up and⁠—with a pointed up-and-down look⁠—said, “Have time for a beer?”

			“How presumptuous of you,” I said.

			“As if you weren’t checking me out from the minute I walked in.”

			“That obvious, hmm?” I replied. I try to be more subtle, checking out men when I’m rolling with my he/him self like I was that evening. Not that I can’t hold my own, but there are a lot of assholes in the world to watch out for.

			“Maybe, but I notice details. And we’re in a gay bar.”

			“Ah,” I said, taking a second look around. “Well, you might be observant, but apparently I could do with practice.”

			When he started to pull back, I quickly clarified. “Don’t worry, I’m not straight. Not entirely sure where you’d place me on the gender and sexuality spectrum.”

			Calvin only shrugged like it didn’t matter, and that was when I got my first hint he was much more than a pretty face. That was when I fell the tiniest bit in love with him. That was when I began seriously plotting. Maybe I could convince Eldi and Manny to spend the night in the basement.

			“Calvin St. James,” he said then, by way of introduction. My plotting screeched to a halt. I snorted my beer up my nose and knew immediately there could be no casual for the two of us.

			“Reggie,” I said, trying to recover.

			“Reggie,” he said with a frown, suddenly pulling back and repeating my name. I watched him look me up and down a second time in a much different way, saw the gears turning in his head.

			“Regina Quinn,” he said when I remained silent. “That’s who you are, isn’t it?”

			“Never Regina, just Reggie. Heard of me?” I asked, playing dumb.

			He would have heard of me, but I was always careful to maintain my privacy so no one ever put my face and name together. I preferred to be known as “that traveling investigator with the camper” rather than by any name. My voice only ever hit the airwaves disguised; my face never appeared on screen as more than a blurred-out blob. I hid behind my NDAs and lies and let the outlandish rumors build so if the truth ever emerged, it wouldn’t be believed anyway. Sometimes I pretended to be just an assistant instead of myself or gave a random name. The mystique worked for me. People interested in the supernatural or plagued by something paranormal tended to be either desperate or quirky enough to willingly hire the anonymous investigator recommended on the back corners of the internet. Sure, sometimes this meant the pay was shitty, but I racked up my money early on, and that afforded me the freedom to try to even my karmic score a little bit. I wasted plenty of my time on hoaxers who wanted to get their fifteen minutes of fame and refused to cough up my investigation fee. And other times, the only payment I got was the palpable relief on someone’s face after I banished whatever had been haunting them, whether real or imaginary. Every client like that let me hold my own ghosts at bay a little longer.

			I was an early listener of Calvin’s podcast. I knew already that he thought people like me were problematic, spreading conspiracy and misinformation by believing in the supernatural. He’d called me out by name. It was one reason I had him on my radar; I didn’t need my name shouted out across the airwaves, and I knew I’d have to nip that kind of attention in the bud. It was immensely frustrating that Calvin thought I wanted to prove to the entire world that magic is real and cryptids exist. I simply wanted to protect it all and quietly tuck it back into shadow. I only wanted to be left out of it.

			“I know exactly who you are,” Calvin said. It sounded like an accusation.

			“Are you sure about that?” I said, knowing he never would know anything about me. Never could know, if I wanted either of us to be safe.

			He sneered, smacking his beer bottle down on the counter too hard, foam fizzing up the bottle neck. “I know you play pretend and charge people good money to believe in your fake monsters and hauntings.”

			Even though I knew that I should have left it alone, and that his end goal would only further mine along, I bristled at his misconception of me.

			“Because your charging them to pretend you can debunk anything with science is fine? Tell me, do you always get solid answers? Never find something you couldn’t disprove? Do you repay your fee then? You get your money from somewhere too,” I said sweetly, sliding the napkin dispenser toward him and silently fuming.

			“I suppose you’re here telling everyone the lake monsters are real and you’ll provide some blurry photos for a fee?” He jerked a handful of napkins from the dispenser and scrubbed at the counter before he took an aggressive swig of his beer.

			“Yep. Caught me. Gonna download some poor-quality pictures of whale penises off the internet and say it’s the Loch Ness Monster come to Washington. I bet I could charge five hundred dollars for that.”

			He choked on his beer.

			We spent the rest of the evening bickering until Calvin was so annoyed with me that he left. I told myself it was better we weren’t friends. Especially if we ended up following any more of the same cases. We lived in uneasy tension for months. Calvin was determined to make me his archnemesis, constantly angry at me for stealing his cases when we showed up to the same investigations more often than coincidence could account for. I only sometimes regretted not giving him a false name, sleeping with him when I had the chance, and making him hate me even more.

			The investigation when everything changed was a potential haunting in Georgia. A sweet little lady who was convinced the spirit of her late husband was haunting their home. Judging by the daughter’s lengthy email, he was a terrible human. There was no ghost, only a very dead but not forgotten man. I knew that going in.

			Calvin actually was the first one asked to investigate. I sent Eldi to snatch his notepad with the case notes. She’s had him wrapped around her finger from the get-go. Even when he hated me, he was always polite and kind to her. To be fair, Calvin was right when he accused me of poaching his cases. Besides using Eldi as a spy (because no one suspects the toddler to be capable of such duplicity), I’d also stuck a tracker to his Airstream. I wasn’t trying to be invasive, I swear. I wanted to keep an eye on him and make sure he never opened up a can of worms that I had to clean up. Calvin isn’t a bad person. He’s idealistic to a fault, and someday he’s going to reach out a helping hand to something that will bite first and ask questions later.

			So I followed him down to Georgia, and, boy, was he pissed when I pulled up in the driveway behind him. He must have been having a bad day, because he usually kept his cool in front of others. Not this time. His demeanor didn’t do him any favors. Charlotte, the client, lived alone on a goat farm, of all places. Eldi greedily stared out the window, drool already dripping down her little fangs onto her chin as she spotted a herd of at least fifty roaming beyond the fencing.

			“Absolutely not. No goats. You eat one right under Calvin’s nose and he will become a major problem for us.”

			In the end, I didn’t trust her self-control, and I strapped her into the baby carrier, trying to ignore her muttered curses in Portuguese and French. She was in a romance-language phase that month. Calvin tried so hard to hide his soft spot for Eldi, but even when he hated me, I saw his eyes twinkle every time he looked at her⁠—even when she was cursing him out in foreign languages and scowling in his direction.

			Calvin was being a bit of a dick, to tell you the truth, and he made me look fantastic in comparison, never mind that nobody had asked for my help. He was furious, but it manifested as arrogance and condescension that did nothing to impress Charlotte. All in all, it was a horribly unproductive start to this case.

			Eldi struggled against the carrier as I tried to converse with Charlotte.

			“Oh, poor dear, is she teething?” she asked, spotting the drool running down Eldi’s chin.

			Eldi was gnawing ferociously on the carrier’s shoulder strap, eyes on the goat standing at the sliding glass back door like a dog waiting to be let in. I could only hope Charlotte didn’t let the thing inside.

			“Something like that, yeah,” I managed, spitting out a hunk of Eldi’s hair that had found its way into my mouth as she desperately squirmed.

			“Why don’t you hand her over to Dad while we talk, so you get a break?” she said, throwing Calvin a disapproving glare.

			He turned a marvelous shade of crimson and started sputtering. Eldi growled at him, baring her teeth, suddenly content to be still in my arms. If Charlotte hadn’t been a seventy-year-old grieving widow, I would have kissed her.

			“He’s just a coworker, not this one’s dad,” I said after a short pause to savor Calvin’s discomfort.

			“Hmm,” Charlotte said, glaring daggers at Calvin, not convinced by his denials of responsibility. I wasn’t feeling charitable enough to defend him further. “Rough years to be doing it alone,” she went on, squinting at me over her glasses.

			“We get by,” I said.

			“Are you still nursing her? That was all my little ones wanted for comfort when they were teething, but it sure made things uncomfortable for me.”

			I couldn’t hold in the involuntary squeak of agony that left my mouth at the mere thought of Eldi’s teeth anywhere near my more delicate anatomy.

			“No, no, no! I, uh⁠—she’s on, um, goat’s milk⁠—she has allergies.”

			“Oh, maybe she’d like to see the goats later,” Charlotte said. “I raise them and run a little dairy business, you know.”

			Eldi was positively quivering with excitement at the prospect.

			The haunting turned out to be nonexistent, as I expected. A few recordings of the scratching noises coming from inside the walls and the rattling that reverberated around the house were the only concrete evidence Charlotte could offer. She didn’t seem the type to scare easily, and I didn’t want to imagine the things her late husband had done to leave her so fearful of him after he was already gone. Calvin insisted it was just a drafty old house and rodents. I was sure he was right, but I had a different method than Calvin did to fix the problem for Charlotte. I listened. Calvin scoffed.

			Charlotte finally snapped at Calvin that she preferred my techniques and insisted she’d be paying me to investigate instead. So that was what I did. Calvin left and missed my using EMF meters and thermal cameras to show her the house wasn’t haunted. Exactly what he would have done. When that didn’t convince her, I didn’t push. Instead, I gave her a little amulet and said a spell from a dusty old book Winnie coughed up for me. It wasn’t real magic, since it was unnecessary and not to mention dangerous.

			All of it was bullshit, but it made her feel better. And of course, Calvin saw through his Airstream window when I handed the amulet over at the door and watched as I returned with the spell book to the Winnebago. Charlotte was so grateful, she even gave Eldi the stuffed goat that eventually became Goat, capital G, who still goes with her everywhere. It’s the only time I’ve ever heard Eldi say thank you. Goat was much cleaner back in those days. He still had both shiny black eyes, and his coat was clean, a pristine white.

			As soon as Charlotte walked back inside, Calvin emerged from his Airstream and stomped over to me.

			“What’s wrong with you?” he screeched. “Don’t you have any morals at all?”

			“Don’t you? You were an absolute arrogant, condescending ass to her! She was so terrified of her husband, she can’t let it go even after he’s dead.”

			Calvin had the grace to look abashed at that, but he didn’t answer, just clenched his jaw and shuffled back to his camper to pout while I quietly got down to the real work. A few online video tutorials and a trip to a hardware store later had Eldi and me headed out for a little late-night breaking and entering. Lucky for us, Charlotte removed her hearing aids at night and took sleeping pills to boot. She was that frightened of the after-dark noises. With minimal swearing and sweating, I changed out the furnace filter⁠—which I knew from the jump was the source of the weird noises in the night⁠—while Eldi crept around the house, hunting mice.

			We almost got away with it too. I’d already locked the front door behind me when I remembered the cash Charlotte had given me for the investigation fee. I didn’t want to waste time breaking in again, so I attempted to shove the bills into the front door’s mail slot⁠—not an easy task when also trying to manage a bag of dead mice, a dirty air filter that wouldn’t fit in my backpack, and a carrier with a sound-asleep Eldi snoring loudly in my ear.

			I didn’t hear Calvin until he was right behind me.

			“What do you think you’re doing?” he hissed, his voice mere inches from my ear.

			I resisted the impulse to scream, but instinctively whirled and lunged out, smacking him across the chest with the bag of dead mice. The money flew from my grasp, bills scattering across the porch.

			“What the fuck are you doing here?” I said, deciding whether I was more scared or pissed.

			“Were you giving her the money back?” he asked, voice unreadable, eyes falling on the cash scattered around our feet.

			I scrambled to collect it and shoved it unceremoniously through the mail slot, hoping Calvin wouldn’t notice it was more like quadruple the fee Charlotte had paid me.

			“Yes,” I said. “I don’t need it, but it made her feel better to pay me. This way everyone saves face. I meant to sneak it into her purse, but I forgot. She gave Eldi a stuffed goat.” I was annoyed at being caught out and accidentally spilling too much information. I don’t do what I do for recognition. I do it for penance. Because it’s the right thing to do.

			“You changed the furnace filter?” he said, frowning at the item in my dusty hands.

			“No, Eldi and the ghost did.” I rolled my eyes. “Of course I changed it!”

			“Why?”

			“Because her asshole husband died before he fixed it.”

			“And what’s in the bag?”

			“Dead mice. From the walls.”

			He recoiled. “You hit me with a bag of dead mice?”

			“You snuck up on me in the dark. You’re lucky I didn’t pepper spray your face.”

			“Fair enough,” he said.

			His tone was mild, careful. I hadn’t heard him sound so neutral since we’d first met, all those months back. We stood in silence for a moment longer, me glowering and Calvin with a strange look on his face I couldn’t begin to understand.

			When he finally broke the silence, he held out a hand. “Let’s go back to camp before someone calls the cops. Hand over the dead mice. You don’t want Eldi getting hantavirus or something.” He took the old filter from my hands too. “You’re carrying enough,” he said, nodding at Eldi, still dead asleep in the carrier.

			“Thanks,” I said quietly. “Email her daughter back and tell her to get her mom a cat.”
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			Noises in the Night

			The vacuums are definitely fucking possessed, full of demons. Or something. Whatever the case, I’m intrigued.

			I lock them both inside the Winnebago’s depths after we stop over the Kansas border. We’re camping out by a cornfield, far enough away from anyone and anyplace that it’d be quiet, lonely even, if it weren’t for the psychotic vacuums running rampant. I’m lucky that Winnie can drive herself, because I was more than distracted chasing vacuums that kept opening cupboards and drawers and dragging my things everywhere. Eldi watched the proceedings with great interest when she wasn’t immersed in cartoons on the tablet. The tablet that still won’t work for anyone but her. I had to plop Manny in the driver’s seat, in case someone noticed a Winnebago steering itself down a highway. A dark Jeep with tinted windows tried to get alongside us too many times today to be coincidence.

			Calvin is busy recording a podcast episode. There’s no way I can convince him to stay quiet about these peculiar electronics malfunctioning left and right, but at least he’s waiting to air it until he’s found out more information. He’s got a lead on a smart-home hub in Colorado, and I’m hoping it’s the last of our stops before I go deal with the werewolves in Yellowstone. The longer I wait, the likelier a werewolf epidemic becomes. But something tells me it would be a mistake to drop the trail of haunted gizmos.

			I scour the Winnebago’s library for anything that might shed some light on the vacuums. It’s useless. I’ve never seen anything like these things. The closest is Eldi’s watch, but after many years, even that’s still a mystery. The lab equipment gets me precisely nowhere, since I don’t know what tests to run. Nothing shows up on an X-ray or a CT scan. I won’t risk the MRI machine. They aren’t magnetic, and I can’t scratch or dent them. Microwaving one has no effect, though I do succeed in breaking the old kitchen appliance. I can’t keep them in the freezer or oven even if I hold the doors shut, and that’s how I make the unsettling discovery that the vacuums are strong enough to overpower me. I try casting a circle of protection with some salt, and all I find out is that the fuckers can vacuum if they feel like proving a point.

			By now I’ve accumulated an audience. Eldi sits in a half-stuffed old beanbag chair, contorting her limbs in that unsettling way that’s only comfortable before the age of twelve. She’s making whistling sounds, humming nonsense words under her breath. Bandit waddles from hiding spot to hiding spot, surreptitiously reaching out a paw to stroke their shiny carapaces anytime one of the vacuums strays close enough to touch. Manny sits and watches the proceedings silently.

			“Well, what do you think?” I ask Eldi.

			“Helper,” she replies.

			“You want to help?”

			“No,” Eldi says, her voice dripping with disdain, as if she suspects me of being purposely dense. “Helper.” She enunciates carefully.

			“You don’t want to help?” I don’t know how anyone communicates successfully with toddlers. It’s like we aren’t even speaking the same language.

			“No! Helper!” Eldi shouts with a growl, taking out her frustration with a rapid lap around the room, startling Bandit from his latest hiding spot and sending a pile of stacked boxes tumbling. I wince at the sound of many small things rolling off in every direction. I’ll be finding pieces of whatever that is all over the basement for the next decade.

			“Maybe if I try magic?” I muse. If these things are alive, perhaps they can tether. I’m sure there’re a few spells I could poke them with, see if that gets a reaction.

			Manny cocks his head at me.

			“I shouldn’t,” I tell him. “You don’t know what you’re asking me to do.”

			Manny gestures with his hand as if to say, “Go on, explain, then.”

			I can feel myself entering professor mode. But Eldi, Manny, and even Bandit are looking at me with rapt attention. Class is in session, I think wryly. It’s been a while since I explained the intricacies of my favorite subject to upturned little faces like this, I realize with a pang.

			“Maybe you’re right. Maybe I should. Magic’s just leftover energy, after all. Whatever the universe doesn’t need. Entropy maybe? Leftovers. All the unusable energy, not so unusable after all, stored away in some metaphorical pocket realm. Energy there for the taking.”

			“Take,” Eldi says emphatically.

			“I could, but it’s dangerous.” Not everyone can use magic, but I was born with an aptitude for bending magic to my will. Mostly it runs in bloodlines, but some people find another doorway in⁠—werewolves, for example, are made, not born.

			Manny and Eldi share a look. Manny shrugs. They don’t understand why it’s dangerous.

			“There’s a cost; there always is. Pieces of yourself, what you’re willing to give back to the void in return. The bigger the magic, the more energy you need, the more of yourself you risk losing.”

			With a pop, Manny detaches one of his arms at the elbow, holds it out to me.

			“Thanks, but I didn’t mean like that. Not literally.”

			I hide how touched I am by the gesture while Manny reattaches his arm.

			“The real danger with magic is in falling into it, getting lost, alone in its depths. You need people, tethers, to keep you human, keep you earth-side. It’s too tempting to return to stardust or the essence of the universe or whatever magic truly is. Tethering is a delicate balancing act of proximity and strong relationships. That’s where the old-school stories about witch covens originate.”

			“Bitch,” Eldi says, nodding sagely at me.

			“Rude, and I said ‘witch,’ not ‘bitch.’ But you have a point⁠—sometimes I fit in both categories.”

			“Me?” Eldi inquires.

			“I don’t think you’re magical,” I tell Eldi. She glares at me. “No offense. But if you ever discover you are, just remember the most important rule: You need a tether.”

			Back when I practiced magic, I had a gift for tethering. Distance and intimacy meant little to me. I could tether anyone with ease, like the world’s most magical parasite. But I try to follow the polite convention, and I don’t have anyone to tether with now, so in the end I don’t think it’s worth the risk to mess with. Death by entropy is not on my to-do list today.

			I can almost feel it, at the far edges of my mind, that call to try magic anyway. Come here, open that doorway, come back. Familiar as the closest family, like old friends beckoning, trying to lure me in. I’m smart enough to know that if I crack myself open, let any magic through, I might fall into a trap of my own making. But I can’t say the siren call isn’t tempting.

			“No magic,” I say, making up my mind that I can’t be trusted not to push too far. “Class dismissed,” I tell Eldi and Manny. Bandit has already scurried off to gather up whatever small things fell earlier, an addition for his treasure hoard.

			I stare both vacuums down. “The undead raccoon cleans more than you two; you should be ashamed. Now take me to your leader,” I joke.

			Maybe they’ll roam somewhere and show me something important. They don’t. They seem content to sit peacefully now that I want them to move. Eventually, I lock them in the basement cell I use for transporting and holding dangerous items and creatures. It’s the safest spot for them. Nothing has ever escaped that cage. And though I confidently told Calvin they wouldn’t murder us, the chances are never zero. I try to bring the tablet down too⁠—just in case. But Eldi lets me know in no uncertain terms that I’d lose a finger or two if I tried to pry it away from her.

			Calvin’s still in his Airstream when darkness falls, and I give up on the vacuum investigation and decide to call it an early night. I keep remembering the Jeep, but I haven’t seen it since early afternoon, and I made sure we weren’t tailed to our campsite. I try in vain to reassure myself that it was someone coincidentally traveling the common highway in the same direction. Maybe they caught a glimpse of Manny and were curious. Maybe I saw several similar-looking Jeeps and I’m being paranoid to assume it was the same one each time. It’s too many maybes in a row for my comfort, though. No matter how much I try to convince myself otherwise, I feel like I’m being watched. It’s got to be the cornfields and one too many horror movies. Today I got another email from my mystery contact too. More cryptic bullshit, more high strangeness. None of these thoughts are conducive to a good night’s rest.

			Eldi snores in her loft while I lie awake under the covers and hope if I stay still enough, I’ll succumb to sleep eventually. There’s the smallest of noises. I think I’m imagining things. But it happens again. A scraping and a small click. The door to the basement, the secret panel, opens by increments with a faint creak. Thank fuck I never put WD-40 on the hinges like I’ve been meaning to for years.

			I look out from under my lashes. I can’t do anything about my heart pounding in my ears, but I keep my breathing even, slow, steady. A patch of shadow breaks away from the darkness at the base of the open basement door. It’s one of the fucking robot vacuums.

			I almost sigh with relief, tensing to throw off the covers and lock the thing back in the basement. But then the second one appears at the top of the dark doorway into my room. Somehow it’s moving along the wall as if unaffected by the basic laws of gravity. Now I understand Calvin’s uneasiness. There’s something very wrong, something unnatural about those vacuums. They are alive. They are creatures. Every instinct tells me to run screaming out of the Winnebago, but the memory of being effortlessly pushed aside during my earlier experiments holds me back. I’m no longer sure survival is a given if these things are determined.

			At first, I don’t understand where the extra shadows are coming from, the threads of darkness that swirl all around the room. My heart stutters as I realize long appendages are extending from the vacuum on the ground and exploring the space, reaching into every corner before retracting silently back into the vacuum shells like some sort of octopus-turtle hybrid.

			All at once, the one on the wall has a full set of skittering jointed legs, and it scuttles spiderlike onto the foot of my bed. The second one performs a nearly identical metamorphosis and scrambles up the wall and all the way across the ceiling to dangle directly above me; it moves almost too quickly to see.

			I always thought I’d fight if something like this happened to me. Turns out I freeze like a fawn. Maybe if I stay under the covers, I’ll be safe. I’m like a child; if I can’t see the monsters, they can’t see me. But I can’t stop looking. And they look back.

			The one on the ceiling is watching me. It lowers its vacuum carapace, suspended on a silvery wire, as thin as spider silk, hovering right above my face. I’m afraid to close my eyes. I’m afraid to open them, so I stay frozen, my eyes slit open.

			The one at my feet gently pushes and prods at my leg, as if it were trying to determine what I am and whether I’m a threat. It’s like a predator sniffing at lunch and deciding whether it’s hungry yet. I struggle to breathe steadily and keep my limbs from twitching. The one on the ceiling is inching closer and closer, a hairsbreadth away from brushing a metallic limb against my cheek, when Eldi lets out an immense snuffle.

			Both vacuums move toward her faster than I can blink, scrabbling crab-like with surprising agility. It’s then that I find I can move again, shaken out of my paralysis because I’m not letting them get Eldi. I grab for a broom that’s propped by the bedroom door because I was too lazy to put it away earlier, and now it’s the only excuse for a weapon close at hand. What a stupid mistake. If I make it through this, from now on, a knife will go under my pillow, a baseball bat under the bed, pepper spray in the nightstand. Something.

			What an elementary mistake, Regina. This is why weapons never come off, even when you sleep.

			I promise myself if I survive tonight, I won’t be so defenseless again.

			Only a second or two has passed, but by the time I reach the front of the Winnebago, both little vacuums are hovering over Eldi. One scans her with a green light, exactly like the tablet did earlier.

			“Get away from her!” I shout before I can think better of it.

			If vacuums could startle, these do. I flinch as one flings one of its tentacle extensions against my throat. Its glint in the dim light and its cold steel sting tell me it’s some kind of blade. I don’t back down, though I should. I’m outmatched, and we all know it.

			“If you hurt her, I’ll destroy you,” I whisper, afraid to even breathe too loudly as I feel the cold metal, sharp against my throat.

			It’s an empty threat, and they must know that too.

			The two little robots make the softest of clicking noises, then a chorus of musical notes, singing back and forth, as if they were communicating with each other. I can almost imagine the argument they’re having.

			Can you believe this human? I should get rid of it, the one holding me at knifepoint might be saying.

			Eldi snuffles again, and Goat falls from her grasp, tumbling to the floor. With a spurt of static, the Winnebago radio switches on, softly playing a song. Bob Marley croons “Three Little Birds” over the speakers⁠—a soothing background noise, a not-so-subtle message not to worry about a thing.

			The machine not holding a knifelike appendage to my throat makes a purring noise, reaches a tendril, and gently strokes Eldi’s face. Put that away; you’re scaring the human, I imagine it chiding its fellow.

			The other suddenly retracts its knife arm, still chittering and singing to itself. I huff in air with relief as an appendage picks up Goat and tucks him neatly back under Eldi’s arm.

			My worry for Eldi evaporates as the two little vacuums launch off the bed in a whirl of coiling octopus arms and flashing metal. One of the vacuums pauses, beckoning me. Well, are you coming or not? it might as well be saying. Winnie’s doors fly open of their own accord, and they putter off into the night. I don’t think these vacuums are going to hurt me anymore, so I follow them.

			They head for the cornfield at a steady clip. I stand in awe as the blades reappear and they mow down the stalks with speedy efficiency. I watch for hours. They move quickly and silently, with coordinated movements, a dance they both know well. When the patterns begin to take shape and I remember the burned floors and the cut carpets, I understand. Of course. Crop circles. They’ve been making crop circles all this time.
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			Doug & Dave

			Eldi is still sleeping when we return to the Winnebago as the first rays of light creep over the horizon. I leave her with the robots for guards⁠—no longer afraid of my new friends⁠—and I rush to knock on Calvin’s door. I can barely contain my excitement.

			He’s fast to answer. The door flies open, nearly knocking me off my feet. “Reggie? What’s wrong?”

			It’s only then that I realize my knocking was probably overenthusiastic. Calvin looks frantic; he’s shirtless, and his hair is sticking up at odd angles. I think it’s the first time I’ve seen him even slightly disheveled. I’m suddenly very conscious of my baggy and kind of dirty “Bigfoot is real” T-shirt and my holey pajama pants. The smell of nervous sweat wafts off me. Somehow Calvin outshines me even at his worst. It must be nice to be child-free and have time to work out instead of chasing down toddlers and burying goats in the forest.

			“Put on a shirt,” I blurt out. “You’re distracting.”

			His worried look dissipates, and exasperation edges into his voice. “Did you seriously drag me out of bed to criticize my pajamas?”

			“It’s about what you’re not wearing, not what you are wearing, but that’s not the point.” I cut him off before he can open his mouth to retort. “The vacuums! I figured out what they’re doing! Crop circles, they’re making crop circles. I think they’re trying to communicate with others like them. I followed Doug and Dave into the cornfield last night⁠—”

			“Who the hell are Doug and Dave?”

			“You know, the guys who made crop circles in the 1980s for fun. I named the vacuums after them. Anyway, I followed Doug and Dave⁠—the vacuums, not the old guys⁠—into the cornfield after they turned into spider robots and tried to kill me⁠—”

			“Wait, they did what?”

			“We had an altercation, keep up!”

			“Reggie!”

			“Oh, it’s fine! I don’t think they meant it. They were protecting Eldi, and one held a knife to my throat⁠—”

			“Whoa, whoa, I need coffee first.”

			“Sure, sounds great,” I say, pushing past him into the Airstream.

			“Go on, Your Majesty, make yourself at home.”

			He puts on a shirt and makes us coffee as I tell him all about last night’s adventures.

			“I want to see this crop circle before we leave,” he says.

			Somehow, it’s become an unspoken agreement that we’re in this one together. Worry, impatience, and something else I can’t identify crowd my mind. I need to be careful or Calvin might find out too much.

			“I think I should stay a bit longer,” I say, “see if anything else happens now that they have a crop circle set up.”

			Something being drawn to the message Doug and Dave have carved in the field seems likely, but I can’t say I’m not looking for an excuse to again put some distance between Calvin and me while I figure out what to do next. I shove down the guilt about delaying the werewolves. It’s probably fine. It’s fine.

			“You stay a day, then meet me in Colorado before we go to Yellowstone,” Calvin counters. “No way am I skipping out on that smart-home hub lead after all this.”

			We take our coffees outside, and I guide Calvin to the crop circle. He photographs it carefully, even takes a few samples of corn, and then leaves in a rush, already ranting about the next device he’s intent on getting his hands on and speculating about the crop circle’s message. He knows better than to warn me to be careful, but winks knowingly as I wish him a safe drive.

			After he goes, I walk the crop circle by myself, thinking. I feel oddly exposed and trapped, like a rat in a maze, with corn rising all around me, rustling in the wind. I won’t stay long. I don’t want anyone asking me weird questions once the farmer discovers this anomaly. Maybe it’s a coincidence, but all signs lead to something more.

			But nothing comes⁠—only more of those strange lights dancing across the sky after nightfall.

			Doug and Dave join me to retrace their pattern. Eldi is with them, and she races in and out of the stalks while I trail them on the now-familiar path, trying and failing to find meaning in the design they’ve made. It’s beyond frustrating. “Why are you doing this?” I ask as one of the vacuums flicks out a blade and mows down an additional stray stalk of corn.

			Of course, the only answer is the voice in my head. Not alone.

			“Orion,” Eldi shouts, pointing skyward.

			“You can’t see Orion right now,” I mutter half-heartedly, knowing Eldi won’t listen anyway.

			“Find,” Eldi insists. “Orion, find.”

			I’ve had enough for one night, but it’s like herding cats getting everyone back in the Winnebago for the night.

			Around two o’clock in the morning, headlights shine through my window. I can’t see fully past the glare, but I’m sure it’s the same dark Jeep with tinted windows that drove alongside us for hours. I can feel it deep in my gut. The lights eventually pivot and fade into the distance. Eldi and I pack up camp and make a run for Colorado before the sun rises.

				
					[image: Section break.]
				

			I don’t tell Calvin about the Jeep; there’s no reason for him to know. He doesn’t hide his surprise at seeing us so early in the day, but he’s already been to pick up the smart-home hub and seems to chalk up our ahead-of-schedule arrival to eagerness rather than fear. I don’t usually make company in the Winnebago a habit, but I’m on edge after the 2:00 a.m. visit from the mystery Jeep, so I make an exception for Calvin today as he tries to troubleshoot his newly acquired device. It’s a round little thing, clear of the typical logos and absent a charging port. Like the other strange electronics we’ve procured over the past week, it seems to have a mind of its own.

			“I’ve been trying to get it to connect to Wi-Fi,” Calvin says, placing his laptop so I can see his dusty screen. “A Bluetooth connection doesn’t work. I’ve been using this old thing in case I pick up a virus or malware.” He clicks around and opens a menu. “See, there’s a device nearby available to connect with, but look at those weird symbols in the device name⁠—the same as in the crop circle. I can’t figure it out. They told me it keeps making phone calls on its own. But no one ever answers. And it won’t do anything else, so it’s pretty useless. I think it’s like Doug and Dave. It’s not what it looks like; it’s something else.”

			“At least this one has a button,” I say, turning from the screen to press what looks like a power switch on top. “Have you tried turning it on and off again?”

			He rolls his eyes. “Obviously, I’ve tried turning it on and off. And there’s nowhere to plug it in, before you ask.”

			The button is blinking now, but nothing much happens, so I set it aside on the dash as Calvin frowns at his screen, scrolling through internet forums to find similar recent stories of electronics malfunctioning. He isn’t disappointed; there is a plethora to choose from. I make a mental note to continue looking through all the news links my mysterious email contact has been sending me.

			“From online chatter, there’re clusters of devices popping up around the world, but no one knows why,” Calvin says. “A few people are making the crop circle connection now, but I don’t see any credible proof anyone is getting any further in finding out more than we have. I think you’re right, though; they’re using crop circles to communicate with each other or as a call to gather together. There’re UFOs being sighted all over the place too. I don’t even know where to start debunking the videos of lights and objects in the sky. There’re so many of them.”

			With a sudden chime, a flash of green ricochets around the room, momentarily blinding me.

			A voice comes from the smart-home hub. “American English dialogue mode activated. Connected to Winnebago. Five devices found. Updating software, please wait.”

			Calvin stands and reaches for the device at the same moment I leap away from it, shoving him back as I go. Tiny cords emerge from its base and worm their way across the dash, disappearing into air vents and crevices, melding smoothly into the Winnebago’s interface. Suddenly, the room is a cacophony of beeping and chiming. Lights flash from Eldi’s tablet; her watch alarms. Winnie honks wildly as the wipers fly across the windshield, spraying washer fluid enthusiastically. The lights flicker, the toilet flushes, the kitchen tap sputters, and I swear I hear something smashing in the basement. Even Eldi rips her gaze away from her tablet, and Calvin meets my eyes as the racket dies as suddenly as it began.

			“It didn’t do this in the Airstream.”

			“Figured you would have mentioned it if it had.”

			“Update failed,” the little voice chimes in robotically from the dash. “Calling Mother.”

			That thing better not call my mother, or we’ll be in for some real problems. Calvin tries to pick the smart device up from the dash, but unsurprisingly, given all its wires tangled deep into the Winnebago, it won’t budge. Calvin tries a slew of voice commands and pushes the power button a few times. I eventually try to pry it off with a screwdriver, but it’s no use⁠—the tool doesn’t even leave a mark. Calvin is hesitant to leave us alone after this episode.

			“You could stay in the Airstream tonight,” he says. “Or I can stay here.”

			He seems reluctant to offer, and I’m betting it’s because he thinks I’ll snap at him for being presumptuous. Fair, given I’ve taken offense more than once at his helpful overtures. I’m not really frightened anymore. Winnie has long been my trusted companion; it isn’t her fault she’s acquired this leechlike addition. Doug and Dave have won as much of my trust as I’m ever willing to give. I can’t forget the way they tucked Goat back into Eldi’s bed, how they stroked her cheek like loving parents. Yet I’m tempted to accept Calvin’s offer. I rationalize it’s probably a reptilian-brain reaction to seeing him shirtless this morning. I need to go down to the basement, but I can’t sneak in with Calvin here, so I pack away that primal part of my brain. Down, Reggie.

			“We’ll be fine,” I say. “We survived the robo-vacs going rogue with their late-night lawn mowing. What’s the worst this hunk of plastic will do?”

			Doug (or Dave⁠—they’re honestly impossible to tell apart) chooses that moment to putter out of my bedroom. The little fucker has been snooping, because he’s dragging along my still-dirty and bloody “I’m mad at the government” shirt along behind him.

			I curse as I rush to hide the evidence before Calvin notices the blood.

			Dave (or Doug⁠—I need to paint some identifying features on them or something) rolls out and beelines for the fridge, shooting out half a dozen appendages to rummage through its contents, sending a can of beer rolling across the floor and a container of take-out noodles crashing to the ground.

			“I swear, you two had better start carrying your weight and clean something. I’m not a goddamn housekeeper⁠—”

			But Doug-or-Dave is already scooping the noodles back up and retrieving the fallen beer can with a trailing appendage.

			Calvin rolls his eyes. “Right, seems safe. Not like your Winnebago is now packed with super-advanced and unknown technology or potential alien life forms or anything.”

			What’s new? I think to myself, clenching my teeth to keep the snarky quip contained.
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			The drive to Yellowstone is long the next day. Especially since I didn’t sleep much. I was busy preparing for the werewolves and monitoring the Winnebago’s surveillance system for that Jeep that I’m now sure is tailing us. I don’t let Eldi within view of the windows; she pouts in the basement, occasionally coming upstairs to mutter angrily and throw a few glares my way before retreating. I’m in Wyoming when I stop to take a nap at a rest stop. The Winnebago can drive herself, but it’s risky to sleep at the wheel, or even have Manny take a turn sitting in the driver’s seat, with the highway packed with summer tourists.

			When I wake, the Jeep is parked next to us and there’s a new email from my mystery contact. This time there’re no cryptic riddles, no commentary, only a link to an article. “Killer asteroid on collision path with Earth? Amateur astronomer thinks so.” It’s from one of those trashy tabloids, but sometimes there’s a gem of truth hidden under all the bullshit. Crop circles and potential alien tech or life-forms. Maybe something from outer space is actually on the way here.

			Listen. Look up. Incoming.

			Shush, I tell myself. You’re being paranoid. It’s that spooky little inner voice again. I’ll never have silence, even inside my head.

			I don’t have time to read through the article and parse through the chaff for the good bits right now, though. For a second, I consider taking the reckless path and confronting whoever is in the Jeep. But I’m a coward at heart, so I don’t do more than stare intently at its tinted windows and wonder which one of them has come to find me. Then I tear out of the lot, pedal to the floor, like I’m being followed. Because I know I am.

			Despite my nap, it’s easy enough to catch up to Calvin at a gas station near the Montana border. Lucky for me, he’s planning on recording and researching this evening, leaving me to my own devices.

			“Werewolf stakeout tomorrow night,” he says. “Care to join?” He’s scrubbing the bugs off Winnie’s windshield, her hazards blinking in appreciation. We’ve been too busy to stop for Winnie’s regular deep clean; a car wash is usually the highlight of her week. Sometimes she even updates my bedroom wallpaper for a few hours afterward. I make a mental note to buy Calvin a candy bar when I go inside to pretend to pay for gas.

			“Sure,” I say. “Bet you a beer I’ll catch a werewolf before you find proof it’s a rabid wolf, or a guy dressed up as a prank.”

			This time I’m making a bet I’m fully prepared to lose. My plan to defuse this werewolf problem is a simple and effective two-pronged approach. I’m taking care of these wolves tonight, shooting them with a vaccine before Calvin has even the chance to glimpse one. By this time tomorrow, he’ll find the wolf suit I’ll plant, and no one will be any the wiser.

			Werewolves aren’t a myth, but they’ve got a slightly more down-to-earth explanation than most people expect. There is a disease that affects wolves and people that leads to this sort of story cropping up from time to time. When it manifests in a wolf population, affected wolves temporarily grow in size and walk on two legs. And it makes them cunning enough to be uncanny. They like to find, follow, and terrorize people, copying human mannerisms and speech patterns. It’s easy to imagine how a legend might grow over the centuries when people stumble across these creatures in the wild. Most werewolves seem content to terrorize from afar, but this viral strain that’s been giving me trouble lately creates an unfortunate variation that enjoys aggressively pursuing⁠—and biting⁠—humans. Lycanthropy in humans is varied and unpredictable.

			In the past, the plague would eventually burn out and run its course in wild wolf packs, and the wolves would return to normal, leaving them immune to recurrent infection, like any other pathogen. I’ve hypothesized this may be where the moon part of the myth comes in. The infection is transient, but it’s got nothing to do with moon cycles. Maybe people just see monsters in the night more vividly by the light of the full moon.

			Complications arise now that human populations have encroached so much on wolf territory⁠—same old story with an unnatural twist. This recent Yellowstone outbreak is even more muddled because of the specific strain of the virus that’s running rampant. The ranger who contacted me sent me a hair sample, and it confirmed my fears. This variant of the pathogen is unnatural. It wasn’t supposed to escape the lab where it was created, but it did.

			I believe the creator was aiming to change the lycanthropy virus but didn’t anticipate the full ramifications of the end product, as too often happens. Whatever its original purpose, the entire project was bungled. The whole experiment reads as someone reckless with a half-assed plan, messing around with a dangerous virus, mutating random genes, just to see what happens⁠—like a child poking at a dog, pulling at its tail and ears until they get a reaction. I don’t want to think about the possibilities, how much worse it could have ended than some rogue werewolf packs. Trying to curb outbreaks in wild wolves and limit the spread of this strain to humans is the least I can do to attempt to right a wrong, however unintentional it was.

			It’s simple enough to cure the wolves. I have a combination antidote/vaccine loaded into tranquilizing darts. I say simple, but that’s now, after years of painstaking research and testing, cobbling together equipment, building the gun from scratch. Cursing the original creator of the problem the whole time. But it was worth it, I think. It’s a streamlined process now that I can manufacture and keep a stock of the antidote on hand. It becomes a matter of hunting infected wolves and taking them down for a heavy nap with the vaccine-laced tranquilizer darts. I retrieve the darts and take any samples I need, and by the time they wake up, they’re as good as new.

			Humans, though, remain affected forever if bitten, both historically and with this new strain. And the infection manifests so differently in individuals, it makes for a hard study and an elusive antidote. The human vaccine works proactively, at least, but hardly anyone knows about it. And no human antidote exists for an active case. A temporary suppressant is the furthest anyone has gotten in the search for the antidote. For all its unpredictable effects, there’s one thing the lycanthropy virus never does. Becoming a werewolf doesn’t fundamentally alter a person’s character⁠—a werewolf remains the person they were before the bite. Lycanthropy simply unleashes and amplifies what was already lurking under the surface, making the feral and free parts of the soul a little harder to ignore. And it’s the depths under that surface that I can’t resist studying. I’m no werewolf, but I find werewolves more relatable than most humans. I think I might be a similar breed of creature. Some days I win the battle, the beast inside me chained tight. Other times I fear I’m only a marionette tugged along by a string, unable to be anything but the worst version of myself. Maybe an antidote doesn’t exist; maybe I haven’t found it because it isn’t possible to cure the kind of monster a person harbors inside their heart. But I don’t have to stop trying. I haven’t run across many werewolf humans, but they’re out there, and I owe it to them to keep searching for answers.

			As night falls and the moon rises, I check and recheck my pack of supplies. Basic first aid and survival gear, because that’s always a good idea. Triple the amount of antidote doses I calculated I would need in a worst-case scenario, a safety factor OSHA would approve of. What’s preloaded in the gun alone should be more than enough. A bag of cheese crackers and jerky (beef, extra tender this time) and a thermos of coffee because stakeouts get long. And of course, Goat, because no toddler can leave behind their prized stuffed animal, but no toddler can carry their own crap either.

			A distant howl echoes as I shoulder my pack and heft up my loaded gun. Too bulky and too essential for the pack; it has to be carried. Eldi darts into the shadows ahead of me.

			“Time to hunt some monsters, Eldi,” I say.

			Moonlight reflects off her razor-sharp canines and gleaming eyes as she eagerly leads the way.

			This time I leave my Chuck Taylors in the Winnebago.
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			Man in a Fur Suit

			Transcribed excerpt from The Debunker podcast archives:

			Calvin: Humans have long held complicated feelings toward the darkness. The darkness of the night, the darkness inside of us. We need it; some of us even crave it. The darkness serves us in a myriad of ways, but we have a primal fear of it all the same. Nothing is a better example of that than the story of the werewolf.

			Half-human, half-beast, a creature who can’t control the darkness inside themselves. A person who can’t control their baser instincts. It’s humanity’s worst fear, and it’s human nature in its freest form. A beast with the cunning of a human and the strength of a wolf. A werewolf sheds the mask that is humanity and in return regains the title of mighty apex predator.

			The myth of the werewolf evolved right alongside humanity. One of those folkloric tales you’d be hard pressed to find an origin for. It’s had many purposes over the years.

			Werewolves are a holdover from the days when our world was wilder and monsters lived at the edges of our maps. Lycanthropy might have been a tale from the days before we knew about genetic conditions and DNA to explain why the members of one family in the village always grew hair all over their bodies. Werewolves might be a myth to explain a rash of brutal deaths, because a monster in the woods is less frightening than a monster who lives inside your house. You can shut the door and keep the forest out, but you can’t hide if the beast is locked in with you. Werewolves feature in cautionary tales that kept kids out of the woods and safe at home when we lived lower on the food chain and deeper in the wilderness.

			But aren’t we better than tall tales these days? Can’t we admit that sometimes the worst monsters are people? That those gruesome murders are the work of a human, that we’ve decimated wolves after demonizing them with stories of werewolves? That makes humans the monsters in this story.

			I personally think it’s dangerous to make a mythical creature the scapegoat for humanity’s faults. There’s no room for monsters besides man in the modern world.
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			Oops

			Taking a toddler on a werewolf hunt might be bad parenting, but Eldi is the exception to the rule. If anything, she’ll be the most dangerous predator out there tonight. For obvious reasons, I can’t take her to a pediatrician, but she’s never been sick or injured. Now, it’s not like I’ve tested it on purpose. I’m not a monster, but a few incidents have as good as proven it. So I’m not too worried about werewolf bites, even if she gets in a tussle with one; I’ve seen her take down a mountain lion. She got into the kitchen knives once, testing them on her fingers. Not a scratch on her. I, on the other hand, nearly needed blood pressure medication after that. She doesn’t bruise, even though she’s hardly more graceful than a human toddler.

			I tried to take Eldi to a play group before I considered the danger human diseases might pose to whatever creature she is. Eldi didn’t share that concern. She immediately put a number of unspeakably germ-infested toys in her mouth. At least half the other toddlers were dripping snot or coughing directly into the other kids’ faces and onto every surface. Even though the other children were terrified of Eldi and wouldn’t come near her, they didn’t show me the same courtesy. I left the playgroup with someone’s snot rubbed into my sleeve, zero desire to ever repeat the experience, and an incubating case of hand, foot, and mouth disease. I couldn’t walk on my blistered feet for a week, and it took me six months to regrow all the fingernails I lost. Eldi didn’t so much as cough. I’m comfortable assuming she’s immune to lycanthropy too.

			I leave the carrier behind; I have enough to manage with my pack and gun. Eldi takes down a bison for bait, and she enjoys a meal for her trouble. It isn’t a goat, but Eldi likes it better than nothing. I know wildlife is protected in Yellowstone, but sacrifices have to be made somewhere, and it’s a law I’m willing to break for the greater good.

			It doesn’t take long for the howling to draw close once the wolves smell the blood in the air. Eldi looks up from her bison and throws her head back to let out an eerie imitation of the werewolves’ howl. Goose bumps rise on my skin. I feel like the most vulnerable creature out here, excluding the dead bison on the ground, of course.

			I’ve set myself up in a tree at the edge of the clearing where Eldi waits with the remains of the bison. I’m high enough to sight a clear shot and stay well out of the way of the wolves’ grasp. My pack of supplies and extra ammunition is snug in the crook of a branch nearby. Eldi was supposed to join me as soon as the bait was set and she finished her meal. Not that she couldn’t hold her own, but it’s less messy for all involved. I’m already on alert, watching the tree line, when Eldi shakes my focus.

			Abruptly, she changes course, halfway across the clearing. She freezes and jerks her head to the side, like a dog scenting something intriguing on the breeze. A howl emanates from the woods across from me; the wolves are closing in.

			“Eldi!” I whisper-shout.

			I know she can hear me. Her hearing is fantastic; it’s the listening that’s the problem. Eldi doesn’t move; she’s staring off into the trees behind me. The urge to turn and look is strong, as it feels like all the eyes of the forest are suddenly trained on me. An eerie silence ripples across the dark woods as if all the creatures of the night sense a great danger approaching. The howling werewolves are the only ones brave enough to break the silence. And the wind, just the wind, I promise myself, wafts like someone breathing down the back of my neck. But I’m afraid to take my eyes off the forest behind Eldi as she stands frozen, unconcerned by the howls growing closer by the second.

			“Eldi!” I call again, this time raising my voice to near-normal levels.

			Look up. See.

			See what? Shut up and stop distracting me, I think. I need to concentrate on whatever’s got Eldi distracted. I throw caution to the wind and loudly call out for her. “Eldi!”

			She doesn’t look at me, but instead angles her face skyward, points at something. She can’t seriously be looking for Orion, can she? Now is not the time for stargazing. But movement and light catch my eye, and this time, I can’t help but look up too. An involuntary exclamation leaves my lips at the sight.

			Shooting stars are streaking across the inky night sky. Brighter and more vivid than any meteor shower I’ve ever seen, they illuminate the stratosphere. The starlight, even the moon, seems dim in comparison. The earth glows in otherworldly shades of green. After what feels like minutes, but in actuality is only seconds, the night dims back to a velvety black.

			Another howl pierces the silence, followed by a chorus of yelps and cries that sound nearly human, yet wrong enough to make that primal part of my brain bleat in panic. The werewolves. I’ve never heard this many at once. I scan the far edge of the clearing, trying to count the dark shapes moving in the shadow of the trees.

			Eldi’s attention is back on the trees directly behind me. She’s crouching low, poised to jump. Branches are cracking and leaves are rustling too loudly for a predator stalking prey. I want to look, but I can’t afford to take my eyes off the woods ahead. I’m trying to calculate where to shoot first. There’re so many of them, all just out of range. And Eldi is still on the ground in plain sight, halfway between the dead bait bison and my tree.

			Deep, quiet breaths, Reggie. I have to remind myself not to panic. What the hell is behind me? Eldi takes a step forward, halts again. She is frozen with indecision, and when I can’t help myself and look more closely at her, I am surprised to see her eyes wide with shock. Something’s gone wrong. I’m about to climb down and risk joining Eldi, but before I can act, several things happen at once.

			With a hair-raising growl, the first werewolf, a big gray beast, lunges from the tree line, heading straight for the bison carcass lying in the grass. A second werewolf, this one with a ragged ear, emerges from the woods to my left and stalks toward Eldi. They’ve gotten far too close to us. They must have edged farther into the surrounding woods when I was distracted. There’re far more of them than I anticipated even with my catastrophizing. Upright figures are converging on us from all sides. Adrenaline shoots through my veins. This is bad. Bad, bad, bad.

			A split second later, Calvin tumbles from the underbrush behind my tree, shouting for Eldi to run. I nearly fall on top of him in my shock. Eldi finally shakes out of her stupor and knocks Calvin out of the way with a grunt as she leaps straight into the arms of a third werewolf with black fur that follows Calvin from the brush. They’ve circled behind me, herding us, hemming us in.

			I swear as I miss my first target, taking a clumsy, one-handed shot at the ragged-ear werewolf, the one closest to me, as I’m half falling, half climbing down from the tree. The gun goes off a second unintentional time, and I lose my grip on it entirely as I land roughly, already cringing at my mistake. Before I can fully regain my footing or my gun, rank, wet breath fills my nose. As I roll away, a set of jaws clamps shut around the space my face occupied a moment previous.

			But then my hands close around metal, and I jump to my feet, finger already poised on the trigger, when my second shot, the one I didn’t mean to take, kicks in, and the werewolf drops, drowsy eyes losing focus and limbs shrinking, rearranging to their original orientation already. Pure luck, not skill, saved me this time.

			A growl from the gray werewolf crouched over the bison reminds me I have other things to take care of. I shoot that one and start a count as I run for Calvin. Four, four more creatures are slinking from the woods.

			I don’t concentrate on the black werewolf Eldi is fighting. They’re a tangled blur of fur, snapping canines, and flashing eyes, but she’ll hold him off. I aim for a different target and take a shot while I run toward where Calvin, half kneeling on the ground, eyes wide and stunned, is staring in awe toward Eldi and the werewolf. What the hell is Calvin even doing here?

			“Are those werewolves? Like real werewolves?” Calvin hisses at me as I slide to a stop and crouch near him. He can’t seem to decide where to look: at Eldi, fangs and teeth flashing in the moonlight, moving with unnatural speed, at the werewolves emerging from every direction, or at me hefting the excessively large dart gun.

			“Yes,” I snap, “so watch my back and tell me where I need to shoot.”

			“Eldi, we have to save her⁠—”

			“Does she look like she needs saving?” I ask Calvin as I fire at the approaching wolves, abandoning my careful count and simply shooting at anything that moves.

			“I don’t know anymore,” Calvin says shakily.

			“Concentrate. I’ll explain later. Watch the forest behind us.”

			It’s the entire pack. I left this outbreak to fester for too long. I’m vaccinated, but they could still tear me apart, and then I’m dead for my troubles. Calvin, at least, is taking me seriously now and hisses warnings, pointing out where eyes flash in the dark, where movement in the underbrush gives away a lurking werewolf. With a lookout at my back and my feet on steady ground, I redeem myself slightly. Shot after shot finds its intended target.

			Finally, there’s only one werewolf left standing, the large black-furred one fighting Eldi. It towers over her, but she’s much faster and uses her size to her advantage, weaving in between its legs, scrabbling up and over it, using its fur as handholds. The werewolf seems more irritated than threatened, snapping at her ineffectually, unable to catch her. Rather like watching a Chihuahua pester a Great Dane. I aim and miss my first shot as it lurches sideways at the last moment in an attempt to shake Eldi off. The werewolf’s eyes lock in a new direction, drawn by my movement, Eldi forgotten as it finds more appealing prey in Calvin and me. It tenses to pounce as I sight down the barrel, my finger on the trigger, when Eldi opens her mouth and bites down hard, digging her teeth into the werewolf’s flank. With a yelp of outrage and pain, the werewolf flings Eldi away and vaults at Calvin and me in a single, fluid motion. Calvin shoves me out of the way, and I fumble the gun again, much to my horror. Another shot goes wide as I fall to the side, the werewolf colliding with Calvin. My shoulder hits the ground first, a bolt of pain and numbness flashing up my arm.

			Eldi throws herself back into the fray, and I can’t get a clear shot with the three of them. A slash of red blood obscures half of Calvin’s face. The werewolf’s teeth clamp around Calvin’s forearm. I take the shot anyway. There’s no choice left.

			Once, twice. It’s still got Calvin’s arm. Three times and finally the werewolf drops like a stone, and as Eldi lets loose a feral growl of triumph, Calvin stumbles away, panting.

			I know I saw the wolf’s teeth locked over Calvin’s flesh. I saw it happen, but I don’t want to believe it.

			“Calvin,” I call, and he turns, blinking away the blood dripping from the deep scratches raking down his face. I can see the arches of teeth marks across his forearm, already closing, healing. The scratches gouging his face are knitting together before my eyes, a line of angry pink already fading to silver at the far edges of the wounds.

			Fuck. Too late, I’m too late.

			Calvin takes a step toward me, pauses, and his head jerks like he’s trying to get rid of a bad thought. Then he starts to shake. He flexes his hands, brings them up to stare at them in astonishment and horror as his fingers elongate, razor-sharp claws unsheathing with an almost audible pop.

			There’s no antidote, no cure. He will be hunted forever.

			“Calvin.” This time I can barely whisper it.

			His head snaps toward me in the same way I’ve watched Eldi move countless times whenever she sights something she particularly wants to eat. I still see Calvin in there, but his eyes have a reflective sheen like Eldi’s now. When he registers my pointed gun, his lips curl, and his whole body angles into a crouch. Eldi answers him with a warning snarl.

			I react instinctively and pull the trigger. When the dart finds its mark in Calvin’s biceps, the predator I saw disappears. Maybe it worked; maybe the vaccine helped in time. His hands are normal human hands, the sharp canines and sharp claws gone, his eyes a warm, deep brown again, no hint of reflected light. Eyes that are horrified and confused. He gives me a look filled with hurt and betrayal as he reaches up a hand to the back of his shoulder and yanks out a dart.

			Shit. I can’t remember how many shots I fired.

			I notice the dart in his thigh only as he plucks it out next. Already his movements are becoming slow and clumsy. He starts to lean and sinks to his knees as he pulls the dart from his biceps. The only intentional one.

			“You shot me. Reggie. What the fuck?” Calvin slurs out before his eyes roll back and he topples over.

			Oops.

			I borrow some of Eldi’s favorite curses as I run to check on him. He’s still breathing; he’s got a pulse. Wiping away the blood on his face the best I can with my sleeves, I find fully healed wounds and scars. That’s what I was afraid of. Eldi eagerly runs toward us and picks up Calvin’s arm to inspect the bites. A smattering of silvery scars mars the skin, the only evidence he’s been bitten.

			“Oopsie,” Eldi confirms quietly.

			I groan. “Yeah, no fucking kidding.”

			“Dumbass,” Eldi says.

			“Hey now, he was trying to protect you.”

			Eldi sniffs and raises her eyebrows, and I realize she isn’t talking about Calvin.

			I nudge Calvin with my foot, hoping he’ll wake up. Of course he doesn’t; I gave him enough tranquilizers to down a rhinoceros. There’s nothing for it; he’s out cold. We’ll have to carry him back. Eldi retrieves my pack from the tree, and I perform some frankly impressive DIY maneuvers with some bandages and spare paracord to secure the gun (safety on this time) to the back of my pack.

			“Good thing you weren’t expecting a ride. Help me?” I plead with Eldi.

			Eldi sighs and picks up Calvin’s feet while I slide my arms under his shoulders to make the trek home to the Winnebago. Just another night covered in blood and sweat in the forest, nothing to see here. He’s going to be pissed when he wakes up.
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			A Cage in the Basement

			Down in Winnie’s basement, I lock Calvin in the same cell where I tried to keep the vacuums. It’s made of clear, bulletproof material with ventilation, a little hatch, and a lock that only Eldi and I hold the combination to. And until I know how the lycanthropy virus will manifest in him, it’s the safest option for everyone.

			Plus, I can’t say I’m eager to face him. I did deliberately shoot him and accidentally overdose him on tranquilizers, after all. My only defense is that I didn’t mean to shoot him the first two times. And I kind of forgot about the tranquilizing effect, if I’m being honest. I panicked and could only think about trying to get the vaccine into him, hoping it would counteract the bite. It was a string of stupid and careless mistakes on my part.

			He must have followed us into the forest, and I wait for my anger to arrive. He shouldn’t have pried into my business. But I can’t muster anger at anyone but myself. I drag in an old armchair and curl up in it to wait, hoping it’s the ordinary type and not haunted or cursed. Eldi waits with me, nestled in my arms. I don’t rest; I’m too on edge.

			A man in a cage. Me, justifying his captivity. What kind of monster does this make me? I’ve been trying to believe I’m a good person, but it’s increasingly hard to rationalize. If I try and still fail, does it redeem me at all? Or am I innately doomed to do bad things? Is my nature to end up the villain? I’m disgusted with myself, pretending I have no choice even as I lock his cell. The feeling of my past racing to catch me and converge with my present is overwhelming. Everything is falling apart, and I don’t know what to do.

			It’s hours later when Calvin finally stirs. Plenty of time for me to have come up with a game plan, yet I still don’t know where to begin. Guess I’m winging this thing. I belatedly consider what a bad look this is for me as he stirs groggily and eyes his surroundings, taking in his prison and my presence as jailer curled in my cushy chair. Calvin stumbles to his feet, snarling as his gaze lands on me.

			“What the fuck, Reggie?” he yelps, frantically pushing at the walls, looking for a way out.

			“That’s a rather complicated question,” I hedge, shifting in my chair, waking Eldi, who’s instantly alert.

			“You shot me!” he says accusingly.

			“It was a tranquilizer, and I didn’t mean to shoot you the first few times. I was trying to help.”

			“How would that help?”

			“It also has a dose of the lycanthropy vaccine and antidote, but the antidote doesn’t work in humans, and the vaccine was too late because⁠—”

			“Eldi! Eldi?” Calvin interrupts, and turns to squint at her. “You’re all right,” he adds, half question, half statement.

			She’s got her watch, but it must not be cloaking her true nature anymore. It is pointless after what Calvin’s witnessed tonight. I see the confusion flit across his face as he studies her, takes in her eyes, her fangs, the things that make her different. He adds them to the scene that unfolded tonight with the werewolves. As it sinks in and finally sticks that she hasn’t had a birthday, hasn’t aged in the years he’s known us.

			“You’re not human, are you?” he asks her.

			She shakes her head no, and for a moment, she lets her human facade fully down and shows a truer form. I’ve only seen her do this a few times over the years. Her skin takes on the faintest glow, almost bioluminescent, changing color like an octopus, flashing and rippling before settling on an iridescent shimmery silver. Her face elongates into something more snoutlike, and her fangs lengthen to lethal-looking sharp points. A whiplike tail lashes out behind her, and her hair recedes, growing in reverse as a set of spiky protrusions sprout along her spine. She flexes them, fanlike, and holds out webbed fingers for Calvin to see, claws sliding from her fingertips. Then, between one breath and the next, she’s all human skin, disheveled silky hair, and toddler-fat rolls again. Calvin stares, mouth agape.

			“I’m not sure what she is,” I say. “She’s not actually mine either”⁠—Eldi twitches and glares at me like I’ve offended her⁠—“I mean, she’s mine to care for. One day she just appeared on the front steps; she’s been with me ever since, but I certainly never gave birth to her. Her watch, I think it’s some sort of cloaking thing. It’s why you’ve never noticed she doesn’t grow.”

			“You’ve been raising a monster in secret?” Calvin says, reeling back from us.

			Eldi growls angrily.

			“She’s not a monster,” I say. “Not any more than you are.”

			Calvin pales and looks down at the bite marks on his arm, horror and confusion warring on his face as he examines the silvery scars. The only evidence it was recent is the dried blood streaking his skin. He raises shaking hands to his face, feeling for a wound that’s no longer there.

			“Werewolves, they’re real? One bit me? Am I⁠—”

			He’s losing control. He’s breathing fast, almost panting. His lip is curling back as his eyes dart nervously, like an animal backed into a corner.

			“Hey, cool it or you’ll transform. That’s why I have you in there, by the way. You can come out when you’re finished with tantrums and can handle yourself like a big boy.”

			I know I shouldn’t taunt him right now, but teasing him comes as easy as breathing, and I want so badly for things to be normal. Calvin lunges for the glass, his hands elongating into claws as he scratches deep gouges into it. Despite myself, I jerk away from him, sending Eldi tumbling from my lap to the floor. There’s no way he’s getting through. He startled me is all. I stare at the deep gouges on the cage wall. I can’t tear my eyes off the damage. The only monster here is me, locking Calvin in here.

			Eldi paces in front of his cage, fangs and claws unsheathed, predatory. She leans forward and to Calvin softly says, “Monster.”

			He fights to breathe deeply and shrinks back into himself as he eyes Eldi. His control of his temper, even with everything I’ve thrown at him, is impressive.

			Calvin kneels in front of Eldi to speak at her level. “You’re right, Eldi, I’m sorry. You’re not a monster. Of course you aren’t.”

			Her expression barely warms. “Asshole,” she mutters, and turns away.

			I snort. “That’s almost a compliment, coming from her. Don’t worry, she forgives you. Don’t treat her like an ordinary human two-year-old anymore, though, now that you know. She’s . . . a lot more than that.”

			Calvin looks at me again and reels off a list of half-formed questions. There’s so much to tell him. I figure we’ll start with the most pressing.

			I explain the lycanthropy virus, how he’ll have to figure out how it affects him, but I can help since I have a decent knowledge base to work with. That leads to explaining my true job, finding and protecting all this extraordinary and supernatural stuff. Which in turn has me explaining Winnie’s off-market features. Then a brief overview of magic. It leaves me feeling overwhelmed by all there is to explain to Calvin. After spending my entire life knee deep in this mess, I’ve never felt unequipped. I’ve always known about monsters and magic, taken the supernatural world for granted. I can’t even imagine how he must feel, thrust into this all in one evening.

			“How do I know you’re telling the truth about all this?” Calvin asks.

			“You mean besides everything you’ve seen with your own eyes?” I say. “Guess you’ll have to trust me.”

			“That’s asking a lot,” Calvin snorts, “considering you have me locked in a cage.”

			“I needed to talk to you first. It was for your own good before you ran your mouth about werewolves and Chupacabras and me on your show.”

			“You could have just asked,” Calvin says. “Can I come out now? I promise I’m not going to say anything about you or Eldi.”

			It’s surprisingly awkward after I let Calvin out. I mean, what’s a person supposed to do after locking someone in a cage in their basement and then confessing world-altering secrets? Shake hands? Hug?

			“So, want to go upstairs and have a coffee or something?” I say. It’s rolled back around to morning by now.

			“You make shit coffee,” Calvin says. “I’ll make us some when I get back over to the Airstream.”

			There’s another wary silence, and Eldi mutters something under her breath and bounds away.

			“I never should have bet against werewolves,” Calvin says. “I guess I owe you a drink.”
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			Agency 51

			Eldi is asleep and drooling in her bunk by the time we’re on our second whiskey sour. In the end, I provided the liquor and Manny’s bartending services for the promise of a latte later. Winnie and her occupants almost palpably breathe a sigh of relief, dropping the facade of simple 1970s camper van and throwing the door open on the entire cabinet of curiosities. Calvin shook Manny’s hand after a brief double take when he trailed us upstairs, and watched with bemusement as Manny expertly made the first round of cocktails. His keep earned, Manny settles into the passenger seat, plainly intent on eavesdropping. Bandit refuses to make an appearance, but every so often a raccoon paw snakes under the door and gropes for the peanuts Manny occasionally tosses in that direction. Winnie puts her radio on, a habit of hers, quietly scanning through channel after channel, pausing occasionally for a favorite song or a news report on the UFOs. Calvin has question after question.

			“I know you can shape-change at will,” I say. “That seems pretty universal. There’s a plethora of potential side effects, but there’re a few that manifest pretty regularly as far as I can tell. Night vision and scent are your new superpowers.”

			“And the full moon?”

			“Has fuck all to do with it,” I reply. “And a silver bullet will still kill you, but so will any other bullet. Actually, it might not. I’ve heard something about manipulating metal, but I’m no metallurgist, so remind me to look into that.”

			“This has to be a dream. No way, there’s no way.”

			I gesture to his hands, where the claws are creeping out again. He looks at his hands in horror before closing his eyes and breathing deeply again. His normal hands reappear. He rubs at the scars on his arms and frowns.

			“It doesn’t hurt, but it’s strange. Everything I’m used to being slips away for a moment, and I have to remember who I am.”

			“I bet.” I’m no werewolf, but I know what it feels like to have to rebuild myself.

			“It’s healed already, where it bit me.”

			“Yep, superfast healing. That seems to be a thing for you. But I don’t think you’re immortal, so be careful. And I hate to break it to you, but you have some gnarly scars across your face too. So don’t be surprised the next time you look in a mirror.”

			It’s true. Three parallel scars cut across the right side of his face, slashing through his eyebrow and ending halfway down his cheek. Honestly, with the scars, the blood, and general grunge from our nighttime forest adventures, he looks kind of villain-from-a-movie-sexy, but I’m not about to share that opinion.

			I give him the uncensored Winnebago tour. The first time I’ve done that if you don’t count Eldi. I try to formally introduce Bandit, the zombie raccoon, but he only hisses at us angrily from atop a time-traveling wardrobe, paws full of peanuts.

			“I feel so stupid. How is all this”⁠—he gestures widely at the piles of accumulated oddities⁠—“how is this all real? All the stuff I’ve been trying to debunk. I have to find a new career.”

			Before I can address that uncomfortable subject, he starts to lower himself into a nearby chair, but I shriek out a no and pull him away.

			“I don’t have the keys!” I point to the chains that rattle, moving on their own as if they sense an unsuspecting victim, straining where they’re attached at the arms and legs of the chair.

			“Kinky,” Calvin says.

			“I promise you, you couldn’t handle the kind of kink that chair likes,” I say.

			He smirks. “Hmm.”

			“Moving past that,” I mutter under my breath. I refuse to blush.

			Calvin reaches to lift the veil on an ornate old mirror, but I stop him again. “Are you trying to get yourself killed? There’s a monster in there.”

			He raises his eyebrows as he gestures at himself. “And there aren’t any out here?”

			At least he’s back to joking again.

			“Precisely,” I say. “I’ve enough to deal with out here. No more.”

			Calvin reaches for a marbled green-and-white rock with pockets of sparkling crystal that perches on a shelf near his eye level. He pauses before his fingers make contact and then points instead. “What’s this?”

			“A rock.”

			“Clearly. But why do you have it? What is it?”

			“Moss agate,” I say with a grin, plucking the rock off the shelf and tilting it so the crystals catch the light. “I like the way it sparkles.”

			Calvin raises an eyebrow and mutters something disparaging under his breath.

			I decide the tour is done when he reaches for the handle of an old detached door that leans against the wall. “Stop touching everything! What’s behind there will definitely try to kill you. That’s not the kind of door anyone comes back out of.”

			“You know,” Calvin muses, “I have a cousin who claims he got lost in some sort of alternate universe behind a door he found in the woods once.”

			“Yeah, and I bet he also told you never to mess with any doors you find somewhere that there shouldn’t be a door.”

			“He did, actually. I have a whole podcast episode about it, The Darkness Behind the Door.”

			“Speaking of your podcast, you can’t put any of this on there,” I say as we emerge into the bright light of the Winnebago’s normal rooms.

			“Why shouldn’t I? Why keep all this secret?” he asks as he automatically moves to the sink, pokes around for a sponge and soap, and starts to wash the cocktail shaker. Manny could stand to learn an extra trick or two from Calvin.

			I hand him a dry towel as I consider the conundrum about how much to tell him. I can’t spill all my secrets, obviously. But he’s in danger if he starts going public with any of this. It’s partially my fault he’s a werewolf, and now I’ve gone and shown and told him even more. He deserves to know. But also telling him anything else puts everything at risk, and I’ve worked so hard for what I have now. I think I can trust Calvin. But I let myself get too attached before, and look how that turned out for me. On the run in a stolen Winnebago with the Chupacabra, that’s where. If I tell Calvin everything, I will lose him. But if I tell him and can’t convince him to keep quiet, I will lose Eldi.

			Eldi is curled up asleep in her loft bed above the driver’s seat. She needs a bath. Her sticky little hands are covered in dirt and blood, and her bangs are plastered to her forehead, hopefully with sweat not boogers, but who knows. Goat is firmly tucked between her teeth, his one eye barely visible through graying polyester fluff. Eldi snuffles and kicks her feet violently before burrowing under the covers. It’s an easy choice. I can live with myself if she stays safe. I’ll give him enough information to keep him quiet, make him understand the dangers, but not enough information to hate me.

			“Have you ever heard of Agency 51?” I finally ask Calvin. I lean back against the table behind him, staring past my cactus perched on the sill at his vague reflection in the darkened Winnebago window.

			“You mean have I heard the conspiracy theories about Area 51? That the government hides alien ships and bodies there?” His familiar skepticism is back in full force. “Don’t tell me that’s real.”

			“I wasn’t going to, because it isn’t. I don’t actually know anything about Area 51.”

			“I knew it couldn’t all be true.” Calvin laughs with relief, refolding the towel neatly and turning away from the sink to face me.

			Under the pretense of checking on Eldi, I move to the front of the Winnebago. I need an excuse to keep from looking directly at Calvin while I speak. “Agency 51 is something else. If anyone does have alien bodies and ships, it’s them. They want you to laugh at all the conspiracy theories and discount rumors as wild stories. Hiding in plain sight works. They operate out of a different part of the Nevada desert and aren’t connected to the government at all.” Tugging Eldi’s blanket down to cover her toes knocks Goat from her mouth. Her hands automatically scrabble for him, and Calvin is there, pressing Goat back in her hands before I have the chance.

			“Somewhere along the way,” I continue in a low voice, though Eldi could sleep right through an apocalypse, “the rumors got entangled with the Area 51 conspiracies, and the name stuck. It works in their favor. Most people assume anything with the 51 in it refers to Area 51, not the agency.” Calvin has leaned even closer now, listening intently as I speak. Close enough I can feel the heat of his body, smell that goddamn shampoo of his. Turning away from him as much as I can in the small space of the front cab, I find myself staring instead at Manny, still in the passenger seat. He hasn’t moved in a while, and I vaguely wonder if he’s asleep; it’s hard to tell.

			“Their operation is to find, control, and weaponize anything that might not fit into a neat little niche in this world. Monsters, aliens, magic, that’s what they hunt and experiment on in there.” I dart out of the gap between Calvin and the driver’s seat and rest my hands on the edge of the sink, my gaze returning to the cactus perched on the windowsill.

			Before he follows me, Calvin tugs loose a spare blanket puddled at the end of Eldi’s bed and gently tucks it over Manny, who by all appearances is really sleeping. My heart threatens to burst out of my chest at the sight. Heartburn, I tell myself. Late-night lemon and whiskey will do that at my age.

			“Eldi would be in danger if they could find her.” He doesn’t need me to connect those dots.

			“So her father . . . She doesn’t have a father. Or at least her father isn’t some ex-boyfriend of yours.”

			“Nope, but I couldn’t explain that before.”

			A complicated mix of emotions flashes across his face. “How did you get involved in all this?”

			Picking up my cactus, turning the pot this way and that, I examine the rainbow pattern of flowers painted on it. I think for a moment, pass the pot from hand to hand, weigh the truth. “They tried to recruit me,” I say, “and you’re in danger even if you stopped associating with me and Eldi, now that you’re a werewolf. You’re on their radar because of your podcast, but it fits the narrative they want, so they leave you alone.”

			“But if I started claiming to have proof creatures like Eldi and werewolves exist . . .”

			“Exactly. They’d come after you to shut you up or get information out of you. And I have worse news: I think they’ve found me and suspect I might have something they want. They don’t have proof that I have Eldi, so they’re waiting to strike.” One of the cactus’s spines is longer than the other, growing slightly askew. I don’t know how I’ve kept this thing alive all these years. I don’t know anything about caring for a cactus. Am I supposed to prune it or leave it alone? I can’t resist poking at the errant spine, and it detaches, sticks in my finger, a sharp needle of pain shooting up my left hand.

			“And you work to protect beings like Eldi from them?”

			“Yes.” Stupid of me to keep a scraggly plant that bites back.

			Calvin takes the pot from my hands, moving slowly as if I were a stray cat that might lunge at him. He plucks the spine from my finger and examines the drop of blood welling there.

			“Good news,” he says softly, running his fingers across my palm, “I don’t think we’ll have to amputate. And I have no desire to suck your blood.”

			“Thanks, Doc. It would be a shame to lose this hand now. I’ve grown attached to it. But I do think you’re confusing vampires with werewolves.”

			He’s still holding my hand, absently intertwining our fingers. I can think of nothing but the feel of his skin on mine. “You’ve been following me, working with me to keep tabs on me, make sure I don’t get myself in over my head, haven’t you?”

			“Yes. That’s why I started ‘coincidentally’ working on the same cases as you to begin with. I followed you to keep you from finding out the truth. From accidentally finding proof that you were wrong all along and monsters do exist. I laid some of the false trails you fell for. All I wanted was for you to stay out of my hair. But that has changed now⁠—” I pause, Calvin’s skin warm against mine. His face inches away. It’s too real an answer suddenly. More than I meant to say. I tug back my hand, cross my arms.

			“Now?” Calvin prods, stepping forward and closing the distance between us again.

			I can’t tell him that now I trust him, now I like him as a person. That he might be my closest friend, that I want more. I can’t tell him, because he deserves better than that. Better than me. The silence stretches and becomes weighted. Calvin is looking at me, his gaze burning, but I can’t look up and meet his eyes. Deflect. Backpedal. Divert.

			“Now that you’ve got me hooked on your coffee,” I say, latching onto the first lame excuse I can think up.

			“What?” Calvin asks, leaning away again with a sigh.

			“Your espresso machine. Do you know how much you’ve saved me on fancy lattes? And you always lose our bets.”

			Calvin laughs a little woodenly. “Obviously, and here I thought we were friends.”

			“Nah, archenemies, remember?” I tease.

			“Huh,” he says. And I bet he’s sorting through memories and piecing things together as he stares off into space. “Admit it, you do listen to my podcast, don’t you?”

			Winnie’s volume knob spins, and a recording of my own voice blares from the speakers. “Hey, Winnie, pull up Calvin’s last episode. No, not just the audio, the video file, the one where he’s wearing⁠—”

			I knock Manny’s foot askew on his ankle in my haste to reach the radio power button. I’ve always told Calvin I can barely listen to him talk in person, let alone in my spare time. I’m a liar, obviously.

			“For research purposes.”

			“Research, sure,” he says, his lips twitching. “How much am I wrong about?”

			“A lot,” I admit.

			He groans. “Damn it.”

			“Don’t worry, I think a solid chunk of your channel followers don’t actually watch your episodes for your scientific content, Data Daddy.”

			A blush colors his face. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he says loftily. “And you’re one to throw stones. Glass houses and all.”

			I pretend I didn’t hear that and ignore the rising heat on my own cheeks. “Admit it,” I say. “You came up with and planted that nickname yourself.”

			“I did no such thing. I just use all my attributes to my advantage.”

			“Science, my ass. You’re nothing but a pretty face.”

			He sighs. “Guess I’ll have to come up with a new angle.”

			“You can’t. Haven’t you been paying attention? Pretend nothing’s wrong. Post prerecorded content, or use some filters to hide the scars and steer clear of anything about werewolves or Chupacabras. And keep a subtle eye out for a black Jeep, tinted windows.”

			Calvin’s grin disappears. “I know. I’ll keep my mouth shut for your and Eldi’s sake. And my own. I should go back to the Airstream. We should both get some sleep.”

			“If you want, you can come along with the wolves tomorrow night,” I say casually, as if it doesn’t matter if he joins me or not. “I need to vaccinate any I missed.”

			“Only if you don’t shoot me this time.”
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			Probably a Duck

			Turns out it’s a lot easier to corner a wolf pack when you have a werewolf on your side. We don’t run across any more infected wolves, but the normal ones still come running when Calvin howls in the moonlight. Eldi joins him, yipping and yowling and racing around the same clearing we were at a mere twenty-four hours ago. It’s surreal how much has changed in those few hours.

			I redeem myself a bit from last night’s debacle. I really am a decent shot when my target isn’t wrestling with my toddler or Calvin. Speaking of Calvin, it seems he is a natural at the shape-shifting business⁠—somewhat surprising, considering he was a skeptic barely a day ago.

			“Listen, I’m a scientist. If you give me evidence, I have no problem adjusting my conclusions and admitting I was wrong,” he says on our return from the forest when I call him out on his change of heart.

			In the face of Calvin’s new shape-shifting proclivities, Eldi’s unmasking as the bloodsucking creature of legend, and Doug and Dave’s crop-circle-carving prowess, I suppose this is a fair reaction. What else is Calvin supposed to do, after all? Stay in denial in the face of overwhelming evidence?

			Doug (I think) has cooked breakfast this morning. He politely holds the door open for us while flipping slightly scorched pancakes with a spatula-shaped appendage and pouring us orange juice with yet another limb, having abandoned any remaining pretense of being a normal vacuum.

			I insist we move camp as soon as we finish breakfast, bullying Calvin into driving right away despite the long night. The dark Jeep hasn’t made an appearance since Colorado, but I’ll take no chances. Neither of us has a destination planned, but from the buzz I overhear in the gas station line as I restock driving snacks, we will find something interesting wherever we stop.

			So we head south for Utah amid reports of nightly light shows in the sky near Salt Lake. More emails packed with news articles and personal encounters with UFOs and strange phenomena filter into my inbox, my phone buzzing frenetically with notifications. I don’t need to scour the messages to see the evidence of elevated activity. It’s obvious. Videos and pictures are making their way into mainstream social media sites as well.

			It’s weird caravanning with Calvin in such a formal fashion. We might end up in the same place often, but this intentional traveling, checking in at every rest stop and gas station, is unfamiliar. Not bad, just different, less lonely.

			Calvin even joins us for lunch. “Are you sure it’s safe to have sushi this far from the ocean?”

			“Eldi loves sushi.”

			“We’re in the desert.”

			“Sushi is flash frozen before consumption even if it’s served on the coast.”

			“Can toddlers eat sushi?”

			“Toddlers eat boogers and dirt. Plus, Eldi isn’t an ordinary toddler. She eats goats. Raw tuna isn’t going to be the thing that makes her puke.”

			Calvin wrinkles his nose. “That’s Eldi. I prefer my food less raw.”

			“For a werewolf, you’re kind of being a big baby about this. Order a curry or some noodles if you’re that worried, you snob.”

			Eldi eats with enthusiasm an expensive entrée of sashimi, earning a grudging look of admiration from Calvin.

			“She can really pack it away,” he says as she reaches to take the tobiko off the top of the sushi roll on my plate.

			“You just ate enough salmon to feed a grizzly bear,” I tell Eldi. “Can’t you leave my food alone?”

			She ignores me and scoops up the remaining ikura from my plate for good measure, moving it to her own with a triumphant wiggle and a gleeful chant of “Mine, mine, mine.”

			“I’ve been thinking,” Calvin says. “About what we do next, where we go.”

			I grudgingly let Eldi steal yet more food from my plate. I’ve been thinking too.

			“Eldi seems connected to all these electronics that aren’t electronics, right?” he says when I don’t answer right away. “And you’ve been watching the skies lately, yeah? Dave and Doug are making crop circles. UFOs everywhere. Maybe it’s all connected.”

			“Are you saying Eldi is an alien?”

			“I’m saying that seems like a very logical possibility. If it walks like a duck, talks like a duck, it probably is a duck.”

			“Quack,” Eldi says.

			It’s not like this theory has never occurred to me. Of course, I’ve considered the possibility. I’ve been putting the pieces together long before Calvin even realized Eldi was a puzzle. But I feel . . . something. A twist in my gut when I consider solving the riddle that is Eldi. That little nudging voice in my head.

			Yes, think, think.

			“Life somewhere else in the universe seems likely to me,” I say without really answering.

			“Even before I followed you and your bloodsucking toddler into a pack of werewolves and you locked me in your magical Winnebago, I believed in some legends. I’ve always thought that aliens were out there. Statistically speaking, there’s no way we’re alone in the universe on our little space rock. It’s the sightings, the encounters, and abductions I’m skeptical about. But now . . .” He shrugs.

			Out there, not alone.

			The little voice creates an echo chamber out of Calvin’s words, rattling around concepts that unsettle me. Eldi might be a little different. But it doesn’t matter. She’s doing fine, quietly living life with me.

			“Why now? Eldi has been with me for years. If she is an alien, she’s been happily living on this planet for the last seven years, at a minimum.”

			“Maybe she was the first sent here, a scout.”

			Visitors, travelers from so far.

			Great, first Calvin changes his tune, and now even the voice in my head is a conspiracy theorist.

			“For what? An invasion? Does she look like she has grand schemes of colonization?” I scoff, and gesture at Eldi, who is drawing the constellation Orion amid other scribbles with crayons on her kids’ menu.

			“No, of course not. I’m not saying Eldi is up to anything nefarious. But”⁠—he nods at Eldi’s artwork⁠—“I don’t think we should ignore the connection either.”

			I recognize the shapes amid the stars when I look closer. Not scribbles after all, but the same shapes carved into carpets and cornfields. The same shapes shared across the internet. I’ve read a dozen different analyses by amateurs and professionals, code breakers, and linguists, and no one has figured out the message yet.

			“Eldi, what does this mean?” I say, snatching the paper up to look at it more closely.

			Eldi scowls at the interruption. “Quack. Duck.”

			“Truly remarkable,” I say sarcastically.

			“Duck. Quack,” Eldi says with emphasis, hand outstretched for her paper.

			“Maybe she lost her way and got stuck here. Maybe someone is looking for her. Maybe she had engine problems, I don’t know. That’s the point. We owe it to her to find out.” He’s speaking quietly, eyes on our surroundings.

			“Quack, duck, quack, duck, quack!” Eldi is nearly shouting now, but I don’t care to shush her. The restaurant is quiet; there are not many people around to overhear. It’s all toddler babble anyway.

			“Intergalactic traveler, huh?” I scoff. “She barely even speaks, and you think she flew a spaceship here?” I immediately want to swallow those ugly words back down, but it’s too late.

			“Fuck. Duck. Quack,” Eldi snaps again, her eyes narrowing at me as she snatches her paper back from my hands and darts under the table to crawl up into Calvin’s lap instead.

			“Eldi, I didn’t mean it that way⁠—”

			She hums loudly over me, as if she can’t hear me. The tune is from a morbid little nursery rhyme. Ladybird, ladybird, fly away home, your house is on fire, your children are gone.

			My blood curdles. I don’t know how she knows that tune. She can’t know what hearing it does to me.

			“Reggie,” Calvin says. I hate his disappointed, chastising tone.

			To my horror, there’s a lump forming in my throat. “I’ve had enough food,” I declare, my voice cracking around the syllables. Eldi looks up at me as I dig in my pockets for cash and toss it on the table. “I’ll meet you in the Winnebago,” I tell Eldi without meeting her gaze. “Unless you want to ride in the Airstream with Calvin.”

			Eldi mutters indistinguishable curses under her breath, but scrambles out of Calvin’s lap and stalks toward the door.

			Calvin lets out a sigh and follows her.

				
					[image: Section break.]
				

			At this point, camping remotely is a given. When you’re trying to keep off everyone’s radar a new werewolf, a slew of sentient vacuums determined to carve nightly crop circles into any available foliage, and a toddler Chupacabra, the crowded KOA tends not to be the best choice. We’re in a dispersed camping spot in the salt flats in Utah, far enough from towns that Eldi can go out hunting on her own. She’s got a fondness for the challenge of hunting predators if there are no goats available and there are cougars about.

			The late-afternoon sun is shining through the Winnebago windows, and Eldi still hasn’t forgiven me for the things I said at lunch. She sits across from me at the table, noisily chewing on one of Goat’s ears, resolutely refusing to look up from her tablet. I try to catch up on emails, though it’s impossible to concentrate given the guilt churning in my stomach, plus the distraction that is Dave as he putters about the kitchen, digging through the cabinets and tossing things around. His clicking and whirring sound angry, and he pauses his destruction every few minutes to zoom frantically across the floor, running over my toes in a way that feels personal. I could swear he’s picking up on Eldi’s mood.

			I can’t take it anymore. I’ll apologize. I can be an adult about this. But an apology is not what leaves my mouth.

			“Do you want to leave?” I finally blurt out, looking up from my computer at Eldi. “Is that what’s happening with all the UFOs and crop circles? Is someone coming here for you?”

			Eldi’s eyes momentarily flick up from her tablet.

			“No. All alone,” she mutters before returning her gaze to her tablet.

			Alone, alone, alone. The voice in my head echoes a melancholy refrain. I know alone. “You aren’t alone. You have me. You’d miss me, if you left?” I ask. Pathetic. I’m not being an adult about this at all. “I’d miss you,” I croak.

			Eldi looks at me disdainfully, eyebrow arched. But I see the moment her eyes soften.

			“Maybe miss Goat,” she says, a smug grin spreading across her face.

			The knot in my stomach finally loosens. I snort and shake my head before returning to my work.

			But we both know I’m forgiven.

				
					[image: Section break.]
				

			Darkness. So dark I can’t see. So dark, yet I know instantly where I am. The only place I can be, the only place that’s this dark, far underground. I can hear a child crying quietly. Soft, hiccupping, exhausted sobs. A little hand holds tight to mine, fingernails digging in hard enough to hurt, but I gently squeeze back.

			I’m here.

			Heavy, warm weight in my arms, a heartbeat fluttering against my chest, faster than my own. The sweet smell of cheap fruity kids’ shampoo hangs in the air.

			Ladybird, Ladybird

			The sound of my own voice repeating the snippets of the eerie song starts a stream of tears that silently drip down my face.

			Fly away home

			But the quiet sobs around me fade away.

			Your house is on fire

			I barely remember the lyrics, only what I’ve seen on the TV once or twice. I’m so tired.

			Ladybird, ladybird, your children are gone

			When I run out of words, I hum.

			Then scratching, like claws, at the door. A child whimpers, and the hand clutches even more desperately to me. A breathy laugh crackles through the air like a bolt of lightning. The temperature plummets.

			I try to run, but ice grows like frost on a window, freezing my legs to the floor. The weight on my chest is smothering me. The grip on my hand stings as nails grow like claws. Dig in so tight I think they might pierce me. My tears are freezing solid on my face.

			Regina. Regina. Regina.

			A mocking, singsong voice tickles my ear. Someone is behind me. I can’t run⁠—I can’t scream⁠—I’m being crushed⁠—

			Reggie!
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			Metallurgical Magic

			Suddenly, there’s a blinding light, and I’m in my bed in the Winnebago. The heavy weight is still on my chest, and panic clouds me. But I can breathe.

			“Eldi,” I wheeze. Her face is inches from mine, and she’s perched like a gargoyle atop me. I blink against the blazing gleam Dave is shining directly into my eyeballs. I scream when I realize the tickle in my ear is still there. Dave withdraws a Q-tip-like appendage, and I shudder with disgust as I shove him off my pillow. Doug zips under the bed as I lurch upright, throwing Eldi off me with the covers. If I were feeling charitable, I might call Doug’s chirps and whirs contrite, almost apologetic.

			“Put that away,” I snap at Dave, who hasn’t retracted his ear probe. He hisses menacingly at me as Eldi extricates herself from the tangle of blankets and bounces enthusiastically atop the bed.

			“I should have taken you to the pound years ago,” I mutter under my breath. Eldi flips me off as she jumps wildly. Growling, she bares her fangs at me. “The pound! And you two can go with her,” I say to Doug and Dave.

			Dave is at Eldi’s side, a loyal lackey egging her on. I don’t have to understand the words to pick up on the sentiment of his muttering. Yes, intimidation! Remind her who runs things around here now.

			“Oh, quit it,” I say, batting away a new assortment of robotic arms inching toward me and flopping back onto my pillow with a groan. “You know I’m the only sucker willing to adopt a whole litter of defective cleaning products.” Maybe I shouldn’t have judged Calvin for his preferences in pets; Biscotti the hairless dog is looking like the easier houseguest by far. When Eldi first appeared on my doorstep, she was dog shaped. It had been a perfectly normal Thursday a couple of years into my gig as a traveling supernatural investigator. I’d been going over case notes for a supposed Mothman sighting when I heard a scratching sound and wet snuffling snorts at the front of the Winnebago.

			A droopy-eyed bloodhound puppy sat on Winnie’s steps, panting happily. I took one look at those abnormally long fangs and her reflective, too-intelligent eyes and slammed the door.

			“Absolutely not. I’m not a dog person.”

			Mournful howls turned to unearthly yowling, and, when I checked, an orange kitten had replaced the puppy. She’d slipped up transforming, leaving the row of spikes along her back and down her tail. Still not her true form.

			“I don’t clean litter boxes,” I said as I slammed the door in her face yet again.

			The third time I opened the door, it was because the litany of curses I’d heard intrigued me. A high-pitched voice calling out with impressive volume and enunciation, spouting filth that would impress a sailor, carried right through the walls to the Winnebago’s interior. It was Eldi, exactly as she is now: a toddler with dirty hair and sticky hands. Her steel-gray eyes and perpetual frown were at odds with her soft little potbelly and plump cheeks. There wasn’t a stitch of clothing on her body.

			“Really? I don’t know who or what you are, but I’m not taking in some stray kid.”

			Before I could shut her out for a third time, she pushed past me, stomped inside to the bathroom, and shut the door decisively. I stared after her in disbelief for a long moment before I heard the toilet flush and Eldi reappeared, giving me a disdainful look and muttering, “No litter box.”

			The rest, as they say, is history.

			My heartbeat doesn’t return to normal for a solid hour after the wake-up call from Eldi and her pet vacuums. This is far from the first time Eldi has pulled this kind of bullshit on me for kicks, but her accomplices add a jarring element to the experience that I find harder to shake off. I’ve woken to a toddler in the night countless times; that I can handle. The probing takes a bit more getting used to. For once, I’m completely alert before coffee. The sun isn’t awake yet, but apparently, I am.

			I expect Calvin to show up on my doorstep early with lattes, half a dozen theories, and even more questions to answer. But strangely, he does not appear. He probably slept in and didn’t wake up with a child straight out of a horror movie lurking over his face and potentially alien robots probing his ear. There’s occasional movement behind the curtains that hang in the Airstream window, so I know he’s in there. I drink from my stash of crappy cheap coffee, drowning the stale flavor with copious amounts of questionably aged creamer I can’t recall buying.

			I’m sure Calvin is busy with podcasting things or making banjo thirst trap videos or whatever, but he doesn’t emerge by lunchtime. Or even when afternoon creeps by, bringing oppressive dry heat. Maybe I am feeling a twinge of worry. But I refuse to be clingy.

			When I get bored, I find some googly eyeballs and stick them to both Doug’s and Dave’s carapaces, adding some angry eyebrows on Dave to differentiate the two. I’ve decided Dave is the problem vacuum; Doug is the nice one who cooks breakfast.

			Dusk is approaching, bringing with it cool mountain air and the promise of a clear night of stars and an unobstructed view of unidentified space lights. Prime mountain-lion-stalking time. Eldi heads for the door, trailed by Doug and Dave. Presumably they’re headed out on their nightly excursion to carve lines into the salt and sand. Eldi leaves with no goodbye, only a sharp command to “watch Goat.” I dodge Goat, thrown at my head with the strength and accuracy of a professional pitcher, as the door slams behind Eldi and company.

			With still no sign of Calvin, I’m starting to worry in earnest. Maybe I should text him. Or maybe an email would be better. Going to knock on his door seems like too much of an emotional commitment. I’m debating what seems least needy and/or paranoid, when the door to the Winnebago bursts open, slamming into the wall, without warning.

			I can’t decide whether to scream, run, or find a weapon, so I try for all three at once before I realize it’s Calvin. Then I trip over my own feet, ripping down the broom, hook and all, from the wall as I go. I really need to get some better weapons, I think as I land gracelessly on the floor, abruptly knocking myself breathless and cutting off my scream with a squeak. Swearing angrily at Calvin, some Fijian phrases I’ve learned from Eldi, I pick myself up.

			He’s yelling some nonsense about toast and butter knives, too excited to make sense, his hair sticking up in all directions again. Even more baffling, he’s carrying what appears to be an entire drawer of silverware, and he’s barefoot, wearing only pajama pants.

			“You almost gave me a heart attack,” I say. “You’re lucky I didn’t shoot you again.”

			Calvin’s eyes go wide. “Oh! There’s an idea! I bet I could stop a bullet.”

			“What on earth are you talking about? And why don’t you ever wear a shirt?”

			A smug smirk crosses his face. “As if you mind.”

			“Yeah, yeah, we get it. You’re hot. What’s with the silverware?” I refuse to let him win.

			“I was making brunch this morning, and I dropped the butter knife. And when I went to catch it, it stopped in midair and zoomed back into my hand.”

			“You smoke a little something before this brunch of yours?” I ask, just to be a pain, although I think I know what he’s talking about now.

			He rolls his eyes. “No, Reggie. Werewolf powers, remember? Metallurgy powers! I’ve been practicing and researching all day, and I think I’ve got it!”

			“So you spent all day practicing using silverware? It only took Eldi five minutes to learn how to use a spoon.”

			“Throw a fork at me,” he says, shaking the silverware drawer aggressively.

			I do him one better and whip a butcher knife from the block on the counter straight at Calvin’s bare chest. He yelps and throws up his hand reflexively, and the knife does indeed boomerang away from him. Straight back at me. I duck, and the knife lodges into the wall behind me. Calvin shudders, and faster than I can blink, there’s a shocked-looking werewolf hulking over me.

			“What the hell, Calvin! You could have killed me! You nearly hit my cactus!” I inspect the gnarly old succulent for damage. We’ve been through a lot together.

			He huffs and bares his teeth before he shakes himself like a dog drying itself. Unsurprisingly, he’s got a lot of golden retriever energy. Makes a funny sort of sense that he got himself turned into a canine.

			“I said ‘fork,’ not ‘knife’!” Calvin retorts once he’s back in his human skin.

			“I figured you’d learn faster under pressure. What happens to your clothes when you transform? Do they disappear?” I ask. He’s obviously still wearing pants, and I have immediate regret that I asked before thinking.

			“If you wanted to get me naked, you could just ask,” he says, all smug again.

			“Maybe later,” I say absentmindedly as his eyebrows shoot up. “What else can you do?”

			“Dunno, took me a while to get the hang of it, but I think it will be easier to figure out now that I’ve got the basic idea.”

			He looks around, and his eyes fall on a beer can. He raises his hand and squeezes it into a fist. The can implodes with a crack, and beer jets across the table, splattering my laptop and papers.

			“Nice, real nice,” I say.

			Calvin grins unapologetically. “Sorry.”

			“The bullets are an interesting thought, but seems high risk for a first test. Your next assignment is figuring out the scale you can operate at. How much material you can work with, how fast you can work, from how far, and so on. There’re so many avenues to explore. . . .”

			“Oh, I’m aware⁠—every time I find the answer to one of those questions, I come up with three more.”

			“I’m not willing to shoot you”⁠—Calvin’s skeptical guffaw interrupts me, and I glare at him as I clarify⁠—“with bullets, to test out whether or not you can deflect them. But I bet I could figure out a lot of creative uses for you.”

			I’m already thinking of the possibilities. I wonder if his power is limited to certain types of metals, or if the difficulty varies between them. I need to track down a metallurgist. Safety, weaponization, parlor tricks; the options really are endless. But I need to prioritize before I get overwhelmed. Most useful skills first, tricks and fancy shit later.

			“I have so many tests to try. Think you could pick a lock? Or get out of handcuffs?”

			Calvin gives me a wicked grin as he leans closer. “You into that kind of thing, eh?”

			“If I was?” I tease.

			“Just say the word.” Calvin is still smiling, but the joking tone drops from his voice.

			“You mean for purely scientific curiosity reasons? Testing a hypothesis?” I say weakly.

			“I mean, for the right person, I’m pretty open to experimenting.” His voice is soft and serious, he’s leaning close, and I inconveniently pick this moment to remember that he’s not wearing a shirt.

			“I don’t know if I⁠—if right now⁠—” I can’t manage to string together a thought. But Calvin just ruefully shakes his head and keeps on smiling.

			“For you, I’m willing to wait.” He backs away, gives me breathing room before I can retreat.

			“And if you wait for nothing?” I blurt out.

			“You’re never nothing to me, Reggie,” Calvin says emphatically. “Friendship isn’t a transaction. It isn’t about getting to an endpoint. I just like to roll down the windows, enjoy the scenery.” He clears his throat roughly. Straightens his glasses like he always does right before he expounds on whatever data have caught his eye lately. “Now, I’ve been looking at the elements on the periodic table⁠—”

			He’s not just letting me come to him, not playing a game. He’s giving me space because I want it. And he’s so pretty, shirtless and going on about rare earth metals versus precious metals. Fuck priorities. Why the hell not? It doesn’t have to mean anything deep, this scenic detour. We’re all adults here.

			I stare him dead in the eye, and with a cool confidence that impresses even myself, I interrupt, “How about metal zippers?” And tug at my hoodie.

			His grin disappears as his mouth falls open in shock. I see him swallow, and his eyes darken as they dart down to the front of my hoodie.

			“Reggie, are you sure? I wasn’t trying to pressure you.”

			“Calvin, I know. Roll down the windows. Enjoy the scenery.”

			“Oh. Oh, yeah, okay,” he stutters, voice cracking.

			I raise my eyebrows in challenge. “I’m waiting,” I say in a self-satisfied tone.

			Calvin laughs, low in his throat, his eyes flicking back up to meet mine again. His fingers twitch, and I can tell he’s concentrating. The zipper slides open slowly and precisely. We’re still standing feet from each other. The silence lengthens, and tension fills the air. The unbroken eye contact is more intimate than I expected.

			“Lock the door, then,” I say, backing toward my bedroom, shrugging off my hoodie as I go.

			The corner of Calvin’s mouth quirks up as the dead bolt clunks into place with a twist of his hand.

			“Did I pass your tests, then?” he asks.

			“I haven’t even gotten started.”
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			An Unwelcome Visitor

			I wake sometime later. No one ever sleeps over at the Winnebago, so I’ve forgotten how nice it is to wake next to someone. I’ve never slept next to someone quite like this, with intimacy of a nonplatonic kind. Calvin’s breath is warm against the back of my neck, and his arm is a comforting weight across my chest. For a moment, I can’t tell what time it is. Has Eldi come back yet? Rays of bright sunlight are shining across my face, yet the room still seems darker than it should be.

			My body figures out what’s wrong before my brain does, moving on autopilot as my mind races to catch up. I slide out from under Calvin’s arm, silently pulling on whatever clothes my trembling fingers find first. My heart beats wildly, and I’m breathing too loudly. It’s still middle-of-the-night dark. What I thought were sunrays are instead a pair of headlights. It’s the Jeep.

			Eldi. Eldi is still outside. We locked the door. I locked her out. I curse my stupidity silently. Maybe Winnie would override that and let her inside, but she’s probably still out hunting. And Doug and Dave are nowhere to be seen either. For all I dislike Dave after the ear probe incident, I remember Doug tenderly stroking her face as she slept. And Dave, holding me at knifepoint, ready to maim and kill for her. I’ll never say another word against Dave if he keeps her safe now.

			I shove my feet into the pair of blood-spattered Chuck Taylors lying by the door, tossed back into the open by Doug or Dave. A quick glance toward Eldi’s bunk above the cab confirms my fear: She’s still gone. The Jeep idles between the Winnebago and the Airstream, high beams no doubt deliberately aimed right at my window, casting a wide circle of light. The door makes the softest of clicks behind me.

			I shade my eyes as they adjust to the light. Someone casually leans against the Jeep, a silhouette backlit by the headlights.

			“Well, finally,” she says, voice icy and full of loathing. “Nice of you to show your face. We’ve been missing you.”

			“You’ve been following me for ages,” I say, my voice just as cold. “Apparently, you can come and go as you please. You can’t have missed me that badly.” Confirming who’s been on my tail is no surprise, but the jagged spike of pain that comes along with the confirmation is.

			“You’ve always made assumptions about me. Don’t you want to know why I’m here?” She steps closer, out of shadow, and I can see her face clearly.

			Zara looks so different from the last time I saw her years ago. Older obviously, but it’s still a shock. Not a hair out of place, short dark waves, close cropped now instead of long and messy. Her golden skin and dark brown eyes, I remember the exact shade of both, but all her warmth has fled her. The hope I hadn’t realized I still held on to shatters to pieces, replaced by immense guilt. She’s got a classic nondescript suit, too professional for a wee-hours meeting in the desert. Not at all the style I remember her having, but I guess it goes to show we all change.

			I feel distinctly underdressed as the cool night air caresses my bare legs. It seems the first clothes I scrambled to get on were a dirty, inside-out sweatshirt and Calvin’s boxers. The off-kilter feeling of no longer knowing this person intensifies as she steps closer, and I remember how many inches she has on me. I don’t know where the years have gone. Somehow it’s been almost a decade. I wonder what I look like to her eyes.

			“I know why you’re here, Agent,” I say finally. “To tell me to come back.”

			“That’s what she wants. She thought I could convince you.” Zara doesn’t dispute that she’s still at Agency 51. A chill icier than the cool night air passes over me.

			“You stayed.” I’m not sure if I mean it as a statement, question, or accusation.

			“And if anyone could understand the reasons why, it should be you,” Zara says. “I only stayed because you left me behind. You think there were no consequences when you bolted? Who do you think she took that out on? Who do you think had to pick up your slack?”

			“I had to leave. I had no choice.” But I know my reasons seem like excuses.

			“No, I had no choice. You chose not to come back for me, though. You knew exactly what fate you were leaving me to, and you never once looked back.”

			The years fall away, and for a moment I can see it, the warmth in her eyes, her blind faith that I’d always be there for her. I feel sick. This is all wrong. I made a mistake, and I have to fix it somehow. I open my mouth, ready to confess everything.

			“I am not the person you thought I was.” The words stick in my throat.

			“Obviously. You’ve made it quite clear what kind of person you are. Liar. Backstabber. Hypocrite. Selfish.” Reason floods my brain again, reminding me I don’t know Zara anymore. Reminding me that she’s made her own mistakes too. She’s still working for Agency 51, after all. Her flippant dismissal enrages me.

			“That’s bullshit. The one time I acted selfishly⁠—”

			She scoffs. “I don’t have time to listen to your pathetic excuses. I just came here to tell you she wants you back. I came here to⁠—”

			“I’m not coming back. Ever. I thought I made that clear years ago. I don’t owe anything to anyone. And I want nothing to do with any of you.” I immediately regret the last words as hurt flickers across her face.

			“Well, good to know I still can’t count on you on my side. You should know you were exceptionally easy to track down, by the way. I can promise you she’ll find it easy too.”

			“Are you threatening me?”

			“I’m warning you, you undeserving asshole.”

			“Why?”

			Zara leans close to throw her words in my face. “Because some of us are good people, some of us remember the promises we made to those we cared about, some of us are just doing our best.”

			“I didn’t think your best was this, Zara. Still working for a monster. Why haven’t you left?”

			Her composure slips as she sputters a slew of incoherent words, half-formed insults, and accusations. There. I finally recognize her. A deep-dwelling satisfaction sweeps over me at successfully goading her.

			“Don’t you dare assume you know anything about me or what I’ve been up to. You have no idea how hard it’s been⁠—”

			A noise comes from somewhere close, high pitched and unnatural. We both glance toward the desert night around us, and I think Zara might notice the dark shape of Doug or Dave darting back into shadow, but her face tells me nothing. Long gone are the years I could read her like a book. Hers, one of the only faces I ever fully knew. Above us, more of those persistent strange lights wheel about the sky.

			“What do you think it is?” Zara asks. She’s the old Zara again. Full of questions, sure I know the answers.

			“I don’t know, Zara.”

			Zara stares up at the sky for a long moment before she turns back to me, speaks low and urgent, like she’s afraid of running out of time. “She’s up to her usual tricks. She keeps saying she’s running out of time, and it’s too much for me, Reggie. I still don’t really understand what she’s up to.”

			“Then leave, Zara.”

			“As if it were that simple.”

			A flash of movement in the darkness distracts me. Eldi’s eyes catching the moonlight from where she lurks in the brush behind the Airstream.

			Zara reads the alarm on my face before I can hide it and whirls around. Eldi darts back into cover. Instinct propels me forward, and I yank on Zara’s arm. She’s seen Eldi. If Eldi wasn’t already on Agency 51’s radar, she certainly is now.

			“A Chupacabra? You think it’s a good idea to taunt her, keeping one of those creatures around?” Zara says. Eldi’s presence doesn’t yield a flicker of surprise from her.

			“She won’t know anything if you keep your mouth shut⁠—”

			I’m interrupted as Winnie’s door swings open and Calvin rushes out, still barefoot, but he at least found pants and a shirt.

			“Let go of me,” Zara grits out, pulling from my grasp as her eyes fall on Calvin.

			“Who are you?” Calvin says, his voice deadly. “What are you doing here in the middle of the night?”

			“Calvin,” I say, trying to communicate to him to keep his cool. If he transforms, we’re screwed. He’s shaking. I can sense rather than see the air vibrating around him.

			Zara looks from me to Calvin. Looking him up and down, baldly assessing. She lets out a sharp laugh at the shirt he’s wearing. It’s from my closet, an old Gorillaz band tee. My heart feels like it’s held in the jaws of some dangerous beast, moments away from being torn to pieces. Zara’s eyes narrow when she sees the scars on his face.

			“Someone from Agency 51,” I say. “I told her we don’t have any information for her. She’s going now.”

			Calvin looks between the two of us. He raises a hand to push back his hair, and Zara’s gaze falls on the undeniable ring of bite marks on his arm.

			A flash of genuine surprise crosses her face, trailed by smug glee. She straightens, smooths her jacket. A mask of cocky satisfaction snapping back into place. She’s leaving with an extra secret of mine.

			“You saw nothing here,” I say to her.

			“Unbelievable,” she says. “You’re so predictable, taking in every stray that comes across your path. At least until you’re tired of them. What fun leverage this is.”

			Calvin growls, which only makes her grin widen.

			He takes a step forward, his canines elongating as he speaks. “I don’t know who you think you are to threaten us⁠—”

			“No,” Zara says lightly, “you really don’t know who you’re talking to.”

			“That’s enough,” I say.

			“Better keep your pets on a tighter leash, Regina,” Zara warns.

			“Consider us sufficiently threatened,” I say, pushing Calvin back toward the Winnebago. “There’s nothing that concerns the agency here. You should leave now, Agent.”

			“Nice to meet you, Calvin St. James. I’ll be very interested to hear what you have to say in your next episode. You’ll be covering lycanthropy soon, I expect,” Zara says pointedly, with a nod to Calvin, who stiffens as he realizes she knows exactly who and what he is.

			“Just let me go,” I say. “Please, Zara. Let me keep them safe.” I hate how I sound like I’m begging.

			Zara grunts in frustration. She lunges forward, grabs me by the shirt, and hauls me forward, ignoring Calvin’s dark glare.

			“You want to keep them safe?” She’s speaking so quietly, I have to strain to hear her. “Head to Nevada. You agree to work with me, and I will guarantee their safety. I’ll be in touch with details.”

			I hear the parts she doesn’t say aloud: Do what I say, or they’ll be the ones who pay.

			Zara must take my silence for agreement, because she shoves me away and strides back to her Jeep. Without another glance in my direction, she hops in, peels out, and disappears in a cloud of dust.

			“Eldi!” I yell, racing for her as soon as the Jeep is out of sight.

			“Who was that?” Calvin asks as I pick up Eldi and hustle her inside, Doug and Dave following, each of them agitated.

			“I told you,” I say, “an agent from Agency 51. We’re leaving.”

			He follows me into the Winnebago. “What aren’t you telling me, Reggie? What are we really running from?”

			“We’re running from the type of people who don’t take no for an answer. And now they’ve caught up with me and doled out another dose of threats to get me to work for them.” I slide open the curtain and look in the direction of the departed Jeep. “She knows about Eldi now. I’m leaving; I’m going to try to stay under the radar, so if you’re going to broadcast anything about our location or what we’re up to, you can’t come with us.” I meant to sound decisive and in control, but my attempt falls flat.

			Anguish colors his face. “I would never purposely endanger you and Eldi.”

			I set her down, and she scampers up to her bunk, followed by her guard vacuums.

			“No, of course not,” I reply.

			“I’m on your side here. I care about Eldi too. I’ll do whatever I can to help keep you safe.”

			I wonder if he means the words with as much intensity as he’s saying them.

			“You have your own life,” I say, “your podcast and all that⁠—”

			“And you aren’t part of my life? That agent already knows who I am, and apparently, what I am. She all but outright threatened me too.”

			That familiar feeling, torn between what’s objectively best and what feels right, floats to the surface.

			“You’re going to ditch me? Leave me behind?”

			That one stings, cuts right through my willpower to argue about this.

			“No, Calvin, that’s not what I meant.”

			“Then what did you mean?”

			“I mean, being around us has put you in danger. A werewolf attacked you, and that’s on me.” I’m trying to be selfless, but I’m so tired of it.

			“No, it isn’t. I stuck my nose where it didn’t belong and”⁠—his voice cracks⁠—“it’s my fault.”

			“I started following you in the first place to spy on you, you know. It’s not like it’s your fault I’m on a secret organization’s hit list.”

			Calvin swears, frustrated, and looks away. He is stubborn, but he has no idea what he’s signing up for. I know I should tell him everything, but I can’t do it. He wouldn’t be so eager to rush after me, then.

			“I need there to be no more secrets between us,” Calvin says. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

			He looks scared, and I, too, am afraid of the words about to leave his lips. I feel bad enough without the guilt of hearing how much he cares. He wants to hand me his heart in exchange for my past. But I can’t confess more secrets, and I don’t want to leave him behind. This conversation needs to end now unless I’m willing to lie to his face.

			Calvin presses his hands together, takes a deep breath. “Maybe you should sit down⁠—”

			“Whatever you want to talk about can wait,” I say. “But we need to go now. Agency 51 knows where I am, that Eldi is with me. The only thing that matters right now is getting her as far away from Nevada as possible.”

			He swallows hard, his face pale, and opens his mouth to talk, but I cut him off.

			“I want you to come with us,” I tell him. There, a small truth so that I can hold back the rest. It makes me sick, manipulating his emotions like that, but what else can I do?

			He watches me for a long moment, eyebrows drawn together, a faint frown on his face. A tangle of emotions I have no hope of unwinding shoots through me.

			“You want me to come with you,” he checks, reaching out his hand and stroking his thumb across my cheek.

			“Are you being serious right now? Yes, Calvin, I don’t mind you around⁠—I think that should be obvious.” I gesture to our mismatched clothing, knowing we’re both remembering how we ended up that way.

			“Let’s go,” I prod. “We’ll have time to talk later.”

			Calvin hooks a finger in the waistband of his boxers that I’m still wearing, then tugs me closer to kiss my forehead tenderly.

			Eldi makes a gagging noise from the bunk, and Calvin blushes.

			I roll my eyes. “All right, all right, that’s enough. Let’s hit the road. But first”⁠—I look down at the pair of Calvin’s boxers I’m wearing⁠—“I gotta find some pants.”
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			You Can’t Leave the Past in Your Rearview Mirror

			We head north, the opposite of the direction we’d originally planned. I want to be as far from Nevada as possible. The more distance I can put between us and Agency 51, the safer we’ll be⁠—I know better than to make a deal with Zara. Calvin parks his Airstream in a long-term lot at the Salt Lake City airport and awkwardly shuttles over most of his belongings to the Winnebago.

			“You’re hardly the first stray to move in,” I point out when he apologizes for the fifth time.

			“I don’t want you to feel pressured. I know the situation is . . . unique.”

			“I have a feeling you’re going to be the least unique roommate I have,” I say dryly, gesturing to the surrounding chaos.

			Eldi is watching her tablet again, dangling upside down and half off the bench seat of the kitchen table. All I can see are her dirt-covered toes leaving smudges on the upholstery. Dave is digging through the box of clothes Calvin has set in my bedroom. Doug is catching and folding every article of clothing Dave carelessly flings out of the box, making soft chastising noises that Dave is studiously ignoring. Manny has crept up from the basement to see what all the activity is about and is pushing every button on Calvin’s espresso machine in evident delight. It takes up most of the counter space, sending periodic steam plumes into the air and spilling coffee grounds into the sink.

			“You have a good point,” Calvin says, snatching my cactus out of harm’s way as it’s precariously close to the sink and Manny’s flailing plastic arm.

			The only moment I feel the strangeness of it sneak in, causing a small pang of loss, is when Calvin’s shirts find their way into my closet as I push the ratty old Gorillaz T-shirt into the back and line up Calvin’s much newer, less ratty shirts next to the rest. At least the Winnebago is courteous enough to expand the closet space to accommodate.

			“My cousin called me,” Calvin tells me as we unpack.

			“Your cousin?”

			“Archer. His husband spends a lot of time investigating the paranormal. Archer called to ask about the strange rumors. He wanted to know if I knew anything about the connection certain children have with it all.”

			That gives me pause. I set down the pants I’m folding and stare at him. “You didn’t tell him anything, did you? I was serious about lying low.”

			“He’s got a kid. Wren. She’s adopted. Sweet but a little bit strange. I didn’t think anything about it until recently. After I found out about Eldi . . . well, some things started to make a lot of sense. Wren reminds me of her, of Eldi.”

			“How much did you tell him?” My heart is racing. The more people who know about Eldi, the harder it’s going to get to keep her safe. But how many of these kids are out there?

			“Enough to warn them. Maybe we should meet up with them. Some allies we could be honest with can’t be a bad thing. We can trust them. And they’re family.”

			I snort. Trust them. Because they’re family. What could go wrong? “As if they wouldn’t sell us out to save their own kid.”

			“Is that really what you think?”

			“It’s what I would do,” I say coldly.

			“I don’t believe you,” Calvin says.

			I shrug, finish folding the pants, and neatly tuck them away into a drawer.

			“Have you contacted your family?” Calvin asks too casually.

			“I don’t have family.”

			“Besides Eldi, you mean,” Calvin clarifies after a long silence. “You came from somewhere,” he points out, pressing the issue more than he usually would.

			“How do you know? Maybe I’m an abomination created in a laboratory. Maybe I sprang fully formed, a monster, from another dimension. Perhaps I crawled up from the depths of hell itself. I was an alien traveling here on an interstellar spaceship⁠—”

			“All right, all right. You don’t have to be facetious; I get it. You don’t have to tell me.”

			A pang of guilt washes over me. Not enough to make me confess more truths, though.

			It’s not just Calvin’s cousin asking him questions. Calvin’s fan base is getting suspicious of his silence on recent astrological happenings. Calvin’s been uploading premade and unrelated content, but his viewers and listeners aren’t dumb. So far it’s benefited him, upping his views and episode listens as conspiracy theories spread. Theories range from uncomfortably accurate (Calvin’s in trouble with shady government organizations because of his investigating and is on the run) to wildly off base (he’s been kidnapped by aliens and has sparked intergalactic war, news of which has been suppressed).

			We make it all the way to the northern edge of Montana by dinnertime. My internal clock is fucked by this point, but at least I can nap while Calvin drives. I think we might actually have thrown Zara off our trail. If everyone and everything else hides in the basement, I have fake ID to get into Canada without being traceable. Winnie’s license plate has at some point morphed from US to Canadian. I pat her bumper fondly in thanks when I notice.

			But it goes south, metaphorically speaking, as soon as I let my guard down. We’ve trundled off deep into some forest on dirt back roads, trusting in Winnie’s magic to hide our illegal camping. Eldi is bouncing off the walls. Literally. Climbing with sticky little hands like a gecko. Leaping from her loft bed to the sink to the bench and back to the floor. I wouldn’t let her out hunting, and she’s mad about it. She’s been set on looking for her favorite constellation, shrieking, “Orion, Orion, Orion,” every thirty seconds. I’ve been snapping at her, increasingly frustrated all evening. Doug and Dave are off doing their nightly thing. I knew it was useless to try to stop them.

			“Are you seeing the same news I am?” Calvin says in amazement, without looking up from his laptop. His eyes are moving fast in the flicker of light as he scrolls.

			“I’m definitely getting the same reports,” I say. “The president scheduled an announcement tomorrow morning.”

			“There’s speculation the government is going to go with full disclosure regarding UFOs and extraterrestrials.”

			“I have a hard time believing that,” I say. “Aliens could stand in the crowd, and the government would still deny their existence.”

			“I don’t know, Reggie. This is getting big enough to be undeniable, don’t you think?”

			Eldi leaps onto the table, scattering papers, shutting my laptop abruptly, and knocking my cactus from its temporary perch.

			I yelp in pain as several spines burrow into my fingers when I grab for the plant as it goes sliding across the table and crashes on the floor, scattering dirt as its uneven clay pot cracks neatly in half.

			“Eldi!” I explode. “I’ve told you a hundred times to stop running around the Winnebago. You broke my pot and killed my cactus.” Calvin quietly moves to collect the broken pieces and gingerly pick up the cactus with kitchen tongs.

			I pluck out sharp spines and swallow back tears. I will not cry in front of Eldi and Calvin over a plant. But when I look at the broken little pot, painted with faded flowers, sitting in pieces on the kitchen table, I’m not sure I’ll be able to stop myself from crying.

			Eldi irreverently blows a raspberry and leaps from the table into the pile of dirt, and I see red.

			“Be quiet.”

			Eldi goes rigid and still.

			“Get out,” I continue.

			Eldi bares her fangs and hisses.

			“Get. Out,” I repeat through gritted teeth.

			“Reggie⁠—” Calvin says warningly.

			“No, I’ve had enough,” I say, unable to stop the words flooding out. “Get out. Don’t come back until you can behave. I don’t want to see you right now. I want some peace and quiet for once. You made a mess and ruined my things. Stop racing around Winnie like a feral beast.”

			Eldi looks like I’ve slapped her. She runs, pausing only to grab Goat, scattering dirt in her wake and slamming the door behind her.

			The guilt is immediate and all-consuming, but all I can see is the little broken pot and the scraggly cactus lying in the dirt.

			Calvin cleans the rest of the mess in silence while I sit on the floor, trying to see past the haze in my eyes and swallow the lump in my throat.

			By unspoken agreement, we wait for Eldi to return. I’m pretending to be deep into research. Calvin might actually be getting things done, but I’m staring blankly at my screen, occasionally refreshing my email and news feeds and staring out the window the rest of the time. There’s no sign of reflective eyes in the darkness.

			Finally, Calvin clears his throat and says, “Maybe we should get some sleep. I’m sure she’ll be back soon. She’s probably found Doug and Dave by now.”

			His reasonable tone of voice makes me want to punch him in the face. I make a noncommittal noise and refresh my email mindlessly.

			The familiar whoosh of my notification sounds. It’s my mysterious but reliable source. It’s short, not attachments, only a few words long. I picture someone hiding, frantically typing out the words on a phone, desperate to send them to me with no regard for punctuation. I picture someone typing them out meticulously, intent on taunting and confusing me. It eats at me, not being able to tell which picture is the truth.

			Subject: the sky is falling

			ladybird ladybird fly away home your house is on fire your children are gone

			ladybird ladybird fly away home your house is on fire your children will burn

			I read the eerie words a second time.

			“What’s wrong?” Calvin says sharply, but I can hardly hear him over the ringing in my ears.

			Is it a threat? A warning? If the sender is who I think it is, maybe it’s a taunt.

			Calvin comes around the table, leans over me to read the words on the screen, claws extending from his fingertips and digging into the tabletop as he breathes the words out loud into my ear.

			“What a creepy thing to write,” he says. “Does it mean something to you? ‘Your children are gone. . . .’”

			As he mumbles the words to the lullaby, it hits me. “Eldi. Eldi. Eldi! She’s outside⁠—”

			I’m moving before I understand what I’m doing. Pulling on rain boots because there’s no time for laces, racing out the door and blindly into the dark forest.

			Calvin is right behind me, fully changing into his werewolf form to lope gracefully alongside me. He catches me as I stumble over a root.

			“Eldi! Eldi!” I call for her frantically. I need a flashlight; I need a plan, but there’s not enough time to⁠—and there’s too much light suddenly. Spotlights, shining only a short distance away, tracking something.

			Eldi. They’re hunting her.

			Calvin knocks into me, shoving me down and out of sight as a beam sweeps through the surrounding woods.

			The rhythmic thrumming of helicopter blades passes low, wind skimming the treetops overhead, whipping up a swirl of leaves and forest floor detritus around us.

			I shove myself back to my feet, running for the lights, following the helicopter. I’m hyperventilating now. My lips and fingertips tingle, and I force myself to take a long, shuddering breath. A branch whips across my face. I can’t tell if the warmth running down my cheek is blood or tears.

			I spot her as we come to a gap between the trunks, darting along the tree line at the opposite side of a large meadow.

			“Eldi!” I scream as helicopters hover, spotlights unrelenting. It’s as bright as day.

			I can’t tell if she hears me over the noise of the helicopters, but she sees me and runs straight toward me as fast as I’ve ever seen her.

			Dark, masked figures drop from the helicopters, land in the spaces between us, cutting us off. I was right not to trust Zara’s offer⁠—she has betrayed me after all. How stupid I was to assume I’d thrown her off our trail. There’re too many of them. Too much distance between us.

			It doesn’t matter. I’m getting through them to Eldi by any means. I’ll kill them before I let them take her. I’ll kill them all before she gets her hands on her.

			Calvin tackles me to the ground again. He’s abruptly human shaped. Shouting something in my ear. I struggle upward, but he has his arms locked around me. A moment later, I understand why.

			Eldi. It’s too late.

			Nets whip through the air. Eldi falls, trapped but fighting hard. It takes a half dozen of the figures to control the nets containing her. The kind of nets that I know are too strong for her to escape, made to hold creatures even more powerful and vicious than her.

			I fight Calvin just as hard. But he transforms, and I can’t fend off a werewolf. If I can only get to her, if I can at least go with her⁠—

			“Mama.” Her eyes lock on mine as she mouths the word.

			And then she’s gone, wrapped tight, shoved into a heartbreakingly tiny cage that disappears into the belly of a helicopter.

			Calvin finally releases me when I go limp. He rises with a growl, smoothly changing back into human form. A solitary figure is only yards away, closing in fast; dressed head to toe in black, face covered by a featureless black mask with a smattering of silver accents. Their outstretched left hand catches the moonlight, warps the light emanating from the remaining helicopter’s spotlight, seems to draw it all in and consume it like a miniature black hole. It’s an armored gauntlet, a silver hand shot through with veins of the darkest black.

			She’s here, here, here. The voice in my head rising in a frenzied chorus of warning.

			No. No, no, no, no⁠—

			Calvin moves as if to attack.

			“Run.” It comes out as a whisper. “Run! Calvin, run!”

			He drops like a stone as the figure clenches her fist, his screaming drowned out by the remaining helicopters.

			I will not scream, not even as the pain overtakes me. My blood is boiling inside my veins. My ribs crushing my lungs. Pressure in my head, I expect my skull to implode with it. It blots out every thought but escape. I struggle to my feet even as my vision grays, reality growing jagged edges.

			As my vision tunnels, the earth tilts around me. I reach inside myself. Try to pull open that door through which I can reach the magic I can use to fight back. It’s second nature to fling out a mental hand, grab hold of Calvin as a tether. He feels like coming home. But I’m more afraid than I’ve ever been, and I’ve never thought I was strong enough. It’s as if I were fighting rusty hinges to reach through that doorway.

			It’s no use. I could never win against her. The dark figure slowly backs away, arm still raised, holding Calvin and me paralyzed with pain. She motions with her free hand for a second figure to approach. A syringe ready in their hand⁠—
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			Waffle House Warriors

			Distant screaming fades in and out like a badly tuned radio.

			Reggie, Reggie, Reggie. Don’t go.

			I won’t leave you, I try to tell her, but I choke on the words.

			No, I am choking on something else. I cough and gag, desperately clawing at my mouth. Spitting and spitting onto the ground as I clear my mouth enough to gasp.

			Teeth. My teeth are falling out, crumbling away in an impossible, endless stream. I gape at the sight, but there’s no time to freeze in terror. I have to save her.

			Where am I?

			A lonely desert, a dark night, wind whipping eddies of sand around my feet. I’m holding the little pot with my cactus. I have to save it, get it far away from here. Lights in the sky blaze brightly. Helicopter spotlights. The pot cracks in half, sharp spines pierce my skin, and I try to drop the cactus as I turn to run, but it sticks to my hand like a burr.

			A dark figure stands there, masked, swathed in black, barely visible against the night. A werewolf is there, lying at her feet, a collar around his neck, chained to the ground. He looks to me for help, his eyes an amber color, flashing in the moonlight, bright and accusatory.

			I hear Calvin’s voice in my ear. What did you do? Why?

			I’m caught out, trapped in a limbo of past and present colliding. The lights grow brighter behind me. I can feel a presence coming near, some massive beast approaching with the lights. Something in the sky.

			But I’m cornered because there’s Zara with her unforgiving eyes. A familiar little form, a toddler tucked against Zara’s chest, safe and peacefully sleeping.

			You left her. You left me. Zara’s voice is accusatory.

			She misses me. I hold out my hands in a plea.

			Give that to me. Zara points to the cactus.

			No, take these instead. I hold out a handful of teeth.

			She shakes her head, clasps the toddler closer to her, and backs away, humming softly as she goes.

			Ladybird, ladybird, fly away home.

			I can’t move. I’m frozen in place even as Zara turns to run and the light grows blinding and a presence behind me looms.

			Voices, a million intertwined, brushing across the surface of my thoughts like moth wings.

			Look, see, we’re waiting for you.

			Gravity disappears; the cactus finally falls from my hands as I rise into the air on a beam of light, teeth floating around me like dandelion fluff in the wind.

			Winnie. She’s floating, no, flying to meet me, drawing me up into the sky on the beam of her headlight.

			“Reggie! Wake up!”

			Calvin. We’re in the meadow still. Grass crunches as I move.

			My mouth is dry, my head is pounding, and I’m fully unprepared for the blazing sunlight that blinds me as my eyes fly open. Hours have passed.

			Eldi. They took Eldi, and I’ve been lying here for who knows how long, giving them a head start.

			Calvin is crouching over me, ashen faced, and I can’t tell if he’s weaving slightly or if that’s my vision.

			I lurch to my feet, cough, and fall back to my knees to dry heave, for one wild moment expecting to wind up with a handful of teeth.

			Doug and Dave have found their way to us too late. It seems they know it too. Dave is utterly still. I’d say his battery died if I didn’t know better. Doug is slowly circling the same small radius of grass, the robotic equivalent of pacing. I pick up Eldi’s watch from where it lies forlornly at my feet and strap it on my own wrist, where I swear it squeezes my arm gently, like a hug.

			Why didn’t she take me too? Why just Eldi? For a moment, I entertain the thought that she cares about my life, about me. But that can’t be true. If it was, she wouldn’t have taken Eldi. Everything is always a sick, twisted game to her, and I always play right into her hands. I wish I were stronger, but some ties run too deep, some connections can’t be broken.

			You’ll come back, Regina, she once told me, rubbing in my face the fact that I could not free myself of her.

			Finally, I stand up without a word and walk across the meadow, Calvin at my heels. I search even though I know it’s fruitless. Eldi is long gone. I know exactly who took her and where she is.

			“What was that thing? Who was that?” Calvin says, and I know what he’s talking about.

			“A weapon. Agency 51 calls it the Gauntlet. It’s built to cause pain without inflicting injury. Its sole purpose is torture. You won’t find any marks, any injuries, any lasting physical effects on its victims. Magic made it. It’s unlimited and unchecked power. The Gauntlet’s wielder can access magic through it like a gate, always open.” I leave off the rest of what I know. How seductive it is, how it feels to give in and lose yourself in its power. It’s like bathing in starlight and darkness.

			“No lasting effects?” Calvin says in disbelief.

			“This”⁠—I gesture between us⁠—“feeling like we drank a gallon of tequila, is from whatever they injected us with to knock us out all night.”

			“The Gauntlet thing,” Calvin says, looking even sicker now. “It’s . . . evil. Who creates something like that? What kind of person⁠—who was that?”

			“Only someone high up in Agency 51 would have access to that weapon,” I say coldly. “Zara must have tipped them off. As for who would create the Gauntlet? Sometimes desperate people make bad choices.”

			“What are we going to do?”

			There’s a flash of something fuzzy and gray against the green grass. I stoop and pick up Goat from where he lies. Eldi hasn’t slept a night without Goat since she got him. Fury, a superheated plume of it, rises in my chest.

			There’s little point in running right away. She already knows where I am, after all, and she knows because Zara sold me out. They left us here last night to make a point. See what I can do to you? she’s saying. You can run, but you can’t hide. I’ll find you. I need to contact allies and make a plan. I can’t afford to rush this.

			“We’re going to the agency. We’re going to get Eldi back. But first we’re stopping for waffles.”
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			The night is quiet and grim as we map our route and formulate a plan. We watch UFOs before bed, a complicated, somewhat uncoordinated sky ballet. There’s an increase in military aircraft, civilian drones, private flights for those rich enough to afford them. A lot of normal air traffic is grounded, but plenty of people break the rules. It’s a logistical and political mess. But it makes for good skygazing. I reflexively search for Orion in the sky, even though I know the constellation is somewhere over the horizon hiding from my view. My heart aches for Eldi. I barely sleep.

			I haven’t seen widespread chaos like this before. The president confirms in a morning press conference the discovery of extraterrestrial life. An alien mothership is en route. Attempts are being made to communicate with it, and defense preparations have begun. Some say it’s the start of the end, others that it’s the dawn of a new age.

			People clog the highways when they can’t find flights to book, fleeing to be with family or follow UFO sightings or head for bunkers. There are a few strong personalities gathering cult-like followings, and I’m sure it will all make for great Netflix documentaries in a few years: UFO hunters racing across the country, chasing the lights, flocking to crop circles, collecting anything that might be debris from the “meteors.” A bunch of stuff ends up in online auctions, and I’m betting at least half of it is a scam. For instance, someone selling rocks from their backyard for thousands. A few things I’m sure are real. The remote-controlled toy car someone claims fell from the sky and draws elaborate designs in chalk on the driveway every night, for one.

			“We can make it to southern Nevada in two days, easy, with two drivers. Faster if we let Manny take the night shift while Winnie runs on autopilot,” I say.

			“Where are we going, exactly?”

			“The Waffle House outside Vegas.”

			“The Whistlemen?” Calvin says. He sounds resigned rather than skeptical, like he might have a few weeks ago.

			The organization is the antithesis of the agency and all it stands for. They call themselves the Whistlemen. I call them the Waffle House warriors for two main reasons. Most importantly, because it’s less gendered, less sexist. I get it; Whistleperson doesn’t have the same ring to it. Doesn’t roll off the tongue quite as easily. But come on now, even I don’t want to be called a man all the time. It’s not the 1950s, and we should strive for more inclusivity.

			Second, I use the term because it drives Wolff up a metaphorical wall. He’s one of the top three in charge of the Whistlemen. Wolff isn’t even his real name, and its two f’s annoy me irrationally. Hypocritical of me, given my own chosen name? Probably. But if you’re going with a code name, stick to Wolf. Anyway, I’d be inclined to call Wolff my archnemesis if I didn’t have bigger fish to fry. As it stands, he’s got archnemesis-lite status, based solely on how much he annoys me in petty ways. He’s the biggest conspiracy nut you could imagine, a walking tinfoil hat cliché, and he gives the rest of us who fall in the middle a bad name.

			Gemma, though, is another story. She doesn’t bother with code names or covert identities. Gemma is her real name. She is the other half of the two-person team making up the visible leadership of the Whistlemen. She’s competent and scarily efficient. If only she didn’t have standards. I tried to ask her out once, and she popped out the most accurate and brutally honest list of my faults I’ve ever heard, and she doesn’t even know the half of it. She had enough valid points that I never attempted that again, and I keep her as close as I keep anyone who knows that much about me. Keep your enemies close, your friends closer. But I trust Gemma in a friend-adjacent way. She has kept my name out of the information I pass to the Whistlemen. Anything I give her or Wolff comes not from “Reggie” but instead from a “confidential source.” Maybe it’s overkill, but you can’t be too careful. Wolff isn’t happy about it, but he respects Gemma.

			And what would that kind of organization be without a shadowy and secretive boss? I don’t know who the head honcho of the Whistlemen is. As far as I know, they only communicate with Gemma and Wolff. I’m not even sure either of them has met their boss. My money is on the boss being very high profile or covert. Possibly both: undercover somewhere in the government or the agency itself. I don’t want to trust someone I don’t know with this most important of rescue missions, but I have limited choices. Agency 51 isn’t exactly an easy place to get into. Even harder to get out of. If anyone can get Eldi out, it’s going to be the Whistlemen and the spies I know they have inside the agency. At the very least, their information might be the key. If I have to break into the agency headquarters myself, I need every bit of information and help I can squeeze out of Gemma and Wolff. It’s my selfish attempt to get Eldi out of Agency 51 without having to go myself. My last-ditch effort without sacrificing everything I’ve fought for. And a safety net to try to rescue her should I fail.

			Calvin has heard mentions of Wolff, Gemma, and the Whistlemen, but he has never taken them to be more than an informal group of conspiracy theorists. Wolff aside, they’re much more than that. Their mission is basically opposition of the agency. Instead of weaponize, destroy, and cover up, they want to protect the creatures, magic, and supernatural of this world by way of full disclosure. You can’t protect what you don’t admit exists. Hence the name; whistleblowers to their core. My philosophy doesn’t entirely align with theirs⁠—I think it’s best to keep quiet⁠—but they’re better than the agency.

			The problem is too many powerful people and governments don’t want that reality. Sometimes I wonder why the agency lets them get away with it rather than crushing them completely. Maybe it’s simply that people don’t find the Whistlemen credible, so why bother? The Whistlemen’s organization is universally scorned. It doesn’t help them that they’ve chosen to run their organization out of Waffle Houses and other pancake restaurants across the US. It makes sense; they have operations everywhere and a front to work under. Plus, who doesn’t love waffles? But it doesn’t sound professional.

			The Whistlemen must be in chaos with the government admitting that extraterrestrial life exists and is even on the way here. I can’t imagine the upheaval Wolff and Gemma are fielding. I wonder what it means for the organization’s future. Maybe they’ll be less of a joke now.

			I take a long time to fall asleep. I leave Calvin in my bed alone, choosing instead to sit outside in the cool air of the summer night, running my hands over Goat’s grimy fur like a worry stone. My stomach turns over with the flash of headlights in the distance. But, of course, it’s only someone out for a late-night drive, UFO chasers probably. Zara won’t be returning. She already has what she came here for.

			My mind turns to that weapon. I don’t know if it would even work on Eldi. If they try it on her, if it works against her and they use it⁠—I won’t simply run away this time, I’ll burn it to the ground and take all of them with me. I can’t stop seeing Calvin’s look of horror when I explained what it does. The disgust and shock in his eyes. It makes me think of another conversation years ago.

			What is that thing?

			Protection. A weapon.

			It’s wrong. It’s bad.

			No. It’s freedom. It’s power. It will save us.

			I don’t have more nightmares, but the thoughts are enough to haunt me when I do finally fall asleep.

			Sleeping in, a luxury I’ve missed for years, now only fills me with a sickly guilt when I, for once, awaken well after the sun. Calvin is already up. He sets a coffee mug in front of me when I emerge from the bedroom and sit down to the breakfast he’s also cooked. I mutter my thanks, and my eyes fall on the cactus, back on the table, hovering somehow over a cup of water, suspended in a delicate web of plastic wrap and rubber bands. The little pot sits nearby, neatly glued back together. Calvin sees me looking.

			“It will grow new roots. You can plant it again in a couple weeks,” he says with a sheepish shrug. “I looked it up.”

			I try to thank him, but all that comes out is a strange sort of squeak. For the second time in as many days, I’m trying not to cry in front of Calvin over a cactus.
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			The Whistlemen

			I’m five espresso shots deep into my day and running on tremendously high cortisol levels by the time we roll up to the most isolated Waffle House in Nevada. A tumbleweed rolls through the nearly empty parking lot. The slightest breeze pushes waves of hot air like a sweltering tide over us as we emerge from the Winnebago. Nobody is going to come all this way just for the waffles.

			A gangly and bored-looking boy stands behind the station inside the front doors. The place smells like a maple tree exploded, and the vivid yellow under the fluorescent lighting makes me want to break out my sunglasses.

			“Welcome to Waffle House,” he says tonelessly, before glancing at his watch. “Actually, we’re closing in three minutes, so I can’t seat you.” He visibly perks up with the realization.

			“You’re a twenty-four-seven establishment, aren’t you?” Calvin asks.

			“Not this location.”

			“It’s like, 3:27 in the afternoon?” Calvin says, checking his phone for the time.

			“We’re booked for a private company event,” the boy replies, sighing deeply.

			“I want some waffles. And I’d also like the house special number 247,” I say determinedly. Code for “I’m here on important Whistlemen business.” Any employee here should know enough to call in Gemma and Wolff for that. The waffles are because I’m hungry.

			The boy squints at me and says, “We’ve taken that item off our menu. We’ve been running a new special lately.”

			I drop the pretense. “No, seriously, call Wolff and Gemma. And food while we wait⁠—I’ll pay for it and everything,” I say, pulling out cash. I’m not fond of maple syrup, but judging by my stomach’s enthusiastic rumbling, I could use an actual meal. When did I last eat? Breakfast? Those cheesy Doritos I remember buying from the rest area vending machine when we stopped to stretch our legs? Calvin and I have been driving and sleeping in shifts, eating dubious gas station snacks and fast food. We made it here from Montana in record time.

			“Wolff and Gemma who?” the boy drawls, looking me up and down. I’m wearing travel clothes, baggy basketball shorts, and a binder under a T-shirt printed with a Lisa Frank–style UFO and the words “Get in, Loser.” It seemed funny when I bought it, but it’s becoming too real to wear, I’m realizing, and not the best for serious meetings.

			“Don’t play dumb. Tell them Reggie is here.”

			The boy narrows his eyes and frowns. “The kitchen is already closed.”

			I’m starting to dislike him intensely. “Look, kid”⁠—I glance at his name tag⁠—“Bear, is it?” Of course it is, a mini Wolff protégé, probably. I have to hold back my eye roll. “I know you’re not closed. Wolff and Gemma knew we were on the way. We’re just early. Call them in. This is serious.”

			Bear rolls his eyes and sighs. “I can get you started with the 247 special, but it might take a while, since it’s off menu.”

			“Great, lovely, thank you. Can I get the waffles while we wait, then?” I can feel a migraine coming on, from stress, from the bright colors, the one flickering light above us, the overpowering smell of maple syrup, all the above, probably.

			Bear ignores me and types something into the tablet lying atop the host stand.

			“Excuse me?” I say. “Aren’t you being paid for customer service?” I wouldn’t put it past Wolff to have unpaid interns, but Gemma’s fair, and I’m sure this kid is working for well above minimum wage.

			“Not well enough to deal with customers like you,” Bear mutters under his breath.

			Calvin suddenly lunges. His features slide slowly toward transformation as I watch, more controlled and deliberate than I’ve seen from him yet. The effect is meant to intimidate, but something tells me that’s not why my heart picks up its pace.

			Calvin’s elongating fangs show as he growls, “We’ve been having a bit of a long week, and I’m not above leaving a shitty Yelp review.”

			Bear can’t seem to decide whether to keep his eyes on Calvin’s toothy grimace or the claws emerging from his fingertips, digging into the host stand with a series of ominous cracking pops. Calvin shakes himself like he’s trying to hold himself back even though it’s clear to me he’s never been more in control. He’s nothing if not a good public performer.

			Bear’s eyes widen. “All right, all right. Gemma, Wolff, and waffles for your boyfriend. Take a seat wherever you want,” he says to Calvin, typing on the tablet with one hand and reaching for the old-school landline on the wall with the other.

			“That wasn’t so hard, was it?” I say smugly as we head straight for the corner booth in the back of the empty restaurant.

			“Hold the maple syrup,” Calvin calls over his shoulder, “and make sure the waffles have strawberry sauce and whipped cream! And a side of bacon.”

			“Anyone ever tell you it’s presumptuous to change someone’s food order?” I say mildly.

			“You’re welcome. You hate maple syrup, and I don’t want to listen to you complain about it for the next three hours.”

			“Well, thanks,” I say, deciding to overlook the fact Bear called me Calvin’s boyfriend and Calvin didn’t correct him. He has pretty well moved into the Winnebago, and our nights are no longer platonic, exactly. We haven’t talked about what we are. Boyfriend, girlfriend, friend with benefits, I’m no longer sure. But as we’re on the run, I don’t know that normal-relationship rules apply. But there’s the fact he knows exactly how I like my waffles. It’s an indicator of an intimacy I need to squash before it’s too late to salvage our friendship. We have more important things to worry about at the moment, though.

			Only two minutes later, I spot Gemma herself emerging from the kitchen. For being closed, this Waffle House is quick. She must have been here all along. Much like the Winnebago, the Waffle House has a secret basement. It isn’t magical, though, just ordinary office and lab space. Well, ordinary enough for a supernatural protection agency run out of a Waffle House.

			She moves in a determined jog, tossing her long locs over her shoulder with more elegance than I could ever hope to have. Somehow she’s effortlessly juggling a massive water bottle and cell phone in one hand and a waffle platter in the other, her overstuffed canvas messenger bag slung across her chest and making her look like a misplaced PhD student. An overly full keychain jingles on a carabiner attached to her jeans’ belt loop, and a sheaf of folded papers sticks out from her pocket. Gemma always appears deceptively disorganized, but I’ve never met anyone more detail oriented. Only the bags under her eyes give away how much she must have on her plate right now.

			“Reggie! Good to see you, love!” she says with genuine delight. She sets our orders on the table and hugs me tight. “Where’s Eldi?” she asks, looking around eagerly, as if expecting her to pop out from under the table.

			“The agency took her, night before last. That’s why we’re here.” The words aren’t easy to say. I feel like an irresponsible parent.

			“Oh, Reggie,” Gemma says with pity in her dark brown eyes. She doesn’t ask why they took her. So she does know Eldi isn’t a normal child. I did wonder, but she’s never mentioned it outright. “Wolff should be here any minute. You can tell us what happened. He’s at home getting some rest. We’ve been here full time when we’re not out following leads and investigating all the UFOs and crop circles. The government finally admitted aliens exist. Can you believe it?”

			Wolff arrives before I’ve finished scarfing down waffles, and slides into the booth next to Gemma. “Wolff, Gemma, this is Calvin. Calvin is a werewolf,” I say by way of introduction. Gemma and Wolff look interested but far from shocked⁠—not much surprises them.

			Calvin reaches a hand across the booth, shakes Gemma’s hand, then offers it to Wolff, who only raises an eyebrow and sniffs.

			“Calvin St. James?” Wolff says. “Skeptical podcaster and YouTuber who once called me ‘a fearmongering crock whose wild conspiracy theories lack even a shred of scientific evidence’?”

			“That’s the one,” I say cheerfully.

			“New evidence has recently come to my attention,” Calvin says, withdrawing his hand with a cringe. “I admit I may have come to the wrong conclusion on several matters.”

			“That certainly explains your mysterious lack of new episodes,” Wolff says. “Rumors of your demise have been greatly exaggerated, it would seem. Guess that solves one of our recent mysterious disappearances.”

			“Wolff,” Gemma warns him sharply.

			Wolff looks like his code name; I’ll give him that. Large and wiry, with a graying beard. He’s one of those types that wears exclusively flannel and Carhartt’s and looks like he should be out riding horses and rounding up cattle. But he’s more at home behind a dual monitor tucked in an artificially lit basement. His fresh sunburn is the sole indication he isn’t a vampire that only emerges in the dark of the night.

			“I swear, Reggie,” Wolff begins, “if you’ve dragged me out of bed for your own amusement again, I will never⁠—”

			“One time I’m wrong about the validity of a Sasquatch sighting⁠—”

			“You dragged us on a wild-goose chase and wasted our time and resources because you thought it was funny.”

			“In my defense, it was pretty funny.” It was actually a diversion because I didn’t need attention drawn to something else, but it didn’t hurt that it ruined Wolff’s week.

			“Children, children,” Gemma chides.

			“What do you want?” Wolff says brusquely. “In case you haven’t noticed, we were right. Aliens are real, and consequently, we’re kind of busy.”

			“That’s kind of why I need you,” I say. “I’m pretty certain Eldi is one of them, the aliens, I mean. Agency 51 took her, and I need to get her back.”

			Wolff’s lack of reaction confirms it. The Whistlemen already suspected what Eldi is.

			“What do you want from us?” Wolff asks.

			“You want us to help get her back, right?” Gemma says neutrally.

			“Yes. I know we don’t exactly work together,” I say, gesturing between myself and Gemma and Wolff, sitting across the booth from us. “But we have a common enemy. And Eldi is an innocent victim. She’s never hurt anyone.” I don’t mention the goats. We’re all omnivores here.

			“What does the agency want with her?” Gemma asks.

			To send a message to me, I think, but say instead, “To study her? Find a weakness? Lure the aliens into giving us something in exchange? I don’t know, but it can’t be good. And the timing is too suspicious.”

			“Why should we help you?” Wolff says, leaning back and clasping his hands behind his head.

			“The why is obvious, Wolff,” snaps Gemma. “She’s a child, and you know what the agency is like. It’s literally what we exist for. Plus, Reggie is our friend.”

			Wolff looks chagrined. “I don’t disagree, but what are we supposed to do?”

			I swallow my surprise when Wolff doesn’t dispute even the statement that we are friends. “I know you have people on the inside,” I say, “connections at Agency 51. If anyone can get her out, it’s one of your spies. Please. Eldi is worth blowing cover for, if it comes down to that.” My throat feels tight, and I blink back tears.

			“Reggie, we can’t. We honestly don’t have that ability right now. It’s the worst time for it. And I can’t risk pulling out one of our agents right now anyway, with imminent first contact. These are major historic events happening as we speak.” Gemma looks like she might cry too.

			“We don’t have many inside the agency and need everyone’s cover intact. We already struggle so much to be taken seriously, and we’re finally poised to legitimize ourselves and be included at the forefront of a new age of cosmic pluralism.” Though Wolff sounds like he’s regurgitating propaganda, his voice is gentler than usual.

			“What would change that? Whatever you want, information, money. If I have it, if I can get it, it’s yours. I have robotic alien vacuums in the Winnebago. I’ll leave one with you. Or I’ll work for you for free. Just help me get Eldi back.”

			“I really wish we could help. We’d risk it for Eldi under normal circumstances, but there’re other complicating factors.” Gemma and Wolff exchange a look as she speaks.

			“What?” I say, immediately suspicious.

			“Neither of us has that kind of authority, to order one of our agents to go on a rescue mission,” Wolff hedges.

			“So call in the one with that authority. Call in your boss.”

			Gemma and Wolff appear to be having a silent conversation.

			“What? Tell me what’s going on. Call in your boss. I know they’re some secretive and mysterious head honcho, but like you said, this whole alien business is historic.”

			Wolff and Gemma continue their silent conversation, ignoring me. “Fine,” Wolff finally sighs, “tell her.”

			“Our boss, the head of the Whistlemen, is missing,” Gemma says grimly.

			“Missing? What do you mean, missing?”

			“Completely MIA,” Wolff says. “Since the day before the president announced aliens were real. Look, normally contact can be a little sporadic. We communicate electronically only, via emails, texts, phone calls. Gemma is the only one who’s ever met her in the flesh.”

			“Don’t you think that’s a little weird?” Calvin says.

			“No,” Gemma says decisively. “She’s in the agency. She’s maintaining cover. Can’t risk showing her face to anyone but me.”

			“What?” Calvin says sharply.

			“You’re sure?” I ask, though I’m not surprised. Agency 51 agents are the biggest group of backstabbers you’ll ever meet.

			“Yes, and before you ask, I’m sure she’s loyal to the Whistlemen,” Gemma says.

			“I was skeptical when I found that part out too,” Wolff says. “Gemma and the boss kept that from me. Gemma only told me a couple of days ago when we lost contact with her. We expected some spotty communication with everything in an uproar. But here’s the thing: The boss doesn’t miss designated prearranged contacts. Never. Not once. She’s never even been late to contact us. And this is too important a time for her to go missing. I think she’d risk her cover before doing that.”

			“How do you know she’s not defected back to the agency?” Calvin asks. “Or that they haven’t found out who she really is working for?”

			“Because it doesn’t make sense,” Gemma says. “There’s been complete radio silence. If they’d found her, I’d expect a counterattack. The only thing we’ve heard about the agency lately is from you, with Eldi disappearing. Something fishy is going on at the agency. Something happened.”

			I’m trying to make the pieces fit together in my head.

			“So we can’t help you even if we wanted to,” Gemma continues, “because we’re operating blind. Scrambling to find our own boss. I have no idea what Agency 51 is planning, but it likely won’t end well for us, Eldi, or the aliens still up there.”

			“Doesn’t matter,” I say. “Their grand plans don’t matter. I need to get Eldi back either way. Any information you can give me might help. Anything you can tell me about a weakness I might exploit to get in, things to watch out for, anything.”

			I’m begging for scraps with nothing of value to offer. Maybe they have some crucial piece of information I can use. I don’t know why I’m bothering. Wolff hates me, and Gemma has long suspected I’m hiding things.

			The silence stretches. Calvin places a comforting hand on my leg and squeezes. I’m about to give up and walk out when Gemma sighs and pulls out her laptop.
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			The Kingsleys

			Gemma has more than I expect but nothing new I can use. A map of the largely underground base in Nevada, built into the side of a small mountain, cloaked by magic and experimental tech. It includes all the known exits and entrances, security, details I never knew anyone to have, and I can’t help but wonder how Gemma got her hands on all this. How high up is their mystery boss? It’s helpful, but my heart sinks as I realize there’s no straightforward solution. I’m sneaking in, and there’s little hope I will go unnoticed. I think I can get to Eldi. But I don’t know if I’ll be making it back out myself. If I can free Eldi, Calvin would take care of her. . . . Well. It’s bleak, but it will have to be enough.

			“Now, I don’t know exactly what they want with Eldi,” Wolff says, “but it’s safe to assume that their approach is going to be similar to everything else they’ve ever done.” He nods to Calvin. “Look at the werewolf project, for example.”

			“The werewolf project?” asks Calvin.

			“Reggie didn’t mention anything?” Wolff says.

			“Nothing specific.”

			“Honestly, it slipped my mind. There’s been a lot going on,” I say with an apologetic grimace at Calvin, who only frowns.

			“Big details to forget, considering he is one,” mutters Wolff.

			“He wasn’t always. He recently got in the way when I was hunting down a pack of the things to vaccinate, and he accidentally saw Eldi⁠—”

			“And then Reggie shot me with a triple dose of tranquilizers,” Calvin adds helpfully.

			“That sounds more like the Reggie I know,” Wolff snorts.

			“I’ve never once shot you, Wolff, tempted as I might have been⁠—”

			“Anyway, as Wolff was saying,” Gemma interrupts. “Agency 51 is responsible for the lycanthropy strain on the loose. They tried to weaponize it, and now there’s a rampant epidemic. Someone invented a vaccine a few years back, but it’s been hard to get ahead of the spread.”

			“They take any werewolf they can get their hands on for experimentation,” Wolff says. “They genetically engineered this strain to turn humans, who then disappear into the hands of Agency 51.”

			“Reggie did warn me they target any supernatural creature,” Calvin says with a sideways glance my way.

			“Reggie knows enough; she could tell you more than that. At the least, general information about the Kingsleys and about the werewolf project. Lucky for you, you’re too high profile for them to get away with making you disappear easily.”

			My heart thrums in my ears, nearly drowning out Calvin as he says, “Who? What do they do to the werewolves?”

			“We aren’t entirely sure,” Gemma hedges.

			“He deserves to know,” Wolff says.

			“We aren’t entirely sure,” Gemma repeats, but with a resigned sigh continues. “We have some theories, though. And even more wild rumors. Mind control, turning them into mindless soldiers for a magical army. Maybe the Kingsleys’ wants are as simple as unchecked power.”

			My palms are sweating, and I swallow hard to keep the waffles from reappearing.

			“Who are the Kingsleys?” Calvin asks.

			“They run Agency 51, specifically the matriarch, Adele Kingsley,” Wolff says. “To put it politely, she’s ruthless, cold-blooded, and morally corrupt. She’s got three daughters who work for her, and let’s just say the apple doesn’t fall too far from the tree. Reggie really hasn’t told you anything about the agency? The Kingsleys?”

			“We’ve been busy,” I say. “On the run, aliens in the sky, chasing after vacuums, my daughter being kidnapped. I told him enough to keep him safe. I told him they’d be hunting him, but we haven’t had time to get into the deeper politics of it.”

			“I’m pointing out he’s a target as a werewolf,” Wolff says. “You should have warned him.”

			Gemma unintentionally shuts down the argument when she turns her laptop to show us a photo⁠—high resolution but clearly not a posed photograph, taken from a great distance. “Adele Kingsley. Keep in mind she goes to great lengths to obscure her identity,” Gemma says. “This is the best picture we could get. She wears a mask most of the time.”

			A woman behind a glass panel, a window maybe, distorted by light shining through. In her late sixties, silver hair cut into a neat chin-length bob. Wide, hooded eyes against pale skin, too obscured to make out color. Her jaw is sharp and set firmly. I can’t stop the shiver that runs down my spine. There’s nothing special about her, nothing in her face that stands out sharply from a crowd. The blurry headshot could be of your kid’s middle school teacher, the CEO of your company, the author photo on the back of your favorite thriller.

			“Unlimited funds to play with,” Gemma continues. “Her net worth is in the billions. She was born into wealth and power. Rumor is she spent her time experimenting with dark and dangerous magic even when she was young. No moral hard line. She’s smart, too, great at manipulating people. I wouldn’t be shocked if you told me she does have mind control powers or some invention to twist people to her will. She’s an effective leader, but her method is fear, not respect. Maybe keep that in mind regarding the loyalty of her followers.”

			“Her background is a mystery,” Wolff says. “But we’ve had people looking into it, trying to find a weakness. She doesn’t seem to have much family. Her father died some forty years ago, and she had her own mother committed shortly after, claiming she was mentally unstable. The mother passed away a few years later, leaving Adele alone.”

			A thrill runs through me. This information is new. Alone, alone, chimes that little voice in my head.

			“Why did she have her mother committed?” I ask.

			“Her mother started claiming Adele wasn’t her daughter after Adele disappeared for a few years,” Wolff says. “Allegedly, Adele went missing while performing some magical experiment. Her mother claimed she came back as ‘something else’ when Adele reappeared, talked about changelings and doppelgängers, insisted Adele wasn’t Adele anymore. Adele was definitely her daughter, though. There are DNA test records to prove it.”

			This kind of conspiracy is Wolff’s bread and butter, and I don’t know how seriously to take him.

			Something else. Came back. I’m trying to make it all make sense, but I file it away, hush that inner voice, concentrating on the present conversation.

			“The daughters are harder to track down,” Gemma says. “I don’t have photos or names for any of them, except for the youngest, Meredith.”

			Gemma shows us a silent, looping video clip of Meredith Kingsley. A young teenager flips us off, mouthing curse words that would make Eldi proud. Teenage defiance blazing in bright green eyes, long red hair a wild mess that obscures part of her face. Taken on what must be a hidden camera given the way the camera shakes. Judging by the girl’s demeanor, she doesn’t realize she’s being filmed.

			“She’s Mom’s favorite. Adele rarely lets her out of her sight, grooming her replacement from the look of it. But it’s the eldest sister you really have to watch out for,” Wolff says.

			“The eldest sister?” Calvin asks.

			“Your biggest threat, if you ask me. She started up the werewolf project,” Wolff says.

			I feel sick as I watch Calvin take in all the information I didn’t want to tell him. All the things he should have heard from me. “Everyone I know at Agency 51 is terrified of her, and none of them have even seen her face because she wears that creepy mask. And she has her weapon, uses it for torture and intimidation. The eldest might be worse than Adele.”

			“Really? Worse than Adele?” I say. “Consider her worst offenses were on Adele’s orders. Those three sisters were raised by a monster. She would punish them for any hint of disloyalty to her. Do you have any idea of the kinds of things Adele does? The control she wields? Official Agency 51 business aside, there’re her ‘experiments’ with magic nobody has any business attempting, the mind games just for fun. . . .”

			I’m still thinking hard, speaking without thinking, when I realize they’re all staring at me.

			“And how is it, exactly, that you would know?” Calvin asks cooly.

			That’s what I get for letting my guard down. I know I can’t hide this truth from them any longer. None of them are stupid; they’ve all had their suspicions about me, and I’ve slipped up too many times.

			“I was an Agency 51 agent. I worked for the Kingsleys.”

			The silence at my confession is worse than the yelling I expected. I chance a look at Calvin, his jaw clenching as he tries to find something to say. I look away.

			Gemma and Wolff exchange a look. They knew, then. Or had their suspicions.

			“Well,” Calvin says, voice remote, “at least you finally admitted it.”

			“I wasn’t exactly proud of it. I was young.” I wasn’t that young. “I’m trying to make up for it.”

			Calvin nods, but I feel the strain, the bit of distance he puts back between us.

			“We had our suspicions,” Gemma confirms while Wolff glares at me.

			“I kept it from you because I thought the less you knew, the better,” I try to explain to Calvin. “I thought it wouldn’t matter, that it was for the best.”

			He doesn’t answer me directly, instead says, “Tell me about the rest of the Kingsleys. Why is this Meredith, the youngest sister, the one who’s going to inherit the family business? Why not the eldest? And what about this middle sister?”

			I suck in a sharp breath as Gemma turns her computer toward us once more. She shows us another photo. A hooded figure swathed in black, face obscured. A full black mesh, silver accents, helmet-like. The lack of features lends the figure a cold, emotionless quality. It’s the same mask I stared at two nights ago in a field, the same mask worn by the person who turned the Gauntlet, that weapon, on us.

			“That’s who took Eldi,” Calvin says sharply.

			“It could have been anyone under there,” I reply.

			“Well, if it was the eldest sister, Eldi is in real trouble,” Wolff says.

			“The eldest Kingsley sister is known for her creativity,” Gemma says. “She’s their inventor. She’s the one who modified and set loose the lycanthropy virus.”

			“And that weapon,” Calvin says, “that Gauntlet, the one she used on us⁠—”

			“Her proudest achievement to date, I believe,” I say bitterly through numb lips. A memory, the Gauntlet flashing silver and swirling darkness, an echo of competing screams rings in my ears. Pain ripping through my head.

			“You see her while you’re trying to rescue Eldi, and you might as well give up,” Wolff says, tapping the photo.

			“If she’s the worst of the three, the eldest, why isn’t she the one to inherit her mother’s agency?” Calvin asks.

			“No idea,” Gemma says. “It makes no sense. She’s usually sequestered away somewhere doing who knows what. Only reappears to terrorize people from time to time.”

			I’ve listened very closely over the years; it’s of particular interest to me what Adele Kingsley’s eldest is rumored to be up to.

			“Maybe there’s some internal grudge, sibling rivalry, infighting,” Wolff says.

			“If there was a falling-out, you wouldn’t have heard about it,” I say. “Adele would never admit to disloyalty among her ranks. That’s a Kingsley trait, after all⁠—wear a mask and pretend everything is fine.” I don’t like the way the three of them share a look. As if I were something to be cautious of now. But I can’t blame them.

			“And the third sister?” Calvin asks.

			“The middle sister is the family screwup, from all reports,” I say. “Works as a regular agent. Adele tries to keep her off the radar. Any stories I heard about her were rumors of incompetence or making trouble for trouble’s sake for Adele. Irritation, shame, not sure what Adele feels for her, but I don’t think it’s love. And I think her daughter returns the sentiment.”

			“Either way, the middle daughter’s name and face aren’t known either. Agency 51 is serious about secrecy,” Gemma says. “Also, there’s no father involved with the daughters. I don’t know how Adele had the kids. There are rumors of genetic engineering, child stealing, stuff like that. No idea if any of the sisters are genetically related to each other or Adele. Some of the wilder theories are that they were nonhuman creatures rather than human children.”

			I feel suddenly hot all over, and a wave of nausea rolls over me. Maybe I shouldn’t have eaten the waffles so fast. “People really think they aren’t even human? What do they think they are, then?”

			Gemma shrugs. “Aliens, zombies. There are whispers about necromancy and dark magic. Sometimes bodies go into Agency 51, and they don’t come back out. Sometimes they come out . . . damaged. It’s all kept pretty quiet. Scarce credible information exists to suggest the sisters are anything but human. Maybe fearmongering, making them seem like monsters. They don’t do themselves any favors with the masks and the secrecy.”

			“So these sisters could be anyone, really?” Calvin says.

			“Pretty much. Identities stay obscured inside the building,” Gemma says. “Coworkers don’t even know what each other’s faces look like, even though they all live out there in the compound.”

			“And therein lies the problem,” Wolff says. “Who can you trust when there could be incognito agents or even Kingsley sisters themselves among you? So agents keep their heads down and stay trapped once they’re hooked. Adele leverages loyalty by stoking discord.”

			“Trust is overrated,” I say, “and lucky for us, it’s easier to infiltrate somewhere disguises are the norm.”

			“Are you sure there’s no one inside who could help, a janitor, a repair technician, anyone?” Calvin asks.

			Wolff shifts uncomfortably. “I could try contacting someone, but I doubt they’ll reply.”

			Gemma says scornfully, “Wolff here ruined things with a new point of contact we’d been on-boarding. He slept with her, and she ghosted him. Not that I’m still pissed about his unprofessional behavior. She said her name was Summer Raine, and he still fell for it.”

			A flash of something that looks like pain flickers across Wolff’s face, and he remains uncharacteristically silent, not saying a word in his own defense. Since I’m not an asshole, I decide to leave well enough alone. Even Wolff doesn’t deserve to be teased about some things.

			“You can have all my information,” Gemma says, handing me a flash drive, “but you’re on your own; there’s nothing else I can offer you. I’m sorry.”

			“If I don’t come out⁠—” I pause.

			“I’ll try to get Eldi out,” Gemma says. “If it comes to that, I’ll do it regardless of orders or authority.”

			Wolff sighs. “I won’t stop you.” That’s the best I’ll get out of him.

			“And if I don’t come out of Agency 51, promise me you’ll make sure the truth about them gets out. No matter what they do to me. It’s time someone took them down.”

			“Getting a little dramatic, aren’t you?” Wolff says. Calvin shifts uncomfortably next to me, and Gemma narrows her eyes but makes her promises to me.

				
					[image: Section break.]
				

			We return to the Winnebago but decide there’s no point in camping anywhere but the Waffle House parking lot.

			“The agent that followed us,” Calvin asks me, “you know her from working at the agency, don’t you?”

			I hesitate. “Agents operate alone. But she was . . . my partner, for lack of a better term. We worked together on a few projects.”

			I’d hoped she would leave after I was gone, but that never happened.

			“What did you do for them, Reggie?” Calvin asks.

			“General research. A lot like what I do now, looking for creatures and things that they might find useful.”

			“Why? Why would you work for them?”

			These are dangerous topics.

			“Because not everyone makes the best decisions when they’re young and on their own, Calvin. Not everyone has a family who cares, like yours, that they can fall back on,” I say a little nastily. “Some of us don’t always have a choice.”

			“You always have a choice.”

			I grunt noncommittally. What does he know? He’s never been in my shoes.

			“And you left because of Eldi?”

			“I left because of the idea of Eldi. Of the others like her who were hurt by Agency 51 and the Kingsleys. I left because I found out who I truly was, deep down, the core of myself. Eldi didn’t find her way to me until later.”
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			Secrets & Lies

			When I left the agency, I didn’t think it was forever. I had an idea that maybe one day I’d go back for revenge. To finish what I started. But the cowardly parts of me procrastinated, hoping that Adele and Agency 51 would fall without my help. I metaphorically burned a lot of bridges on the way out, but I never stopped picturing the base up in smoke and flames, real-life fire, triumphantly standing by while it all turned to ash. My intention was to leave behind a gasoline-soaked pile of tinder, ready to burn the moment someone struck a match. But it seems⁠—especially now, after talking to Gemma and Wolff⁠—like no one decided to light that match.

			For years, I’ve kept a closet full of disguises stored down in the Winnebago basement in case the opportunity to return to Agency headquarters ever arose. But nothing prepared me for the sight of Calvin in the sleek gray uniform and matching half face mask that is Agency 51 standard. The image unsettles me. After hesitation, I choose black for myself with the full face mask, the one that shows only my eyes. The color that clears a path through crowded hallways. A mask that averts eyes and smothers chatter. The uniform of Adele’s personal guard and of her closest allies. I can’t quite bring myself to look in the mirror.

			I’ve recruited Doug and Dave. As far as I can tell, they understand the mission and the dangers. Doug and I have been able to develop a primitive code of yes and no signals to communicate. I think I’m going to teach him to read and write in English when I get a spare moment, but there’s no time for that now.

			I’ve picked a remote entrance, one not even marked on the maps Gemma gave me⁠—a hidden tunnel tucked into a distinctive rock outcropping. We’re going to leave the Winnebago waiting outside the entrance, as the tunnel is barely big enough for a person to fit through, and certainly not an RV. Reliable and ever helpful Doug is coming with us, and chaos demon Dave is headed to the main entrance to cause as much distraction as he can.

			“How’d you find the tunnel in?” Calvin questions when he notices it isn’t on the maps we have spread across the Winnebago’s kitchen table.

			“Long story. What weapons are you comfortable using? I don’t think we should go into this unarmed.” I roll up the maps and lead him down to the armory, anything to delay his questions.

			The topic change doesn’t distract Calvin long. He’s not experienced with any sort of weapon. He’s never been in any sort of fight aside from the scuffle with werewolves and childhood fights with his brother. I opt to give him a tranquilizing gun and a faster-acting firearm that shoots rubber bullets. I hope he’ll use them if it comes down to it. He also gets a taser and a wickedly sharp dagger. He tries to protest, but either way, he needs them for appearance’s sake if we’re aiming to be unnoticed in a facility where being armed to the teeth is standard.

			I stick with much the same, but I don’t tell Calvin about the familiar old dagger I dug out of the basement and strap to my leg. It feels like reuniting with a toxic ex. Like I’m making the same mistakes over and over again.

			Weapons stay on, even when you sleep.

			When I tell Calvin we’re going to end up inside the Kingsleys’ living quarters, he demands answers.

			“We need to get going,” I insist as I climb the stairs from the basement.

			“A minute used to explain won’t make a difference,” Calvin calls after me. “You might not consider it lying, leaving details out, but I do. I’m going in there with you, for Eldi’s sake, but you have to tell me the truth. You weren’t even going to warn me about the werewolf experimentation. Why won’t you talk about your time at Agency 51? How well did you know the Kingsleys?”

			“I worked for the agency. Obviously, I wasn’t bringing about world peace or anything. It’s something I’m not proud of. Why can’t you let the past go?”

			Calvin catches me before I make it past the kitchen, tugs on my hand, and forces me to look at him. “Because I don’t know what I’m supposed to be letting go of. I don’t know what you’re holding back.”

			“It’s not relevant,” I say coldly. “I’m telling you the facts that we need to get in and out of Agency 51. You don’t need to know my entire personal history. Have I ever asked you to divulge every mistake you’ve ever made? Everything you’re ashamed of?” A tenseness is creeping into my shoulders.

			“I’m not asking you so I can judge you for your past,” Calvin says. “I’d like to know you, who you really are.”

			No, he wouldn’t. The guileless look in Calvin’s eyes guts me. I don’t have the strength to shut him out even though I should. He shouldn’t go to Agency 51. I shouldn’t let him. But I need a fail-safe, for Eldi. I look away but catch sight of Manny, struggling to put clean sheets on Eldi’s bed, and only feel worse. I’ve put Eldi in danger. I should have found a better home for her than here with me. Now I’m repeating my mistakes with Calvin. I never learn.

			“Promise me something before we go in,” I say. “That if it’s a choice, if you can only save one of us, get Eldi out. No matter how angry you are with me. No matter how much you think you hate me for dragging us into this mess.”

			“Reggie,” Calvin says, moving into my space, cupping my face in his hands, “you’re not going to die in there. We’ll all get out.”

			I can’t budge on this point.

			“Calvin, I’m serious. If you don’t promise, I’m not taking you in with me, and you have no hope of finding your way in alone. You can wait outside, and I’ll make sure she makes it out to you.”

			Winnie’s radio crackles in the background, static, low murmuring voices, a few chords of a song, as she scans through the airwaves.

			“If it will make you feel better, I promise. Of course I would do anything to save Eldi if I can. But it isn’t going to come to that. And I could never hate you.” He pushes the hair back from my face, tucks a stray curl behind my ear tenderly. “You’ve never hidden the good inside you as well as you think you do. Your face is an open book when you talk about Eldi. It’s what’s going behind all that that I can’t quite read.” He drums his fingers on the side of my face. “What are you so afraid of?”

			For a moment I allow myself to lean against Calvin, sink into his embrace. “I’m afraid you’re wrong about me. I’m used to keeping everything secret. Telling someone things like this, it’s new.”

			The power in the Winnebago flickers, and I jump as her radio volume surges, a voice coming through her speakers loud and clear, “From SETI, the Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence, here with us tonight discussing the crop circles, the alien code. About the translation and interpretation . . .”

			Wincing, Calvin motions to Doug. Doug snakes out a tentacle, lowering the volume to manageable rather than deafening. “I’m listening,” Calvin says to me.

			I catch another fragment of the voices from the radio. “⁠—dangers that might arise from simple miscommunications with an extraterrestrial species. Hell, look at all the conundrums humans have walked themselves into simply by refusing to listen to each other. Now we think we can handle adding aliens . . .” I’ve lost my train of thought somewhere back with my sense of self-preservation; Calvin’s wide eyes and the soft way he stares at me, his steady weight holding me up when I’m so tired, are all I can concentrate on.

			“Our intentions don’t matter when consequences come to call⁠—” Dave fiddles with the radio controls as Calvin tenses.

			“Stop to listen; we shouldn’t be rushing to shout back in a language we don’t understand at beings who⁠—” Doug bats Dave away from Winnie’s radio controls. Static swells in my ears alongside another voice.

			Listen, shout, listen.

			My head pounds with indecision and noise, too much input, too much at stake. I swallow hard. I have to tell him. “I’ve never wanted to hide who I am from you to hurt you. My only intention⁠—”

			“We all make mistakes we aren’t proud of, thinking we’re protecting someone we love. Reggie, I need to tell you⁠—”

			“I . . . worked with the oldest Kingsley sister. Closely. I worked with her very closely. The Gauntlet, the werewolves, I was there for it all.” I cut him off in a rush, spit out the facts⁠—or a version of them⁠—before I let myself bury them again, before Calvin says he loves me and I have to hear him take it back. I shouldn’t have let myself lean on him, because now I’m unsteady, off balance as he draws away immediately. “Adele wanted me to help take her work with the Gauntlet further,” I say, “to figure out how to wield it in a broader way. She wanted other weapons, other ways to control people. Werewolves. Beings like Eldi. I think⁠—I think she wanted an army. She never said outright what her goals were.”

			“You think?” Calvin says.

			“Yes, I think. I don’t know for sure because she wouldn’t tell me. And I tried not to think too hard about it.”

			“And you were okay with that?” Calvin asks. He crosses his arms, stares down at me. Just like that, we’re back in a bar, and he’s judging me and finding me lacking. But this time I am judging myself too.

			“No. But it was what I did at first. In the end, that’s why I left. I realized exactly who would be hurt by me. But that’s how I know so much about them. We were close, the sisters and I. Especially the eldest.”

			I tell him details, true things. How the eldest sister went by “Kingsley” only. How she always wore a mask. That she lorded herself over Agency 51 with arrogance and cruelty, nearly rivaling Adele by the time I made up my mind to leave. How I’ve been running all this time in the hope of never having to face her again. “I’m not who I let you believe I am. I’m not a good person. But I do love Eldi. I will get her out.”

			It’s in the way Calvin squares his shoulders and takes a deep breath before he meets my eyes. He has to force himself to believe his own words. My heart sinks, a bit of hope I’ve clung to for so long, drifting off into the wind to die.

			“You are a good person,” he says. “You chose to leave. Maybe you made some mistakes, but you’ve done more right than wrong. You are your choices. You are more good than bad, Reggie.”

			He’s wrong, so wrong. I don’t think he really believes the words he’s saying. I certainly don’t. “Calvin,” I say, shaking my head. The last thing I want is for him to hate me. But I need to guarantee Eldi’s safety. I need to get him to promise me he’ll sacrifice me, not her. “I worked on the werewolf project. The Kingsleys would turn you into a weapon, control you, if they got the chance. And once, I saw a child like Eldi at the agency. Adele Kingsley hates werewolves, hates Chupacabras. The only thing she hates more is betrayal. I betrayed the agency when I left. She’ll see that hurting you would be punishment enough. And she knows that hurting Eldi would be the worst punishment for me. It’s why she took her in the first place. It’s why you have to get her out. And it’s the reason I think I could distract her enough if it came down to that, for the two of you to escape. She cares more about getting to me than keeping either of you. The things she could do to you, to Eldi, are worse than what she would do to me. So I need you to promise me, no matter what happens, that you will get Eldi out, even if it means risking me.”

			“I promise,” Calvin says shortly, averting his eyes.

			I recognize that look. He’s lying. I know how hard it is to keep that kind of promise. He won’t betray me like that; he’s incapable of it. Calvin would stay on a sinking boat with me until I drag him under rather than save himself from drowning. There’s nothing I can do now. I’ll save my ultimate trump card to send him running until I need it. I know the truth that will make him jump ship, so I let his lie stand.

			“So your partner, Zara, the one who’s been following you; is she the eldest Kingsley sister?” Calvin probes.

			“No,” I say, making a noise somewhere between a laugh and a snort. Calvin looks at me strangely, so I clarify. “Zara isn’t cut out for that kind of cruelty. Agency 51 ruined her, but they didn’t take her soul. At least not then. Zara was careless, letting you see her face. The eldest sister would never let you see who she is.”

			I explain that this is how I know the layout of the Kingsley living quarters, one of the few parts of the aboveground portion of Agency 51 carved into the base of a mountain overlooking the desert. Calvin believes every word. Why wouldn’t he? He trusts me, after all.

			“The whole thing is nearly impenetrable unless you know what you’re doing. It’s warded with magic and twenty-first-century technology. But the door into the Kingsleys’ quarters is just for Adele’s family. It isn’t under surveillance.”

			I hand him the maps, let him keep studying them while I climb into the driver’s seat. My mental maps of Agency 51 are as vivid as ever; I could navigate those corridors blindfolded.

			“So, how are we supposed to get in?”

			I hesitate but answer with the truth. “Blood.”

			“What the fuck?”

			“A blood sacrifice of sorts. It’s complicated.” There’s more to it than that, and I feel him slipping away from me in increments, half-truth by half-truth.

			“Time to go back, Winnie,” I say brusquely, patting her dash, cutting off Calvin as he opens his mouth to ask more.

			Tumbleweeds drift across our path while errant thoughts race through my mind as we drive. My focus turns inward rather than to the road ahead as Winnie takes over the piloting. The more I drift back through memories of my past, the more Calvin’s attention focuses on me like a laser, sensing there’s something wrong without understanding what. He reaches for my hand over the center console, but I pretend not to notice and lean toward the window, staring blankly out.

			When we leave the highway, we drive right out into the Nevada desert; Winnie pulls a chameleon move and blends into the sand and dry brush. She’s no more than a blip of disturbance in the air if you look too closely, which I’m hoping no one will.

			Calvin and I find the entrance to the tunnel right where I said we would. Set into the middle of a cluster of rocks, tucked away from plain sight, is a door. It’s locked, but with a drop of blood, a minute prick of my dagger, my DNA as a passcode, the door swings open into a long, dark tunnel without even a creak.

			She said I would come back. I can’t tell if she’s made a mistake or if I have.

			“Everything all right?” Calvin asks as I hesitate.

			I squash down the apprehension. Am I calling her bluff, or is she calling mine?

			“Nothing, it’s fine. Let’s go.”
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			Rescue Mission

			Track lighting illuminates our way, and Doug, like an eerie will-o’-the-wisp, leads us as he scouts ahead, holding aloft a glowing tentacle. We walk for what feels like hours, the gently rising slope of the ground almost unnoticeable. The doorway out of the tunnel into the living quarters slides right open with the slightest pressure. She never even bothered with a lock here.

			I peer out of the door, open it just enough to step out, slip through the hanging clothes, and emerge into an expansive closet. Doug silently scoots past my feet, appendages extending as he explores the room, zipping forward to lead the way again. Adele’s room is luxurious in a cold way. Massive and mostly empty. Like it belongs in an upscale hotel, not a home. The walls curve so gently that at first it appears to be an illusion. But this place is essentially a tower, a giant castle turret. The inside of the apartment is decorated in severe black-and-white checkered tile, stainless steel contemporary chandeliers, no art or pictures on the wall. A massive freestanding fireplace cuts through the middle of the room. The outer wall is entirely glass, opening onto a balcony. The view is unbeatable, a dark sky, a splash of Milky Way. Most of the base is underground or windowless, disguised to appear as nothing more than rocky mountainside. Adele hoards the best sky views for herself. She spends her free time staring at the stars like a dragon does its jewels.

			I quickly lead Calvin down through spiral staircases to the rest of the living quarters. The entire apartment is silent and empty, impersonal, like staff cleans it daily, like no one lives here. The only exception is the room I know to be Meredith’s. It’s messy, almost deliberately so. Clothes strewn on every surface. Books and papers scattered, makeup open on the vanity, an overflowing wastebasket. Her walls are covered in artwork and posters. A seashell mobile hangs from the ceiling, tacked in with nails. Clearly not a professional job. Magazine clippings nearly cover one wall, some edged with so many staples it had to have been an intentional choice, not for the sake of securing the paper. I’m impressed with her tenacity. To have this much personality when Adele is intent on shaping you is no mean feat.

			The other two rooms have the hotel room feel too. A mask hangs on the inside of the door of one of them. I hesitate for only a second before grabbing it⁠—a black, full-face model, decoratively covered in silver and obsidian piping and chain links.

			“The eldest sister’s?” Calvin asks.

			I nod my confirmation.

			“Why isn’t she wearing it?”

			That is a question I have to think carefully about before answering. “Probably because she’s wearing another disguise, somewhere she doesn’t want to be recognized. The thing about this kind of mask is that the person underneath it doesn’t matter. Whether it’s really her under here or someone else using her reputation for their own dirty work.” I remove the mask I’m wearing and pull the new one on, clasping it carefully over my tightly braided hair. “Wearing it makes you become the monster it was made for. This will let us do whatever we want around here. They’ll think I’m her. Call me Kingsley if we run into anyone.” My voice sounds raspy, distorted, no longer quite my own. From the closet I pull on a dark hoodie that smells faintly of laundry detergent and stale air, as if it weren’t worn regularly, yet washed often. I tug at the sleeve, pulling it down as far as I can over my hand; the lack of Gauntlet will be a dead giveaway if anyone looks too closely.

			“Seems risky. What if you’re wrong and you’re caught impersonating her?”

			“Worth it. Leave me behind as a distraction and try to get Eldi out yourself.”

			With the hood up and the swagger that makes this performance believable, I transform fully into the monster who hides their guilt under this featureless shell. I can’t see Calvin’s eyes with his own face covered, but a muscle twitches in his neck, and he draws away from me almost imperceptibly. I doubt he notices, but it shifts our dynamic from partners in crime to heir apparent and lackey.

			“It’s still me. This is just a mask,” I say, not sure whom I’m reassuring, Calvin or myself.

			“You, stay out of sight no matter what,” I warn Doug. He makes a clicking noise of agreement. We’re splitting up to search for Eldi and prioritize her escape rather than ours. Doug was much more willing to promise than Calvin. I have Eldi’s watch clipped around my wrist, which will alert me if Doug gets Eldi out first.

			“Walk behind me and let me do the talking if we run into anyone. If we’re caught, try not to give away that you’re a werewolf, if you value your freedom,” I say as I stride out of the apartment like I own the place.

			It’s fortunate I grabbed the mask, because we’re stopped immediately by guards stationed outside the apartment. That’s new. They wear the shoulder patches and masks that identify them as part of Adele’s closest inner circle of guards.

			“Get off,” I order, instinctively twisting out of the grip on my arm and knocking his feet out from under him. I have my dagger out and at the second guard’s throat before he has time to do more than grab Calvin. All three men freeze. No one notices the camouflaged patch at the top edge of the doorway that is Doug, scuttling off along the ceiling and down the hall.

			“Let him go,” my voice in the mask thoroughly disguised, an effect that’s partly my method acting and partly some physical mechanism in the mask itself.

			The guard holding Calvin twitches slightly, looking hard at my mask. He stiffens as he clocks my bare left hand, the lack of Gauntlet. If these guards think Kingsley is somewhere else, if I can’t play this part right, I’m screwed. I press the tip of the dagger against his neck hard enough to force him to let go of Calvin as I lean in. “If you think I can’t make you hurt just as badly without it, you’re mistaken.” The guard holds his breath against my dagger. It would be so easy to silence him that for a moment I consider it. It might be the quickest way to get back to my mission. But the mess would take time, time I need to get to Eldi. My stomach twists. Eldi. She deserves a mother, not a monster. I pull back.

			“Sorry, Kingsley,” he says, stepping away from Calvin. “I didn’t realize you were in there.” He looks toward Calvin, clearly waiting for an explanation.

			An explanation that I will not be giving. Relief floods over me that my gamble paid off. I grin inside the mask, knowing my face is unreadable from the outside.

			“Where’re my mother and sisters?” I prod the guard on the ground with my foot, flipping the dagger in between my fingers, a showy old trick that comes back as easily, as naturally, as riding a bike. It’s a risky question, as Kingsley should already know the answer, but the guards simply exchange a look as the one who attacked me gets to his feet and resumes his position at the door.

			“Dealing with the situation at the loading bay.”

			It’s got to be Dave.

			“The robot?”

			“Carving symbols all over the place, starting fires, trying to murder anyone who gets close to it.”

			I nod. Dave is finally putting his havoc-wreaking skills to good use. If only I could witness the disarray he’s causing. But I don’t have time for that, and I have a toddler to find. “My sisters?” I ask again. The more threats I can track, the better I’ll feel.

			“They’re with your mother.”

			I turn without another word to stride away, but one of the guards calls after me, “She’ll want you to help with the specimen down in the dungeon. You’d do well to get a head start. She says we don’t have much time left now that first contact is imminent.” The mask saves me. My face would have given me away.

			Of course. The dungeon. Its nickname naturally came about because it’s one of the deepest rooms in the place. And it’s where Adele doles out the worst punishments. Trapped in the depths of the earth⁠—an ancient punishment, because who needs innovation when your deepest primal fears work just fine?

			Specimen. Eldi. Eldi is down there in the dark in a cage. There’s a cage in the back that’s made for creatures like her⁠—one similar to the Winnebago’s, with no gaps to let someone small slip through. I’m sure that’s who “the specimen” is; it’s got to be where she is. It was the logical conclusion all along, but to have it confirmed sets my blood boiling. A rage that befits the wearer of this mask floods my body. What exactly are they planning on doing with her?

			Almost there. First contact. Hurry.

			That little tingling voice of intuition that lives inside my head grasps at pieces of the puzzle. This isn’t just about punishing me, luring me here. Adele usually works things from multiple angles. Do I have time to investigate?

			“Where are we headed?” Calvin draws close, speaking quietly as we turn a corner.

			“Information about why they’re looking for kids like Eldi,” I say, jogging now. “Then the dungeon to get Eldi out.”

			“We should get Eldi and run,” Calvin mutters. But to my relief, he only quietly swears and follows me instead of arguing.

			I know where I’m going. I still remember this place by heart, and I make turns and slip through doors, Calvin at my heels. The base is quieter than it should be. Maybe most of the personnel have been drawn toward whatever situation Dave is creating, but I don’t like it. It feels too deliberate.

			“Stay here; watch the door,” I say to Calvin as I duck into a room filled with bright terminals and the quiet buzz of computer cooling fans.

			“Reggie, I don’t like this,” Calvin hisses. “Let’s go get Eldi and leave.”

			“Watch the door,” I bark, and he curses but stays, his back to me, his eyes on the corridor.

			This will undoubtedly tell them I was here, as I log in with my old credentials. But hopefully not until we’re gone. I’m beginning to think this is a game, a power play, a message that I am nothing to be worried about. I’m not sure I care anymore⁠—being here has rekindled a reckless and long-burning anger within me.

			What I find on the computer makes my stomach drop. Readily accessible information. I don’t have to look for long. It’s like she wants me to investigate. Files on creatures like Eldi all across the world. Neatly labeled folders filled with pictures, video surveillance, reports. “Deceased,” “Missing,” “Unknown,” “Acquired,” “Failed/Terminated”; they’re all tagged. I skim the information as quickly as possible. Some are labeled as children, others as various animal species, and still more are classified as unknown.

			A sullen black-haired teenager appears in a security camera still with a backpack slung over their shoulder, lips pulled back in a growl full of sharp teeth. There’s a video clip, taken from some sort of body camera, of a girl who doesn’t appear to be more than a year or two older than Eldi, with wide, frightened eyes. I can’t play the sound, but someone’s trying to shield her; someone is pushing into the frame to shove away whoever is taking the video. A screenshot from a humane society adoption website features a strange-looking cat with human eyes and odd protrusions along its spine. A blurry photograph taken with a trail camera shows a silvery snout and reflective eyes peering out of the brush. There are even names I recognize: Calvin’s cousin and his daughter.

			“Reggie, come on,” Calvin whispers loudly from the door.

			I raise my hand to speak to Eldi’s watch on a desperate hunch. “If you know how to steal this information somehow and take it with us,” I say into it, “now would be the time.”

			It pulls a very Doug and Dave move, flicking out a silvery string of an appendage, latching right onto the computer, and pulsing with light. It’s like a little straw drinking up knowledge.

			“Hurry,” Calvin says shortly.

			“I know, but what I found was worth it.” I can only hope this will prove true and I didn’t just lose us our chance to rescue Eldi and escape.

			The watch buzzes in quick succession⁠—our warning sign we’re running out of time. I’m flat-out sprinting as we reach the dizzying spiral of staircases that leads down to the dungeon. The air grows cool and artificial tasting in my throat the deeper we go. It’s stale and wet, like something left to rot. The lighting dims, too, to a pale reddish orange⁠—artificial lighting meant to evoke the feeling of slipping into a timeless, liminal horror space. There’s no lock on the outer door. Why would there need to be when everything that stays down here is put in a cage?

			There’s a little table in front of the cells. On it lies something that looks like a piece of jewelry, a choker-length piece of silver metal. Its design is simple, beautifully austere rather than ornate⁠—a taunt, a message for me.

			I start to hyperventilate. Calvin looks at me in alarm.

			The sound of singing takes me back a decade in a single instant.

			“Ladybird, ladybird, fly away home.”

			Something is wrong. I’ve made a mistake. This wasn’t about Eldi. At least, it was never all about Eldi; she was a bonus. I was the objective. This was always a trap for me, not Eldi.

			“Ladybird, ladybird, your house is on fire and your children are gone.”

			A voice that’s hauntingly familiar echoes around the dungeon, a voice I last heard ten years ago, singing a nursery rhyme that I taught her. A figure tucked into the corner of a cage near the back, deep in the darkness, stirs.

			“Meredith?” I breathe, stepping forward, my mind going entirely blank.

			“Reggie,” Calvin warns.

			Instinct overrides judgment, and I stumble toward the back without a thought, Calvin at my heels.

			A flash of movement from the last of the metal-barred cells stops me in my tracks. A second figure I overlooked steps out of the darkness. Close enough to reach through the bars and grab the front of my sweatshirt, hauling me close. Calvin snarls and tries to pull me back, but the trap is already closing around us.

			“You came back,” Zara says, pure shock in her tone, face an inch from mine, separated by bars. “You fell for it.”
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			Prodigal

			Lights flare on in the little clear-walled cell, temporarily blinding me. A bright spot of light that shows only empty space⁠—Eldi isn’t there.

			Guards come from all directions, emerging from the darkness as Zara releases me. Even as I take down three of them, reflexes taking control, I know it’s over. Calvin ruins a single cell, warping the bars with a gesture of his hands and half transforming before a guard manages to slide a syringe into his biceps. With a yelp, he’s abruptly human again. A suppressant. His powers will be useless for a solid twenty-four hours. I’m still struggling as his weapons are systematically removed, and he’s locked in the cell next to Zara and Meredith.

			Strong hands rip the mask off my head, turn my chin up to peer at my face. I spit and gasp when the same hands slap me hard. I can feel other hands removing every weapon I have, even unclasping the watch.

			“It’s her,” someone says.

			“Adele sent a gift along, an upgrade, since you like that old mask so much,” the guard I spit at says, wiping his face. Someone pulls a new mask down over my eyes. I don’t know what “upgrade” means, but it can’t be good.

			“Don’t try anything,” one of them says, and trains a weapon on Zara and Meredith.

			Meredith doesn’t move, only pauses her singing to say, “Fuck you.”

			Zara backs up, arms raised in compliance, but rolls her eyes and sighs as if she were bored.

			With the new mask on my face, I’m tossed into the cell that holds Meredith and Zara.

			“I don’t even get my own cell?” I sneer, launching myself at the door that has already slammed shut. There’s no answer.

			Meredith never stops singing in the corner, doesn’t move an inch until the dungeon door clicks shut behind the heels of the last guard.

			I rip at the mask on my face. It won’t come off. I fumble with the clasps at the back that should release it, but they won’t budge. This one extends all the way down to the base of my skull, under my chin. A tight, immovable band locks it in place. I can breathe, but I feel unyielding metal at my throat with every swallow. I trip and fall to the ground in my desperate struggle to get this thing off my face.

			It isn’t until Zara grabs my head, yanks me up, that I realize I’m screaming.

			“Look at me,” she says sharply. “Get it together, now. Breathe. If you puke in there, we can’t get you out.”

			She’s right. I breathe in and out deeply. It’s Zara and me in here again. She looks awful, her eyes bloodshot and hair greasy. Her dress shirt and pants rumpled, her jacket and shoes off, like she’s been sleeping in here for days.

			“Breathe,” she says again. “Don’t let her see you this way.” I don’t know if she means Adele, who is sure to turn up, or Meredith, who is still singing to herself. “Ladybird, ladybird.” Zara taps her hand against my leg in a silent count, lets me lean against her as I struggle to slow my heartbeat and steady my breathing.

			When Zara has decided I’m not going to vomit and drown myself inside the mask, she draws back.

			“Fucking stupid thing to do, coming back here.”

			“Eldi,” I manage.

			“Is obviously not here,” Zara says.

			My breath through the mask comes in unsteady rasps as I lean my head against the unforgiving metal bars separating me from freedom.

			Calvin swears from the next cell over. They’ve put him in a cage. The one like the cage in the Winnebago, designed for keeping in creatures. Deep gouges obscure one section of the wall. Calvin’s pushed himself to the far corner, as far from me as he can get. He’s getting it now; he’s figured it out.

			Déjà vu and memories converge, and I struggle to place where and when this is all happening. Familiar and unfamiliar.

			“Ladybird, ladybird,” Meredith sings.

			“Will you shut up with that godforsaken nursery rhyme?” Zara snaps at Meredith.

			Meredith laughs bitterly. “Who knew a toddler is all it would take to get Reggie back here. I’m honestly shocked it worked. I guess she has favorites after all.”

			Guilt. That’s the only emotion I have left.

			“Calvin,” I call, reaching a hesitating hand through the bars.

			He doesn’t answer.

			“Ooooh, Reggie, I think your boyfriend’s mad,” Meredith mocks, moving into the light. I feel her eyes on my back.

			“I tried to warn you she was bad news,” Zara says, lounging casually against the rear cell wall.

			“Calvin,” I say again, “I can explain.”

			“You liar. You’ve been lying this whole time, about everything,” Calvin says. I’ve never heard his voice so full of hate. But he’s cut off by the echoing sound of footsteps in the corridor.

			I abruptly rise to my feet and push past Meredith to stand and face the door.

			Adele Kingsley walks into the room, removing her mask with deliberate care as she surveys the three of us, a false disappointed look on her face but triumph in her eyes. A face I’ve seen countless times over the years. The same eyes I see every time I look in the mirror, no matter how much time, space, and however many disguises come between us. My future face, in a few decades. The face of my mother.

			A cruel smirk grows wide on her mouth as she looks at me.

			“Well, well. The prodigal child returns at last.”
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			Thirty Years Ago

			I am five the first time I disappoint my mother. More accurately, it’s the first time I understand that I disappoint my mother. I’ve spent the last month learning to read, and Nanny gave me a book of my own. It was an alphabet board book, full of future careers: librarian, teacher, scientist, engineer.

			“I want to be a truck driver when I grow up,” I proudly tell my mother when she asks for the weekly update on my education.

			“What a quintessentially human occupation,” she says, her lip curled as if she’s smelled something particularly rotten.

			I already know that to say nothing is better than to say the wrong thing. I don’t understand what “quintessentially” means, nor why she spits the word “human” as if it were a curse. But I do understand that something inside me curls up to hide, to shrink away from the expression on her face.

			“I could see the whole world. Meet lots of people.” I already have an incurable case of wanderlust⁠—understandable for an isolated child who lives among adults on a secretive base in the middle of the desert. But one thing my mother never understood was my desire for human connection. She has always wanted to stand separate, alone and apart from everyone.

			“I created you for a much greater purpose than driving trucks, Regina,” she says dismissively, without cracking a smile.

			This is the first time I find out I’m expected to be something besides ordinary⁠—something better, something more, superhuman.

			“Nanny says I can be whatever I want,” I reply stubbornly. Proud enough to hold back the tears I feel prickling at the edges of my vision.

			It’s the first time I feel the heavy weight of inadequacy, the first time I register the disgust on my mother’s face as I don’t quite measure up.

			My mother doesn’t say another word about the conversation, but my book disappears, and Nanny doesn’t say goodbye. I have a new nanny the next week. It takes several years before I realize that the word “nanny” is a job title rather than a given name.
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			On my tenth birthday, my mother gets me a mask⁠—black mesh with silver accents, like a star-splattered night sky. My mask is similar to the one she wears outside our living quarters. But it is different enough that we won’t be mistaken for each other. Different enough to feel like my own. I feel the weight of looming adulthood and the taste of freedom in the concealment simultaneously.

			Somehow I can still see perfectly through the material, though the mask remains utterly featureless. Behind it, I grin, stick out my tongue, cross my eyes, and the figure in the mirror simply cocks their head. My antics would be unnerving if you didn’t know what I was doing behind it. My head tilts from side to side, like a reptile sighting prey. When I’m upset or angry, I no longer have to work to hide it.

			It’s the first time I truly feel my mother understands me. She never acknowledges the “otherness” she feels. But I know it’s there. I’ve always been able to see it. To hear it. A little voice in my head whispering, like you. Whatever it is, it lurks under her surface, lashing out like a monster when noticed. Strangely, it’s one of the few things I have in common with my mother. Though I’m determined to be different from her. To keep even the knowledge from her that we are two of a kind. It’s easy because she doesn’t invite confidence, after all. But this mask she gives me marks one of the few times she sees me for who I am, one of the few times she sees what I want and hands it to me without condition.

			I can be any character in the mask. I’m “Kingsley,” eliciting a differential nod and downcast eyes. Not “Adele’s daughter,” resulting in dismissive eyes that hardly skim over me. People treat me like I’m an adult, an equal. I bask in the power of it. I’m “Regina” rarely, only in my mother’s presence. Never Reggie, like I want to be called.

			The first time I wear the mask isn’t just significant because it’s my tenth birthday. It’s also the day I meet my sister. My mother walks me into a dimly lit room, the one across the hall from mine. I’m usually not allowed in this room that’s seen a rotating cast of staff wandering in and out for months. I’m used to living in this underground castle filled with off-limits areas, but they usually aren’t so busy or so near my bedroom.

			At first, I’m disappointed at the mundane surroundings. The space is hardly different from my own quarters. A chair, a couch, a desk with a lamp and alarm clock. But instead of a twin bed, there’s a row of tiny, clear plastic bins on wheels. The kind I’ve seen on TV shows, the kind that hold babies.

			My feet move to the three bassinets before I know what I’m doing. The first one holds a bald little cherub with pink cheeks. A blue blanket means boy. While I may not spend any time outside these walls, rarely interacting with anyone but my nannies and tutors, I’ve watched and studied diligently from afar. I take notes while watching Nickelodeon and memorize every conversational nuance in the pages of my Sarah Dessen books; I could recite them by heart. The angelic baby boy sleeps quietly, never noticing my presence. I feel bad waking him, so I let him sleep. The second bassinet holds a squalling red-faced, pink-swathed bundle over which I don’t linger long; I hadn’t realized how loud babies could be.

			“Do you feel anything?” my mother asks me abruptly, removing the mask she usually wears.

			My steps falter. I pause before walking to the third bassinet. There’s an edge to my mother’s voice; her eyes are intent, fixed on me. I stare at her features, the contours less familiar to me than her mask. Some undefined question is written across her face.

			“Well? Can you sense anything? Anyone?”

			I have no idea what she’s asking me, but I have the sense I will fail this test. Carefully, I school my face to keep my expression blank, before I remember the mask. This isn’t the first sort of test like this, given without warning, with undisclosed parameters and unrevealed stakes.

			I choose silence, cocking my head questioningly.

			My mother’s losing patience with me. “They’re all from powerfully magical bloodlines, if it worked⁠—” She snaps her mouth shut and frowns.

			Am I supposed to be sensing the most magical of the babies? My studies have included magic for a while now. Magic doesn’t work that way; it can’t be sensed in a person. But if these babies come from magical bloodlines, then it’s likely they will be magical as well. What more could I possibly confirm for her?

			She asked if I could sense anyone. Is she talking about tethers? My mother has always struggled to tether properly. In fact, she’s told me to use magic without them, like she does, saying that tethers are unnecessary, a crutch. That the lore is mistaken. My magical tutors have cautioned me against this, above all else. I’ve been told to lie to her. The most fundamental rule in my magic teaching has been twofold. Use tethers, and never let your mother know, for your own safety. So far, I’ve gotten away with it, kept it hidden from my mother. Tethering to my magical tutors, nannies I’m fond of, even one guardsman who had a soft spot for me. But the strength of tethers isn’t something constant or easily quantifiable. Tether strength usually depends only on proximity and connection, but not always⁠—there’s something about me that bends those rules.

			Maybe she’s looking for someone like me. I’ve already long known I’m particularly good at wielding magic. I’m sure it’s because I can tether so well. This is my biggest secret. The only reason my mother can use magic is me. She thinks she isn’t tethered, thinks she operates alone. But it’s because of me. I keep her safe. I stand in her shadow where she’ll never sense me and hold on tight even when I know she’d throw me off if she knew.

			But why would she want a baby who can tether exceptionally well when she doesn’t even want me tethering, doesn’t even know that tethers are the reason for my strength? I’ve waited too long to answer, and I see the disappointment in my mother’s face at my failure. I wish she’d put her mask back on. The way she looks away, interest lost, stings.

			“That one,” I say without considering the consequences as I point toward the third bassinet.

			My mother looks back at me sharply, hope flickering in her eyes. “Are you sure?” she says almost tenderly as she follows me to the last bassinet.

			I think the words “I love you” for the first time standing over the third bassinet. Love isn’t a sentiment my mother has ever expressed directly to me, but I’ve learned about it, nonetheless. Nannies, tutors, guards⁠—I haven’t grown up entirely uncared for. Sometimes I think my mother wants to love me but just doesn’t know how. Sometimes I think she’s incapable of the emotion.

			But I am not. And standing over the little creature in the third bassinet, I can’t help falling into a pool of emotion, submerging myself before remembering that no one’s taught me to swim. I’ve never been around children before, yet there’s something about this one that I adore instantly. The smallest of the babies, her limbs too disproportionate, lacking any extra baby fat to be conventionally cute. She startles when I touch the soft brown skin of her bare belly; she’s clad in only a diaper and has a thick swatch of unruly dark hair that covers her whole overlarge head. Though her face screws up with discontent against the touch of my cool fingers, she’s utterly silent.

			“This one? Are you quite sure?”

			I stare down at this baby whose fate lies in my hands, who still doesn’t cry, though I must look terrifying in my new mask. She wears a quizzical look and reaches out a hand as if to grab for me.

			“Yes,” I say definitively, with no idea what I’m agreeing to. The moment feels solemn and oddly loaded.

			“Then welcome to this strange world, little one. Zara. And happy birthday, Regina,” my mother says, her voice soft. I’ve never heard her sound so human and gentle before.

			I have a sister. Zara.

			A nanny bustles into the room, breaking the strange spell. My mother immediately straightens, places her mask back on her face, and chastises the nanny coolly, “I wanted them presentable before we came in.”

			“I was changing the bedding and her clothes. She made quite a mess of them,” the nanny I’ve never met before says, quickly moving toward the third baby’s bassinet, fresh sheets in hand, as Mother looms disapprovingly.

			I move without thinking to lift baby Zara from the crib, though I don’t really know what I’m doing. I rely on instinct and what I’ve seen in sitcoms. Watch out for her head and neck. She has a vaguely chemical smell, like the soap in the dispensers in the bathrooms. She’s heavier and more awkward to hold than I expected. But I’ve learned confidence is the key. If I pretend I have the confidence and authority to do something, I’m granted it.

			The last nanny cried when Mother fired her. I have no desire to witness another scene, and I want nothing more than to hear my mother soft and gentle again. If only everything could go perfectly on this momentous day. It’s not every day you reach the double digits.

			“You know what to do with the rest of them,” Mother says to the nanny.

			“What?” I say, distracted. This third baby stares up at me, and I’m entirely overwhelmed by the trust I see in her eyes.

			“Don’t worry about it, Regina; we don’t need the others,” Mother says as the nanny quietly nods her understanding with averted eyes.

			My stomach churns uncomfortably. I don’t know what she means, but I don’t like the tone she uses, as if she were talking about tossing clothes I’ve outgrown into a trash bin.

			Shoving away the nanny, I sink into the chair. I stare down at Zara’s eyes as they close, as her body grows impossibly heavier and more solid with sleep.

			“What happens to the other babies?” I ask, my voice raspy and monotone. I don’t know if that’s the mask or if it’s just who I am at this moment.

			“That’s irrelevant,” Mother says, her voice equal parts matter-of-fact and cold.

			My heart beats wildly in my chest. What fate did I choose for the others, I wonder. I hope I’ve made the right choice.
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			Zara cries endlessly as a baby. She won’t sleep unless she’s held and rocked vigorously.

			“It’s colic,” one of the night nannies explains to me.

			It’s annoying as shit is what I think. But I know better than to tattle. Instead, I find ways to cope. I wear earplugs to sleep, earplugs I steal from the containers outside the noisy rooms. This night nanny is my favorite. I wish she would tell me her name, but she refuses. She whispers dark fairy tales and grim monster stories to me when I can’t sleep while she rocks Zara endlessly. The darker version of The Little Mermaid, the one where the mermaid sacrifices herself rather than allow her prince to come to harm, even though he doesn’t pick her in the end. Cinderella, whose stepsisters cut off parts of their own feet to masquerade as their sister. The big bad wolf who eats grandmothers. I love these stories, the ones that feel truer than the silly versions in my picture books.

			This most favorite nanny only gets angry once, when two-year-old Zara calls her “Ma.”

			“Never call me that word. Never let her hear you say that,” Nanny hisses, holding Zara’s face in her hands. Tears drip silently down Zara’s plump cheeks. Nanny breathes heavily, as if she’s been running as her eyes dart nervously around the room.

			She leaves soon after that. Zara takes her loss harder than I do. I retell Nanny’s stories on a loop in my head until thinking about them doesn’t leave a lump in my throat. I’m twelve, nearly thirteen, and I consider myself a teenager already. Nannies have come and gone for years, and I’m too old for them, anyway. Zara cries for days, her first loss.
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			Teenagers & Toddlers

			I’m thirteen the first time I try to run away. When the moon is full, the sky splashed with stars and a swath of Milky Way, with more than enough light to see by this far from civilization, I make a run for it. I don’t make it far even though I think I’m clever about it. I sneak into my mother’s room, a few floors above my underground quarters, the last exit she’d expect me to take. She finds me within minutes. My mother watches me struggle, dangling from her balcony on tied-together bedsheets like I saw in a TV show. I have a backpack filled with water bottles and energy bars and hundreds of dollars that I’ve stolen from her over the last three years. Nothing else, because I don’t give a shit about anything material, and I’ve read enough survival books over the years to know that sentimentality gets you killed. I thought about taking Zara. But she needs so many things, more than I can carry, so I was ruthless in my weight cutting.

			I pant, clinging to the too-short makeshift escape rope. Eventually, I carefully shrug off the backpack, unable to bear its weight. All I can think about after the backpack bursts open far below is the sounds my bones might make when they break on the desert ground. I didn’t think to do the math. My mother’s balcony is too high, the sheets are too short, and my plans are too half-baked.

			Mother stands on the balcony above me, holding Zara. Zara sucks her thumb and watches me passively while Mother taunts me.

			“It’s harder than you think to hold on. Are you strong enough to climb up?”

			Hold on, hold on, a little voice in my head encourages.

			Zara is smart, young as she is, and knows as well as I do that she can do nothing but stay silent and survive. I hope I only imagine the hurt I see in her eyes, as if she knew I tried to leave her behind.

			It takes me ages to find the strength to climb the rope. I fall asleep on the balcony, too exhausted to make my way back to my room. Mother locks the balcony door, and I spend the day in the summer heat, huddled under the shade of my makeshift tent from the repurposed escape rope. Occasionally, I thirstily peer over the railing to watch the rapidly shrinking wet spot the burst water bottles left on the ground below.

			I apologize to Zara the next day, though I don’t think she really understands how I betrayed her. I vow to take Zara along when I leave.
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			I spend the next four years meticulously planning my escape, and on my seventeenth birthday, Mother ruins my second set of escape plans, and I pick my second sister.

			Déjà vu as I walk the hallway in my mask. The betrayal isn’t sharp, rather a dull ache, an old wound. She had to work harder to hide it from me this time. The room with the row of bassinets is in a different wing of the base, one I didn’t even realize existed.

			I was going to wait until my eighteenth birthday to leave, but in the end, that was too long. Seventeen was close enough to pass for an adult, a mere smudge of ink on false ID papers. I pass the time beforehand by finding small comforts and purpose in being a big sister. But I never stop wanting to leave. I live with one foot in a fantasy world above ground, far away from Nevada. Zara is old enough to come with me, I reason. I haven’t told her of my plans, but she knows to follow my orders without question. I’ll explain once we’re far away and the danger of her letting slip my plans is irrelevant. She’s too old and I’m too young to pretend she’s my child, and we don’t even look alike. Mother will search for a pair of sisters. We’ll cut our hair, dress like boys, and we’ll be cousins if anyone asks.

			But those dreams die as I cross the threshold into the secret nursery with Zara, hesitant and confused at my side. I should have known, should have sensed something big was happening. Adele’s experiments lately have ramped up. I’ve been too preoccupied with thoughts of escape to wonder why I’ve had to surreptitiously tether her so often lately. No one sees the tears streaming under my mask as I watch Zara, her eyes wide and frantic as Mother asks that same strange question.

			“Can you sense any of them?”

			I don’t know how Mother knew, but she must have. She’s always a step ahead of me. I can travel with a seven-year-old, but I cannot travel with a seven-year-old and an infant.

			“Can you feel anyone?” Mother asks through gritted teeth. It’s obvious she doesn’t expect Zara to pass this test.

			Zara opens her mouth to answer, but I cut her off, holding up my hand. “No,” I snap. I mean it in every sense of the word.

			No, Zara, don’t answer.

			No, I don’t sense anyone or anything.

			No, no, no.

			No, I won’t play along with your stupid, undefined test again.

			But of course I will. I have no choice.

			Swaggering up to the bassinets, I push Zara back. “Don’t depend on her for something so important,” I scoff. “She can confirm my choice if you really want, but it’s up to me.” I’m bluffing. I still have no idea what she wants. Not a freaking clue. I’ve watched Zara, practically made a study of her, trying to understand what my mother is looking for in her, but I don’t. Zara is magical but ordinary. There’s no reason for my mother to want more babies when she’s barely invested in the two children she already has.

			Hurt flickers in Zara’s eyes at my words to Mother, but I can’t do more than hope she realizes I’m saving her. Maybe it isn’t about picking the right baby. Maybe it’s about proving we can make a ruthless choice. Maybe it’s about making us complicit in her callousness. Or could it be that it’s as simple as a reminder that our mother holds all the power? Either way, I can make this sacrifice in Zara’s place.

			Mother stares me down. She’s wearing her mask this time, too, a pure black thing with no embellishments, so I don’t know what she’s thinking.

			I walk from one crib to the next, peering down at the three babies.

			I flip on the bright overhead lighting, rip the white-noise cord from the wall. One baby wails loudly with the light; I don’t bother getting within five feet of that crib. One baby sleeps peacefully, a pacifier half drooping from his mouth. But he wakes with a cry when I take it away from him.

			The third baby turns her gaze on me with a scowl when I pluck the pacifier from her mouth. She’s awake and alert but doesn’t make a peep. Flails one hand wildly like she’s intent on taking it back from me. She is already fighting back, despite her helplessness. Bright green streaks through the watery blue of her eyes, and a light peach fuzz layer of red hair covers her scalp.

			I stand, looking from bassinet to bassinet, trying to look as if I were perceiving something more than which baby might be easiest. Which baby might mean the least work for me.

			“This one,” I finally say, plucking the third baby up from the bassinet. They’ll all be difficult anyway, so I pick the fighter. I don’t look again at the two I didn’t choose, trying to forget, banish them from my head, but I know their faces will surface in my nightmares.

			“You’re sure this time?” Mother steps forward. Zara tries to shrink back, but Mother’s hand snakes out cobra quick and pulls her in. “What do you think? Is Regina right?”

			Zara looks back and forth between us, mouths words, but no sound comes out.

			“You have no idea,” Mother answers for her.

			“Do you hear anyone?” Mother asks me instead.

			Not even the voice in my head. I’m as baffled as Zara. “I’m choosing her,” I say. Not an answer, not a denial.

			Mother lifts off her mask, leans in, touches the top of the baby’s head, and stares at her face.

			“My sister,” I say. I half expect her to pick a different one, make me put this one back to spite me.

			“You found your family?” Mother asks me sharply.

			“Yes.”

			“Then she stays. Meredith, welcome to this world.”

			Mother’s eyes are bright with triumph as I stalk from the room, Zara at my heels as I carry Meredith.

			I don’t bother looking back.
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			Thunder reverberating through the floor shocks me from sleep. My bedroom is so far underground that the light from the flashes of lightning rarely reaches me unless Adele is really serious about her experiments, but the thunder always rumbles and shakes the entire place like an earthquake. It feels like Adele is trying to rip apart reality at the seams. A dark shadow hovers above me. I’m already halfway up, instinctively drawing the dagger from the leg holster I never take off. Adele gave it to me the year I was fourteen. I woke one night to masked guards in my room, a bag over my head, my hands tied with rough twine. I spent the better part of a day in the dungeon like that, wondering where I was, what I’d done wrong. When Adele came to let me out, she gave me the dagger, said it was time to learn to defend myself so that it never happened for real.

			“It stays on even when you sleep. I will test you periodically.”

			With Adele, threats are guarantees; they are the one thing you can be sure she isn’t lying about. So I learned.

			Lightning, unnaturally bright and violent, illuminates the room. Adele’s lightning is malevolent, creeping, and not right. It throws light across Zara’s tear-streaked face before the knife reaches her throat. She shrieks in pure terror, and I let a few choice swear words slip out.

			“You can’t sneak up on me when I’m sleeping, Zara.”

			“You wouldn’t have hurt me,” Zara says. She flinches again at the booming thunder and flickering light. It crawls around corners, unnaturally far reaching. Insidiously seeking us out with an intelligence that feels too much like Adele herself. At least this round is weaker, fainter.

			“The thunder and lightning are scaring Meredith. She won’t stop crying.”

			“Where’s her nanny?” I ask. The sounds of Meredith’s shrieks echo from a distance in between the booms of thunder.

			“Sitting. The thunder and lightning scares me too,” Zara admits quietly.

			“It’s not even an actual storm. She’s doing some weather experiment,” I say.

			Zara shrugs. I can tell from the look on her face that the fact this storm is our mother’s doing might make it more frightening rather than less. I’m so tired, but Zara is staring expectantly at me, and the hold I have on Adele’s magic is tugging at my own soul. Why can’t they all leave me alone? Groaning, I collapse back onto my pillow. I bypass gratitude and dive straight into guilt when I sense Zara tethering me, as if her little hand reaches out and clasps my own, lending me her own energy. Hesitantly, I borrow a little of Zara’s strength and funnel it toward Adele.

			“Why do you help her?” Zara asks.

			When I meet her eyes, I realize she knows, knows I’m holding on to Adele. A dismissive retort dies on my lips. What can I say when I don’t know the answer to that myself?

			“Why not . . . let go?”

			The words from her, from Zara, who’s good and kind and pure, make me feel sick. Lightning flashes; a crack of thunder reverberates. Zara yelps as Meredith screams loud enough to reach us over the racket.

			“Stay here,” I sigh as I pull on my mask, and Zara slides into the warm space I leave in the bed.

			I don’t bother sheathing the dagger as I stalk down the hall through the living quarters, on the floor allotted to the three of us, past Zara’s and Meredith’s doors, and head straight for the room that serves triple duty as living room, school, and playroom.

			The night nanny responsible for my sisters sits in an armchair angled away from me. Earplugs in and an open book in her lap, she doesn’t even hear me approach. She freezes at the cool touch of metal as I press the flat of the blade against her cheek.

			“Why aren’t you doing your job?” I whisper in her ear.

			She moves hesitantly to pull out the earplugs. I don’t move the dagger, but I don’t stop her either.

			“What?” she says, voice quavering.

			“I said, ‘Why aren’t you doing your job?’ Why is my sister crying?” I say in that deadly sweet tone that sounds so much like Adele that goose bumps rise along the back of my neck and I have to stop myself from spinning around to look for her.

			“Your mother⁠—Ms. Kingsley⁠—she said not to pick her up; she wants the baby sleeping through the night,” the nanny says.

			Meredith’s cries are reaching a frenzied pitch. The thunder still rumbles throughout the room, competing with the drumbeat of my heart in my ears, an offbeat orchestra.

			For a moment, I consider what Adele would say if I dragged this dagger across the nanny’s neck. She’d probably make me clean up the mess. Meredith lets out her loudest wail yet. I’m so very tired. It might be worth it.

			But I hear a minuscule voice from the doorway. “Reggie?”

			I turn, witness Zara standing there with a guarded look that I’ve only ever seen her direct at Adele.

			“Shit,” I mutter. “Go back to bed,” I say to Zara, lowering the dagger. Zara doesn’t turn, just stands and watches, wide eyed. To the nanny I say, “Get out. You’re fired.”

			“What?” she says, staring at me blankly.

			“You heard me. I said you’re fired.” I shoo her away with a wave of the dagger. “Go. Leave.”

			Zara trails me as I angrily sheathe the blade and stride down the hallway, following Meredith’s cries.

			She’s so upset, it takes a bottle and the better part of an hour of bouncing and swaying to calm her. I sing her the only lullaby I can remember.

			“Ladybird, ladybird, fly away home.”

			Back in my room, I tell them stories when Meredith finally quiets but stays wide eyed and attentive. The little mermaid slicing out her own tongue, Cinderella’s stepsisters and their bloody feet, the hungry wolf gobbling up grandmothers. Zara sprawls across my bed, snoring. The unnatural storm has long died down when Meredith finally falls asleep against my chest. That tiny part of my mind that was tethering Adele sheepishly crawls back to me, finally ready to rest.

			It’s the first night we spend that way, the three of us. But nowhere near the last.
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			I tell Adele in the morning that I fired Meredith’s nanny. She either doesn’t care or already knows; she shows no hint of surprise.

			“I hope caring for your sisters won’t interfere with your work,” she says mildly. “I want the results of your research in a week, regardless. Don’t fire the tutor unless you have time for interviews.”

			That’s how I find myself an unwilling expert in the world of baby wearing. Strapping Meredith’s tiny little body to mine for hours at a time, peering over the peach fuzz of her head and typing while standing up. Swaying endlessly. Rinsing beakers and baby bottles in a never-ending rotation. Sticking baby diapers in the biohazard disposal bins. I finish my research project in six days.
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			I loved Zara from the moment I saw her. Meredith is a different experience altogether. It’s harder to do it a second time when I know what it feels like, when I know how hard it is. Not that Zara doesn’t love me back. Rather, it’s the opposite. Zara loves me more than a sister; she loves me like she should love a mother. “I love you, Reggie,” she whispers every night into my ear when Adele isn’t around to hear.

			Of course, I love her back. But she loves me so much, it’s smothering. The crushing parts of this pseudo-motherhood that rip away at my soul are in the disappointment Zara can’t hide. Every time I hurt her feelings. Every time I’m not enough. Every time I snap because I’m tired or angry. For her own good, I rationalize. Survival is more important than feelings. I’m tired; I never asked for this. But neither did Zara, I suppose.

			Meredith I hold at a distance. It’s too late to keep from caring about Zara but not too late to save Meredith. But I find myself failing. It should be hard to love someone who asks everything of me but gives so little in return. It’s easy to resent someone who depends on me for their every need. It’s harder to resent someone who offers me their first gummy smile. Someone who stops crying only for me, for my arms and my warmth. It is as easy as breathing to love someone who looks at me like I’m their entire world.

			For a month, I pretend my plans aren’t ruined. That I’m not too terrified to jump now that I have others’ hands to hold and none left to catch myself. I add diapers and formula to my go bag. Two months after that, I realize Meredith’s long outgrown the newborn clothes I packed in the bag, but I don’t switch them out. As I pass my eighteenth birthday, Meredith turns one. I unpack the bag, toss the expired formula, and count out the years until Meredith will be big enough.

			Four years. I can last four more years, I decide. Zara will be a newly minted teenager, old enough to be less conspicuous. With any luck, and the right clothes, I can pass her off as an adult if no one looks too closely. Meredith will be five then, old enough to understand to keep her mouth shut and pretend I’m her mom. I’ll dye her hair brown like mine. Just a little longer here and we’ll get away.

			But then Meredith gets molars, and I spend a week straight running on coffee and catnaps. Before Meredith is eighteen months old, I stop planning our escape. I’m tired.

			I hate Adele for what she does to me, but I’m like an addict the way I cling to the smallest hint of her approval. And there’re those moments, when she pushes too far, when I’m the only one clinging to her soul to bring her back from the edge. The wickeder parts of my nature urge me to let go, shove her right off the edge. Yet I hold on. I’m not sure why. Guilt, responsibility, cowardice. My rationalizations and justifications don’t always make sense. It sometimes boils down to simple inertia. It’s still easier to drift along with the current rather than jump into the unknown. I resign myself to staying. I’m exhausted.
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			Project Leash & Collar

			Adele gives me my first big solo project the summer I’m twenty. It isn’t driven by trust in my abilities, but rather my increasing desire for more in life. In short, it’s a manipulation to make sure I have something to keep me occupied, something to coerce me into staying instead of straying off into the real world full of appealing freedoms and far from forced responsibilities.

			Lycanthropy. I have to modify the lycanthropy virus or find some other means to create a werewolf that can be controlled and directed. Put a metaphorical collar and a leash on them, Adele says. What a pesky thing free will is for someone like Adele. What exactly she wants from these werewolves is a mystery to me. An army of creatures for intimidation is my best guess.

			But a small voice in my head tells me I am far from uncovering my mother’s secrets. I’ve started to question her motives more the older I get. Why does Agency 51 exist in the first place? To find, control, utilize magical creatures, beings, and items is the official line. My mother has always kept her secrets close to her chest. She rarely lets down her walls, and I doubt anyone knows more than a tiny fraction of her secrets, her dreams, her desires. I’m probably the closest thing she has to a confidante, and that’s saying something.

			The absent reason, the missing why, always bothers me. I worry what I don’t know might come back to haunt me someday. But also, I don’t want to look too closely for fear of finding something that bites back. I’m guilty of sticking my head in the sand.

			My first test subjects are werewolves who started as wolves. Although I learn loads in the course of my research and experimentation, Adele remains dissatisfied. I engineer a new strain of lycanthropy, aiming for a virus with a higher spreading rate, one that remains active for longer. Mostly just to see if I can. I’m bored and rather directionless, following Adele’s vague instructions. Even though it doesn’t do everything exactly the way I hoped it would, it’s a feat of science and magic intertwined in a way I’ve never read about. But I try not to feel cocky about achieving it, since Adele only scoffs and minimizes.

			“The things I’ve seen magic do, Regina, the scale is impossible for you to fathom. This is small. I need you to think bigger.”

			All I wanted was a Good job, kid.

			Zara, at least, is an easily impressed audience. She follows me like a small and slightly inept intern any chance she gets, asking question after question and doing any grunt work I throw her way. I alternate between snappish and unfairly annoyed with her constant presence and grudging awe that the baby whose diapers I could swear I changed only days ago is somehow so independent.

			There’s never a shortage of test subjects, and I never ask too many questions about that part of the process. Where the infected wolves go afterward, for example. Zara, who rarely keeps her mouth shut, doesn’t ask either. She sulks in her room for a day or two each time we change test subjects, before she reappears and we pretend like nothing happened.

			I want to create a vaccine and treatment. The delay annoys Adele, who tells me to leave off this unnecessary step, but I work on it secretly. The virus burns itself out in wolves, but it doesn’t in humans. The vaccine isn’t perfect, doesn’t work on my own engineered strain of lycanthropy⁠—a strain proving more difficult to control than I anticipated. It mutates on its own, staying two steps ahead of my progress. It’s a fiddly process involving a bit of genetic engineering and a heavy dose of magic, and I’m not satisfied with my results.

			The majority of my werewolf project so far has me hunched over books while Zara distracts me with impatient sighing and annoying questions. Magic has fascinated me since I learned of its existence, since I discovered some people have a pathway to access magic running through their veins. I’ve spent most of my life knee deep in obscure books learning about it; our library is extensive.

			“You’re better at magic than Mother. Better than me too. Do you have more of it?” Zara asks me. I have a natural knack for accessing magic, and it helps that I find tethering as instinctive as breathing.

			“You never have magic. You’re simply the conduit to channel it. It takes practice, like anything else,” I answer vaguely, flipping a page of the book I’m studying. In essence, magic is about accessing an energy that already exists in nature.

			“Well then, how do I channel as much as you?” Zara asks. “And don’t say ‘practice’; I already practice a lot.”

			“Certain spells and rituals developed over millennia can help. You can find them in books, you know.”

			I myself rarely need spells. But I’m always looking and learning anyway. The trick is sorting through the chaff and finding the things that actually work. Unquantifiable knowledge is lost to time, facts allowed to slip from collective memory. Additional information lost to translation, like an endless game of telephone. And repeated discrediting campaigns from nonbelievers further muddle fact and fiction. Zara has a lot less patience for research than I do.

			Right on cue, Zara groans. “I don’t want to look through dusty old books all day just to do a piece of magic that takes five minutes. Can’t I tether more people? You use me all the time. Why doesn’t it work the other way around?”

			Magic needs tethers, people who keep the magic user grounded and linked to this reality. Adele doesn’t believe in using tethers, dislikes them, which has conversely led me to researching them intensely. She has no idea we cling onto her out of some sense of guilt or a pathetic desire for parental love. Adele believes in working alone, which frightens me. The deeper I delve into magic history and experimentation, as I study and learn the consequences and dangers for those who push too far, the more I think she’s overconfident, and the more I fear abandoning her. I don’t think the fact I use magic with exceptional ease and could probably tether an acquaintance halfway across the globe is a coincidence. Adele doesn’t know I use Meredith and Zara as tethers, that they use me, and none of us are stupid enough to tell her. She’s certainly never realized what the three of us do for her, how we save her time and time again with our safety lines. Adele may be awful, but she’s still my mother, and I can’t seem to cut that tie between us.

			“It does work that way,” I say slowly. To an extent. I haven’t told her I suspect that my tethering abilities actually do run deeper than most. “But there are limitations. Drawbacks. If you’re depending entirely on others for your strength, what happens when they aren’t there?”

			“You always are.”

			I swallow hard. “But what if I’m far away?”

			“Why would you ever be far from me?”

			She doesn’t remember the moment I tried to leave her behind. I bite the inside of my cheek hard enough to taste blood. “Of course not,” I say. I clear my throat before I continue. “But magic works in pieces. You should learn about them all.”

			Zara stares at me expectantly.

			“All right, all right, you win.” I close the book and give her my full attention. “Class is in session.

			“Imagine your brain like a house. A house built in a metaphorical realm, surrounded by great swirling streams of raw energy. That’s magic. To use it, you open that door inside your mind, let it flow in and through you. Direct it where and how you want. All it takes is practice and visualization.”

			“That’s basic, Reggie. I can do that part already. I want to know how to do it better.”

			“I told you already. Spells help you control the flow. You have to put in the work to find them and learn them. Without them, it’s like trying to put out a flame with a bucket of water without knowing if you’re dealing with a raging wildfire or a single ember. You can get the job done without spells, but it’s messy and unrefined.”

			“Are you calling me messy and unrefined?”

			“Yes.” I grin as Zara glares. “It’s doable, but a lot more difficult unless you’re both powerful and practiced. Spells really just serve as training wheels to increase precision and accuracy. You still have work to do before taking them off. Even I still use spells sometimes.”

			“It would be easier if I could just tether more. Better. Like you.”

			“I’m different, Zara. I don’t think you can learn it. Remember how I said to think of it like a house? You need a village of magical neighbors, metaphorically. Most people need their houses close together to reach across the void and help each other. My house is a bit more like a camper van⁠—I can travel; I can reach farther.”

			“What if Mother is on to something? Maybe you could go deeper if you don’t use a tether and⁠—”

			“No,” I say more sharply than I intended. “Adele is wrong about that. Don’t you dare try it.”

			Tethers are more essential than spells; they are what keep those who channel magic from getting swept away in the flow, from getting lost in a flood of magic. Zara knows this already. It’s one of the very first things any magical tutor worth their salt will teach. I’m not exactly sure what happens when someone flings open that door, untethered, and leaps in, an event rare enough even magical books say little on the subject.

			“Promise me, Zara.”

			“Sheesh. Fine. Calm your tits.”

			“Where the fuck did you hear that expression? You’re ten; don’t say that.”

			“I’m ten, don’t swear at me. Where do you think I heard it? All I do is listen to you.”

			Damn, she is right, but I don’t tell her that.

			“What about werewolves?” she goes on. “Can’t they use magic?”

			This is why it takes me so long to get anything done. I give up trying to get back to my book and instead spend the next hour answering questions about the lycanthropy virus and werewolf magic.

			The lycanthropy virus, when manifested in humans, essentially cracks open a window permanently in that metaphorical house, creating a constant and metered flow of power. That’s why human werewolves can do magic alone, safely and with accuracy and precision, with no need for tethers or spells. I idly wonder how powerful a pack of tethered werewolves might be, something to explore eventually. Werewolf powers are unique in their limits. They have that permanent flow of magic to work with, but they’re locked into a specific affinity for a single type of magic. Wolf-originating werewolves only get a few transient, strange traits before they return to normal. A human werewolf gets a handful of standard powers: shape-shifting and other wolfy skills, like one might expect. But they also have a knack for a specific type of magic to manifest: fire, wind, water, metal, for example. Less is known about the specifics. Finding out and documenting more is one of my goals.

			Zara asks so many questions that I finally threaten her with detention if she doesn’t let me get back to work.

			“Detention,” Zara scoffs. “This isn’t real school; you aren’t a real teacher. Where would you even have detention, the dungeon?” Her joke falls flat. Adele would do exactly that. We have both been reprimanded that way.

			“Homework, then,” I say to break the uncomfortable silence. “I’ll make you do your own research if you keep bothering me.”

			“All right, that truly is cruel and unusual punishment,” Zara says. “I’m out of here before I’m stuck reading Ten Thousand Uninteresting Facts about Lycanthropy in Old English.”

			The book I’m reading is written in Middle English, and it contains a particularly thrilling example of werewolf folklore, but I don’t bother explaining that to Zara.

			I’m quite comfortable with my werewolf research, falling into the predictable trap of complacency, when Adele leads my oblivious, content self right down the road to trouble’s door with one particular test subject. It’s a rare day where I’m working alone, Zara sequestered in her room after the loss of our last test subject, a particularly timid wolf, especially for a lycanthropy-infected specimen. Zara made the mistake of getting attached, naming him Romulus, and suffering all the more for his loss.

			I meet our next test subject alone, in the dungeon; he’s locked in the impenetrable cell Adele keeps for dangerous creatures. The previous test subjects have all been the kind of werewolf that started off as wolves. They appeared more creature than human, uncanny and far removed. They felt like what they were, animal test subjects in a cage.

			When Adele sends me down to the dungeon, I’m expecting the same. This man, though, is unquestionably human. This is no animal in a cage. I’m caught so off guard that for one wild second I consider marching right back out and up the long winding steps to tell Adele she’s made a mistake. She’s done it this way on purpose, of course, to keep me off balance.

			“Ah, they sent their scariest monster to deal with the likes of me. I suppose I should be flattered I warrant such extreme measures,” he mocks. He looks me up and down, coldly assessing, taking in the black clothes and the glittering dark mask.

			The cell is kept intentionally bare. At least someone threw in what looks like a camping pad to sleep on. And a camping toilet. It strikes me for the first time that this place is a prison. I’ve spent time locked in nearby cells myself, yet somehow I’ve never considered it for what it truly is. Either way, this man lounges completely at ease, as if he owned the place. His hair is a dark black like raven’s feathers, shaggy, as if he’s gone too long between haircuts. Amber eyes, a color I’ve never seen, shine against brown skin.

			I can count on my hands the number of times I’ve talked to an unmasked person in the flesh besides my sisters and Adele. Everyone here wears at least something. Sometimes the lower half of their face, sometimes the upper half, sometimes one side or the other. Even our nannies wore masks one might see at a masquerade party. I’ve learned facial expressions in a piecemeal and scattered fashion. Certainly, I’ve never talked to an unmasked man so close to my age before. Not a man who’s so . . . beautiful. I’m thankful for my mask that hides my reaction. Even so, I can do nothing but stare for a long minute. He meets my gaze through my mask, and I have the strangest feeling he sees right through it.

			“I need a blood sample,” I say.

			“Straight to the point, I see. Not even going to say hello before requesting my body fluids?” he drawls.

			I simply shuffle, uncomfortable, convinced I’m blushing furiously under my mask. I’m not sure how I’m going to do this. With the rest of the test subjects, I’ve simply tranquilized them through the little hatch and then gone in and done what I needed to do. Aside from the fact Adele hasn’t given me back the cell key, the idea of doing that to this man feels strange. Worse than strange, it feels wrong. Damn Adele for springing this on me.

			“My name is Luca, though I don’t expect you care,” he says, getting to his feet and tucking his hands in his pockets as he leans against the back of the cell. He’s wearing tight jeans, acid washed and faded, calling to mind 1980s movies. They’re freshly ripped at the knees, the edges stained the dark red of blood, and a Gorillaz T-shirt. One of my favorite bands. I wonder if he’s ever seen a concert, something I’ve only seen on-screen. His feet are bare, no sign of shoes or socks. I’m starkly aware of my neat, all-black attire and sturdy boots.

			I set down the supplies on the lab table outside the cell, hoping my hands don’t shake and trying to look busy while I flounder.

			“You can call me Kingsley,” I say gruffly, knowing full well Adele would tell me not to bother with a name at all.

			“So, Kingsley, are you going to let me out of here if I give you a blood sample?” Luca asks.

			“That’s not my call,” I hedge. I tap the hatch door. “If you come this way, I can unlock this and take a blood sample that way.”

			Luca makes an exaggerated face like he’s considering this. “No,” he finally says, “I don’t think I will.”

			“Look, I don’t want to tranquilize you and take it, but⁠—”

			“Then don’t.”

			“I need a blood sample.”

			“What for? And why should I do anything for someone who locked me in a cage? I don’t even know where I am or why I’m here. Who are you people?” He paces the cage like . . . well, exactly like a caged animal.

			“Technically, I didn’t lock you up. That was my⁠—that was Adele.”

			“Bullshit,” he growls, glowering at me. “You might not have turned the key, but you’re not exactly innocent here, showing up in some masked phantom getup and demanding my blood.”

			A sick feeling washes through my stomach. He’s got a point. “Nevada,” I say. A little information can’t hurt. Not like he has anyone to tell.

			“What?”

			“You’re in Nevada.” When he simply stares at me, still frowning, I continue, “I assume you’re here because you’re a werewolf.”

			Luca looks taken aback for the first time. “How did you figure that out?”

			“It’s the project she assigned me. As for how Adele or whoever she sent to capture you knew, your guess is as good as mine. She has her ways.”

			“Who is Adele?”

			“My mother,” I admit. Against my better judgment, I tell him about Agency 51 and Adele⁠—far more information than I should give. I make the werewolf project sound more like general research and perfecting a vaccine and treatment. It’s not exactly conducive to my goals to tell him Adele would like to collar him like a dog and use him for some mysterious purpose that even I’m not privy to. I can tell he knows I’m not telling him everything. Why should he believe I’m being honest when I have him locked in a cage?

			Luca finally agrees to let me get a blood sample in exchange for the promise of clean clothes and a book. I agree but tell him to keep the book hidden on the off chance Adele comes to visit. He looks at me with the distinct expression of “I’m not stupid” written on his face. I’m fascinated by the intensity of his facial expressions.

			Up close, with only the transparent barrier between us, I see that Luca’s eyes are even more piercing and that we’re almost exactly the same height. He holds his arm through the hatch, and I notice his skin is startlingly warm even through my nitrile gloves. I’m shocked my hands don’t tremble as I place the bandage and deftly release the rubber tourniquet.

			He grabs my arm as I pull away, firmly enough that I would have to struggle to get free, edging toward painful. Only years of hiding my emotions keep me from flinching.

			“Let go,” I say coldly.

			“Tell me something about you,” Luca demands. “You took something of mine. Fair’s fair.”

			I don’t know what possesses me to say it, an actual truth, rather than some mundane lie. “That’s one of my favorite bands, on your T-shirt. I want to see them in concert someday.”

			Luca huffs out a laugh but doesn’t release my arm. “I meant something more introspective, you know, something deep.”

			His response momentarily baffles me because what I just told him feels like a dark secret. It is a desire I’d never utter to Adele or my sisters. I’ve never been off the base.

			“Come on,” Luca says, his voice low. His grip is gentler now, no longer holding me in place, his fingers caressing my arm.

			“I’ve never been off base,” I say. I want him to understand that what he thinks is shallow, to me is still an unexplored depth.

			Luca blinks, taken aback. “Seriously?” he says, drawing his arm back inside the hatch.

			I shrug, trying to remain nonchalant.

			“How old are you?” he asks.

			“Twenty.”

			“Sheesh,” he says, looking surprised.

			I feel like I’ve given the wrong answer somehow, although I’m not sure what he expected, if he thought I was older or younger than that.

			“How old are you?” I ask.

			“Twenty-six,” he answers, and I nod as if that was exactly what I expected.

			“You’ve never left this building?” he asks. The pity in his eyes sparks a bolt of anger coursing through my chest.

			“I’ve been outside,” I snap, “just not into a town or city.”

			“Guess I’m not the only one in a cage.”

	
			24

			Whys & Wherefores

			“What do you want from the werewolves?” I ask when I find Adele in her office, near the top of the base, pacing in front of the glass wall.

			“Leave,” she barks at the guards stationed by the door, waiting for them to exit before answering me. “You understand the most basic principles of magic? Everything comes from that great void where energy is stored? And everything returns there?”

			I understand more than she does about the most basic principles of magic, but I bite back a retort and merely nod.

			“Then you know that werewolves have a permanent doorway to that dark place. Think of the uses if we could control and direct that power. If we could access that natural conduit without having to tether, if we could use them as a bridge, a means to let what has been lost to the void back into this realm.”

			Adele keeps it well hidden, but she has trouble controlling magic. I suspect it isn’t that she doesn’t want to tether; it’s that she cannot. Any tether with Adele is uneven, one of us clinging to her, a one-sided labor. Zara isn’t the only one whose magic I’d call messy and unrefined. Though Adele has considerably more practice throwing around raw magic than Zara does.

			“Why don’t you turn yourself into a werewolf, then, if you want power without tethering?” I ask. It’s a bold statement, calling her out like that. Even more so, suggesting she become a creature when she seems to view them as lesser.

			“Because that’s not the point,” she says, exasperated. “That’s not what I need to accomplish.”

			“What are you trying to do? If you told me, maybe I could get better results in my research.”

			For a long second, she stares at me, as if sizing me up. As usual, she finds me lacking. “Maybe I will when you figure out a way to access the gate that exists inside his mind,” she says. “I don’t care what it takes, but get moving. Time is running out. This human body of mine is failing faster than I expected.” This last part, she mutters to herself. I’m not sure what she means or if she even knows she said it.

			“Access the gate for . . . ?” I push my luck.

			“That part is none of your business,” Adele says curtly. “You’re better off not knowing.”

			As if she cared about what’s best for me. I decide to make it my business to find out. While I know better than to trust anyone at the agency⁠—they all work for Adele when it comes down to it⁠—I’m not entirely without allies. A few careful questions in the right places and I hear about an unusual shipment arriving in a few days. Maybe I’m off base, but I decide it’s worth my time in case it pertains to the werewolf project. With a little patience and careful spying, maybe I’ll discover what Adele is really up to.
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			I bring Luca a set of clothes the next day, a standard set of navy-blue scrubs from the general lab supply. And a plain white pair of socks.

			I turn my back while he changes, and ask, “What happened to your shoes?”

			“Dunno, must have lost them somewhere along the way when they picked me up. I think they slipped me something. I don’t remember much, only that I stopped for a beer after work and next thing I know, I’m waking up here.”

			“What do you do?”

			“I’m an astronaut.”

			“Really? Have you actually been to space?”

			Luca gives me a strange look. “Just joking. I’m a mechanic.”

			“Like cars?”

			“Yep, and motorcycles,” he says, hesitating slightly before asking, “Have you ever driven in a car before?”

			“Yes. I can drive. Took a virtual driver’s ed course and everything,” I say smugly. I don’t say that while I have all the rules for driving memorized, I’ve never driven on a paved road with other cars, just around the nearby desert on dirt trails behind tall fences.

			Then I spend much longer than I need to down in the dungeon with him, trading facts and conversation.

			“I’m collecting background. History of the subject is important for experimental procedure,” I try to justify aloud.

			“I’m a person, not a subject,” Luca says coldly.

			“I didn’t mean that. I just mean, I have to justify my time. Adele will ask for an update soon. If I don’t meet her expectations, you might have my company down here a lot more often.” I gesture toward the cell next to his.

			The tightness in Luca’s face loosens by an increment. “And here I thought I had crappy parents.”

			He tells me about his life, neatly covering tragedy in a matter-of-fact tone. He’s an only child. His father died from an overdose when Luca was five, and his mother was an alcoholic who was sloppy about covering the bruises she gave Luca. After a teacher noticed, he bounced from foster home to foster home, seminomadic. He ran away from his last foster home when he was sixteen, couch surfing until a friend’s uncle took pity on him and gave him a job in a garage. Luca thinks he would have liked to be an engineer if he’d had the opportunity and money for a degree.

			A dark pit of shame spreads through my stomach as he speaks. I’ve never wanted for physical comforts, and I’m four years older than he was when he struck out on his own, and I’m still here. I have enough cash squirreled away from my runaway attempts to pay for at least a year or two of college.

			“What’s your name?” Luca asks me in the silence that follows his story. “The one you actually like to be called, not Kingsley.”

			“Reggie,” I say.

			He nods. “It suits you.”

			“Give me your old clothes,” I say before I leave.

			Luca hesitates.

			“I’ll take care of them. I figured I’d wash them for you,” I explain.

			He hands them over, then. They smell like him. Like fresh air and freedom.

			“Ask your mom to let me out,” he pleads. “I won’t tell anyone about this place. Let me go.”

			“I can tell you right now what her answer would be.”

			“Please? Try?”

			I promise nothing. I tell myself that it’s because I know what the answer will be, that Adele would stop my visits to the dungeon. I pretend it has nothing to do with the fact that I’ve already started to wish impossible wishes. For Luca to want to stay here, with me. For him to escape and want to take me with him when he goes.

			Later, in the privacy of my room, I bury my face in Luca’s shirt before I hide it in a wash load of my own clothing. The feeling of loss for something that isn’t mine to lose fills me as I throw the laundry detergent in the washing machine and start the cleaning cycle.
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			A Little Bit of Necromancy

			“What magic do you have?” I ask Luca.

			“Besides being a charismatic, devastatingly handsome genius,” Luca says, “whose potential is being squandered in an underground prison in the middle of Nevada?”

			“What magic did you get after the lycanthropy virus infected you?” I press.

			“Get me a glass of water,” Luca says. I’m already used to the little favors he asks for in exchange for cooperation. The favors are traded as easily as all the little facts we trade about our lives.

			I open the hatch and hold out the glass of water, expecting him to step close to take it. He doesn’t, staring at the cup hard instead. The water rises. At first, it becomes a wriggling amoeba, an amorphous mass. Then it writhes and rearranges into a bird shape, feathers and all, gliding in place. The bird melts away; a flower grows in its place⁠—a snapdragon, I think. I reach toward it, and suddenly it’s shaped like a hand and clasps my own in a ghostly cool caress before splattering to the ground.

			I draw my hand back, inspecting it, only to find it completely dry.

			“I’m a Pisces,” Luca quips.

			“What can you use it for?”

			“I’m still figuring that out. Water has a lot of force when it’s moving. Depending on how much energy I can funnel into it, how much water I can access, I can use it like a flood, move stuff around. Or the opposite. Like a dampener, to stop something in motion. It’s dry as hell here, not the best working conditions.”

			“Can I see you transform?”

			I can’t help but jump when Luca transforms without answering. A giant wolf stands in Luca’s place. But wolf isn’t exactly an accurate description. His form is still more humanoid than canine. He’s huge; he’s got to be at least twice his normal size. The room isn’t large for a human. It’s tiny for a beast this massive.

			Most startling of all is the revelation I would have recognized him without knowing it was him inside the monster. His eyes are still that specific shade of amber that sees right through my mask. Luca’s werewolf form has fur the same color as his dark, glossy hair. An almost-purple undertone ripples across his coat as it catches the light.

			I give an involuntary flinch as he puts a paw against the wall, nails screeching slightly. But then I catch the annoyed glint in Luca’s eyes. I can almost hear his voice in my head.

			Scared of puppies or something, Reggie? It’s just me.

			“You’re kind of beautiful.” The sentence slips out almost reverently, much to my embarrassment. I get the feeling Luca knows I’m blushing. He looks smug.

			Of their own accord, my fingers reach for the still-open hatch.

			Luca watches, unmoving, as I reach through and rest a hand gently on the paw that is his hand.
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			There’s a door high in the base that leads out to a recess in the cliffside. A pocket of air overlooking the open desert, it’s large enough you aren’t in real danger of falling as long as you’re cautious, yet small enough that your body can’t forget the precipice that lies too close for comfort. Adele doesn’t allow anyone else up there, and anyway, my sisters are terrified of the place, but I’ve followed her before. I know it’s where she summons her lightning, where her storms originate. The itch to investigate overcomes my apprehension at being caught spying and the vertigo that comes with the thought of standing near that cliff edge.

			Lightning illuminates my path up countless stairs, and I lose track of the times I nearly trip and tumble down, jumping with every round of thunder that reverberates around me. By the time I’ve made it to the top, the storm has abated. The door is open, swinging in the wind, and I lurk in the shadows, observing. Adele is on all fours, trembling from exertion, the ground around her smoldering in patches. She pushes herself up, rocks back on her knees, and stares up at the night sky. I’m about to edge backward, creep away before she notices me, when she opens her mouth and screams. Guttural and raw, she empties her lungs, sucks in a breath, and does it again. The sound stops me in my tracks. Not in fear, but in recognition. Pity, empathy, and resentment war inside my head.

			Lonely, lonely.

			“I’m tired,” Adele says, her face still skyward. “What do you want, Regina?”

			She sounds resigned. This mood is new.

			“What are you doing?” I say, cautiously stepping forward. Fragments of sharp black stone crunch under my feet.

			“Something pointless.” She laughs bitterly. “Shouting into the void for an answer I’ll never hear.”

			The wind whips at my clothes, my hair, tugging me toward the drop-off.

			Answer, hear. My inner voice tugs at me, too, ethereal as the wind.

			“What is this?” I say, kneeling to pick up a shard of the black stone.

			“Meteorite. I’m testing it as a conduit. I can’t make it work. Can’t seem to find my way deep enough. My magic is broken. I can’t bring myself to jump; something holds me back.” A shiver runs down my neck. This mother I don’t know, the one who answers my questions and admits her weakness.

			“A conduit for what?”

			“Perhaps the void will never give back what it took from me. Maybe I should give up. Maybe this life is all that’s left to me.”

			Warily I step forward, alongside Adele, the cliff edge so close I feel that paradoxical desire to leap just to fly for a moment before I hit the ground. A shooting star whips across the sky, startling an exhalation from me.

			Look, listen.

			Adele tears her gaze from the sky. “Do you think we’re truly alone here?”

			Her question startles a laugh from me. “Alone? In the universe? Like, aliens?”

			“Have you never wondered?”

			Truthfully, it’s never been something I’ve worried about. My wonderings are much more earthbound. I wonder if Zara and Meredith are turning out all right. I wonder if I can save Luca. I wonder about my own life. The edges of the meteorite fragment press into my fingertips as I turn it over and over in my hand, thinking about my answer.

			“I guess,” I say. “But it doesn’t matter to me. If they’re out there or not. I don’t care; it doesn’t affect me.” I shrug.

			Adele puts her face in her hands, and for one shocking moment, I think she’s sobbing. But she’s laughing. In one fluid movement, she’s on her feet, gripping the front of my shirt, pushing me backward. I take two steps in shock before remembering the cliff edge, stopping just short of stepping into open air. The meteorite fragment bites into my fingers, drawing blood; then it slips from my grasp and clatters as it falls, down, down, down.

			My stomach swoops and I flail before my hands find Adele, and I instinctively cling to her so hard my knuckles turn white.

			“Stop, stop!” I plead.

			“I could do it; I could push you in, you know. I don’t know if it would count as a sacrifice,” she says. Any trace of weakness is erased from her face.

			“I’d pull you in with me,” I say. I couldn’t let go if I tried. “Please, don’t let me go. Please hold on. Mother, please!”

			With a snarl she pulls me back, throws me to the ground.

			“Go,” she says. My blood has soaked into her shirt.

			I don’t know if it would count as a sacrifice, she’d said.

			I run.
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			The shipment is dead bodies. I stare into a bloodless face, the body bag unzipped enough for me to be sure of its contents. The delivery is a refrigerator truck full of them, at least a dozen. I attempt some quick mental math as I glance at the cargo. It could fit what, fifty of them? What the fuck. What grand scheme does Adele have? I’m not sure if it’s the cold or the unsettling knowledge that I’m surrounded by death that raises goose bumps on my skin, and I rezip the bag and slink away.
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			When Zara emerges from her sulk, I ban her from my project entirely. No dungeon, no lab, no looking at my notes. She seems more shocked than hurt when I refuse to budge. The look on her face when she discovers I’ve gone above her head and spoken with her tutor about keeping her away from the werewolf project is one I’m familiar with. It’s the look she wears around Adele. Wariness. She’s unsure of her footing with me, and it kills me. But it’s for her own good.

			I spend as much of the next month as I can in the dungeon, procrastinating, barely remembering I have sisters. Adele lets me get away with it for weeks. Maybe she feels guilty for the cliff incident. But finally, I’m required to show progress.

			Adele corners me during one of the rare moments I’m not down in the dungeon. It’s late; my sisters are probably sleeping already. The sun slipped away when I was too far down in the earth to notice. The guilty thought that Luca must be missing the sun by now is flitting across my mind when Adele materializes out of the darkness of the hall before I quite reach my room.

			“Where have you been?” she asks, her eyes unreadable, arms crossed like I’m a teenager sneaking back into the house after a forbidden outing. Thankfully, I haven’t yet removed my mask, so she can’t read my face.

			“Working on the werewolf project,” I say quickly.

			“Not much to show for it, considering how often you’ve been . . . working on it.”

			“Brilliance takes time,” I say loftily. Adele is like a piranha. If she smells blood, you’re as good as done, so I clutch my arrogance around me like a raincoat in a tropical downpour.

			“Well, make it take less time, or I’ll find someone else to do the job. Or perhaps a new test subject would be helpful if this one isn’t satisfactory. The specimen can be disposed of, if it isn’t working for you. Say the word, Regina, and I’ll do it. Anything for my eldest,” she says sweetly, and reaches up a hand to stroke where the side of my face would be if I weren’t wearing a mask.

			An icy chill creeps down the back of my spine as her meaning sinks in.

			“I’m nearing a breakthrough.” I shrug nonchalantly. “A new test subject would be detrimental at this point. I’m used to this one’s magic, and I’ve done all the background work that would take weeks to re-create.”

			“Hmm,” Adele says, eyeing me. “Are you sure you’re committed to making the werewolf project work? Or are you planning on trying to run out on me again?”

			“No, I want to finish the project you assigned,” I say stubbornly.

			“You misunderstand me. I’m asking if you’re invested. Or if you’re checking out because you don’t want to be part of this family and all that entails. Are you willing to make necessary sacrifices?”

			“My entire life is here; I’m nothing but invested. My work, my family, my life are here.” It comes out too woodenly to be quite believable.

			She eyes me critically. “There are things I’m not sure if I should tell you, Regina. If hearing them would motivate you.”

			Tell you, listen, hear.

			I stand stiffly, refusing to rise to her bait. Refusing to listen to the quiet little voice in my head that desperately wants me to know what she has to say. She won’t make me beg for her approval, her attention.

			“We have one thing in common, you and I, our devotion to family. You won’t leave. I will kill your sisters before I let you take them with you.”

			A sharp gasp and click of a door latch. Zara was spying, listening. I’m used to veiled threats disguised as warnings, but it’s rare Adele’s so explicit with her threats around Zara. I find I can only nod in reply, my throat as dry as the desert outside.

			“You have one more month. That should be more than enough time.” She doesn’t wait for me to respond before turning on her heel and stalking off.

			I crawl into bed with Zara rather than return to my own empty one. Meredith is already asleep there.

			“Stay, Reggie. Please” is all Zara says as she curls close.
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			“What’s wrong with you?” Luca asks within five minutes of my arrival the next day. I cannot understand how he reads me so well when he’s never seen my face.

			“I haven’t made progress in my research assignment,” I say stiffly.

			“But I thought you said you’d already made a new variant and figured out a vaccine. And I’ve done all the magic tricks and blood tests. I’ve done everything you want; you’ve done everything she’s asked.”

			“But I haven’t,” I say, and admit the truth I’ve held in for weeks: “She never wanted a vaccine. Even the new variant isn’t good enough. She asked me to figure out a way to control you. To find a way to use you.”

			“And are you going to do it?” Luca asks.

			“She says she’ll take the project away from me . . .” I stumble over admitting the threat she made to kill him.

			Luca draws back sharply. Pulling away, backing toward the center of the cage where I can’t follow. I sit on the floor, slide as close as I can to the glass, as close as I can get to Luca.

			“Well, you’d better get to work, then,” Luca says nastily. “I’d hate to see Mommy get mad at you.”

			“Luca, she said she’d ‘dispose’ of you if I didn’t. She gave me a month.”

			“I’d rather die than let her control me, so that makes that easy,” Luca says brusquely.

			“I don’t know what to do. Or even understand what she wants. Sometimes I think she’s actually running an experiment on me, like this is all some grand plan of hers. That she’s keeping me busy because she needs me for something she hasn’t told me about yet.”

			“Then do something besides play into her little games, Reggie,” Luca snaps.

			“How?” I say desperately. “It’s all I know how to do. I don’t know what else to do.”

			This time when Luca looks at me again, I see pity mixed with exasperation.

			“Tell me exactly what she asked you to do. Everything you know. We’ll work from there, come up with something.” He scrubs at his face with a hand, pinches the bridge of his nose, and sighs.

			“She said she wants to use the permanent pathway to magic that you have access to as a werewolf. She said werewolves were a conduit. A way to ‘bring back what’s been lost to the void.’”

			Luca has had no formal training in magic, has not even looked into any of the old folklore or anecdotes. He’s figured out a remarkable amount on his own, working on intuition alone. Trial and error. I’ve given him a crash course of all I know.

			“‘What’s been lost to the void’ . . . Is she talking about people?”

			“People?”

			“You said that sometimes people go too far, get lost in the void or whatever. Is she talking about resurrecting the dead?” Luca asks.

			I gasp. “The delivery. I snuck a look at a refrigerator truck that came in the middle of the night. It was filled with dead bodies.”

			Luca stares at me for a long moment. “Is your mother seriously trying to get me to create an army of the dead for her?”

			It sounds so ridiculous. I want to laugh. Or throw up.

			“What does she need an army for? Especially an undead one?”

			“I don’t know, but you just told me about a refrigerator truck filled with dead bodies and said your mother’s goal is to control a magical gateway in my mind.”

			“I won’t let her find a way to control minds, especially not yours.” The very idea makes me ill, not just envisioning what she’d make Luca do, but me too. My sisters.

			“I will not be made into a weapon,” Luca says. “I will die before I let her control my mind.”

			He turns away from me, and I face my options clearly for the first time. If Luca stays here, I will lose him. Either my mother will kill him, or she’ll find a way to control him, and he won’t be Luca anymore. If I get him out, he might still leave me behind, but maybe there’s a chance he wouldn’t.

			“I’m going to get you out, Luca.”

			“What if you can’t? Will you promise to kill me yourself before she figures out a way to use me?” He walks back over, sinks to the ground in front of me. We are separated by only an inch.

			He asks this so casually, as if it were as easy, as inconsequential as lending him a pair of socks.

			“I’d rather promise to kill her,” I say. Though my traitorous heart whispers that I’m too much of a coward to go through with it.

			“Reggie, please. I’m serious. I don’t want to be turned into a weapon to be wielded. I don’t want to be used like that. That fate would be unbearable.”

			It sits between us, unspoken. That this is already a fate I live out every day.

			“Promise me, promise me you’ll kill me yourself before you let her do that to me,” he begs. He’d be resting his forehead against mine if it weren’t for the walls, the mask.

			I don’t trust my voice, but I nod my acquiescence and stand to go. I can’t be here anymore.

			“Come with me,” Luca says urgently. “If I make it out. Come with me.”

			“Do you mean that? Do you really mean it?” I ask, trying to read his face.

			“I do,” Luca says fiercely. “Come with me.”

			I would break my promise to him in a heartbeat, but Luca isn’t a liar; he means it. I nod once, then again, resolution straightening my spine.

			“Okay, okay. I’ll get you out of this cage, and then we’ll run.” I have no idea where to start, but in this moment, I mean it.

			For the first time in a while, I start, yet again, to plan my escape.
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			Checkmate

			I have to stall Adele as I plan and prepare. As much as I hate it, the best idea comes from Adele herself and her insistence that I “get a collar and a leash on that beast.”

			So I create a collar. The physical form is easy, a simple metal band. The spell work is trickier. Or so I tell Adele. But I manufacture problems. The material won’t hold the spell. I order supplies to test more, delaying me for a week.

			The thing that scares me the most is that I’m pretty sure I know what I’d have to do to make the collar work. An old spell book contains the arcane method. I haven’t dared try it, not that I have any desire to. I plan to hide the book so Adele never gets her hands on the idea, because the method requires no tether. In fact, the spell depends on no tether.

			Meanwhile, I quietly pack and hide the go bags again. I don’t intend to tell my sisters until the last minute. I’m too afraid something will go wrong. I need a moment of distraction, Adele’s attention elsewhere, perhaps one of her evenings when she’s sequestered with her weather experiments⁠—she’s been busy with them as of late⁠—and then Luca and I are going to take the girls and run. I’m going to steal one of the cars and count on Luca’s experience once we’re out of Agency 51. He is adamant that he can keep us safe. That if I can get us out of the mountain, he can help with the rest. All I need is the damn key to his cell.

			I’m running out of time. There’s only a week left on my deadline when I approach Adele. My anxiety rises with every hour that passes, night ticking away to early morning, as I lurk inside her living quarters, waiting for her to return from her experiments.

			Adele doesn’t notice me at first. Long enough for me to register that she moves stiffly. Long enough that she removes her mask and I see her face, pale and drawn, depleted from her experiment. She doesn’t acknowledge me when she does take notice.

			“I need the key to the cell. I need to test the collar,” I say.

			“This key?” She digs it out from her pocket and holds it up for me to see. Then closes her fist around it. “I’m not stupid, Regina.”

			“Certainly not. If you were, my life would be easier.” I know Adele respects my cruelty more than any pandering. “I need to put the collar on him if it’s going to work.”

			“And that’s all you want? You think your infatuation hasn’t been blindingly obvious?” She laughs, cutting right to my heart.

			“I’m not stupid enough to think that he wants anything other than freedom.” I hand her this fear, this truth of mine so I can make my lie convincing. She pushes past me, opens the balcony curtains, and stares out at the sunrise, the world lightening by degrees.

			“Good. Because whatever you think he feels, he doesn’t. How could he?” She wields my worst fear casually, throws it in my face.

			“I know. But I’ve realized the collar is the way to get what I want anyway.”

			“Ah, maybe you are mine after all,” Adele says absentmindedly. As if I ever needed reminding. But that’s exactly who I need to be at this moment, Adele’s daughter. I’m her mirror, and she will expect to see a monster.

			“I’ll do whatever it is you ask me to. I’ll have him perform the tasks you require, and then why not let me have him?” I shrug as if I were asking for a new pet, not a person.

			She stills, rips her gaze from the sky, and turns her full attention on me. Scrutinizes. Doesn’t answer for so long, I fear I’ve overplayed my hand.

			“You’ll never finish the collar on your own,” I say. “You need me; I want access to him.”

			“You want access to him? I’ll just throw you in the cell with him. I wouldn’t need to give you the key for that,” she says. Terror washes over me. She’s always a step ahead of me. If she locks me in, too, there’s no one else coming to save us.

			I keep my voice steady. “That would also work adequately. I trust you would let me out when the collar is finished.”

			She turns back. Sweat drips down my neck as I wait, heart in my throat, for her to call my bluff and thwart my latest plan.

			“Fine then, make your own mistakes.” She hands over the key so suddenly, I nearly drop it. “Don’t expect my sympathy when he disappoints you. Take it from me: Humans never live up to expectations. Let’s go.”

			“What?” I almost don’t hear her as I slide the key safely into my pocket, hope making me lightheaded.

			“Show me what you’ve accomplished. If it works, then you can do with him what you’d like afterward.”

			I have the key in hand, but I miscalculated. Adele means to go with me to see the first test of the collar. It isn’t ready. I haven’t even attempted to do anything that has a hope of working.

			Luca is wearing his old T-shirt and jeans, the ones I keep washing and returning. He gets to his feet, his smile disappearing as he spots Adele behind me.

			“It’s probably too much to hope for that you’ve come to let me out,” Luca says.

			Adele ignores him and speaks to me instead. “Well,” she says, gesturing at the collar, “show me you’re telling the truth.”

			It’s a thin metal band, silver plated, that locks seamlessly with an old spell I’ve added. It doesn’t work the way I’ve told Adele it will. She wants mind control. This is nothing but cold, inert metal.

			“I’m not wearing that,” Luca says flatly, though he knows it’s nothing but a pretty piece of jewelry at this point.

			I hesitate, heart beating fast. It doesn’t matter if he wears it or not when it doesn’t work. If only there were some way to communicate with him to just pretend. I wish we had come up with a plan for this scenario. Adele gestures at the tranquilizer she’s brought along. “Do I need to do it for you?”

			“I will kill you if you try to leash me with that,” Luca says to Adele.

			“Kingsley,” Adele snaps at me. I’m only a daughter when it suits her. Otherwise, I’m an employee. “Stop wasting my time. I have other business to attend to.”

			Swallowing hard, I shake my head. I can’t do this. “I need to make another modification. It’s not going to work⁠—” I continue to flounder through excuses.

			The disgust rolls off Adele in waves as I stand clutching the collar tightly. I haven’t fooled her. She knows I haven’t been trying.

			“I’m running out of time and ideas,” Adele says. “This has to work.”

			“What’s the deadline? Those dead bodies you have aren’t going to get any more dead. You’ve never explained what you want. An army of the dead?” I’m not sure if it’s courage or panic that makes me say it.

			Adele laughs a sharp, brittle laugh.

			That little voice inside my head is screaming at me. No, no, no, not dead⁠—I can’t think of what to do.

			“The deadline? How much life do you want, Regina? That is the deadline⁠—if you appreciate your own life, you will work to find me a solution.”

			In my head I see an image⁠—my mother, letting me dangle over open air as I plead for her to hold on.

			“Immortality? Is that what we’re inventing now?” My panic is tinged with a red hint of fury. I’m so tired of games and doublespeak.

			“No,” she snaps. “I’m trying to give you a chance before I have no choice but to⁠—”

			“Stop with the death threats,” I snarl, letting my temper get the better of me. “I’m already willingly doing everything you ask of me. Do it yourself then if you’re unhappy with my progress.”

			“I cannot,” she grits out. Her temper must be fraying as well if she’s letting something like an admission slip.

			“Well, I won’t do this.” I toss the collar at her feet. “Whatever you want to drag out of the void can stay there for all I care.”

			There’s a resounding crack and I stumble, falling to my knees, against the front of the cage. Luca is growling, huge in his wolf form, towering above me through the barrier of the cell wall. Adele hit me; it finally occurs to me. She backhanded me so hard across the face that I’ve fallen. Though my mask has blocked most of the blow, I am taken by surprise. Adele has never hit me before, despite everything. She stares down at me, chest heaving.

			Luca snarls, clawing great gouges into the glass in his fury.

			I hear more of Adele’s sharp laughter as she eyes Luca. “That is interesting,” she says, and bends to pick up the collar from where it’s fallen. She holds it up, inspects it, gently turning it in her hands.

			“Twenty-four hours,” she says coldly, placing the collar on the table and turning her back to walk away. “Get that collar on him and working, Regina, or I’ll finish it myself, put it on you instead, and be done with this whole mess. I’ve tried to be patient with you, but maybe it’s time. Maybe I should have done it the original way years ago. Perhaps I made a mistake allowing myself to get attached to you at all. I should know better by now.”

			I huddle on the floor, afraid to budge until she’s left. I have no idea what she’s talking about. It isn’t worth puzzling. She turns back to us before she goes. “Oh, and, Regina, if you make me put that collar on you, your first job will be to dispose of the failed test subject. Then maybe you might understand me.”

			A high-pitched ringing fills my ears. As soon as she’s gone, Luca is his human self again. He sits with me, inches away but unable to touch me as I hyperventilate on the floor. He talks me through each breath, calming me the only way he can.

			If she gets the collar on me, figures out how to get it to work, she’ll never let me leave. She hit me, humiliated me, and called me by my given name in front of Luca. I told her what he’s worth to me, handed her the means to break my will. He’s as good as dead unless I get him out of here tonight. I reach for my pocket, the key. I still have the key. When she calms down, when she realizes she left this with me, we won’t get another chance.

			There isn’t any more time left to panic. So I force myself to stop. I have things to do.

			“I’ll be back. We’re leaving tonight,” I tell Luca. “I’ll get you out.”

			“One way or another?” Luca asks, his eyes red rimmed, and I realize he’s been crying and I hadn’t noticed. “You promised.”

			“I won’t let her turn you into a weapon, I promise.” One way, I silently assure myself, imagining my hand in his, somewhere far from here. But not the other. My cold fingers wrapped around his neck until his life slips away. The promise I don’t trust myself to keep.
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			I throw the collar into the laboratory incinerator. The old magic book too.

			I return to our quarters as the lightning starts up and night falls, and all I can feel is grateful that Adele has chosen to vent her anger into the skies. I rush to Zara’s room. She’s cowering in her closet in my absence.

			“Come on,” I say, pulling her to her feet, tugging her after me toward Meredith’s room. “We’re leaving. Forever, tonight.”

			“But Reggie⁠—”

			I cut her off. There isn’t time to waste. “I know you’re scared, but I need you to be brave. You need to listen and do exactly as I say.” I speak rapidly as I turn the corner into Meredith’s room, Zara trailing me.

			Meredith isn’t in her bed. I turn to examine the closet, duck to check under the bed, fighting my rising panic as Zara cries silently in the doorway.

			“Mom has her. She took Meredith with her.”

			I frantically pull the sheets from the bed, upend the toy chest in the closet. As if I might find Meredith at any moment, misplaced like a stray sock. Though I know Zara wouldn’t lie to me. My heart sinks, and the dim hope that’s been valiantly struggling to stay alight in my chest for weeks blinks out in an instant. There’s no reason for Adele to take a three-year-old with her for an all-night experiment. She’s a pawn. Checkmate.

			I tuck Zara into my bed with deliberate calm. “I have to go take care of something. Stay here; I’ll be back,” I say. She nods, but I feel her eyes on me as I turn to leave.

			Luca is still awake and pacing when I arrive. “Hurry,” the only greeting I offer as I unlock the door and slip inside the cell. Luca doesn’t hesitate, stepping out and taking the gray guard’s uniform that I hold out. This time I made sure I brought boots too. I turn my back and speak quickly as he changes, all the while uncomfortably and wonderfully aware of his body heat, of how close we finally are.

			“Walk behind me. Don’t stop or speak to anyone. I have a bag for you in my room, and there’s an emergency passage out of my mother’s quarters. We only have a few hours. As long as the lightning flashes, she’ll be busy.”

			Luca places a hand on my shoulder. “Let’s go,” he says, tense excitement lacing his tone. The half mask I’ve given him is already on his face.

			We don’t speak until we reach my room. He immediately pulls off the mask with a shudder. Zara sits up in bed, tears still coursing down her cheeks. She glances from Luca to me in confusion.

			“He’s okay. It’s a disguise,” I say to Zara as I pull out the bag I’ve prepared for Luca. “Extra clothes, water, energy bars. I packed light, but it should get you to a town.”

			“More than enough.” Luca shrugs off my explanation. “Where’s yours?”

			I shake my head.

			“Reggie, come on,” Luca hisses, “this isn’t the time for cold feet.”

			“Meredith. Adele took Meredith with her tonight,” I say, my voice cracking over the words.

			The devastation that crosses his face is, for once, easy for me to read. He closes his eyes for a moment, swears, then opens his eyes, steady and composed once again. Luca looks at Zara crying in my bed. “Do you want me to take her?” he asks quietly, with complete sincerity. “I would take care of her like my own sister until you and Meredith could join us,” he continues without hesitation.

			“No,” I say reflexively. I consider changing my mind, but the decision is already made as Luca nods, looking disappointed. It’s selfish, but I can’t bear the thought of both of them leaving. I think I’ll wonder if I’ve made the right decision at this moment for the rest of my life.

			Zara watches the entire exchange in wide-eyed silence.

			“You saw nothing tonight,” I say to Zara as I leave. She nods, mute.

			I lead Luca through the door in the back of Adele’s closet. An emergency escape hatch I learned about years ago and have kept in my back pocket. She thinks it only works for her because it is keyed to only her DNA. But I discovered the loophole: The smallest smear of my blood from me, Adele’s daughter, will unlock it too. Along the walk, Luca makes me repeat an email address and phone number until he’s sure I have it memorized.

			“If I get out, I’ll contact you,” I say. Though I’m afraid it’s an empty promise.

			“When you leave, I’ll be waiting,” he promises.

			“Luca,” I say, “I’m sorry⁠—”

			“Reggie, don’t. I don’t want to hear it; it doesn’t matter. I owe you. Call in that favor anytime.”

			We’ve reached the end of the hallway. I swing the door open, and the desert night air flows in, electric with artificial lightning, rain, and wind battering our faces, even in the shelter of the doorway.

			I fight the urge to shudder, flinch away from the electricity coursing through the air. Luca breathes in deeply, closes his eyes, the first taste of freedom he’s had in almost two months. But he turns back almost immediately, steps close, and reaches for me. I let him pull me in, one hand searing my waist, the other reaching up, unlatching the mask and gently pulling it from my face.

			“You’re kind of beautiful,” he says, a sad smile on his face.

			I’m crying as he presses a bruising kiss to my lips, biting down almost hard enough to draw blood before pulling back to look at me one last time.

			“Bye, Luca.”

			“See you later, sweetheart,” he says, then turns, transforms, and runs into the desert, a massive wolf with fur the color of raven’s feathers disappearing into the night.

			Though I want to watch forever, searching the dark, convincing myself I can still see him, I turn away. Because I can’t fall apart⁠—no time for sentiment. I dry my eyes, replace my mask on my face. Inside, I peek at Zara, somehow sound asleep, even with the lightning flashing and the overhead light still on. No one is in the corridors as I make my way to the farthest open-air exit from our living quarters. I’ll buy Luca as much time as I can.

			When I walk out into the desert, the rain is hot, the lightning so close I can feel the static in the air. But I don’t flinch, because nothing can hurt me more than this. I almost don’t cling onto Adele tonight. Let her fall for all I care. But somehow I still do care the tiniest bit. There’s one thing Adele can’t take from me now. One person I’ve placed beyond her reach. I sit in the rain for hours, mud soaking my clothes as I lie down on the desert ground. As the sun rises, I pull the mask from my face and let the heat dry my tears. I fight the urge to turn, knowing Luca is running the opposite way, and pretend I’m watching this direction for a reason. Every minute I buy is another minute for him to run in the other direction. Every minute costs me dearly, eats away at my resolve to stay.

			I lie there in the dirt until Adele’s guards reach me. They strap the mask back on my unresisting face roughly. I force them to half drag, half carry me down to the dungeon. By the time we arrive, my mind is somewhere else entirely, running through the desert with a werewolf.

			They throw me in Luca’s old cell. I wear his T-shirt and pants, left discarded there, for the entire week. They stop smelling like him by day three. The only way to mark the days are the shift changes of the masked guards, my only visitors. When I’m finally released, they simply unlock the door, leave the key in the lock. Zara and Meredith both rush to hug me, despite how I must smell in clothes I’ve worn for a week.

			“Stay,” Meredith says.

			“You should have let me go,” Zara says.
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			Untethered

			The darkness that creeps over my soul in the months following Luca’s escape covers everything in the blurry, sepia-toned haze of old photographs. I’m present, yet I’m not. I’m a stone skipping across time, occasionally dipping below the surface and reemerging disoriented and out of breath. Sometimes I don’t know where entire days go. Other times, a minute takes an hour; the clock seems static. I will never escape this moment, trapped as I am in one of those nightmares where I’m trying to run but can’t because I’m sinking into quicksand.

			I’m allowed to see my sisters, but we’re watched closely; my mother assigns guards to “protect” us. Meredith is the only one young enough to take that at face value, but even she remains wary of the guards. We have no time alone together.

			My sisters. I love them. I always have. They are the reason I don’t disappear entirely and leave behind an empty shell in a mask. Meredith is only three and clings to me every spare moment. Zara, too, follows me like a shadow. It’s as if we’ve time-traveled back to before I banished her from the werewolf project, as if Luca never existed. At first, I relish it, soaking in their closeness and warmth. I stayed here for them; I gave up Luca for them.

			But it’s strange how quickly it becomes too much, every touch smothering and heavy. The guilt from neglecting them during the last two months I spent largely in the dungeon with Luca usually keeps me from snapping at the both of them. But I resent them. It tears at me every moment I’m around them. I shouldn’t have to be their parent. But I do keep choosing them. It’s my own fault now.

			Meredith is as heavy as an anchor, tying me down. But I never can tell if she’s dragging me below a tranquil ocean, down to the depths to drown, or if maybe she’s all that’s holding me steady in a storm-churned sea, the last lifeline keeping me afloat. Sometimes it feels like both.

			Zara loves me, but she hates me for it. I can’t say I don’t understand. I can’t say I don’t feel the same way. It seems so long ago I was her age, and I don’t know how to relate anymore. She’s almost a teenager, right on the cusp of leaving childhood, a childhood she didn’t really have. Neither of us really had a childhood. At her age, I had my first baby sister to care for. Zara at least has me, but ironically, I think that maybe she’d be better off without me. Perhaps I should have run with Luca. I know I should have sent Zara, at least, with him. Sometimes I wish I had. Sometimes I still think about sending her to him. But I’m too selfish for that, even if it was possible.

			I’ve been relegated to menial tasks, a clear sign of Adele’s distrust in me, the heir fallen out of favor. She even takes Zara under her wing, having Zara shadow her for “training” at least once or twice a week. I can feel the distance growing between Zara and me, but I’m powerless to stop it.

			For a while, I cry a lot, letting the tears fall under my mask as I sit silently so no one will notice. At night, I can’t always hide it from my sisters. Sometimes Zara comforts me, tucks into my bed next to me. Sometimes she looks at me with a hard disgust in her eyes as she watches from the doorway before she returns to her room for the night. Eventually, she becomes indifferent to my pain. She can sleep right through my tears. Meredith notices at first and tries to comfort me in a baffled sort of way. I’m surprised more than anything that her empathy isn’t entirely unformed in this environment. Eventually, though, she, too, only shrugs off my sadness, looks past it.

			After a while, I’m numb. With numbness comes relief. But the pain leaves behind a hole that yawns open into a chasm.

			I want to feel something. Anything. Just to prove I still can feel something. I begin to crack open the door in my head, let shimmering threads of magic leak in. Only for a few moments, to feel the warmth flood my veins. But then that isn’t enough, and I open it a little wider, enough to feel a crackle of power in my fingertips. Enough to let a few illusions ripple across my vision, let myself live a few daydreams out. I ignore the part of me that knows this is dangerous and allow myself to succumb to the seductive pull of it. Stretching my tethers to the limit but careful not to lose myself to it entirely. It’s easy enough to pretend I’m the one in control.

			It isn’t enough, not even close. I can’t manage to forget reality, no matter how hard I try. It’s the barest hint of a warm breeze in a blizzard, gone before I’m sure it’s even real. My sisters act as unbidding tethers, anchors, holding me down when I don’t bother to reach out for them first.

			I’m not a teenager, but I might as well be with the amount of freedom I have. With no official tasks, I sequester myself in one of the labs and come up with my own. Inspiration is a long time coming. Static fills my brain as I stare at the sterile white laboratory walls and listen to the tick of time stuttering away in uneven intervals. I want to feel something. I want to feel anything.

			So I plan to create something to break through the hard shell of numbness encasing me. I remember Luca, his magic constantly there, channeled through the water around him. His ability to access it without tethers without losing himself. I want to build myself the equivalent of that, a way to fling the door wide open and keep it propped. It’s the same type of magic; I’m convinced of that. I want to feel everything again. The old book full of dangerous methods. The way I knew I could make that collar work; that’s what I’ll do. I don’t consider the dangers of building a gate, even with less nefarious intentions. Or rather, I do, but it doesn’t matter to me. I convince myself I’m different from Adele, even as I finally walk the path she’s tempted me to follow for years. I’m a horse trailing a dangling carrot right to the slaughterhouse.

			The first few prototypes fail, shattering from the power I try to channel through them. It’s about finding the right vessel, the right material. Luca uses water for his magic. But that won’t work for me. What I’m looking for needs to be something I can keep close always. I think of my mask. Why not something I wear? An armor of sorts. The natural choice is metal. After all, it’s conductive, and I’m looking for something I can channel pure magical energy through. I choose silver, as the werewolf lore I’ve dug up suggests this might be a good choice.

			Sequestered in my lab with a bar of silver clutched in my fist, I fling open that door in my mind. I feel the pull of magic immediately. I deliberately, consciously think about leaving them all behind. Tether after tether, I let them drop, threads slipping through my fingers. It’s the most reckless thing I’ve ever done.

			Alone, I want to be alone.

			Before, magic has always been a trickle, washing over me, soothing and warm. This is something different, a vast ocean of energy. Stardust, spare parts of planets, detritus from dead galaxies, everything leftover and assumed long gone. It’s all here. Waiting for someone like me. Power swirls around and through me. I swear I glimpse my physical self in the lab, my hair rising like the air is full of static.

			A void yawns open inside my mind, threatening to rip me away from myself. I could dive in, bathe in it for eternity in peace and silence. And I’m so tempted. I have no tether, no reason to return. I’m floating in space and stars and everything the universe is made up of. Indecipherable whispers, so many voices calling to me that it’s impossible to distinguish one from another. I’m not sure what they are. Spirits maybe. Lost souls, gods, perhaps?

			It isn’t time for that, yet.

			Familiar, they feel familiar, but I can’t place how, where I’ve heard them before, the knowledge too hard to hold on to, dreamlike.

			The silver warms in my palm, glows. It becomes fluid, moves of its own accord, and I remember why I’m here. Let me feel something, I plead with the universe.

			And when she answers, all I feel is pain⁠—a swelling bubble of it consuming every nerve ending. Screaming fills my ears, ripping the air from my lungs. As quickly as it hit me, it’s gone, leaving behind a bright clarity I haven’t felt in months. Followed by a deep bubbling rage boiling upward and outward. I wasn’t numb; it was all there after all, crushed down and hidden. A wave of everything I’ve suppressed, every bit of me that my mother has ground under her heel. All of it fights back now. Luca, my sisters, the life I haven’t gotten to live. I feel everything. The wall of energy and magic crests, folds down over me, and I react without thinking.

			I flinch and throw my arm into the air as if I could hold back the darkness coming to reclaim me. To my shock, it works. Gasping, I look where the ball of silver has spread over my palm, thinned into hundreds of threadlike fibers, weaving between my fingers like an armored glove. A Gauntlet. The darkness rages around me but doesn’t overtake me.

			As I watch, threads of magic swirl off, wrapping me in tendrils of shimmering shadow. It creeps into the crevices of the Gauntlet, filling them with the black of the yawning void that lives inside me. It’s as beautiful as it is terrifying. I can’t yank my hand away, and I realize then that I’ve made a mistake. This is what everyone warns about, losing myself to the magic, jumping in without a tether. This is the ending I can’t bring myself to condemn Adele to, the fate my lifeline forestalls. And now my arrogance is going to get me killed.

			The magic pulls at me, and a gentle tug shivers down the Gauntlet, like a hand in mine, drawing me closer. I think of Luca tugging me close moments before he left me behind. How it felt to succumb to the warmth and want. That phantom hand tautens its hold, and I want to give in, to follow.

			Bit by bit, I let my soul drift, until there’s only a thread left. There’s a hollow space in my chest where my soul should be. I’ve split myself open and let go. I unfurl my free hand, ready to release that last connection tying me down. I close my eyes. I’ll go somewhere else, wait there for Luca. I’m so tired, and I’m ready to surrender⁠—
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			The Gauntlet

			“Reggie?” a voice calls.

			I clench my fist down hard on that last thread, right before it slips away from me. One last spider silk filament tethers my soul to my body as my heart skips a beat and my eyes fly open.

			“Zara?”

			She’s standing there, impossibly. Holding Meredith by one hand, clinging to the frame of an open door with the other.

			Meredith’s eyes are wide, gazing past me to the still-raging magical storm above us. She smiles in pure awe, not a trace of fear, as only a child can manage. She takes a step forward, reaches toward the magic, and I snatch for her in panic.

			Her fingers are toddler sticky; her tiny palm in mine feels like home.

			“What are you doing here?” Zara asks me. There’s no awe in her voice, only fear in her eyes. “I love you. Don’t go, Reggie, don’t go.”

			“I just wanted to⁠—” I can’t tell her.

			“We shouldn’t be here. Let’s go,” Zara says, tugging on Meredith’s other arm.

			I take a stuttering step so I don’t let go of Meredith. The force dragging on my gloved arm recedes, but it’s sticky still, like I’m stuck in quicksand.

			“Let’s go, Reggie,” Zara says insistently, hauling hard on the chain our linked hands make. “I love you,” she says again.

			“I love you, too, Zara.”

			I strain against my armored hand. Meredith and Zara don’t belong here.

			My hand slides free with a jolt, and suddenly the magic, the swirling darkness, is gone. I’m gasping on the floor of my lab, Zara kneeling over me, Meredith in her arms. The lab is in disarray, as if a hurricane swept through. One of the guards normally responsible for minding us is groaning on the ground, blood trickling from his forehead as he struggles to his feet. Another is pulling debris off the kicking feet of the third.

			I’m still wearing the strange glove. A Gauntlet. Silver armor with darkest shimmering black shining through cracks that run like veins throughout it. I’m myself again. But I can feel the pull still in my hand, the call of that endless void. It’s a fight to control it.

			“What did you do?” Zara asks me.

			Before I can answer, one of the guards yanks Zara away. She yelps and nearly drops Meredith.

			Anger, that red-hot rage I felt deep in that magic space, washes over me. The Gauntlet I’m wearing calls to me. Shoves itself through the door deep in my mind, and I’m powerless to stop it. It feels wrong, but it tastes like power. The knowledge of what I’ve created hits me all at once. A gate. The glove is a gate, a conduit forcibly shoving open the door and leaching magic out. Exactly what I promised myself I wouldn’t make for my mother with those collars. A thrill runs through my veins as I wrestle with it, determined to control it.

			“Stop,” I say coldly.

			The guard holding Zara disregards me entirely. The other two converge, stepping in between me and my sisters as I get to my feet.

			“I said, stop,” I say again.

			They ignore me.

			“Zara!” Meredith yelps as one guard tries to pry her from Zara’s arm.

			I reach outward, my gloved hand moving in tandem with my mind, with the magic I can barely keep a hold on. My vision blurs, and then I think I can see something else. Tendrils of energy. My fingers curl in the air, and somehow I know what to look for, what to reach for. The guard holding Zara gasps and goes rigid before collapsing. She writhes and screams on the ground as I push magic, direct raw energy, to every nerve ending in her mind and squeeze. I know exactly what she feels, and I relish it. That sharp pain I felt, that first sensation when I crossed the threshold; I remember it, and I shove it down her throat.

			“You should have listened to me,” I say, a satisfied smirk creeping onto my face, though she can’t see it from under my mask.

			Zara shuffles backward, pulling Meredith with her.

			Another guard moves toward me with a sharp motion, and it’s easy, instinctual, to extend my grasp to encompass him, too, and he folds in an instant.

			I look at the third guard, frozen, eyes wide in terror through his half mask.

			I drop my hand to my side, and instantly the guards are free, their screams quiet. The man retches onto the ground before lying unmoving. The woman, panting, crawls backward, clutching at an overturned table for support, and she stands.

			“Go,” I say, pointing toward the door.

			The lone guard standing hesitates. “Our orders are to watch the girls.”

			“I said to go,” I say calmly, reaching out again.

			He flinches. This time I’m gentler. I grab and hold with enough pressure to make him gasp. His eyes widen, and he babbles pleas. I squeeze a tiny bit. He whimpers, and I feel a thrill at how easy it is to control⁠—and how easy he is to control⁠—now that I understand how to.

			“All of you, get out. I won’t ask nicely again.” I nudge the man on the ground with my foot. “And take him.”

			This time, they comply without hesitation. The two left standing don’t even bother helping the downed guard to his feet. One grabs his legs and one lifts him under his shoulders and they haul him out.

			“Are you both all right?” I ask my sisters after the guards have gone.

			“Yes,” Zara says. She won’t meet my eyes. Meredith nods and curls into Zara.

			I reach for them without thinking, and Zara flinches, her eyes on my gloved hand.

			“I’m not going to hurt you,” I say sharply, dropping my hand, glad the mask hides the hurt I’m sure is evident in my eyes.

			“What is that thing?” Zara asks, looking at my glove.

			I hold it up, flex my fingers, the silver glinting in the few fluorescent lights that remain unbroken. The swirling shadows running along the cracks of the silver surface seem to consume the light. When I flex my fingers and twist my wrist, miniature voids are visible in every joint. The thing is like a black hole, dangerous, dark. But I’m more fascinated than scared.

			“A Gauntlet,” I answer Zara. “Protection. A weapon.”

			She shakes her head. “It’s wrong. It’s bad.”

			“No,” I say. “It’s freedom. It’s power. It will save us.”
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			I’ll let word reach my mother before I show her what I’ve done. The first thing I do is add protection⁠—spells to tie this thing to me. I don’t think anyone but me could use it, in any case, with the way it’s tied to my own magical signature. But I add an old blood spell to key it to my specific magic, to ensure no one else can use it. I’m not stupid, and I know the first thing my mother will do is try to take this from me.

			Between the lab I destroyed and the guards I punished, I’m convinced Adele will know within hours, if not minutes, what I’ve done. I don’t wait long enough for her to come to me, though. This will be on my terms. I stalk through the halls to her office. No one is allowed to go in without express permission. It’s an impressive space. A long hallway leading to a cavernous opening in the cliff face. The open side is a wall entirely made of magically shielded glass. It gives the impression it’s open air, that Adele might throw you off the cliff face on a whim if you piss her off. It’s a facade of danger that doesn’t scare me anymore after a taste of the real thing.

			The guard stationed at the entrance tries to prevent my intrusion, but with a flick of my hand, he’s writhing on the ground, screaming in agony. No one tries to stop me after that, and I stalk my way down the hallway.

			Adele is pacing by the glass wall, staring up at the stars. The last vestiges of a wistful look are still in her eyes as she takes in my approach and I shut the door carefully behind me. Several members of her personal guard, her perpetual shadows, linger.

			“Out,” I command. They don’t move, and Adele laughs.

			“You don’t get to give those orders,” Adele says.

			Adele eyes my gloved hand without surprise as I raise my arm. She watches with clinical interest at first, and then something like hope crosses her eyes as I force the guards to leave.

			“I was right. You had it in you all along. You simply needed the right motivation.”

			“I will no longer be tailed by guards like I’m a child who needs a babysitter. Give me back my sisters. I’ll do what I like, when I choose, how I choose.”

			“Or what, Regina?” Adele says scathingly.

			I want to crush her, wrap the metal hand around her throat, and squeeze until I crush the life from her. Instead, I remember amber eyes and promises I didn’t keep. I won’t let her wield me as a weapon any longer. I won’t let her make me a murderer. So I settle for reaching with the magic. It’s harder with her, and I’m not sure why. I grit my teeth and grab, holding on with all my might as she tries to wriggle away.

			Her mind is slippery as an eel, familiar yet foreign. I know her almost as intimately as I know myself, yet she feels almost alien. Maybe her mind is something more, after all. Her pupils dilate and she hisses, but she won’t give me the satisfaction of watching her scream.

			“Or I will hurt you. I will make you suffer. I’ll take you apart slowly until there’s nothing left,” I say, stepping close, pulling my mask off with my free hand. Keeping my eyes cold, I lean in and whisper my threats. She falters, a single unsteady step, her nostrils flaring as I drop my hand.

			“Impressive. You can try, but there’s hardly any of me left for you to take,” she says, recovering her composure.

			My Gauntlet twitches, then starts to rise, dragging my arm along with it. I growl and yank my hand back. Rather, I try to yank my hand back. My control over my own arm fails me.

			“What’s happening?” I whisper. It points toward Adele, my own fingers curling uselessly inside the Gauntlet.

			“You will do as I wish,” she says.

			My free hand scrabbles at the cool metal of the Gauntlet as I try in vain to remove it.

			“I don’t think so, Regina. Weapons stay on you at all times.”

			She’s breathing hard, nearly panting with effort, but she’s smiling. Her hand is outstretched, mirroring my own, mirroring the Gauntlet’s actions.

			“No, no, no, no⁠—” I gasp. “I keyed it to me, only me.” I desperately pull and flail, but my arm remains stuck as if in quicksand. I don’t understand what mistake I made. I don’t understand how this is possible.

			“We’re the same, you and I. My blood in your veins. Of course I can use the weapon you made for me,” Adele says.

			Same. One. Of course.

			That can’t be right. It shouldn’t work like that, but somehow Adele is still controlling my arm, this weapon. Even my subconscious agrees with her. My stomach turns as other implications run through my mind.

			I have no control, am only along for the ride when the Gauntlet gently replaces my mask. When she calls in the guards. When she makes me demonstrate what the Gauntlet can do on one of them. Then a second. And a third. The pain stops only when I stop fighting her, when I perform of my own accord. A numb acquiescence sinks over me. I only stop when they are all terrified of me.

			It’s the first time she tells me she’s proud of me.
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			Nobody Wants a Baby Brother

			My first and only Mother’s Day present is an afterthought. Meredith is eight and has learned all the months of the year, keeping a meticulous calendar and celebrating every obscure holiday she can find. She celebrates some with solemnity, learning about the traditions of Beltane and gobbling down any scrap of information about the pagan gods that she can get her hands on. Others she celebrates with more giddy facetiousness. Zara and I learn more about mosquito biology than we ever cared to know on World Mosquito Day. Meredith spends Christmas Day carting around a thesaurus, speaking in stilted words, refusing to use the letter L.

			“Because it’s Alphabet Day,” she claims.

			“Alphabet has an l in it,” Zara points out.

			“But ‘Fuck off, Zara’ doesn’t,” Meredith sneers.

			Mother’s Day, something we’ve never celebrated, I expect her to gloss over with some other obscure holiday. But no. Meredith decorates a little clay pot, painstakingly painting little flowers. Sealing it with waterproofing spray. Unlike Zara and me, she’s got an artistic streak a mile wide. Add two stubborn and persistent older sisters willing to go to bat for her, so she gets to add far more arts to her curriculum. She’s neither the heir, nor the spare, so she gets away with things that Zara and I never did. Zara is ignored unless she makes a mistake. Half the time Adele treats me like I’m no more than a coworker she has forgotten to fire. The rest of the time I’m as vital as an extra limb, and she wields the Gauntlet as naturally as if my arm belonged to her.

			Adele may be a hands-off mother when it comes to actual parenting, but even she lets the baby of the family get away with anything. Occasionally, a brief pang of jealousy I thought long dead and buried pokes its face above the dirt when Adele looks at Meredith. I sometimes think Adele might actually love Meredith. It’s hard not to, and trust me, I’ve tried. Yet that still doesn’t prevent her from quashing Meredith’s soul.

			The cactus itself comes straight from the desert. Meredith pried it out of the parched and compacted soil with a trowel she bullied her tutor into ordering, along with various other seeds and gardening soil and supplies. I’m frankly shocked the tutor isn’t fired after I saw him in Adele’s office trying to justify all the purchases. Then again, hiring a tutor is a lengthy endeavor.

			Meredith is sweaty from her exertion in the heat of a desert spring, a smear of potting soil muddy on her forehead. She’s not crying, but there are tear tracks down her cheeks when I find her in her room, the cactus tossed in a pile of dirt on the floor. The little flowered pot is in her hand, arm hefted high, and she looks like she’s debating throwing it at the wall. Clearly, Adele doesn’t value thoughtfulness. Not surprising; it’s always been the finished product, not the effort that matters.

			“I don’t know what you expected,” I say, plucking the pot from between her hands and holding it up, light refracting from my metal-encased arm. We both look at the rainbow spray of painted flowers. They’re surprisingly well done⁠—deliberate abstract pointillism rather than sloppy childish painting.

			Meredith looks at me warily. Her eyes shutter, and she draws herself up, sticks out her chin, as if ready to defiantly take more criticism. She doesn’t appear upset any longer. On the contrary, it looks like she’s ready to fight back. She’s always been this way. It’s why I chose her. A bright bolt of pride streaks through me.

			“We both know Adele doesn’t have any taste. Have you seen her room?” I say, shaking my head in disgust.

			Meredith blinks, her chin quivering. For a second, I think she’s about to cry again.

			“Can I have it?” I ask. “Please?”

			Meredith nods.

			“Can I have the cactus too?” I say, grabbing a dirty sock from the floor and gingerly reaching for the succulent with the sock, aiming for the bald patches where some spines have broken off and using the metal of my gauntleted arm for protection.

			Meredith snorts with laughter. “Sure. I want my sock back, though.”
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			My sleep is interrupted first by the flashes of lightning and booming of thunder. Adele is messing with the weather again. Some people’s mothers take up crocheting or scrapbooking for an eccentric hobby. Mine does weather manipulation. Pilates, reading, gardening⁠—anything would be better. Why can’t she be normal? I think jealously of the sitcom teenagers complaining about their embarrassing mothers. They don’t know how good they have it in their make-believe worlds. My mother’s favorite hobbies ruin any sliver of peace I carve out for myself. I clench my fingers, long to feel anything besides metal against the skin of my hand. Push her in, let her go, I try to convince myself. But I imagine her dragging me down alongside her, cold hand in cold hand, and grudgingly tether her here.

			Just as I’m contemplating all the ways Adele has made my life hell, her most disruptive hobbies appear at my door: Zara and Meredith. Zara, rushing, sheepish and scared⁠—even at fifteen, she’s terrified of the lightning. Or rather, she’s terrified of Adele, but they’re one and the same on these stormy nights. Zara is shuffling under the covers, pushing against me, pulling the blankets up under her chin, before I can even invite her in.

			Meredith follows behind, with a recognizable if unrefined swagger. Apparently, she’s been watching me more closely than I realized. She revels in the storm’s wildness out of spite, refusing to be cowed by our mother. Despite our complaints, she climbs right over Zara and me to snuggle into my other side.

			“Sing,” Meredith demands, imperious as always.

			Zara groans, but I sing Meredith’s favorite lullaby. The morbid words have long lost their meaning, a well-worn groove in a record now. Ladybird, ladybird.

			“I hate her,” Zara says, venom dripping from her words.

			“Me too,” Meredith says cheerfully.

			“Don’t let her hear you say that,” I say.

			“I’m not stupid,” Zara says scathingly.

			“She’s not even related to us, actually. I don’t get why we’re supposed to love her,” Meredith says.

			Zara and I share a look, reading each other’s expression in the flashes of lightning. We both knew this already. You can’t handpick your baby sister from a litter of infants without realizing that hard truth. But neither of us knew Meredith had figured it out. Some kids leave Santa and the Tooth Fairy behind with their childhood, discarded among the outgrown toys and too-small socks. I guess we grow out of secrets in this family. The only one of us with no one to keep an origin myth for them, with no one to say exactly why I exist, is me. I have kept it from Zara and Meredith that Adele has let slip that I do share her blood. I’m afraid they would look at me and see a shadow of Adele, see all the ways we are the same.

			“We’re family,” I say firmly. “The three of us, we’re sisters. We love each other.”

			“I think Adele’s looking for something else from us, not love,” Zara says. It’s the first time I realize she’s started saying “Adele,” like I usually do, instead of “Mom.”

			“I can’t change Adele. But I promise we’ll always be family, the three of us a team, a unit, even if it’s a fucked-up, warped version.”

			“Let’s make a blood pact,” Meredith says.

			“Ew, Meredith, that’s how you get diseases,” Zara says.

			“Maybe a tad extreme,” I say, ruffling Meredith’s hair fondly.

			“I’m serious,” Meredith says. “Then we’ll be family by blood.”

			“Listen, I love you, but I don’t even want to share drinks with you,” says Zara. “And I’m serious too. It’s not safe. There are diseases and I don’t know our blood types and if we mix it, our blood could clot and kill us both. Or we could be patient zeros in an outbreak of some exotic disease.”

			“We couldn’t both be patient zeros⁠—that isn’t how numbers work,” Meredith replies.

			“Compromise,” I cut in before they get further from the rails as this argument devolves more. “Let’s make an oath. We can pinky promise on it or something, but no open wounds.”

			Meredith and Zara both find this reasonable enough.

			It becomes an oddly solemn occasion. I’m only twenty-five, and I’ve been an adult for at least fifteen of those years, but for a minute I’m a child again, playing make-believe with my sisters. The three of us, sitting in a circle, tucked under the covers of my bed with a flashlight. We make the oath threefold, a piece for each of us. Though, in the end, we all promise the same thing.

			Meredith makes us vow to love each other no matter what. We’ll be a family until the day we’re all dead. Even after death, she says, my cheerfully morbid little sister.

			Zara says we will always be on each other’s side. We will always choose each other first over Adele. Never first, always-overlooked Zara, quintessential middle child.

			I have to think for a while. What do I know about love and family? Besides creation of progeny for survival of the species, a necessity, why does family even matter? Why do my sisters and I exist? Are we just the whims of a cruel and bored woman? I think about the babies. The ones I didn’t choose, the extra ones. Four of them who haunt me. Babies whose fates rest squarely at my feet. And the two babies I chose, lying here years later, looking at me, asking me to tell them what’s important about life. I doomed them to a different fate, but I doomed them all the same. I remember my plans to run. My plans that failed again and again. How I almost left Zara behind. How I tried not to love Meredith. Adele telling me she’d see them dead before she let me take them with me. I wouldn’t put it past her to track us if we managed to escape. And the worst thought that still creeps into my head anytime I’m especially frustrated: I could leave alone.

			Finally, I say, “We should vow to never leave each other behind. We might not be related, but we are family. And we’ll be each other’s most important thing.”

			Sealed with a pinky promise and whispered cryptic reminders.

			Remember the most important thing.
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			“Come down to the dungeon,” Adele says without preamble one morning.

			“Why?” I question warily. She hasn’t locked me inside since⁠—I cut off that painful train of thought. But either way, I’m suspicious.

			“I found one of the creatures I’ve been searching for. And I want Zara shadowing you. It’s time she took on more responsibility. It’s nearly time.”

			Her excitement sets me on edge.

			The strangest déjà vu washes over me when we reach the back of the dungeon, stopping in front of a cage with impenetrable walls, marred only by the gouges a werewolf left there once upon a time. But this occupant is so much smaller.

			There’s a baby in the cage. I mentally flick through my memories of Zara and Meredith for a comparison. He’s maybe eighteen months or thereabouts. He crouches on all fours, only mistakable for human until you take a second look. His skin flickers colors, doing a remarkable job of camouflage one minute, flashing what feels like a warning in violent reds and poisonous blues the next.

			I hear Zara’s gasp, and she opens her mouth to speak. With Adele between us and the mask on my face, all I can do is twitch my head in warning. Luckily, Zara shuts up.

			“We don’t need a brother,” I say acidly.

			“I didn’t get you one,” Adele says. “It’s a Chupacabra. Supposedly. I want you to find out if there are others here with it.”

			“‘Here’?”

			“Earth, obviously. Find out if there are more. And where? How did they get here? When? Are more on the way? Everything, I need to know everything. Use any means necessary for this beast,” she says, her voice eager, almost hungry.

			The baby creature snarls. He bares his fangs at Adele, though his eyes are wide and fearful.

			The Gauntlet rises to press against the cage. Adele’s necessary means. I shift uncomfortably. Zara looks at my gloved arm with a mixture of disgust and fear.

			“You want us to hurt a baby?” Zara says, unable to keep the horror out of her voice.

			“It isn’t a baby,” Adele says. “Look at it. It’s a monster. No better than a beast.” She leans forward, hissing insults at him. Even for Adele, the ire in her voice is extreme. She hates this creature.

			The boy growls, crashes into the glass, then retreats. He seems panicked, alternating between shows of attempted intimidation and barely disguised terror.

			“No,” Zara says flatly.

			“Then I’ll lock you in there with it,” Adele says.

			Zara blanches.

			“I have an idea for a more reliable method of controlling it,” I say. “I’ll take Zara and familiarize her with the basics in the lab first. She needs background filled in unless you want her to be more than useless and interfere with my work. Remember, the most important thing,” I say with emphasis, trying to get the message across to Zara, “is that we don’t squander this opportunity with only one test subject available.”

			They both turn to stare at me intently. I have eyes only for the boy and pace the cage’s perimeter like a predator hunting for a way in. It’s the show Adele is looking for. He looks less and less dangerous the longer I stare. But Adele only sees what she wants to see.

			“Besides, Zara might have blood-borne diseases transmissible to that creature if he bites her,” I say. “We carefully control the environment in any experiment involving living subjects.”

			Zara inclines her head the smallest bit; she understands me and will go along with whatever I’m planning. I only want to shield her.

			Adele lets out a small noise of distaste at my tone but lets me get away with it.

			“The collars,” I say to Adele, “something like that would be a more reliable method to control a creature like this. Using pain is primitive and imprecise.”

			Adele’s eyes bore into me, as if she were trying to see straight through my mask. A bead of sweat rolls down my forehead, stinging my eyes.

			When Adele finally leaves us alone to work, Zara asks me, “Reggie, what are we going to do?”

			“We aren’t doing anything. I’ll take care of it.”
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			Turn Against Your Sister

			The boy has given up looking for an exit, no longer racing around his cell frantically when Zara and I visit. Instead, he hides, wrapped in a blanket I pushed through the hatch, the occasional flash of his eyes visible from its folds as he tracks my and Zara’s every movement. Zara lounges carelessly sprawled across a lab table, reading a book while I work.

			“At least get off the table in case anyone walks in,” I say.

			She rolls her eyes but complies. Sort of. She hops down and sits but kicks her feet up onto the tabletop and rocks her chair back and forth on two legs.

			I grit my teeth and resist nagging at her again. I’m on edge. Adele wants a progress update, and I have nothing for her. And this time, I’ve been genuinely trying to find a way to appease her. She won’t let up about gates, conduits, channeling massive amounts of magic through these thoroughly unmagical creatures to return something from the void. I know I could do it, make those collars. I know exactly how at this point. Ever since the moment I wandered near that magic abyss to create the Gauntlet, I’ve known how. All it would take is another trip past that threshold. But I don’t know if I could come back from it unchanged. If I could come back at all. If I could control more than one magical gate at a time. And the Gauntlet is always present, a splinter in my mind. I still have some free will left. What if she could control me completely, though?

			I think of armies of the dead brought back to life. Of legions of these child-appearing creatures with unnatural magical powers under Adele’s command. But they all fight a faceless foe, an unknown opponent. What am I missing? What is Adele keeping from me? And why?

			I’ve made a few prototype drawings. Enough to look like I’m making progress. Not enough to give anyone who looks at my notes enough knowledge to know how to proceed. The thought of Adele wielding that whirling storm of magic through an army of conduits is blood-chilling.

			“You aren’t actually going to make her some sort of mind-control device, are you?” Zara asks, right in my ear. I jump in surprise. She’s snuck up on me quietly. I reflexively cover my paper and turn to shoulder her away, surprised to find I have to look up. She’s grown so much recently, and I forget she’s taller than I am already. Her teenage gangly limbs remind me with a pang of nostalgia of that year when her toddler limbs stretched out in similar fashion, baby fat melting away and leaving a scrawny child in their place.

			“I’m going to do what I have to. Don’t worry about it,” I say, sounding more frustrated than I mean to.

			Zara narrows her eyes, but stalks back to her chair and resumes her rocking and reading.

			“Sorry, I⁠—”

			The door swings open, and Adele strides in.

			The baby starts in fright and darts around the cage, looking for sanctuary and finding none.

			Zara and her chair crash to the floor as Adele’s jaw clenches disapprovingly. Adele closes the door with a snap. Zara tries to hide her book behind her back as she hops up and rights her chair. My feet are moving, stepping between Zara and Adele before I’ve consciously registered the lack of guards, Adele’s bare face. We all know we’re in trouble when she leaves the mask and guards behind. A quiet family chat with Adele is never just a chat.

			“You let her get away with too much laziness,” Adele says sharply, holding out a hand for Zara’s book. Zara complies meekly.

			“That’s not my job. I’m not her mother,” I say waspishly.

			“I’ve made her your responsibility.”

			“Of course you’d figure out a way to make your incompetent parenting a criticism of me,” I say, leaning back against the lab table, crossing my arms, deliberately leaving the Gauntlet on display. Cold satisfaction rises inside me as I see Adele bite back her response. We’ve reached a stalemate over the last few years. She doesn’t control the Gauntlet entirely. It hurts when I try to fight her hold on it⁠—it takes so much effort⁠—but I know it saps her just as badly. I’m not proud of it, but these days, the one who’s usually using the thing is me. It gets easier the longer I do it. Adele rarely has to interfere. It’s the only thing besides my sisters that has made staying here bearable⁠—it gives me just enough leverage, just enough satisfaction that she treats me with wariness and grudging respect. When Adele isn’t in the room, it’s me that everyone jumps to obey. But apparently Adele has chosen today to prove a point.

			“You want parenting?” Adele asks through gritted teeth but with a sweet smile that doesn’t reach her eyes.

			“Why start now?” I snort. “You don’t like any of us. I’m not even sure why you had us.”

			I know I shouldn’t goad her, but I’m aware that when Adele’s focused on me, she’s more likely to ignore Zara. And honestly, I’m in a foul mood, and it feels good taking it out on Adele. So I recklessly continue.

			“I’m working on your project of the month, keeping up your facade in public. Why can’t you stop pretending in private? Get out.” I dismissively wave my hand.

			Zara stifles a gasp. Adele’s eyes snap to Zara, then back to me, and her expression shifts to something predatory.

			“I created you. You’ll do as I require,” Adele says. She cocks her head like an animal ready to pounce, and the hairs at the back of my neck rise. “Let me see your notes,” she says, holding out her hand to me.

			“No,” I say.

			My hand twitches of its own accord. It rises, outstretched, fingers unfurling like petals on a flower, mirroring Adele’s movements. Reaching toward Zara. Panic starts to rise like bile in my throat. She’s never made me use the Gauntlet against my sisters.

			“I said give me your notes.”

			I don’t answer. I’m struggling to control my arm, but I can’t. A smile rises on Adele’s face again, and the Gauntlet moves in tandem with her own hand, curling my fingers against my will.

			Pain. So much pain. That same pain I felt in that magical void. Every nerve ending screams. I want to crawl out of my skin. My head is bursting, my blood boiling. My knees give out, but I’m held by my arm in that iron grip.

			“I said get me your notes.”

			“I can’t move,” I gasp, struggling against the awkward angle of my arm to hold myself up again.

			“Zara, go get them for me,” Adele says.

			Zara remains paralyzed, eyes darting, panting. A rabbit pinned by a fox.

			“Run, Zara, run,” I urge through clenched teeth.

			Zara is still staring in horror, frozen.

			“Get me the notes, Zara,” Adele repeats. When she still doesn’t move, Adele sighs deeply. “Fine. I don’t like this any more than you do, but clearly the time has come for consequences. Maybe, if you have a taste of the suffering, of how it feels to be too connected to someone, to go down with them, then you might just begin to understand.”

			My arm twists, turning on Zara, grasping armored fingers, squeezing.

			My screams don’t drown out Zara’s. The Gauntlet moves my arm. Adele moves my arm, pulling me closer, leaving me no choice but to walk toward Zara, stand above her as she writhes.

			I remember screaming. I remember looking for help and finding none. Finding only a pair of eyes in the darkness. A little boy watching from the corner of the cell, perfectly calm now. His eyes look as dead, as unfeeling, as far away, as I want to be. He never looks away through it all, though I think he’s somewhere else.

			I don’t know how long Adele keeps us there before she leaves with my notes. Time moves in great skips and stutters again. I drift like I haven’t since Luca left. Soon we’re both tucked back in my room, Zara and I. My bed is crowded with sisters. I fear I’ll always remember feeling trapped in that room, listening to Zara scream.
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			I’ve tried to remove the Gauntlet every way I can think of. Tried with decreasing regard for my own safety to physically destroy it. I hit it with a hammer, stuck it in a fire, and poured acid over it. It always reemerges unscathed. Short of cutting off my own arm, which I can’t yet bring myself to try, I don’t think I can remove it. Maybe if I jumped back into that magical void, I could destroy it. But I’m not that self-sacrificing. I think long and hard about what to do the following few days, delaying real work as long as possible. Doing nothing isn’t an option. Watching Zara follow in Adele’s and my footsteps, letting this project turn her cold, I won’t allow that. I could lie to Zara, do the project myself. But surely Adele would find out, and then Zara would think I betrayed her. And if I do nothing, I know now it’s Zara whom Adele will punish.

			There’s the solution I’ve opted for once before. I could set the baby free, like I did with Luca. The ache in my chest at the thought of Luca is still there, but it’s like prodding an old bruise rather than a raw, gaping wound. I still have the key to the cell, but there are other problems with this plan. I got away with it once, but not unscathed. And I doubt Adele will allow that kind of betrayal a second time without more severe consequences. I don’t want to spend the rest of my life in this dungeon. Nor do I want the Gauntlet turned on Zara again.

			There’s also the creature’s well-being to consider. Could he even take care of himself? I suppose he probably was fine on his own before Adele captured him, but she has given me precious little info about his past. Maybe someone was caring for him. A few days with the little creature have proven that while he may look like barely more than a toddler, he’s most certainly more than that. His vitals and blood samples are impossible to collect. I tried to tranquilize him once, but the dart bounced off his skin, and he hissed at me in a very offended sort of way. He drinks bottles of animal blood and will eat chunks of raw meat but refuses anything else.

			Before I realize I’m doing it, I’m going through the old motions again, putting a plan together to leave. It’s the only way. Though it’s never worked before, I find the cockroach of hope is hard to squash, even beheaded and stomped upon. It’s far past time I took my sisters and left: I’m twenty-five, Zara fifteen, Meredith eight. We’ll take the boy with us. I make preparations quickly and tell both Zara and Meredith. Luca’s phone number and email address are a mantra I repeat daily. We’re leaving. I’ll face the problem of the Gauntlet once I leave. Surely distance from Adele will keep her from using it. And if she loses herself once we go, well, I can’t be responsible for her anymore.

			There’s a strange Winnebago in the motley collection of vehicles Adele has acquired for one reason or another over the years. We’re taking that. Not only is it practical; it feels friendly. Maybe it’s silly to base such a decision on a bit of intuition, an imaginary voice in my head chiming friend, helper, friend, but I don’t care. I move a few sentimental items in preparation: Meredith’s cactus, Luca’s old shirt. Small things⁠—I’m afraid to do more in case we’re being monitored. The next time Adele is busy with her weather bullshit, we’re running. Meredith and Zara will leave through the secret tunnel in Adele’s room. I’ll grab the boy and the Winnebago, and meet my sisters at the outer door, where I can unlock it and let them out.

			The little boy looks up warily as he always does when I visit. He is no longer terrified of me, but this time, I need to win his full trust.

			“Hey,” I say as I pull off my mask and sit down at the front of his cage as if this were a casual conversation. He scrambles toward the back corner, wrapping himself in his blanket, as far from me as he can get. Hissing like a cat and baring sharp fangs, he flexes a row of spiky protrusions along his spine. I don’t have time for coddling and coercion. Either he’s desperate enough to accept my help or he isn’t.

			“I’m Reggie. I’m going to get you out soon. You don’t have to like me, but you’ll have to trust me if we’re all going to get out of here. I know I don’t deserve your trust, but unfortunately, I’m all you’ve got.”

			He eyes me suspiciously but wanders a little closer to peer at me, inspect my face.

			“I’ll open up this cage either way before I go. If you want to be on your own, that’s your problem. But if you want my help, I need to know you can promise me a few things. Nod or something if you understand.”

			“I understand,” he says in a quiet voice. I’m surprised, but this makes things easier. He sounds much older than he looks, like a teenager, not a toddler.

			“Adele, that woman who brought you here, she’s bad.”

			“Obviously,” he snorts disdainfully, and glares at me. “But you work for her.”

			“I know, and I’m sorry. She is my mother. I didn’t know how to stop her. But I’m done now. She made me hurt my sister⁠—” My throat closes, and I can’t force more words out. But the boy seems to understand. He nods with eyes that are too old for a baby.

			“She’s a beast wearing a human skin.”

			I nod because that sounds about right. “We’re all getting out of here.”

			“I don’t trust you. But I will cooperate with you. I want out.” He doesn’t sugarcoat things as he bargains for his survival.

			“Fair enough. I need to know you aren’t dangerous. I don’t think you are, but I want you to promise me. My two sisters, they’re going to come with us, and you can’t hurt them or me.”

			“I understand brothers and sisters. Of course, I won’t hurt them; I’m not a beast. But I won’t let you hurt me,” he says, perfectly enunciating the words, looking offended.

			“Okay, good. I didn’t think so, but I needed to be sure. Next, I need you to look a little more human, stop with the rainbow skin thing. We’ll have to hide.”

			He doesn’t answer but looks at me and bares his teeth, and I watch the fangs disappear, and his skin stops pulsing fantastical colors, settling as Zara’s exact shade of brown. His features shift until he looks like he could be Zara’s brother. An expert mimic.

			“As soon as it’s time to go, I’ll come down here for you. Deal?”

			“Deal,” he agrees.
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			Nature or Nurture

			I’m lying in the desert, rivulets of water swirling around me, lightning striking nearby. I can’t move; my body is a heavy weight, tears as hot as acid tracking down my face.

			Zara, Meredith, Luca.

			I repeat the litany of names in my head, the reasons I have to get up. The little boy splashes in the mud puddles around me, happily gallivanting despite the fiercely raging storm.

			Someone else stalks closer at the edges of my sight, wearing my mask.

			I try to warn the boy, but I can’t wrench my mouth open.

			The figure is right behind him now, carrying that weapon, the one I created, my biggest regret. The Gauntlet.

			Reggie!

			A chorus of voices yells. Zara and Meredith are with me, too, each reaching to grasp one of the boy’s hands.

			I try to warn them as the masked figure in the dark raises the weapon. I’m screaming inside my head, but only the faintest unnoticed whimper leaves my mouth.

			Meredith’s and Zara’s screams are the last things I hear before sinking into the mud. I’m drowning in it⁠—but no⁠—strong hands are pulling me to the surface.

			Luca, you came back; we have to help them.

			No, you were the one who hurt them.

			He points, and he’s right. The figure pulling off the mask is me, was me all along.

			Zara is shaking me awake, urgently calling my name.

			“It’s time to go!” she says. There’s no fear in her eyes, only a fierce excitement as the thunder crashes and the lightning flickers. Meredith appears in my doorway, already dressed, carrying her bag.

			I bolt upright and throw on clothes and my mask, promising myself that this will be the last time I’ll wear it. After this, I’ll be Reggie. Not Regina. Not Kingsley. Not Adele’s pawn anymore.

			“Get to the outer doorway and wait there until I can open the door from the outside,” I remind my sisters.

			“Meredith is your responsibility now,” I say to Zara.

			“Promise you’ll hurry?” Zara asks, a waver in her voice.

			“I promise. As soon as I can, I’ll come for you. I love you both.”

			The boy is awake when I arrive. “It’s time to go,” I say, unlocking the cage and handing him old baby clothes of Meredith’s. I leave the key in the lock. It’s the only goodbye I intend to give Adele. He follows me, lurking in shadows as we run to the hangar where the Winnebago waits.

			“This is our getaway vehicle,” I say, and he looks between me and the Winnebago in surprise as I open the door. “Climb in.” I gesture, and he doesn’t hesitate, bounding up the steps and scurrying under the table.

			“Regina Kingsley.”

			Surely, this is only a nightmare. My blood turns to ice, as the one voice that always ruins my plans says my name. I turn slowly, blocking with my body the boy cowering inside the Winnebago.

			Adele stands there, cooly surveying me. She’s alone, no weapons in sight, but that does little to reassure me.

			“I’m leaving,” I say. “I’m done, I quit. You’re not stopping me anymore.” I rip off the mask and throw it at Adele’s feet.

			“And what of your poor sisters? How do you think they’ll feel, with your abandoning them?”

			The mask can’t save me this time, so I concentrate with all my might to keep my face blank. So she doesn’t know. If I can just escape now, I can still get to them.

			“It will be easier without them.” It’s easy to hide the truth when it doesn’t feel like I’m lying.

			Adele laughs softly. “You think I don’t know that you sent them to meet you? They will never make it out that door without my genetic code to unlock it.”

			I don’t let the relief show⁠—she doesn’t know she’s made a mistake with the lock, doesn’t know that I, too, can unlock it. I just have to get to them. “Fine, keep them. But I’m leaving.”

			“Not with my weapon you aren’t.”

			The metal of the Gauntlet glints; the darkness of the void spaces in between eats the light that falls upon it. My stomach drops. But I can feel it, the Gauntlet moving of its own accord, pulling me forward as it reaches out for Adele. Then all I know is pain, ricocheting through me as I fight harder than I’ve ever fought before. My teeth ache, my bones are on fire. Suddenly cutting off my own arm to stop this pain seems like a viable option. An arm seems like a small thing to sacrifice. The thought slices through the pain like a knife. The way to destroy the Gauntlet, the way to keep it out of Adele’s clutches. Open that door in my head, throw myself into that void, take the Gauntlet with me. My sisters will have to fend for themselves, but I have to hope that taking myself and my weapon out of the equation will tip the scales. Luca, I think, I’m done being her weapon.

			“I wouldn’t do that,” Adele says. Abruptly the pain ceases. My arm is mine again. She’s curled forward, breathing hard and pale faced, but she’s watching me carefully.

			“Do what?” I gasp.

			“I know what it looks like when you’ve given up. I’ve been to the depths of that dark place myself. If you’re going to jump, you want to hear what I have to tell you first. Don’t waste a sacrifice just to destroy that.”

			Without the pain, my will to live, my fear of oblivion is clawing its way back under my skin. “I don’t want to hear anything else you have to say.”

			“It’s about who you are. What you are.” She stoops to pick up the mask, turning it over in her hand and inspecting it.

			“I’m leaving. I’m taking my sisters and I’m leaving.”

			“You’ll be back. You’re too much like me to stay away. But I’ll let you go for now if you leave the Gauntlet.” She holds out a hand expectantly.

			“I’m nothing like you.”

			“Of course you’re like me,” Adele scoffs impatiently. “Why else would the Gauntlet work for me?”

			“No, I’ve done bad things. I don’t deny that. But I’m not a bad person. I’m trying to do the right thing despite no help from you, despite your trying to turn me into a monster. You were supposed to be my mother. You were supposed to love me.”

			“You think I don’t love you?” She says it as if it were blindly obvious, as if she were offended I would even question her. “You almost just destroyed yourself to thwart me. The only reason you’re still here at all is because of my love.”

			Rage, red-hot and blinding, floods my mind. “You have a hell of a way of showing your love. You never loved me; you never even liked me.”

			“Don’t talk about what you don’t understand. The only reason you have grown up is because of me. I’ve done everything I can think of to keep you from your destiny, Regina, with no help from you, I might add. Maybe I should have just let you jump. The only reason you’re still here is because of my sacrifices.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about! You never give me a straight answer, never tell me what you mean with this bullshit, all this nonsense about destiny and love and sacrifice! You never tell me the truth.”

			“Fine, you want to know the truth?” Adele laughs coldly. “I am not your mother. You aren’t even human.”

			I can’t help it; I laugh.

			“There’s nothing remotely funny about what I’m trying to tell you. You are not a human being. You are not my child.”

			Truth, truth.

			“What are you talking about?” I say, shock reverberating around my mind, knocking everything else away.

			“What is a mother anyway, but a creator? You aren’t my daughter, Regina. I’m not your mother because I didn’t give birth to you. I created you, though. You are nothing more than a few lines of recycled genetic code and a bit of borrowed soul. You might wear a human skin, but you are not like the rest of the species. I cloned you.”

			A ringing silence follows Adele’s words. But inside my mind, a storm of voices rages.

			Same, alike, one, clone.

			Clone, clone, clone. The word reverberates in my skull. I shake my head, though I feel the truth in her words sinking in.

			“So no matter how much you criticize me, how much you hate me, remember this: You and I are exactly the same.”

			“We are not the same,” I whimper.

			“Why else would this work for me?” she says, the Gauntlet mirroring her hand gestures, my control over it having evaporated. I shake myself out of my stupor and try to fight her, but it’s no use; I can do nothing. It doesn’t even hurt.

			“Meredith, Zara, the other babies⁠—”

			“I tried the cloning experiment only the once, to create a safety net. You are adequate for my purposes, but you aren’t the improved version of myself I was anticipating. I certainly wasn’t going to bother with another cloning attempt. I picked Meredith and Zara from a pool of magical embryos. Unfortunately, they didn’t turn out to be the family I was searching for. So far, my experiments in parenthood have been rather abysmal. I’d agree with you on that point.”

			I’ve always clung to the idea I’m different from Adele. It was supposed to be Zara, Meredith, and me apart from her, against her. But I am her. We are one and the same. I am everything she is. Every trait, every action, everything I hate about her, it’s all me too. I lied to myself. Convinced myself that my true nature was in the part of me that lives when the mask was off. How wrong I was. I am an abomination, unnatural, and no better than Adele. Worse than Adele, because I saw who she was⁠—who she wanted me to be⁠—and instead of facing down that ugly truth and fighting to be different, I closed my eyes.

			“You’re so close to figuring out the way to do it. You’re so close to succeeding where I can’t. When you created the Gauntlet, when you reemerged from that place unscathed . . . there’s still hope. Stay and I will explain it all. You can help me.” Adele holds out the mask to me. “I’m sure your sisters will be happy to hear you’re staying here with them, because they certainly aren’t going anywhere but back to bed.”

			“They aren’t my sisters,” I say numbly, “any more than you’re my mother.” I tug on my arm that still remains outstretched toward Adele.

			“I can return your family to you. If you work with me to rebuild it. I want to love you.”

			I want to love you. Not I love you. I want to love you. My mother has never loved me. A truth I knew, but it hurts all the same.

			The little voice inside my head speaks, sounding as anguished as I feel. It’s a fleeting thought, flying by like a flower petal on the wind. Pain, so much pain. Pain. Yes, I know, I tell myself; I know.

			The small boy is behind me. He creeps forward, tugs on my legs as if he could free me. I nudge him back, stepping backward as far as I can, with Adele still controlling my arm.

			“I won’t even make him go back to the dungeon. He seems well behaved enough. He even seems to like you. You’ve always had a strange knack for children.” She’s peering at him with intense curiosity. “I know of the perfect use for him. I’m sure you will agree to it when I tell you the rest of the story.” She takes a cautious step forward.

			He hisses at her angrily, backing up the steps and into the Winnebago as she approaches. “Beast,” he says.

			“Don’t you dare speak of beasts. Don’t you dare,” she hisses at him.

			I flinch, but Adele takes my arm almost tenderly. Peels the Gauntlet off and slides it onto her own arm. Even she looks surprised that it’s that simple. Neither of us understands my creation, but while I look at it with fear, Adele holds it up in awe, admiring, twisting it this way and that. The boy is there again. Tugging me, pulling me onto the steps. My legs feel wooden, my body numb, and I don’t think to resist him.

			“Stay, Regina. There’s so much you don’t yet know,” Adele says urgently. For once, her face looks earnest, unguarded.

			A raging blizzard of indecision freezes my thoughts. Facts crystallize, questions I don’t have answers to clamor to hear more. I want to listen; I want to know more. Answers I fear, answers I both desperately want to know and never want to face.

			“I want to love you,” she says again.

			I can’t leave. Meredith, Zara. My baby sisters. Not my sisters. I’m a clone. My sisters were never better off with me. I’m the very monster they want to run from.

			I am Adele. A monster. And I’ve made her a weapon. A weapon I told myself I wouldn’t make for her.

			I will die before I let her make me into a weapon.

			Luca. He would hate what I’ve become. He would hate everything I am.

			Whatever purpose she has for me, I don’t want it. But I’m not dying for it either.

			Meredith and Zara.

			As soon as I can, I’ll come for you.

			I’ll kill them before I let you take them.

			I can’t leave them. I can’t go. But I can’t stay. Who will I become if I stay here, knowing all this, knowing the terrible things she’s sure to make me do? Who will I turn them into? I should have sent Zara with Luca. I could have at least saved her. But it’s far too late to save either sister from Adele, from myself.

			The boy tugs at my ankle once more.

			“I can’t stay here,” I say, backing all the way up the steps.

			“So go. You’ll find your way back here, and you will help me. It is nearly time. They are on their way already. It’s in your nature, a truth encoded in every fiber of your being because I made it so. You cannot fight the tethers that will call you home. Can you sense them yet?”

			Call, tethers, truth.

			My head rings with voices echoing her terrible words. No, stop, be quiet. I hate her, but I hate myself too as I leave my sisters behind and flee. Adele doesn’t move to follow me as I step inside the Winnebago, where the door slams shut of its own accord behind me. The boy darts to hide under the table. Before I can reach the wheel, the Winnebago hurtles toward freedom; the hangar door is already open, guards retreating obediently as we emerge into the night.

			I sit in numb shock on the floor as the Winnebago drives itself, trundling across the dark desert, onto dirt roads, and eventually even a highway, where I finally regain some common sense and sit myself in front of the wheel. The little boy crawls out from under the table and into my lap as I watch the blinding headlights of other cars through the windshield.

			“What do I do now?” I whisper. I’m not really asking him, but he answers anyway.

			“Run. Hide. Survive.”

			He seems paradoxically young and old all at once. He relaxes against me, doesn’t move even when the shock dissipates and sobs wrack my body. I’m not sure which one of us is seeking comfort, which one of us is providing it.

			As the first hint of dawn lights up the sky, the Winnebago trundles into a gas station parking lot somewhere in Arizona, farther from the only home I’ve ever known and farther than I’ve ever really hoped to get. The dull ache of hurt and confusion is winding itself into a tangled ball that I have no chance of unraveling. I will let myself sink into it and dwell there soon, but first I have a baby to take care of. I shake myself out of my stupor, dig the emergency burner phone out from where I’ve stashed it, and call in a favor.
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			The boy never tells me his name. He makes a soft, lyrical noise. Mumbles the number seventy-four. He’s so unreasonably distressed about the question that I don’t press him.

			“It’s okay, I’m giving myself a new name too,” I say.

			He’s suspicious of me but agrees to my request to lie to Luca, to say I’m going back to Agency 51. But I’ve made up my mind; I am not going back. I rationalize that surely it’s only a matter of time before Adele burns herself out. Surely Meredith and Zara can’t keep her tethered without me. Why would they, even if they were capable of it? Then Agency 51 will fall and . . . someone, anyone else will pick up the pieces. I won’t go to Luca, where I’ll have to lie about who and what I am or tell him the truth. He would hate me if he ever discovered the truth. And I can’t bear his judgment for my being a weapon for Adele. Something he so vehemently rejected that he vowed to die rather than be. A task I backed down from at the first opportunity. All those times I chose not to fight her; all those times I used the Gauntlet freely rather than be bothered to fight back. I spend every spare second convincing myself this is how I save everyone and crushing my doubts under my heel until it’s second nature to think of anything else.

			The boy and I spend the week together before I leave him at a busy playground in New Mexico. I watch from the Winnebago, parked across the street as he deftly blends in with the crowd of children. Flitting from spot to spot, avoiding attention. My heart leaps into my throat when an old 1980s Mustang pulls up and a figure in dark jeans and a leather jacket steps out. The boy’s head pops up from behind the concrete lip of the playground. He drops the toy car he’s holding and cocks his head in interest.

			I peer cautiously through the Winnebago window shades, determined to remain hidden but desperate to catch a glimpse. Luca. His hair is shorter, his skin tanner, but those amber eyes are the same. Luca looks around, eyes sliding right over the Winnebago as if he doesn’t even see it, to squint suspiciously at the repair van parked a few houses down. He frowns but turns his attention to the playground, scans the crowds of children, and his eyes land on the boy.

			Luca walks forward a few steps, crouches down to toddler level, and holds out a hand to the boy. The boy carefully approaches Luca. They talk quietly for a few minutes before they walk back to Luca’s car, hand in hand. Luca opens the door for the boy, who climbs right in, before surreptitiously looking around one last time. His eyes pass right over mine with no indication he sees me. Then he gets into the car and drives off. I am alone.
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			32

			Family Secrets

			Present Day

			“You’re one of the Kingsley sisters.” Calvin sounds stunned.

			I can’t open my throat to answer.

			“Yes, she is,” Adele confirms as she glances at Calvin dismissively. She prowls forward, stops at the little table. It’s set up to be deliberately on display. I realize this was her plan all along. She runs her hand delicately over the collar resting on a velvet pillow. She created her own weapon. Her hand is still covered in that silver-and-black abomination. My worst mistake.

			“You thought you fooled the guards? They sent you this way, told me the moment you arrived. I’ve told you, we’re the same, you and I. I knew you’d come home to me. It will be like you never even left.”

			Same, same. Self-loathing drowns out everything else.

			“I believe you’re quite well acquainted with my eldest. Regina Kingsley. She has always had an unfortunate habit of running with strays.” Her lip curls in disgust as she regards Calvin.

			“What have you done with Eldi?” I say, rising to her bait.

			Zara snorts, and I whirl on her. “Don’t you dare laugh! You were the one who tipped her off. I thought you were better than that, but you betrayed me. She’s a child!”

			Zara doesn’t even flinch, doesn’t move from her spot on the floor as she says, “You’d know all about betrayal, wouldn’t you?”

			I scream in frustration.

			“It wasn’t me, Reggie,” Zara says, as if it should be obvious.

			“Who else would it have been?”

			“Stop this childish fighting in front of our guest. This time, Zara’s telling the truth, Regina,” Adele says. She paces closer to Calvin’s cage. “Isn’t she? Do you want to tell Regina who tipped me off about that creature, or shall I?”

			Calvin looks every inch the trapped animal as he looks up at her, wide eyes, rapid breath.

			“What is she talking about, Calvin?” I say. The bottom has dropped out of my world. My voice is that horrible, emotionless monotone. I can’t even blame it all on the mask this time. A numb cold is creeping over me as I stare at Calvin, who is looking at Adele with more guilt than anger now.

			“Yes, Calvin St. James, what is she talking about?” Adele says, in a mocking tone.

			“Reggie, I didn’t mean to. I didn’t know. When she contacted me, she said she was your mother. I thought⁠—” Calvin’s stuttering excuses.

			“Keep it together.” I hear Zara’s cool voice close to my ear again. I try to focus, try to breathe. Try to understand. Zara is helping me. Calvin has betrayed me.

			“You told her about Eldi?”

			“I didn’t know she was Adele Kingsley, and I didn’t know you were Regina Kingsley.” Calvin is still talking. “I thought you were on the run from an abusive boyfriend and your mom was just worried about you.”

			“And you just believed her?”

			“No, of course I didn’t just take her word for it, but she knew so much about you that I was convinced she was your mother. And it was a while ago, before I knew Eldi was anything but an ordinary toddler. She said she wanted to know you were safe, that’s all.”

			“As if that makes it okay! Even if her story was true, you never should have told her anything.”

			“Reggie, I’m sorry. I thought I was doing the right thing. She seemed so worried.”

			“She lied. She always lies, convincingly, and you would have known that if you’d checked with me first!”

			“Enough,” Adele says with a sharp rap of the Gauntlet against glass, to remind us who is in charge. “You’re a fool if you think I wasn’t keeping track of you just in case, Regina. You’d do well to remember your own sins before you start casting stones. And on the topic of betrayal, I want to know which one of you two”⁠—she gestures at Meredith and Zara⁠—“betrayed me to Regina. Which one of you gave her the warning that I was coming to take back that little monster? Which one of you smuggled her that foul little creature in the first place?”

			I’m swimming through so many layers of betrayal, I don’t know what to feel. I know better than to blame Calvin for all this⁠—I was digging my own grave long before Calvin grabbed a shovel and jumped in with me⁠—but the shock of his betrayal still stings. He looks at me, and I see in his eyes that he feels the same about me.

			“Which one of you was it?” Adele demands again.

			“I would never, even if I had the chance,” Meredith scoffs, as if offended by the idea.

			Adele fixes her gaze on Zara, who rolls her eyes and sighs. “Haven’t I proven myself time and time again? The fact I’m even still here after the way you treat me should tell you everything you need to know about my loyalty. Why do I always get blamed for everything? I’m always the scapegoat.”

			“Wrong animal,” Meredith says. “It’s not called being the scapegoat when you get caught doing the things you’re accused of. That’s called being a dumbass.”

			I let out a bark of involuntary laughter at that. Teenage Meredith is exactly how I’ve been imagining her.

			“I’m not in the mood for games,” Adele says. “You have a choice, Regina. Tell me which one of them has been passing you information?”

			“Why would I do anything for you?” I say.

			She stares at me for a moment, then walks out the door and returns with that tiny little cage, Eldi locked inside. She’s hissing and trying to grab at Adele. But the cage is too small, the mesh too tight for her to do anything. I can see the fear behind the anger, though.

			“Eldi,” I call, “Eldi, it’s me. I’m under the mask. It’s Reggie.”

			Eldi stills, looks at me in horror before resuming her thrashing.

			“Eldi,” Calvin calls to her, too, and she turns to him.

			“Calvin!” she cries. And my heart breaks. Of course she wants a familiar face.

			“This is why you’ll tell me which one of your sisters it was who tipped you off.” She lifts the Gauntlet, deliberately.

			“You wouldn’t,” I gasp. But I know she would.

			Calvin growls a warning, a deep noise that sends shivers up my spine. Even with the suppressant, I can see the wolf struggling to emerge.

			“Oh, don’t worry, you’d go first if it comes to that,” Adele says to him.

			“Please, please⁠—” I say. I’m frantically thinking, maybe I could fight it. Control the Gauntlet again. But I wasn’t strong enough when she hurt Zara or when she stole the Gauntlet from me. I’ve failed already.

			“I believe it was you who said pain is a crude and unreliable method of control, was it not?” Adele says coolly, cutting through my begging. “I have better options now.” She lifts the collar, twists it so it catches the light. “One of you gets to leave this cell. But you’re wearing this before you do.”

			I can fight it. It’s worth the risk. A little pain for their sakes. Just like Adele took the Gauntlet from me, I can take this collar from her. Almost everyone I’ve ever cared about is in this basement. If I can escape, I can come back for them all this time. Doubt churns in my gut. There’s no reason to believe I’ll succeed now, and even more people I love are at stake. I think of Luca, how he was willing to die rather than become a weapon. What does it say about me that I’m willing to become that weapon?

			“Me. Let me put it on. You can have me if you let Calvin and Eldi go. Let Meredith and Zara out.”

			Adele stares at me. Without warning, she turns, raises her hand, and twists her fingers.

			Calvin falls, screaming and writhing in pain in his cell. I fight this time, instinctively. Before I understand just why Adele has attacked. It’s harder than I thought, from a distance, to control the Gauntlet. My hand is outstretched. It’s like pulling on an invisible string with all my might. It’s so much harder to hold back the pain rather than wield it. Shielding Calvin from the pain takes ten times the effort that inflicting it does. I know I won’t be able to stop it entirely. I won’t even be able to hold it for long.

			Eldi whimpers as Adele releases Calvin and turns toward her. Eldi cowers. I feel the tears roll inside my mask. This time, to save Eldi, I have to funnel some of that pain back at myself. The pain is worse than I remembered: sharp, immediate, and all-consuming. It’s agony, but Adele withdraws abruptly.

			I lean against the cell bars, my knees barely holding me up. I dimly sense Zara is behind me, her hand clenching mine. It’s her touch that allowed me to fight this time. Even with her help, it’s taken a toll. I try not to give away that I can barely stand. I’m no longer sure I can fight that collar, I realize with a sinking heart.

			Only the extra second Adele takes to steady herself reveals the cost she suffered. So it hurt her too. Good. My triumph is fleeting when Adele smiles grimly at me. I showed her my hand. I proved I would fight. Because I couldn’t let them suffer, I’ve ruined any chance of having Adele put that collar on me. I’ve ruined my chance at fighting the thing myself. I’ll have to sacrifice one of my sisters instead. An impossible choice.

			“Motivation has always been your biggest obstacle. I’m not stupid enough to waste the collar on you. It takes a considerable amount of magic and control to create. And even more will to come back afterward. That’s why I was impressed when I truly realized what you had to do to make this.” She gestures once more with the hand.

			“So tell me. Which one of your sisters is more loyal? Which one are you going to keep down here with you for some sisterly bonding time?”

			“I vote Zara.” Meredith raises her hand. “The original two members of the Disappointing Designer Baby Club can have a reunion. I’m Mom’s favorite, anyway.”

			“I’m inclined to believe Meredith is telling the truth. I think it was Zara who sent you running again. Do you agree, Regina?” Adele says icily.

			“I’ve shown nothing but loyalty to you,” Zara hisses at Adele. “How could you accuse me of that after everything I’ve done for you? Did I run like Reggie the first chance I got? No. Do you have to keep me locked up so I can never leave like Meredith? No. I’ve stayed here. I’ve stayed loyal when no one else has.”

			“Then why didn’t you tell me when you found her? When you spoke with her?”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“You expect me to believe that you were on her tail for days and were simply so incompetent that you couldn’t find her?”

			“You try keeping track of a magical Winnebago that doesn’t want to be found,” Zara complains. “It’s harder than you think.”

			“Why didn’t you come back here if you were having such difficulties? Was it just coincidence my guards captured you within a mile of Regina’s hiding spot?”

			“I mean, her story tracks. When has Zara ever been competent?” Meredith says.

			Zara rounds on Meredith and me. Staring us both down. “Am I really the only one here who remembers the most important thing? Loyalty to my sisters. Loyalty to my family. I would never betray our family like that.”

			“We’re not even related,” snorts Meredith. “Don’t get all sentimental about blood ties like all that bullshit matters to you, Zara. Not like we made a blood pact or anything.” She smirks, her sarcasm thinly disguised in the snide remark. “Don’t listen to them, Mom. You know who’s the most loyal. Me. It’s always been me. Let me out. But I’m not wearing that ugly thing.”

			My heart is pounding as I take in the carefully coded bits of information they pass me right under her nose. I’m not watching my sisters argue and betray each other. I’m watching them work together to try to claim my place as sacrificial lamb. They’re trying to remind me of the promises we made to be on the same side, the three of us against her. All the hints and clues that slid by unnoticed over the years click into place like puzzle pieces. I’ve never been gladder for a mask in my life.

			I know which sister sent the emails with cryptic references. Meredith’s singing that damn lullaby I always sang to her because I didn’t know any others. Eldi’s humming the same lullaby. Who else could she have heard it from but my sisters? Eldi didn’t find me by chance; she was sent to me. Because, of course, Zara has always followed my example. She watched me free a werewolf and the boy; she must have smuggled Eldi out, staying only to protect Meredith.

			I definitely know which sister betrayed us all. The only disloyal sister here is me. Something I should have seen before. The only one who ran away and abandoned the rest of the family was me. Now, to hedge my bets, I must trust one of my sisters to save us all. I don’t know if I have the strength to fight the collar when it’s around someone else’s neck. But I have to try. It’s the only option. I don’t know which one of my sisters to risk. I can’t pick because it isn’t a fair choice.

			“Tell me, Regina; I’m tired of waiting.” Adele raises her arm, the Gauntlet an obvious threat. I can’t afford to waste my strength resisting, but I’m so tired of her forcing me to choose.

			“Why does it matter if you can force one of them to obey you with the collar?” I say dully. “Pick one and be done with games.”

			“Oh, never mind. I’m sick of this bullshit,” Meredith says, striding over and reaching a hand through the bars. “I’ll wear the stupid thing if it means I get out of here. Hand it over.”

			“No, Meredith, don’t,” I say sharply. It’s an old protective reflex.

			“Trying to protect Meredith?” Adele says to me, then glances swiftly at Meredith. “You’ve been passing Reggie information?”

			I realize I’ve inadvertently picked Zara for the collar.

			“No.” Meredith rolls her eyes, the exasperated teenager. She lies well, but I see the paranoia creep over Adele anyway. How Adele doesn’t realize I’d protect my sister even if she weren’t lying, I will never understand.

			“It was definitely Meredith,” Zara immediately says. “I said it wasn’t me.”

			“Well, thanks for throwing me under the bus,” Meredith says dryly.

			“It wasn’t either of them,” I say.

			“You all are lying,” Adele snaps. “Fine, last resort it is. You want the truth, Regina? You want to save your sisters and that wolf? I’ll make a trade.”

			“What are you even talking about? You have us all here at your mercy. You have Eldi caged right there; I can’t give you anything.”

			“The collar doesn’t work,” Adele snaps. “I can’t make it work.”

			“It was an empty threat? The collar doesn’t work?” Zara says suspiciously.

			“Of course not!” Adele snarls. “I keep giving you chances to side with me, to show me you deserve to be my family. And none of you care.”

			Turning suddenly, she grabs the collar from the table and hurls it toward us with all her might. It smacks into the bars hard enough to make me flinch, spins in several wide circles like a top before coming to rest in front of the cell, within easy reach. Meredith creeps forward with deliberate slowness, reaches through the bars and picks up the collar, never taking her eyes off Adele as she twists it, slides it sideways to bring it inside the cell.

			“It really doesn’t work, does it?” Meredith says. “That was all a trick to get us to betray each other.”

			“And it worked in a way, didn’t it?” Zara laughs bitterly. “Now none of us are leaving this cell.”

			“When this failed me”⁠—Adele holds up the Gauntlet⁠—“I tried, again and again, to create a similar object. I can’t make it work.” She looks at me. “You might have a hope of succeeding. If you willingly help me, I will tell you everything, and the creature can stay with you until the rest of her kind arrive.”

			“My sisters?” I say. “Calvin?”

			She assesses them. “I suppose it doesn’t matter. They can go after you help me.”

			“Not good enough. They go now. Eldi too.”

			“No. We are out of time. I need to create a gate to bring them back. The rest of her kind”⁠—she points at Eldi⁠—“are coming, and I must be ready.”

			Meredith and Zara have fallen into absolute silence.

			“Bring who back?” I ask.

			“My family. Your family. She”⁠—again she points at Eldi, who looks utterly baffled and terrified⁠—“is responsible for innumerable deaths.”

			“No, that’s not possible. Eldi hasn’t . . . she wouldn’t⁠—”

			“It is time I told you the truth, Regina, but I will not do it here. Come with me. I’ll explain, and I promise you, you won’t want anything to do with that creature anymore. I have the weapon almost ready, but I need you for the last step. There’s no alternative. I promise I tried, for your sake, though I know you won’t believe me.”

			I hate that there’s even a piece of me willing to pretend, a piece that wants to hear her out.

			“I was going to let you go. I was going to figure it out on my own. But you came back anyway. That has to mean something.”

			“You baited me, locked me up. Don’t pretend I’m here by choice.”

			“I wanted to love you, but you make it so hard,” Adele says. She speaks so quietly, a quaver to her voice I’ve never heard before.

			“That’s not how love works,” Calvin says coldly, earning a glare from Adele.

			“Help me,” Adele says, returning her gaze to me.

			Memories, my sisters’ baby faces, Eldi asleep in my arms, all the moments they looked to me to protect them. I didn’t want to love them. I tried not to. And I did anyway. Voices echo inside my head.

			I would rather die than let her make me into a weapon.

			Mama.

			Do something besides play her little games.

			Ma.

			You are your choices; you are good.

			Clone, same, one.

			“No.”

			I shake the voices and memories loose and meet her gaze again. Her face is unmasked, yet I watch as something shutters closed in her eyes. A beast wearing human skin, just as that boy so long ago called her. A chill runs down my spine as I see it, too, a human mask shielding something dark and damaged.

			“I have to deal with the mess you’ve made of the front gate,” Adele says. “When I come back, you’ll either come with me willingly, or they won’t leave this basement alive.” She walks out of the room, heels clicking. The door closes with a snap.
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			Clean Out Your Skeletons from the Closet

			We have to get out of here before Adele comes back.

			“You let us walk in here blind, right into a trap,” Calvin says.

			“No, I followed you into a trap that you helped Adele set.” My guilt doesn’t quite blot out my anger.

			Calvin swears, drags himself to his feet, and looks for an escape.

			“You can’t get out,” Meredith says bitterly. “Trust me. We’ve all tried.”

			“We’ve all messed up,” Zara says, “letting Mommy Dearest play her mind games with us. Now pull it together and let’s get the hell out of here.”

			I call out in desperation, thinking of Eldi’s watch, lying on the table. “I know you’re not just a watch. If you want to get Eldi out safely, get Doug and Dave. The Winnebago.”

			The watch flickers on. I can only hope it can do something.

			“Go bags and the antidote to the werewolf suppressant,” Zara says suddenly. She follows my example and speaks to the watch, quickly relaying a set of directions. “Tell them where your bag is, too, Meredith; I know you have one prepared.”

			“Are you sure you can trust either of them?” Calvin asks me quietly.

			“You’re one to talk,” Meredith snaps at him. “Can we trust you? I was the one who called you, tried to warn you and Reggie. Which I wouldn’t have done if I’d realized you were a double-crosser passing information on to Adele.”

			Calvin looks like she’s slapped him. To me he says, “I’m sorry, Reggie. I swear I stopped as soon as I realized what Eldi was.”

			“Now isn’t the time,” I say. “Zara’s right. It’s been Adele all along, turning us against each other.”

			“You finally figured that out, did you?” Zara says. “I was serious when I offered to help you the other night. That’s why she locked me in here. I didn’t tell her where you were.”

			“Right, well, if we’re working together now,” Calvin says, “let’s brainstorm. You know the place best, you know your⁠—you know Adele. How do we leave when Doug and Dave get here?”

			“We can’t go out the way we came in,” I say. “She left that option to lure me in. I’m sure of it. That will be the first place she checks, if it isn’t already locked down. Think unexpected, anything ridiculous she won’t have planned for.”

			Meredith doesn’t hesitate. “The launch pad, the only entrance she won’t be expecting us to take because there’s nowhere to go. It’s on top of a cliff.”

			“Can you fly anything?” Calvin says. “I can’t.”

			“No, but you said think ridiculous options,” Meredith answers.

			Calvin swears. “Maybe we could climb down, or maybe the robots⁠—”

			“The Winnebago can fly if Doug or Dave or the watch can get it here,” I say.

			“Of course it can,” Calvin mutters.

			“I hope you were listening,” Zara shouts toward the watch. “Tell Doug or Dave. However that works. Who the hell are Doug and Dave, by the way?”

			“We have to get out of here, though, if Doug and Dave don’t come for us,” Calvin says.

			The door clicks open as Calvin speaks, and Dave appears in the shadows around the doorframe. I’ve never been so thrilled to see him.

			“Zara, meet Dave,” I say.

			Dave makes quick work of the door locks. Eldi hesitates like a frightened kitten in the back of the cage when I try to coax her out.

			“Please, Eldi, it’s me, I promise.” She wordlessly creeps forward with Calvin and Dave, both coaxing her along. It takes everything in me not to scoop her up. Meredith is already grabbing our weapons and the watch from the table. Zara accepts the syringe that Dave hands her with one of his tentacles and steps toward Calvin.

			“Nice to meet you, Dave,” she says as she moves toward Calvin with the syringe.

			Zara gives Calvin a sardonic look when he glares daggers at her.

			“You want your powers back, right? This is the antidote; it will speed things up. Or if you really don’t trust me, you can wait a day or so.” He looks like he wants to argue, but he swears and holds out his arm for Zara to slide in the syringe. He yelps, and Eldi leaps from his arms as he turns into his wolf form and then straight back a few times, a magical shrug into his powers.

			Dave gleefully trundles at the vanguard of our little party, snaking tendrils ahead of us in the darkness as we climb flights of stairs and make our way through the maze of corridors. I realize what he’s doing when we pass the first guarded checkpoint with both guards slumped to the floor. A slow puddle of blood is leaking from under one of them. Dave clicks an appendage ominously.

			“Sadistic little thing, aren’t you?” Calvin mutters.

			“Don’t complain. Just be glad it isn’t you,” Meredith says. “He’s not killing them, only maiming the worst of them.” But she speaks in a low voice to Dave, muttering directions. From then on, he leaves some upright. They fold back into the shadows upon a quiet signal from Meredith.

			“How many agents have you turned to our side?” Zara asks, a note of pride in her voice.

			“Enough,” Meredith says tersely.

			The launch pad is as deserted as the rest of the base. From this vantage, I can see a blazing fire, a dark swirl of smoke obscuring the stars by the front entrance. I don’t know what Dave did, but he did it thoroughly.

			Winnie trundles up, headlights off, and Doug flings open the door from inside. The Winnebago lifts into the air before the door closes behind us, Doug a mad whirl of tentacles and worried chirps.

			“Eldi,” I say, reaching for her where she cowers by Calvin’s feet.

			She moves forward cautiously, as if unconvinced it’s me behind the mask, but Calvin intercepts her. “Wait, Eldi. Let me try to get the mask off Reggie.”

			Doug and Dave whirl about, fussing around Eldi like a pair of anxious grandparents, prodding at her insistently.

			It takes Calvin only moments to tear apart the back of the mask, metal crumbling under his fingers, but it feels like longer. When I finally rip it from my face, I hurl it hard against the wall, where it bounces off and hits the floor, sliding under the table and out of sight.

			Eldi nearly bowls me over again as she leaps into my arms. I hold her and sob into her hair as she pats my back awkwardly.

			“I’m sorry I yelled at you. I should never have told you to go. I love you, Eldi.”

			“Love you,” Eldi says. I’d be content to hold her forever, but all too soon she wriggles, craning her neck to look around. “Goat?” she questions.

			Calvin gives me a tissue and hands Eldi her raggedy stuffed Goat. She gleefully cuddles him, and I blow my nose and try to compose myself. Her watch gives my wrist one last squeeze, then unlatches itself and slithers like a snake over to Eldi, who greets it with a fond pat, like an old friend. Then Eldi leaps up, grabs her tablet off the table, and hops into her nest above the cab, apparently completely unfazed and ready to leave behind our misadventures.

			“You kept this?” Meredith is holding the glued-together, too-small pot and overgrown healing cactus. “I’m surprised it’s still alive.” Her face is hard to read.

			“It’s a survivor,” I say. My knees are aching, but I don’t move off the floor as the silence stretches awkwardly. “I fucked up. But I thought you two would be better off without me. That I was just as bad as Adele. I’m sorry I left you both behind.”

			“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. And I’ve heard a lot of bullshit in my life,” Zara says, crossing her arms and sitting stiffly at the table. She looks out of place and uncomfortable, still in her wrinkled suit.

			Meredith, by contrast, looks completely at ease, lounging in leggings and a T-shirt across from Zara. “You both left me behind,” she says.

			Zara looks chagrined. “I stayed for you. It isn’t my fault Adele kept you away from me. I was trying to get us out; I had plans. It was complicated. But Reggie abandoned us both, and I wasn’t going to do that too.”

			I can’t help the tears rolling down my face as Zara glares at me and Meredith looks conflicted. “I’m so sorry; I really am,” I say. “If you believe nothing else I say, fine. But at least believe I thought I was doing the right thing. I thought you were better off without me.”

			“You promised you’d come back,” Zara says.

			“I know.”

			“You said Meredith was my responsibility. So I stayed.”

			“I know.”

			Zara cracks first. She sinks to the floor with me. Meredith holds it together for a few moments longer, but soon the three of us are crying together and holding one another.

			Silently observing, Calvin leans on the counter by the sink, his eyes wary as he looks down at me.

			“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you the truth about who I am, Calvin,” I say when we’ve all marginally regained our composure.

			“I’m sorry I gave her any information about you,” Calvin replies.

			“I thought if you knew⁠—” My throat feels like it’s swelling, but I need to explain. “The things I’ve done⁠—I wanted to forget⁠—”

			Zara shifts uncomfortably, but Meredith leans forward.

			“We could talk alone later?” Calvin offers tentatively.

			“No secrets, lies, half-truths. That’s what got us here in the first place,” I say to my sisters. “But there are some things I need to talk to Calvin about in private.”

			“Barf, gross,” Meredith says. Zara snorts.

			“About what Adele said, that I told her about you and Eldi, I need to explain that,” Calvin says.

			“Why did you tell her anything about us?” I can’t help the accusatory tone even though what I’ve done is arguably worse.

			Calvin reaches a hand to pull me to my feet, but I hesitate. He waits patiently. “She emailed me a couple of years back. Told me she was your mother and that you’d run away from an abusive boyfriend. Said he’d made you cut contact, caused a family falling-out. She said she didn’t want to pressure you, just wanted to know you were safe.”

			I thought I was free, but Adele has been keeping track of me all along. Calvin is still talking.

			“She was convincing. She told me things about you that made me sure she knew you. That you hated lightning, not that you were afraid of it, but that you hated it.”

			I hate her so much.

			“She sent me tips on cases, sent me money. I took the cases but tried not to accept payment. But then the cases she tipped me off about, they always paid mysteriously huge sums. I felt too guilty not letting her know you were safe.”

			“But why wouldn’t you tell me?”

			“She asked me not to, said it would scare you off. And, Reggie, I was afraid you would run, that I’d lose you too. It was selfish; I know it was. And I should have told you. When I found out about Eldi, I started to realize something wasn’t right. I stopped telling her anything, but she knew you were with me, and I’m easy to track. Before we came here, I almost told you, but I was afraid to. I wasn’t sure what her motives were for keeping tabs on you, but I kept telling myself it couldn’t affect anything. Obviously, I was wrong.”

			Calvin finally withdraws his hand, sinks to his knees so we’re level.

			“Reggie,” he goes on, “I swear I didn’t think any harm could come from it. She never asked for much. If it makes you feel better, I saved the money. Eldi has a college fund set up in her name. I kept thinking it was strange how much was in there. I’d check the balance and be shocked, but then every time I looked at Eldi, thinking I would confess, I would forget how much money there was. Once Eldi stopped using that watch to hide from me, I checked the amount. The account, it’s worth, like . . . millions?” he finishes meekly.

			A burble of laughter comes unbidden. They all stare at me, worried, like I’m losing it. I cover my mouth with my hand, but I can’t stop grinning. Eldi is an alien who’s been two for at least seven years, and Calvin has a college fund for her.

			“You know what? I don’t care.” I really don’t. It all comes down to Adele. She’s the one turning us all against each other. And I’m done letting her have power over my life. “Eldi isn’t going to college. Or if she wants to, I’m funding it.” With all the other money I’ve stolen from Adele. The ridiculousness of it. “You’re forgiven. I blame Adele for all of this. All of it. But you’re hiring me a babysitter and taking me on a nice vacation. A really fucking expensive vacation.”

			Meredith cuts in. “There are a few things we should take care of first. Mom isn’t about to roll over and give up, and I have some ideas about what she’s doing.”

			With a jolt, I remember files full of children like Eldi, everything I stole with Eldi’s watch.

			Zara clears her throat. “I have information to add to this little meeting as well.” She taps the Winnebago and calls up to the driver’s seat. “Hey, can you take us to the Waffle House?” She shouts out the familiar address.

			“What do you know about the Waffle House?” Calvin asks.

			“Have the Whistlemen mentioned they have an informant in Agency 51?” Zara asks with a wicked grin.

			“Yeah, it’s me,” Meredith pipes up. Zara’s double take is comical.

			“No, it’s me,” Zara says, but she sizes Meredith up and says, “Huh, well, I guess that makes sense.”

			“It was both of you, separately, wasn’t it?” I say, looking from Zara to Meredith. “Tipping off the Whistlemen. And the things you did for me. The emails . . . Meredith sent them. And the nursery rhyme, it was a clue. You were giving me hints. And Zara, you sent Eldi to me.”

			“I thought you knew that,” Zara says. “I just thought you didn’t care.”

			“Why didn’t you leave?”

			“The same reasons you didn’t. I was just a teenager. You’d left me behind. I had Meredith. I had no one else.”

			“You took that little boy along, but you left us behind,” Meredith says. “You made it pretty clear you didn’t want us with you after all. If Mom found my emails, I didn’t want them full of tip-offs to someone who didn’t even want me. If I didn’t ever outright warn you, I could tell her it was my way of keeping tabs on you, sending you looking the directions I wanted. And the ones that looked threatening, well, I could claim to just be taunting you. I thought maybe you’d get the message anyway.”

			It’s never once occurred to me that my sisters could misinterpret my motives. That they couldn’t see the reasons that are crystal clear to me.

			“No, it was never that. Of course I wanted you with me. But I wanted to give you a shot at a completely fresh start. I was sure Adele, without me there to hold her back, would push past the edge, destroy herself.”

			Zara huffs. “You weren’t the only one who couldn’t let go. She was different after you left. For a while, the way she treated me changed. Almost like she cared about me. I fell for it. By the time I realized even if the enclosure was comfortable, it was still a cage, she had Meredith in her claws.”

			“Third time’s the charm?” Meredith asks. “Personally, I was on my way out. I only stayed because the alien stuff was getting interesting. Adele didn’t suspect I was a double agent until you two messed it up.”

			Zara whirls on Meredith. “Why didn’t you tell me? Work with me? I was trying to figure out a way to get you out.”

			“Oh please, excuses,” Meredith scoffs. “You stayed because you were afraid. It was easier to stay than face the mess it would be if you left.”

			Zara looks like Meredith slapped her. “I did what I could to work against her. I went to the Whistlemen the second I had any freedom.”

			“And then you came back and played the good daughter,” Meredith says.

			“So did you.”

			“The difference is I remembered that I wasn’t that person,” Meredith says. “You forgot. I always remembered when we were a team. Figured that once I escaped, I’d eventually track you both down, lock you in a room somewhere until I was sure I could trust you both and you’d worked out your shit with each other, and then we could deal with the Mom situation. The last couple steps of my plan are moving faster than anticipated, so I’m kind of winging it at the moment, but I’m sure we can come up with something now we’re all on the same side.”

			My youngest sister, the best iteration so far. I long to feel pride for her persistent optimism, for her will to cheerfully climb over any obstacle life throws at her. But she is nothing like me⁠—I haven’t shaped her. All I feel is shame for never seeing her clearly, for assuming I knew who she was.

			My sisters didn’t trust me. I left them behind. They couldn’t count on me to be there for them, so they kept their secrets close. The weight of my failure, the enormity of how badly I’ve made my choices, sits on my chest, pressing the air from my lungs. The silence is broken by the quiet shuffling of Dave, surreptitiously prodding at a pair of unfamiliar bags in the corner. Eldi snores loudly, the normally grating sound like music to my ears. The Winnebago rocks gently as the wheels touch down and the headlights flick on. I should probably call Manny up from downstairs to take the wheel before we hit the highway, since it looks like we have a lot to catch up on.

			“I think it’s past time we unpacked some of our emotional baggage,” Zara says. “But we can probably throw a suitcase or two straight into the trash without ending up with nothing to wear on vacation.”

			Meredith stretches as she gets to her feet. “And I’m tired of sitting on the floor.”

			Calvin holds out his hand to me again, and this time I take it.

			“Adele doesn’t just hate your toddler,” Zara says. “She wants to destroy all the Chupacabras.” She looks over at Dave and clears her throat pointedly. Dave retracts his metallic tentacles from the depths of Zara’s bag and scurries out of sight. “Snoop,” Zara mutters under her breath as she pulls out a laptop from one of the unfamiliar bags and slides onto the bench by the table.

			Doug nudges the second backpack toward Meredith. “Thanks for tracking these down,” Meredith says, accepting her bag. Doug purrs like a cat at her praise.

			“No rest for the wicked, I guess,” I say. “I snuck some files too.”

			At that, Eldi’s watch whistles, unlatching from her wrist and skittering across the wall like a miniature version of Doug or Dave. It creeps onto the table, where its little tentacles immediately emerge, as if eager to tell us all it knows.

			The first flutters of hope rise in my chest, like a hundred butterflies carrying with them all the pain and regret, ready to fly away at last. I have my sisters, I have Eldi, and Calvin hasn’t abandoned me yet.

			I sit on the bench next to Zara. I’m acutely aware of Calvin’s every move as he slides tentatively onto the bench across from me.

			“Well, luckily you have an expert researcher on your hands. Who wants to share their intel first?” He looks at the three of us, Meredith and Zara with their laptops and me with Eldi’s watch.

			“Me,” Zara says, popping open her laptop. “Middle kids never get to go first.”

	
			34

			A Second Helping of Waffles

			The sunrise is disorienting; I feel like it’s been years instead of hours. I’m eager to move, to finish a long-overdue task, but the others are more sensible. There are contacts to reach, information to share, plans to make, and logistics to consider. Zara makes us stop for clean clothes, Eldi is ravenous, and Meredith insists we stop to sleep for a full night. Meredith and Zara wander off to find accommodations in Winnie’s basement, arms laden with freshly purchased pajamas and blankets. Eldi wants to hunt, but an extravagant combination plate of sushi and a promise that I’ll buy her a goat the next time we find a goat farm convinces her to stay inside the Winnebago, safely tucked into her bed.

			The looming silence left behind between Calvin and me closes over us like a vise after everyone else disappears. He’s been sleeping with me in my bed⁠—but now I don’t know where we stand. For a moment, I hope maybe he’ll be too tired to talk. Maybe we can pretend for one more night.

			“Let’s talk outside,” he says in a low voice, and my heart sinks.

			The night sky is awash in strange lights once more. Well, that’s not quite accurate. They’re no longer a mystery, no longer “strange,” exactly⁠—that’s Eldi’s family out there. Searching for her, for her siblings. Probably a lot of little robot scouts. We don’t have the full picture yet. But between Meredith and Zara, we’ve confirmed there is an alien mothership en route and that Eldi and the others are their young. Chicken Little indeed.

			“You could have told me about your past,” Calvin says. He’s looking at me, not the lights.

			“Could I, though?” I say, thinking of the Calvin who judged me before we even met.

			“Of course you could have, Reggie. You saw what I am; you saw the monster I turn into.”

			“That’s hardly a fair comparison,” I snort. “A little fur and fangs aren’t what make a true monster. And it’s not like you have a choice.”

			“Of course I have a choice. Maybe not in what sort of creature I am, but I have a choice every time I decide how I live my life. I have a choice with every hard decision I make. You didn’t get to pick your⁠—I hesitate to say ‘mother’⁠—but Adele, you didn’t get to pick her. And what is your genetic code but a few random strings of numbers? You still get to pick who you are.”

			“Exactly, and now you saw who that person was and what they did.”

			“All I’ve ever asked is for you to let me know you. Let me make up my own mind.”

			“And if you don’t understand, if you think I’m a bad person . . .”

			“Then maybe you deserve better than me if I can’t look past the parts of you that aren’t perfect,” he says. “You think you’re the only one with any darkness in them?”

			I hiccup a laugh. He has no idea. But he has no idea because I haven’t ever shared it with him. So I do. I tell him my story, the parts he hasn’t already learned in the last twenty-four hours.

			“I’ve never thought that you were perfect,” he says. “I’ve always seen your flaws⁠—”

			“Very comforting,” I cut in dryly.

			“That’s one of them. Interrupting. I wasn’t finished,” Calvin says with a soft laugh. “I love you, you know.”

			Relief washes over me, as soothing as the first gasp of oxygen after a dive. I didn’t realize how much I’ve needed to hear those words, didn’t realize I’ve been drowning until he threw me this lifeline.

			“At first, I tried not to, back when I thought you were nothing but a con artist who stole all my cases. But I saw the way you loved Eldi so fiercely, and I couldn’t hate you even when I tried. I’ve loved you since the first moment I saw you with her. I admitted it to myself when I found you breaking and entering into a not-haunted house to perform secret good deeds in the middle of the night. I love you, and I want you to know that, even if you’re not ready to⁠—”

			Calvin, always patiently waiting for me to catch up. Fixing my cactus even though he didn’t know what it meant to me. Accepting the scraps I gave him and never pushing for more. Sharing his life with me while I held him at a distance. He’s still talking, but I can’t hold back anymore.

			“I love you too, Calvin,” I interrupt. “Sorry it took me so long to figure out my shit. I’d say I’ll be better in the future, but that’s probably inaccurate⁠—”

			Calvin cuts me off with a kiss, and I forget the point I was trying to make. I fall asleep wrapped in his arms, and I think maybe he will stay, even knowing my past. Maybe I can let myself hope this time.
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			Meredith wakes me when I still feel far from rested, and the gentle rocking of the Winnebago tells me we’re already moving again.

			Zara glares at me when I appear in the doorway. “We’ve been awake for ages,” she says, watching Manny as he prepares lunch. “We need to get moving.”

			“She didn’t sleep very well,” Meredith explains.

			“Did you know there’s an undead raccoon loose in your basement?” Zara says sharply.

			“Bandit? Yeah, he’s just some old haunted taxidermy. He’s harmless.”

			Zara snorts in disgust.

			“I told you he just wanted a cuddle,” Meredith says.

			During the hours I’ve been asleep, Adele’s plan has become apparent. In the wake of government disclosure, and our betrayal and escape, she, too, has gone public. Her version of the story is everywhere. Alien invasion is imminent; there are monsters among us ready to act. She paints a vivid picture of planet-wide destruction and death. She insists everyone turn any Chupacabras over to her and Agency 51, who are prepared to defend humanity.

			My blood runs cold as I see the first images of children like Eldi, handed over to Agency 51 and Adele. Meredith says Adele wants to destroy them, reverse-engineer their technology for herself. Zara says she only wants to kill the Chupacabras for her own twisted satisfaction. I tell them how I secretly tethered my mother for years, hiding in her shadow while she pulled at raw power in vain, failed time and time again to accomplish something she never properly explained even to me. Zara admits how she took my place after I left. The Gauntlet, too, has allowed Adele a modicum of control over her magic again, yet she still needs my help enough to have attempted that bargain with me. When I bring up the strange things Adele has said, about magical gates and things lost to the void, about sacrifice and purpose, when I say that maybe there’s more to it, we argue in circles. She clearly hates the Chupacabras, enough to use the children as bait to lure the rest. But all this just to kill them?

			We’ve reached an impasse, though, and we have to move forward anyway, despite my nagging hunch that we are missing something. One thing is certain: Adele means harm to Eldi and the rest of the Chupacabras, whatever they are. There is little time left to save them. We need as many allies as we can muster. I swallow my shame and dial a phone number I’ve still got memorized.
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			Tumbleweeds crunch under the Winnebago wheels, and Winnie swerves to run over an extra few like a child stomping on fallen autumn leaves as we pull up to the Waffle House in the desert. The neon-yellow-and-red facade of the building is unexpectedly comforting and bright, beaming under fluorescent lights that outshine the dim twilight of a desert sunset. Pungent waves of sweet maple syrup and the slight musty tang of air-conditioning wash over us as we enter, Zara in the lead.

			The first inkling I have of the depths of Zara’s plotting is the wide eyes of Bear at the host station and the speed at which he scrambles to make phone calls when Zara whispers something in his ear. She beckons for us to follow her as she bypasses him entirely, heading for a table like she owns the place.

			The obnoxious teenage boy stares at Zara like he can’t decide whether he wants to ask for her autograph or run away from her, screaming. Waffles smothered in strawberry syrup and whipped cream are at our table before we’ve even moved, along with a side of bacon. The contrast is startling. Maybe Calvin should reevaluate his one-star review.

			With a bang as it hits the wall so hard it rebounds, the front door flies open, and the usually unflappable Gemma stands there panting, a coffee stain on her shirt and two different shoes on her feet. She looks like she hasn’t slept well since we last saw her. A few papers float to the ground from the messy stack she’s carrying in her arms. She stares at us in shock.

			“Gemma, this is⁠—” I say, intending to get introductions out of the way.

			“Boss?” Gemma interrupts, staring at Zara, sounding a mixture of astounded and extremely concerned.

			“What?” Calvin is the one to ask. I’m simply too stunned to speak. By now, I’ve figured Zara was a double agent, but I didn’t take her to be the double agent.

			The door slams open again, and Wolff strides in, his stream of complaints cutting short abruptly as he bumps into Gemma, and then he, too, stares at Zara in as much amazement as Gemma had. A wide, self-satisfied smirk is spreading across Zara’s face.

			“Fancy seeing you here,” Zara directs at Wolff.

			“Summer? What are you doing here?” He sounds completely nonplussed.

			It takes me a moment to realize he means the name Summer, not the season. It takes me even longer to realize that he’s addressing Zara by this name. Summer. Summer Raine. His mystery girlfriend.

			Gemma is quicker on the uptake and whirls to address Wolff while I’m still gaping like a goldfish and slotting puzzle pieces into place. “You slept with our boss?” Gemma hisses, her eyes going as wide as dinner plates.

			“You slept with my sister?” I blurt out before Wolff can answer. He splutters and blanches white before immediately flushing crimson.

			“Your sister?” Gemma yelps, turning to me.

			“Our boss?” Wolff asks. I can see the sweat beading on his forehead.

			Zara crosses her arms casually, surveys us muddling through her carefully executed chaos with the air of someone watching a particularly amusing television show.

			Calvin laughs.

			“Oh, the tangled webs we weave,” Meredith says dramatically, peeking around Calvin from where she’s so far escaped notice. She’s holding Eldi carefully in her arms.

			Wolff and Gemma speak over each other so that it’s impossible to make out their exact words, but the sentiment is clear. The realizations hit Wolff back-to-back: He slept with his boss; his boss is my sister. I’d find his panic more satisfying if it didn’t involve realizing my sister hooked up with Wolff. And she did it using the laziest code name I’ve ever heard, aside from “Wolff.” Gemma didn’t expect any curveballs aside from the reappearance of her boss, and now she’s juggling several. They both startle at Meredith’s presence⁠—obviously they weren’t warned that we were bringing a notorious Kingsley sister. Let alone all three. I grimace and slide protectively in front of Meredith and Eldi.

			“What the hell are you thinking, bringing one of the Kingsley sisters here?” Gemma says to Zara. “Meredith Kingsley, are you serious?”

			“You might want to check your math on that one. I count three sisters,” Meredith says snidely, pointing at first Zara and then me, mouthing the numbers. I cringe inwardly, and I know it shows on my face. This isn’t exactly how I wanted everyone to find out. Even Zara shows apprehension, her smile fading.

			“I dated one of the Kingsley sisters?” Wolff says, sounding half-impressed and half-horrified with himself.

			“Hey, don’t get too far ahead of yourself. We haven’t had that talk yet,” Zara says, but she winks at Wolff. “Sorry, didn’t actually mean to disappear on you. Family crisis, you know. Got a little tied up.”

			“You slept with my sister,” I say through gritted teeth, glaring at Wolff.

			“And you are a fucking Kingsley sister,” Wolff says, jabbing a finger at me. Calvin lets out a low growl, and I see the shadow ripple across him. I throw an arm between him and Wolff.

			“And you fucked a Kingsley sister,” Meredith says to Wolff.

			“Meredith!” Zara and I say in unison.

			“Oh, all of you, calm down,” Gemma groans, squeezing the bridge of her nose like she’s getting a migraine.

			“Fun fact,” Meredith says to Gemma. “Aside from Eldi, it looks like you’re the only one here who isn’t or hasn’t⁠—”

			I clamp a hand over Meredith’s mouth.

			“I suggest we all sit down for some food and a chitchat,” Zara says decisively, and strides off toward our table without a backward glance.

			“You’re the boss, apparently,” I snap, and follow her.

			I’m more understanding of Calvin’s annoyance at my tendency toward secrecy after a headache-inducing unraveling of alliances and facts over waffles (and sushi for Eldi).

			The rumble of engines in the distance draws my attention to the window. Two dark figures come flying into the parking lot on a pair of motorcycles. My heart lodges in my throat. Luca. I’m out of my chair before I realize it. I hear the boy at the front saying something and a harsh voice growling something back.

			And then Luca is striding inside, dressed in all-black leather riding gear, his dark hair helmet mussed, still shaggy but shot through with gray now. His face, too, is older, lined with years I’ve missed, but his eyes are still that bright piercing amber.

			“Reggie,” he says simply, staring at me. He doesn’t smile, but his arms twitch as if he isn’t sure if he wants to hug me or strangle me.

			“Luca,” I whisper.

			“I thought you were still in there. When you left me the kid, I thought you went back. That you were still with Agency 51, after all this time. I thought you chose them. Why didn’t you contact me?”

			I’m saved from having to find something to say when the second figure steps out from where he’s lurking in Luca’s shadow. I gasp. He might as well be Luca’s shadow. I could be looking at Luca as he was twenty years ago. The resemblance is that solid. How easily he must have passed for Luca’s son all these years.

			“You grew,” I say dumbly.

			Luca snorts. “People tend to do that, Reggie.”

			I can’t stop staring at the boy. And he eyes me with the same sharp intelligence I remember. He’s in his late teens, or at least wearing a body that appears to be a teenager. But the flash of his eyes, his canines when he grins, are exactly the same as Eldi’s.

			“You grew up,” I say again.

			He nods in confirmation as he says, “Pops here got tired of tandem motorcycle rides.”

			“Don’t call me that,” grumbles Luca without much feeling.

			But the boy isn’t listening. He has spotted Eldi. He goes rigid and sinks to his knees. Eldi is staring at him, too, wide eyed and trembling. The boy makes a soft noise, one I mistake for a sob, a cry at first. But it’s a strangely lyrical sound, otherworldly. He does it again, and I realize he’s calling out to her. Her name, her real name, perhaps. Eldi says only one word before she leaps straight into his arms.

			“Orion.”
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			Reunion

			Orion clutches Eldi as if she were the only thing saving him from drowning, and she burrows into his embrace unhesitatingly. Orion keeps repeating that crooning sound. They cling to each other with the desperation of people who have been to war and back for each other. The intensity of their emotion makes me feel like an intruder.

			Eldi has always felt like mine, but this is the moment I realize she was someone else’s first. I recall all those nights, her pointing to the stars and saying, “Orion.” Not a constellation, a person.

			My first instinct is to comfort them both. I must have made the slightest movement toward them, because a flash of protectiveness ripples over Orion’s expression. I’ve never been afraid of Eldi, but Orion is terrifying at this moment. His skin reveals that alien shimmer, and his eyes flash dangerously; he has claws and fangs that I have no chance against. Calvin tugs me back, and a primal thrill of fear skitters down my spine. Orion would tear me apart without a second thought, with no remorse. I think he’d do anything to protect Eldi.

			Luca reaches a hand placatingly toward Orion, but then pulls back as Orion tenses. “Hey, hey, it’s okay, Orion. It’s just me.”

			Orion and Eldi stay there, half-crouched on the floor for what feels like forever. Finally, she gently reaches her hand up to pat his face. “Orion. Safe,” she says. I can’t begin to understand why this simple phrase makes Orion look like he wants to die. His expression crumples, and the tears roll. I finally see that little boy I first met, the vulnerable toddler, in a cage.

			“We came here to explain where you came from, what you are,” Luca says, kneeling in front of Orion, wrapping him in a gentle embrace, “to show them what you showed me, in case it will help.”

			Orion nods, stroking Eldi’s hair gently as he seems to pull himself together. He makes that lyrical sound again.

			“What did you say to her?” I ask Orion. He stares at me, uncomprehending. I ask again, “Is that her name?” He looks at me as if I slapped him. I don’t understand.

			“I called her what she is, ‘Baby,’ and ‘seventy-three,’” he says, which makes no sense. But Luca’s eyes go wide, and he swears quietly.

			“Eldi,” Eldi says to Orion. Pointing to herself, looking up at Orion. “Eldi,” she says again, and he nods in understanding.

			“It’s nice to hear your voice, Eldi. And to finally know your name,” Orion says, his voice cracking.

			“Goat,” Eldi says, holding up Goat for Orion to see. He laughs, surreptitiously wiping his eyes.

			Meredith, sitting closest to Orion’s spot on the floor, reaches out a hand to pull him to his feet. He lets her and takes a deep breath, composing himself.

			“I wore your baby clothes,” Orion says to Meredith when she introduces herself.

			“That’s one hell of an opener,” she says with a laugh.

			Orion blushes. “Reggie gave them to me when she rescued me from the dungeon at Agency 51.”

			“A situation most of us at this table are all too familiar with,” Calvin says wryly.

			Luca’s head whips toward him, and his eyes run over his scars before flicking down to Calvin’s and my intertwined hands. “You seem to have a type,” Luca says to me, a brittleness in his voice that makes me flinch. In a more neutral tone, he says to Calvin, “Was Reggie the one who locked you up, or was it her mother?”

			“You mean the most recent time, or the first time in the Winnebago basement?” Calvin says, and I can’t tell if he’s mad or joking.

			“Well, at least I got both of you out eventually,” I say. “I’ve spent my own time in that dungeon with no one to rescue me.”

			There’s enough room to sit next to me, but Luca pulls over a chair instead and makes himself comfortable at the end of the table. “I watch your channel, St. James,” he addresses Calvin without introduction, with the casualness of old friends. “Knew something was fishy, but even I didn’t guess lycanthropy and aliens. I cannot wait to hear what you have to say in your next episode.” Luca sounds genuinely excited.

			Calvin’s expression remains guarded but intrigued. I’ve told him what happened with Luca.

			“I’m not sure where to take the podcast from here, to tell you the truth,” Calvin says.

			Luca turns back to me, with a wry grin and a mean glint in his eyes. “Nice upgrade. He’s pretty and accomplished.”

			Calvin flushes crimson.

			“It wasn’t like that,” I snap, my own face burning.

			“But the matter at hand, the reason we’re here,” Zara interrupts, impatiently rapping on the table with her knuckles, taking the conversational reins back in hand. She nods at Eldi and Orion. Eldi tucks into his lap, with no sign of moving anytime soon. Orion looks like he never wants to let her go. He nervously twists a thick ring on his finger. It’s metallic, but it almost looks like it’s moving on its own, rippling and changing. It’s analogous to Eldi’s watch, but more appropriate for a teenager.

			“You two. Extraterrestrials, I presume?” Zara probes. “And the lights, the crop circles, the race of rogue sentient electronics popping up all over the place. All that’s you and the rest of your people in the sky?”

			Orion stiffens and meets Luca’s gaze for a moment before he nods.

			“Are we talking about an invasion here?” Zara asks.

			Orion looks offended at the very idea. “No. Not by us,” he says. “It’s easier if I show you.”

			He pulls the ring from his finger, or rather it uncoils itself like a mini version of Doug or Dave, all tentacles and stretching and clicking metallic jointed appendages. At this point, nothing surprises me. Everyone at the table looks apprehensive. Wolff shifts nervously. Even impulsive Meredith looks like she has misgivings. The little device reaches its tentacles out toward us all but waits patiently without touching anyone.

			“It doesn’t hurt,” Orion says. “I’ve shown Luca.”

			Luca huffs but doesn’t disagree. He meets my eyes, and I can see the pain in them. Whatever Orion’s shown him isn’t pretty. I’m the first to reach out a hand toward the grasping little tentacle, letting it wrap around my finger. Its grasp is warm and deceivingly comforting. Everyone else besides Luca and Eldi follows suit. Orion’s hand hovers over the body of the little metallic creature resting on the table.

			“Sorry,” he says, meeting my eyes across the table as he presses his hand down onto the device. “This will be intense.”

	
			36

			Cosmic Pluralism

			What happens next is impossible to describe. It’s as if everything Orion shows us happens in an instant yet is simultaneously happening in real time. Like an existing memory was downloaded directly to my brain. I can tell time isn’t passing for me, not really; I won’t wake up from this to find years have passed, but I’ll have a memory of these years to carry forward as if I’ve lived them myself. My soul still resides in my own body. A vague awareness of my physical self in a booth at a Waffle House remains. Yet, at the same time, I am Orion for a while. His feelings, his thoughts, I’m privy to all of them⁠—things he wants me to see, but also those he doesn’t. This experience is both a gift and a curse, an intimate bit of trust that comes with the agony of being unable to escape from what he shows us.

			Orion’s “sorry” feels woefully inadequate, because this does hurt. It hurts so deeply, but I know why we have to see this, to understand. There’s no preparing us for the horror, no apology that will be good enough for what he’s just done to us. But then, who am I to complain? If the universe owes anyone an apology, it’s Orion.

			It’s Orion’s eyes I look out of, his home planet I view through his true body. Colors, so many colors. Vision like this is a dream. I can see every minute detail, even in the dark night. I am living in Orion’s body, his original one, chameleon skin and long tail. Switching deftly from bipedal creature to quadruped with a gracefulness my human body will never have. Orion is outside, surrounded by foliage of unfamiliar (to me) shapes and colors. And it smells delicious. Food my human tongue has never known, but I feel the familiar ravenous hunger. The bottomless hunger of a growing teenage boy. And the delight in the freedom Orion feels gallivanting in the brightly illuminated night, the safety he takes for granted so near home and family. Near parents who keep him safe and sheltered and loved. I feel it all. I’ve never known love like that, but it is all Orion knows.

			Orion looks up at the sky, and doesn’t feel the shock and awe that I do. Of course he doesn’t, because this is home. This is normal and comfortable and safe. Two moons grace the sky, one larger than the moon I know, full and heavy and ringed. The second one is smaller, a sliver of a crescent.

			But something out of the ordinary has captured Orion’s attention. Strange lights in the sky. For a moment they are beautiful. Then fire blooms on the horizon and someone screams in the distance and I feel Orion’s alarm at that. That isn’t normal. He’s not sure what to do. He isn’t used to danger. His brother and sister hover nearby. They’ve crept out into the open when he wasn’t watching. He calls them, in that lyrical language. I understand what he’s saying this time, a strange sort of overlay as Orion’s memory translates for me.

			“Brother, Sister,” he hisses. Their names don’t translate, but this is who they are to him. “Come back under cover. Let’s go home.”

			But large shapes are hurtling down from the sky, crashing down into the surrounding areas. Worry permeates his mind, paralyzes him with indecision. Freeze, flee, or fight? Parents. Home. Hide. A flurry of choices, too many strange factors unbalance him.

			“Brother, Sister,” he calls again as quietly as he can manage. His brother listens this time, takes a few hesitant steps, calls Orion’s true name. The beautiful trill of it, that familiar cadence, is tainted by the fear in his brother’s voice. A shadow looms from overhead. A strange scent permeates the air. His sister freezes in fear, crouching in the open. Her stillness and silence buy her another few moments of life.

			Orion’s brother darts forward in frantic panic. So he dies first, quickly and silently, without time to scream. The shape overhead lunges out of the darkness. An indistinct whirl of jaws and teeth. Too many limbs. So many claws. And stench. That smell. Orion will never forget that, and nothing will ever smell like those creatures. Like death and danger and decay and something from a different world. Beasts. Orion stares at the spot where his brother just was. But it is empty. The smallest splash of blood is the only evidence his brother existed at all before that giant monster swallowed him.

			Orion stops thinking in words, in anything but base instinct. He’s mere prey, and all he knows is his desire to survive. There’s no more room or time for words and coherent thought. There is only live, survive, don’t die.

			Still, stay still and hide. Quiet. Be quiet.

			It is the last thing he thinks at his sister, too afraid to speak it aloud. But she isn’t quiet. She whimpers and tries to run to a hiding spot. Calls out for Orion, and there’s nothing beautiful about the sound of his name this time. So she dies too. But she dies slower, and louder, and so much worse. Orion can do nothing, of course. But he feels so ashamed that he does nothing. One Beast, a smaller one, toys with her. Orion’s seen parent predators teach their children to hunt, but that isn’t what this is. This is for enjoyment, and Orion’s terror grows to a raging ocean in his head, sweeping out everything else like the tide.

			Their friends, the Helpers, try to save them, try to help. He loses track of the ones with his brother and sister, assumes they die with them. Orion is helpless, can only scream warnings silently inside his head as the little Helper wrapped around his wrist⁠—Orion’s oldest friend⁠—leaves him. She unspools from his wrist, darts from the shadows, tries to save Orion’s sister. The effort only prolongs Sister’s death for a moment, serves to distract the Beast as it rips apart Orion’s friend too. So Orion is alone in the dark, surrounded by Beasts. He is without Brother and Sister, without his most familiar companion, more alone and helpless than he’s ever been.

			Orion’s memory of the next while is fuzzy, but he thinks that might be for the best. He wishes he could forget it all. He isn’t far from home; it’s visible in the valley as he crests a hill. But it takes all night to get there. It’s the longest night of his young life, a blur of Beasts and hiding and screaming horror.

			Bodies, pieces, ruins, and wreckage are all that’s left. Not just his species, others too, ones he’s familiar with and many he isn’t. What a strange way to discover his own world, after its death. He never sees his father again, but he isn’t stupid enough to think that means anything; Orion knows he’s gone. He finds what’s left of his mother under the ruins of his home, enough to be sure it’s her and that she is gone. Curled under the rubble in a makeshift nest, he rests with her. He doesn’t know how long he stays there, but eventually he’s drawn out, has to leave the last remnants of family behind. Hunger, rest, fear⁠—those three things become his entire world.

			He does what he can for the very few beings still living he stumbles across. But he finds so few, and there’s little help or comfort to offer. The most he can do is bear witness and whisper platitudes in the short while before their ends arrive. Soon there’s no one left. Except there is, because he finds one of their Helper friends, eventually. These are the symbiotic creatures his species has coexisted with for millennia, sentient and independent but linked to his own race for reasons Orion doesn’t know. He’s never bothered to pay attention to the old folklore. He realizes there’s so much he doesn’t know and never will because it’s all gone now. There is only one origin story he remembers; it’s the kind of soothing tale parents tell children before sleep, how during a time of great turmoil, Orion’s kind called to the sky for aid, and the Helpers answered. The skies have betrayed them this time. Even the Helpers can’t save them.

			But it’s a great comfort that he has a friend of any kind. A tiny scared thing, a young one that curls around his fingers, holding so tight it almost hurts. He misses his own Helper, but this new one understands that. She misses her own friend too. There’s little she has to offer Orion, infant that she still is. But her knowledge is Orion’s saving grace. There’s bad news first: The planet is in ruins. Billions of Orion’s kind are now no more than a million. Perhaps only thousands. But they are not beyond hope yet. She tells him about the evacuations.

			A few stragglers have sent out the call to any available to hear it, and she has. Hope, if only he can make it to an evacuation point. Orion learns that hope burns. Almost worse than grief or fear. But it’s all he has, and he clings to it with a frantic desperation the same way his robot friend clings to his fingers. The journey is long and lonely. Until it isn’t.

			He sees light one night. A wisp of smoke. A fire. Things have been burning all around Orion. But this is different. He’s been watching carefully, always an eye out for friends and foe. This fire is small and deliberate, controlled and covert. Fire is universal. A warm spot to huddle around, a bit of safety. Orion hasn’t seen the Beasts do this, hasn’t seen them strive for companionship. Friends, family, that’s the key difference, he thinks, that differentiates them from the Beasts. Orion’s own race isn’t entirely peaceful. But they try. He thinks that matters more than perfection. The Beasts, they don’t try; they only consume.

			The fire burns in the distance while the hope burns in his chest. Hours of careful movement, the ember in his heart growing into a bright flame. He’s so close, he sees them through the trees. A pair of adults. He wants to cry with relief. But he doesn’t, because he wants to live above all else. Tears and careless mistakes will get him killed, ripped apart and eaten.

			When the pair of adults finally sees him, the ember of hope inside his chest dies before Orion has time to stoke it into happiness. One adult shrieks in alarm, cowering down in a ball to protect himself. An instinct upon seeing movement, a reflex he couldn’t help before he saw that Orion’s not a Beast. Orion shouldn’t blame him, but he does.

			The man’s companion turns, and her eyes grow wide in alarm as she registers her companion’s shriek, and Orion’s approach, and the shadow of Beasts above, all at once. And Orion sees the sweep of sadness across her face at the inevitability of her fate. He watches as the hope in her eyes dies, only a moment before her life is snuffed out in the jaws of a Beast, one of the dark-winged things swooping out of nowhere, as they always do.

			Orion doesn’t even feel sad. But he feels every other feeling he has left. Anger. Numbness. Cold. Resignation. Irritation. Orion freezes, knowing by now the correct protocol for survival. Cowering under the underbrush, because he’s prey. But not stupid prey; he’s remained partially covered by foliage. You don’t leave the safety of the leaves unless you have a death wish. He’s observed the creatures don’t seem to see well. Observing, blending in, these are Orion’s biggest strengths. Watchful chameleons live another day.

			Stillness and quiet, any prey animal’s best defense, and he’s now an expert at being hunted. He watches with detachment as the adult, the man, tries to run. Emotions melt away because why bother? Orion feels nothing as the man falls, snatched by his legs. His tail is already gone. At least he won’t take long to die; that wound alone will kill him quickly, Orion thinks.

			But on the heels of that thought, something isn’t right. The man is still fighting. Why? He knows as well as Orion does that it’s over. What is left to fight for? Why not get it over with? The man ignores the creatures, already consuming his lower half; he uses what strength he has left to throw something small toward Orion.

			Detached curiosity becomes a boiling rage with whip quickness. What is he doing? He’s going to get Orion killed. And for what?

			The little bundle hits the ground near Orion’s feet. His heart beats fast. The Beasts are distracted for now. But they’ll notice too much movement. Orion nearly flees, but he forces himself to freeze. He decides to stay frozen, despite whatever the man threw at him. But the man, he’s yelling. Screaming that Orion was blocking out because he doesn’t need to hear his death, doesn’t want to. But what’s so important to this man that he keeps fighting?

			So finally, Orion listens. And he hears it now. The word the man is yelling with his last breaths. The bundle is moving. Movement will draw the Beasts. Orion should leave it, should run.

			“Baby!” The man isn’t yelling in pain; he’s yelling words. “Baby! My baby.”
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			Dead Planet

			Baby. Baby. Baby.

			The word rings in Orion’s ears.

			The mewling little bundle is trying to crawl. Trying to crawl back toward her doomed parents.

			Baby. Baby. Baby.

			Orion’s gaze finally snaps up to meet the man’s eyes. He won’t last more than a second or two longer. Orion has seen enough of these deaths to know. The man knows it, too, but he’s not hanging on for himself. But time stretches. For a second, Orion shakes out of his primal fog. He’s no longer just prey. Suddenly, it’s bigger than simply run, hide, survive. Other instincts rear their heads. Family. Protect. Brother. Sister.

			Orion has a glorious and terrible second of dueling emotions. Life feels vivid and clear, yet death seems only seconds, only inches away. But he is something more than prey, more than a simple animal again. Orion isn’t alone anymore. There’s someone right there, someone else to live for.

			The man dies with relief in his eyes as Orion darts forward, snatching the baby clumsily in his jaws as he’s seen countless parents do throughout his young life. But he’s no parent; he’s inexperienced, and his jaws are too small, and the baby squawks in discomfort. A Beast looks up, screeches, pursues.

			Orion runs and runs. Ignores her frantic squalling and flees for his life. For her life. He hasn’t moved this fast in ages, every pounding heartbeat reminding him he’s alive. Orion feels everything⁠—every struggling breath and every screaming muscle. Orion ignores it all. He stops only when he can no longer run⁠—when he can no longer ignore her incessant whimpering, can bear her weight no longer. Without his usual careful selection process, he darts into the first hidey-hole he can find.

			“Be quiet,” Orion snaps as soon as he drops the child. She tries but can’t stop the snuffling noises entirely. She shifts nervously, crackling debris so loudly that surely the Beasts will come. “Be quiet!” he says again as quietly as he can. She’s terrified and crying, and he’s so angry with her.

			The Beasts are outside. Orion can hear them. Searching, rooting through rubble, digging. They are always everywhere, and they can surely hear her. He’s seen now she’s more toddler than baby. No wonder she was so heavy. Young but not stupid⁠—she can’t be, to have made it this long, and now his survival depends on her understanding the way of things. He grabs her roughly, wraps her tightly in his arms, but covers her mouth and hisses in her ear. Of all the terrible things, this is the most terrible, what he does next.

			He whispers in her ear, “Those Beasts, out there. They killed your parents. They ripped them to pieces and ate them. You heard them scream. You saw what the Beasts did. Do you want that to happen to you? They will kill you slowly and rip you apart and eat you like they eat everyone.”

			Orion continues whispering in her ear, long after she’s totally silent. Even so, that night she curls up next to him to sleep. Guilt overwhelms him, creeping in to replace his usual numbness. Orion hates it. He hates the Beasts, the stink that lingers in the air, the creatures all around him that can’t stop dying. Orion hates everything at this moment. He hates himself most of all. But he can’t hate her as she tucks into a tight ball next to him. He lets himself appreciate her warmth, her company. Wraps her up in his arms more gently this time and doesn’t wake until much later in the morning than he’s grown used to.

			She doesn’t speak again. Not that night, not the next day. Not the day after that. Orion doesn’t hear her speak again. He never even learns her name. He settles for calling her what she is, Baby. She deserves a name, but he can’t bear to come up with something when he’s sure she’ll die soon anyway. Orion can’t let it hurt more than it already will.

			Orion doesn’t merely tolerate her, although emotional distance was meant to be his watchword. He grows to love her fiercely, perhaps more than he’s ever loved anyone. A brush with death here, a close call with injury there, it cements them together as closely as any family bond, closer. As they travel long miles, hungry, cold, exhausted, they only have each other. She tries to keep up, but she’s small. He gets stronger, better at carrying her, and she never makes another peep even when his clumsy holds leave bruises.

			The fiery-hot coal of hope turns to guilt and settles in his stomach like a stone with every day she remains stoic and silent, heavier even than the baby is to carry around. It’s hard to find enough food for one, let alone two. Orion makes sure he goes hungrier than Baby, but even so, she’s always hungry. The Beasts lurk everywhere, and they destroy everything edible they find. If they don’t make the planned evacuation in time, he doesn’t know how they’ll make it through the cold season; the nights are already colder every passing day. Maybe it would have been kinder to let the little one die with her parents.

			Hope flares to life again when they make it to the evacuation point. Dying embers stoked back up into a roaring blaze. Orion has been so worried they’d be too late, but somehow, against all the odds, he’s done it. Not just for himself, but for the both of them; he found the way and kept them alive and found enough to eat, and now here they are.

			Ten thousand seats per evacuation ship. The evacuation ships are full of individual stasis pods, genetic banks, and embryo incubation vaults. They were supposed to have ten evacuation ships, but the adults say only four remain that can escape the planet and meet up with Mothership exploring the galaxy. Mothership, which is too far away to help them, carries a small team that at least guarantees the survival of their species, even if the worst happens on planet.

			There’s a plan; there’s a safe place to sleep; there’re enough food and adults. It’s a grim plan and fraught with new dangers, but at least it’s a future to look to. Even their low population number isn’t enough to dim Orion’s newly ignited hope. So few have made it to this outpost even after all this time, but Orion struggles to grasp the scale of deaths. He remembers learning that there were billions of them before the Beasts arrived. But this evacuation center holds so many more people than he’s ever seen in one place; his town was small. He hears the numbers, but he can’t grasp them. Surely it can’t be that bad.

			Roll call assigns numbers 338 and 339 to Orion and the baby. They count the children and adults separately. There are so many adults, several thousand at least. Orion isn’t sure how many, but it feels like a safe number. And the Helpers, the robot race. There’re at least five for every person. The Beasts don’t find them as tasty to eat, apparently. But they, too, have suffered losses, fighting for their beloved friends.

			The adults look grim at the count, lament how few children they could save, how far from capacity the ship still is. How long do they risk waiting on planet? But Orion doesn’t care. Adults worry endlessly; they always have and always will. Surely this plan to leave will save them. These spaceships, equipment, and gear, robot friends everywhere⁠—it all means they will be okay.

			He’s wrong. The Beasts come, a coordinated force of them, overwhelming numbers, before Orion has a chance to catch his breath.

			The children are prioritized for evacuation first, boarding by order of age. Orion should be later in the queue, but he slips past, determined to get his little charge to safety without being separated from her. He expects the adults at the door to stop him. But it’s worse than that. They give him rushed instructions, station him at the spaceship airlock, show him the steps for closing the doors, the protocol for emergency liftoff; they then return to the fight, leaving him alone. His brain desperately tries to retain all the information.

			I can’t fly this ship. I can’t do it, he wants to scream.

			But he stays silent because he knows by now what he wants doesn’t matter. “Can’t” doesn’t matter; “can’t” doesn’t make a difference in what he has to do. He can’t depend on anyone but himself for his survival, so he listens and learns faster than he ever thought he could. One eye on the battle, one eye on the numbers, the count for how many souls on board. The number ticks so slowly upward as children are shuttled onto the spaceship.

			The screaming and bloodshed grow closer. He waits as long as he can, but he knows triage by now. Ninety-seven is the roll call total. Not even a solid hundred. Ninety-six, he gives to Baby, who sticks to him like glue. Ninety-seven, he gives to himself. Then he shuts the door. Orion leaves the scraps of his childhood behind with the Beasts.

			Thankfully, the ship itself and the robots help him enough to get off planet and along the way somehow. The first and last time he sees his planet from the windows of a spaceship, it’s beautiful and terrible all at once. But he turns away to the task at hand: escape, evasion, survival. Some of the Beasts follow; space around the planet is a war zone, surrounded by the Beast ships. They can afford to send a few after him.

			Orion jettisons the embryo pods and the genetic banks when it becomes clear they won’t make it without distraction and less weight. It splits the force following them into deep space. Orion watches the last hope for his race’s future spinning off into the vacuum of space, pursued by monsters, and tries to tell himself there’s a chance. Maybe someone, anyone, will find them unharmed someday. Hundreds of years, millennia later when they’ve floated their way somewhere peaceful, maybe a benevolent race of aliens somewhere will take pity on them.

			He’s the oldest child on a ship of babies, the oldest orphan among a ship full of them. It’s up to him to console and coerce almost a hundred youngsters into stasis pods. He clutches number ninety-six, Baby, to his chest the whole time. For a while after the rest are asleep, he stays awake with her. They wander the ship, watch the stars and planets twinkle in the distance. He delays her stasis bedtime as long as he can.

			Before he tucks himself in, he sets a course for a hopeful planet on the list of possibilities he has. Where he is to await rescue. Where he is to hide and await Mothership’s arrival. A friendly green-and-blue planet with no spacefaring life. He picks it on chance and whim. He watches Baby sleep for a while before he, too, enters his little stasis pod, and leaves the navigating to the race of sentient robots, the last of the symbiotes that made it to the ship. He hopes he won’t be the oldest person left of his species when he awakens, that the adults will escape, find them, take care of them. He hopes his fate isn’t floating through space for an eternity, asleep on a ghostly ship full of robots and orphans.

	
			38

			Strange New Home

			Something’s gone wrong.

			Orion wakes to a blur of panic and blaring alarms. He groggily tries to assess what’s happening. The ship is failing. The Helpers have pulled Orion abruptly from stasis for orders, for a plan. As if he had any authority, as if he should know what to do. He’s become used to this, growing up in chunks, forcing maturity when he has no choice.

			The Beasts are too close behind the ship. They’ve caught up somehow. And Orion knows his ship is still too far from their sanctuary planet to make it without being followed. He’s heard nothing yet from Mothership. There’s nothing left to jettison for distraction.

			Well, that’s not quite true. Nearly a hundred much smaller targets will be much harder to track and capture than one large one.

			Orion makes the only choice he can. He rushes to load the last-resort escape pods with ninety-six sleeping children, jettisoning each life-support pod individually, each with a robot Helper or two. They’ll have to make do if they survive; the Helpers will do their best to care for them and explain, but there isn’t time to wake the children.

			As for how the children will survive on their own if they make it to the planet, let alone find the rest of their species again, Orion doesn’t know. Right now, he barely cares. A long-term plan is a long way off. All that matters right now is to survive the night, survive the hour, survive the minute. He gets seventy-two pods out the door and into space, hurtling into the dark toward that distant planet. It’s a caravan of lonely little specks that may or may not make it to their only hope for survival. Orion refuses to think of the twenty-three left behind that he doesn’t have time to save. But he can’t help but acknowledge the grim count in his head. They are seventy-three and seventy-four now. The rest of his skeleton crew of little robots will try, but he has no illusions. Chances are slim; the Beasts are at their heels.

			His baby can’t wait any longer, still sleeping in the last waiting pod. He’s going with her. He doesn’t mind that the journey will be extra cramped because they’ll need double life support crammed inside; they’ll both be asleep for most of it. She looks peaceful. Her own Helper companion is curled around her wrist. He barely makes it inside before the pod closes, launching into the dark void. A brief glance through the window gives him a glimpse of another pod, cruising along a slightly different path; the distance between them growing. A fleet of lifeboats drifting in a stormy sea⁠—he hopes some of them survive it. Orion waits for the bright flash in the distance behind them, says a silent goodbye to their ship and those still left aboard, and heads off into peaceful oblivion, trusting the little robot curled around his fingers will wake him when they’re close.
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			Orion isn’t sure what goes wrong this time, but he wakes to yet another crisis. Coming to with a gasp, startled from stasis unceremoniously, he finds the little robot curled around his fingers frantically squeezing and running checks on his vitals, all it is capable of doing to help him. The escape pod is cracked open, ruined, a twirl of smoke rising into the air from its shell and a small fire crackling around the wreckage. Orion searches for the baby before he feels the bruises and aches set in. Baby, awake and panting, seems unharmed, only scared and confused. His own body feels beaten and strangely light.

			But they’ve made it; they’re alive, on solid ground. Strange ground. And gravity feels different, light, as if he could leap and bound farther than he ever has before. The night is darker here, the colors different. The air smells overwhelmingly delicious but feels wet on his tongue. There’s only one moon, but he can still see well enough. It’s complete sensory overload.

			Shockingly loud sounds and pounding hooves are everywhere. Run, hide, his senses tell him. But he can’t because of the creatures; they are everywhere, so many of them. Something bowls right over Baby. She cowers silently. Rage clouds Orion’s mind, and he reacts, thinking only to protect her.

			He’s no longer prey; he’s predator. And to his surprise, when he bites into the neck of the creature, it falls with little effort on his part and no fighting back. Some of the other creatures flee, but many mill about stupidly, and Orion feels powerful. He feels what it’s like to be the monster in the night. He stops being afraid. The baby at his feet senses his change of mood. She can smell the air, and she’s already drooling, a hungry gleam in her eye. She, too, darts toward a creature, copies his movements to bring one down for herself.

			Orion’s species aren’t natural carnivores. On their home planet, they harvest plants; their sharp teeth are for piercing the tough outer shells of the vegetation to get to the sweet and soft insides. But this creature is like a moving plant. Full of delicious liquid. It tastes almost like the tree sap, the kind they feed the babies. It will be enough for him for now and the baby, enough to tide them over.

			This is the moment Orion falls in love with this planet, as he stands guard while Baby eats. He sees her hunger fully fade for the first time since he’s known her; she has not just enough, but excess. The herd of creatures hasn’t even fully dispersed yet. Some of them linger nearby, not even bothering to run or hide or be quiet. No more rations; they can have as much as they want. Orion can survive here. He and Baby can thrive.

			The surroundings are alien, but he doesn’t bother to analyze them too hard; he only devotes attention to vital things like shelter, safety, places to dart in the unfamiliar foliage, and hiding spaces. The wreckage of their escape pod, the smell of his kill, will draw any nearby predators; of this Orion is sure. His gut tells him this planet is safe enough, that the Beasts are not here. But that’s no reason for carelessness. He’s not about to let them fail now, so he keeps his eyes up, constantly scanning for danger.

			The fire burns out quickly, leaving only a thread of smoke in the air by the time the company Orion expected appears out of the darkness. This life, too, is loud and obvious. Safety. It all screams, “Safety!” The planet is safe if its life-forms can afford to be so careless and loud in the darkness. Orion and the baby have plenty of time to dart into the nearby shadows. Hide, silent, still.

			Different creatures, two of them. The larger carrying a little light that shines across the patches of ground. Orion tenses, ready to pick up Baby and run if he has to. She’s watching as avidly as he is, as silently. The fear rolls off her in palpable waves. Orion sniffs the air but catches no scent of the Beasts. And these creatures are much smaller than Beasts. Not any larger than him or Baby. They smell unfamiliar, but not bad. Not delicious, like this prey they found.

			The beings are communicating with each other, Orion realizes, as he listens. He’s good at observing and deducing things about unfamiliar creatures now; he’s had to be to make it this far. The larger being points and gestures, and the smaller one asks something in reply. When the little one stumbles, the larger one catches it, steadies it.

			Brother, Sister, Orion thinks suddenly with a pang. They look nothing like his brother and sister, but their interactions remind him unexpectedly of the family he lost. Of how he feels about Baby. The big one points to the sky, at the stars glimmering there.

			“Orion,” it says.

			Orion. Orion. Orion.

			Orion rolls this unfamiliar word in his head over and over, looking at the stars where he came from. Where Mothership is flying, maybe on the way to them already. He likes it, this strange word. He decides Orion will be his new name to match his new life.

			But the smaller being catches sight of the mess Orion and Baby have made of the things they killed. Fur and horns and hooves, all familiar concepts but jumbled in a new way on this strange planet. Orion feels a blip of sadness and guilt. He doesn’t want to be a beast or monster here; he resolves to survive, to make his home here, but not like the Beasts do. Orion only wants to be a part of things, not take them over. But how to explain that? He’ll have to learn the language. He starts to plan.

			The bigger being protectively throws out an arm to hold the littler one. Brother. Sister. Orion is sure of that now. And he doesn’t want to hurt them, doesn’t want to be the dark beast in the woods who fell from the sky. Maybe they can help him. Orion hesitates, moves forward, trying to make his mouth form the strange sounds. Orion, Orion, Orion. But it’s more difficult than he expected, and it doesn’t come out right, doesn’t sound at all like the sound the being made.

			The beings turn toward the movement; light flashes unexpectedly across Orion. The light hurts his eyes, and he hisses in pain, inadvertently baring his fangs. He lunges quickly over the little one to shelter her.

			The sounds the beings make as they flee are quite obviously alarm calls. Orion and Baby run in the opposite direction. Better to observe and plan some more before attempting more interaction, Orion thinks. The last word the little beings scream is the second word Orion learns on this planet. And the second name he claims for himself.

			“Chupacabras! Chupacabras!”
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			Orion and Baby live a nomadic and largely nocturnal life for a long time. Everything Orion sees and learns and practices, he tries to teach to Baby. They only have their two little robotic companions to help. And they do help, a lot, but their Helper companions are children themselves, by their reckoning. And there’s just so much to learn. What food to eat, where to find it. Where to seek shelter. The languages of the planet’s inhabitants. Orion learns to admire the humans, the beings that rule this planet. They’re more violent than his own species, yet they aren’t like the Beasts that destroyed his planet. Everything else is fairly harmless, as he and the baby are hearty creatures. Their own gentle planet seems harsh compared to this paradise.

			There are plenty of mistakes and near misses, though. Some creatures taste terrible; sometimes Orion and Baby find little hunting and are hungry. But it’s never as bad as before. Sometimes they are spotted, chased, hunted. But it’s easy to get away from the humans; they aren’t as clever and deadly as the Beasts. They’re intelligent and advanced, but they haven’t yet evolved into a true spacefaring species. Orion hopes the Beasts never find this place. He wants to find a way to warn the humans, to implore them to be more careful. If they knew of the destruction on his home world, maybe they’d listen. But he’s too wary to interact with humans yet.

			He decides that to fit in, they need to look the part. But the baby is an inexperienced chameleon. Even Orion, who has always been a gifted camouflager, is still learning and practicing, and the change into human skin is larger than anything his kind usually attempt. It isn’t as simple as a skin-texture change or retracting spines for a few hours. It’s delicate fingernails and soft finger pads instead of sturdy and nimble webbed claws. There’s no tail for balance and grip, and it’s thin skin instead of glittering scales. Even his eyes don’t see quite as well when they’re human.

			The humans are as varied in appearance as his own species. At first, he thinks they’re like chameleons too. The first time they learn about clothes, Orion feels as young and clueless as Baby. He nearly yelps with surprise and horror, peering through the window on a routine reconnaissance mission, thinking the human is peeling off a layer of its own skin. The baby next to him makes a rare, small noise of surprise. He can’t really blame her, but he doesn’t entirely hide his frustration, hushing her immediately. The human, most unfortunately, spots them after this, and their night is cut short. Ending in the exhausting process of running and hiding, moving on to a new nesting area sooner than expected.

			Orion keeps practicing his human mask. Even when he gets it, he just doesn’t quite get it. And Baby is entirely hopeless at it. Orion practices and practices, and even once he thinks he has it, speech doesn’t come easy. So he practices and practices that too. The first few trials are failures he has to flee from. He first approaches a smaller human. One he imagines might be a similar age to himself. He’s not entirely sure what gave it away, but it’s a while before he tries and fails again. And again.

			He steals clothes, and that helps, but he knows he still doesn’t have it perfected. And he hates the clothes; they scratch, cling to his body in strange ways, dull his senses. The baby loathes them, and he can do nothing to convince her it’s a necessity to blend in. Her lips curl into a silent warning, and she flares her spines anytime he approaches her with clothes; eventually he gives up. It isn’t like she’s anywhere close to wearing a skin that can blend with the humans, anyway.

			Orion hears many things as he learns the languages of humans. Some things he hears make his heart soar and stoke that little ember inside him. Rumors. Some of the other children have made it here to this planet. He searches, quietly, slowly. But it’s hard to find creatures whose nature is to blend in, who have known little in their short lives besides running and hiding. The ones who have made it here are experts at that; they are good at self-sufficiency and surviving.

			This is how he’s tricked. Lured to a spot where he’s sure one of his brethren has been living. Orion knows a lot about the dangers now. He’s listened carefully. He knows about cages, about laboratories, and experiments. He knows about bad people. Orion’s learned to be wary and distrustful, even of the ones who seem all right on the outside. Orion was right in some ways about how like chameleons the humans can be. Most wear some kind of disguise, some kind of armor. And there are some who wear the worst sort of mask. Some who are more like Beasts wearing human skin. These are the ones Orion fears in the same way he fears the Beasts.

			Orion doesn’t know what happens to the missing child he has been tracking down; he doesn’t even catch a glimpse of them before he and Baby find themselves cornered. He’s tracked the rumors and sightings of a strange creature. He’s followed a trail of distinctively consumed blood-drained prey and found a recently abandoned nest. Orion is impatient and slightly desperate to find another survivor. But he realizes too late someone else has found this missing child first.

			Baby’s inability to change enough to blend in is ironically her saving grace. She’s hiding, silent and cowering still, exactly as he’s always instructed her, when he stupidly emerges into the open without a second look, thinking he’s right on the trail. The safety of this planet has made him overconfident. The nest he walks right into, soaked in the familiar smell of his kind, is itself the trap. He’s ensnared before he has a chance to run. The last he sees of Baby is the flash of her eyes in the darkness. The sound of her silence is the last he hears of her. Orion never even knew her true name.

			He is alone.
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			Drake & Fermi

			Transcribed excerpt from The Debunker podcast archives:

			Calvin: Extraterrestrials. Interplanetary visitors. Intergalactic travelers. Aliens. We have a lot of well-known terms for the idea of life originating from a different corner of our universe.

			It might surprise some of my listeners to hear that I wholeheartedly believe in aliens. The scope of the universe is mind-bogglingly large. There’s no conceivable way we’re the only ones out here. Statistically speaking, if we exist, we can’t be the only example of life in the universe.

			Now, the question of life from far-flung places in the galaxy making the long journey all the way to our little corner of the cosmos is a different story. I’m more skeptical when it comes to that. Ironically, for the very same reason I’m sure other life exists, the universe is unfathomably large.

			Then you throw in all the other complications: It takes a long time and a lot of precise conditions for life to develop. And even longer for life to evolve long enough to traverse space. Rogue planet-destroying asteroids, violent and self-destructive species⁠—there’s so much room for things to go wrong before we make contact with an alien species.

			Do I think life exists elsewhere in the universe? Absolutely. Do I think people are being abducted and probed? Absolutely not. Aside from the deliberate hoaxers out there, I think some of them sincerely believe they are telling the truth, but that’s an entirely different topic for a different type of expert.

			Are we alone? Humans have been shouting this question, asking the universe for an answer for as long as we have had the ability. What are the chances there’s other intelligent life in our galaxy that could shout back to us? To try and answer that, let’s take a look at a famous equation you may or may not have heard of, depending on how much of a nerd you are: the Drake equation, formulated in 1961 by Frank Drake.

			N = R* • ƒp • ne • ƒl • ƒi • ƒc • L

			On the left side of the equation, we have the answer we seek, N, which stands for the number of civilizations in our Milky Way galaxy with whom it might be possible to communicate. So this is going to be an advanced life-form, not microbes or creatures who aren’t able to communicate across the galaxy. Probably an older life-form that’s had a while to develop. This number of potential alien species we might communicate with is based on a bunch of probabilities multiplied together over on the right side of the equation. The math is pretty easy when you get down to it.

			You start with R*, the rate of star formation in our galaxy. Then you multiply it by the fraction of those stars that have planets, fp. This gets us a starting point, a count of all the planets in our galaxy.

			Then you multiply by the fraction of those planets that have the potential to support life, ne. Basically, you’re narrowing the list of planets by excluding those unable to support life: gas giants, planets too far from their sun, etc.

			Multiply that result by the fraction of those potentially life-supporting planets that actually develop life at some point, fl. Meaning, cut out the planets that could develop life but, for one reason or another, remain lifeless.

			Cut the number even further with factor fi, the fraction of those planets harboring life that evolve advanced life. In other words, only count planets with intelligent life-forms, not just microbial life.

			Then go even further and look at only planets with civilizations that develop enough technology to release observable signals of their existence into space, fc. We aren’t concerned with planets populated by the extraterrestrial equivalent of dinosaurs. It might surprise you to realize that our own Earth wouldn’t meet this cutoff until the turn of the twentieth century when the first radio waves were broadcast.

			We still aren’t done. Finally, you factor in L, the length of time those civilizations release detectable signals into space for us to find. This removes planets whose civilizations fell before reaching the cosmos, civilizations that died out before we ever got the chance to communicate.

			And that will get you to your final number, N, a count of the extraterrestrial civilizations in our galaxy whom we might be able to contact. Now all this to say, there’s a great deal of uncertainty when you plug values into this equation. Different assumptions give widely different answers. A generous estimate gives us over fifteen million possible civilizations in the galaxy with whom we might be able to communicate. But the most conservative estimate suggests we may be alone in our galaxy. It’s easy to forget scale here, so let me just remind you that we’re talking about our galaxy, not our universe. Our universe contains billions, maybe trillions of galaxies. Metaphorically, we’re talking about our neighborhood, and leaving off the existence of entire countries.

			I tend to think we’re somewhere in the middle. Which brings me to the next big question. If there’s a high likelihood that we aren’t alone in our galaxy, where is everyone? This question, known as the Fermi Paradox, has a great many possible explanations.

			Basically, we’re missing a factor in the Drake equation. The great filter, some last threshold or challenge that knocks down our final number of potential advanced alien civilizations enough to explain their absence.

			As humans, we like to think of ourselves as intelligent, higher beings, at the top of the food chain. But what if we aren’t? It wasn’t so long ago we were earthbound. Small groups of us banding together, trying to survive the long, dark nights full of predators.

			What if we’re still the prey in a dark forest full of predators? What if we’re making a mistake shouting into the cosmos for anyone to hear? Maybe we haven’t spotted the lion watching from the bushes as we trample loudly along our merry way through the woods.

			Maybe someday soon we’ll finally get an answer to the calls we’re always sending out across the radio waves. Maybe someday soon we’ll hear back from the aliens. A desperate warning from someone a little more advanced than us.

			“Be quiet, or they’ll hear you.”
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			Full Disclosure

			The drop back into my own body when I leave Orion’s memory download is jarring. Like I skipped a step coming down the stairs and stumbled into an ice-cold pool. The first gasp of air, sinking into the warmth of my own familiar body. Disorienting. It feels as though years should have passed, but the sensations of existence in an alien body rapidly fade like waking from a dream. It’s still all there, but it’s receded into a bearable file full of facts inside my head.

			“It only took seven seconds,” Luca says, looking at me. He hasn’t even shifted. “I was curious to watch from this side.”

			Calvin’s hands are shaking, and Meredith has silent tears streaming down her face. Zara’s eyes have an absent look. Wolff is paler than usual, and Gemma’s eyes are wide.

			“The spaceships in the sky, the activity all over this world⁠—that’s my species, those who survived the fall of our planet,” Orion says. “They’ve finally found us, the rest of the survivors. The Helpers have been able to restore limited communication with Mothership now that they are closer. They don’t mean humanity any harm. They’re coming for us; they’re coming for the children who made it to evacuation.”

			“If you had told me years ago that you left Agency 51, you’d have known all this already,” Luca says to me. He sounds like he’s struggling to maintain his composure. “I would have been there for you. Orion could have found Eldi a long time ago.”

			“Reggie isn’t entirely at fault,” Orion says, cutting through the thick film of guilt that I’ve already been sinking into without Luca’s help. “Reggie helped me escape, and I knew she had escaped, too, and I lied to you, Luca.”

			“Why would you lie about that?” Luca says, eyes narrowing.

			“I asked him to,” I say, meeting Luca’s eyes even though I want to look away. His expression is the definition of looks that could kill.

			“And I didn’t trust Reggie,” Orion says. “Not until recently. I knew too much about her. I hated Adele, and Reggie is Adele’s . . . child.”

			Orion stops short of spilling my secret. He could tell them he didn’t trust me after he learned I’m Adele’s clone. That I’m an exact copy of her. I remember that fateful night, running from Adele, Orion crouched behind me on the steps, listening as she told me the truth about who I am. He was there when I left my sisters behind. Calvin squeezes my hand. He’s the only other person in the room who knows this worst fact about me. Orion is watching me with a cool, calculating stare, and I know he’s remembering that night too. When I don’t take the opportunity he gives me to confess, Orion continues.

			“I thought she might turn on you or me, especially once I knew your history with her. You would fall for any trap she set.”

			Luca glares but doesn’t dispute this, and I resist the urge to shift uncomfortably.

			Orion turns to me and says, “But also I thought you seemed more like me than any other human I’d met. That the monster everyone saw might actually be just a mask. I watched you treat her”⁠—his eyes flick to Zara⁠—“like I treated Eldi. Like you had no choice but to take care of her like she was yours. I saw you loved her. And the Winnebago, our friends, helped you. That had to count for something. You’d asked me to lie for you, say you were going back to work for Adele. Then it looked like you actually did do that.”

			“It wasn’t me,” I say.

			“All we knew was that there was someone at Agency 51 wearing your mask, your weapon,” Luca says. “I didn’t want to believe it, but it sure seemed like you didn’t want to escape anymore.”

			“Why would none of you at least mention that the oldest Kingsley sister was a farce? That she was no longer at the base?” Gemma asks. “You were working with us. That’s a big piece of intel to hide.”

			I’ve seen Zara humiliated enough times to recognize the look on her face, though she’s gotten better at hiding it. Shame.

			“It was Adele mostly,” Zara says. “Hiding behind that mask and fooling everyone into thinking you hadn’t left.”

			“Mostly?” I ask.

			“Sometimes one of us,” Meredith says. “Anyone could wear that Gauntlet, but she always controlled it.”

			“We couldn’t fight it like you could either,” Zara adds.

			“You could have at least said it was an imposter.”

			“What would I have said?” Zara says. “Oh, by the way, that masked person torturing and intimidating people, that’s just me. But I promise you can trust me anyway. Or blame it all on Meredith? There were times Adele and her eldest appeared together; you wouldn’t have believed it was only Adele.”

			The true horror of it sinks in then: They were like puppets on a string.

			“The part I don’t understand,” says Calvin, “is why bother pretending you were there all along?”

			“Aside from saving face, having to admit her favored child turned their back on her? She knew I would be listening, would hear the rumors and realize Regina Kingsley could never be anyone but Adele’s daughter. To make sure I remembered her message, ‘You and I are the same. You never really get to leave, can’t escape who you are.’”

			“What you are is different than who you are, Reggie,” Calvin says. “You can’t escape your genetic makeup; you can’t rewrite your origin story. But you’re more than the sum of your mistakes and your mother’s sins. The future isn’t written by your past; people get to change and grow. The way you behave and treat others matters more than the blood running in your veins. You get to choose who you are as a person.”

			“I heard those rumors of you that filtered out too,” Orion continues. “So I didn’t know what to think about you. Now I know you actually stayed away all those years, that you went back for Eldi, even though you left your sisters behind . . . When I remember the sacrifices I made, the judgment calls, I realized you were doing the same. You were trying to save them all, even if the way you did it was wrong.”

			All the terrible things Orion showed us. All the moments he entrusted to us. Every cruel thought, every mistake, every moment of shame. He hid none of it, trusting the better moments would make up for it. When he saved Eldi, when he held her through those cold nights, when he gave her a chance to hide and run. He trusted us to judge him worthy anyway. I meet Orion’s eyes and understand.

			“So you kept my secrets,” I say.

			“You helped me escape Agency 51. You kept Eldi safe when I wasn’t there. I owe you one for that.” He’ll keep this last secret of mine; he will tell them nothing about my being Adele’s clone. He might not even judge me for keeping it. This part of the story is mine to tell.

			“So, what do we do?” Luca asks. “We can’t let Adele destroy Orion and Eldi and the last of their species.”

			“My kind will protect their own,” Orion says. “We aren’t violent. Our aim was never to conquer and kill for the sake of it. I’m the reason the other children are on this planet. We were looking for sanctuary, safety. Your planet was my last hope. We landed here alone and lost.”

			A little voice in my head. Clearer, louder than before, insisting I pay attention. Never alone. Tether, together, tether. We are together.

			The answer to beating my mother is obvious. I do the opposite of what she’s counting on me to do. The opposite of what she would do. Secrecy, distrust, discord. Adele has always worked alone and has always worked to keep me that way. Isolated.

			Tethers, the one thing that separates me from her. The one thing I can cling to that proves I am not my mother. Our genetic code might be the same, but she and I are not the same. So I will tell them everything, tell them the worst about me and trust they can see through it to the better parts. Adele may hold more cards alone than I do, but I have a deck of friends, allies, and family that she lacks.

			“There’s something you should know about me before we go any further. You all already know Meredith and Zara aren’t Adele’s children by birth or even genetics.”

			“And you are, Reggie,” Zara says. “We’ve all figured that much out; it’s kind of obvious. You realized that a long time ago, even if you never said anything.”

			“I’m not her daughter. I’m her clone. Everything Adele is, I am too. Her magical signature, her blood, her DNA. I am the same in every way.”

			There’s a ringing silence and then⁠—

			“Well, fuck, that clears up so many of my questions,” Zara says, eyes unfocusing as she seems to shuffle through childhood memories. “I feel stupid for not thinking of that.”

			“Sounds like a reckless experiment Mom would do,” Meredith says nonchalantly.

			“You aren’t Adele; you aren’t the same,” Calvin says fiercely, something he said last night too.

			“He’s right,” Gemma says. “If you want proof, look at your hands. You’ll have different fingerprints. Even identical twins have different fingerprints.”

			Luca snorts. “What, you thought everyone would abandon you because of your genetics? Something you have absolutely no control over? Something that isn’t your fault at all? Sounds about right.”

			Just like that, my deepest secret is no longer mine alone. They all know. And no one cares. Incidental information unless they can turn it into a helpful tool. I’m reeling, trying not to let it show. It’s not like I expected to be entirely kicked out of this mission, but I expected some resistance. I was ready for a fight. I mean, it hadn’t entirely escaped my notice that I have people on my side lately. But it’s a shock to realize how easily I might have had them all along. It’s a shock to realize how many allies I have. How wrong I’ve been all these years.

			“It’s why she could steal the Gauntlet from me in the first place. But if we go back there, I can fight her now. I can get the Gauntlet away from her. No matter what she has up her sleeve, I can stop it, rescue the rest of the Chupacabra children she’s taken. Then we can peacefully resolve this and return the lost children to their parents. Let her destroy herself trying to form another magical conduit, a weapon to kill the Chupacabras.”

			“What makes you think you can achieve all that?” Zara says.

			“I won’t just hold her back. I’ll give her a shove.”

			“She overpowered you before. Why do you think you could win this time? We can’t afford to gamble. What if she succeeds in using you, accessing your magic through you?”

			When our eyes meet, we’re both back in that moment so long ago. As Adele forced me to turn the Gauntlet on Zara.

			“Because I have one thing she never will. Tethers. That’s why I could win this time. She has no one on her side. I have all of you.”

			“And we could get a lot more people on our side really quickly,” Calvin says.

			Zara catches on first, looks to Wolff with a grin. “Today’s your lucky day, babe. I know how you feel about full disclosure. We might not be breaking the news about aliens, but we have plenty of other gossip no one’s heard yet.”

			Wolff looks like Christmas has come early.

			Zara turns to Calvin, Luca, and Orion. “So, wolf-boys and lizard-kid, how do you all feel about throwing together a live stream?”

	
			Interlude
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			Teaser Trailer

			Transcript and description of the video uploaded to Calvin’s Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube at 2:57 a.m. on Wednesday, July 2:

			[Video opens on Calvin in selfie mode, inside a Winnebago unfamiliar to his followers, the radio playing upbeat pop music. Several long scars are visible across his face. He grins.]

			Calvin: Well, followers, long time no see. I’m sure you’ve noted my absence. It was for good reasons, which I’ll be explaining at length tonight, Wednesday, July 2, at 6:00 p.m. PST. Leave work early. You’ll want to see this one, I promise. I have some stories to tell.

			[Calvin points to the scars on his face and winks before the camera flips.]

			Calvin: And some friends for y’all to meet.

			[Camera pans across the Winnebago interior, which seems oddly proportioned and appears to hold a greater number of people than it should be able to accommodate. A pale, redheaded teen girl in a ragged, oversized T-shirt showing UFOs abducting dinosaurs blows a kiss at the camera. A brown-skinned woman with a pixie cut and a suit jacket rolls her eyes at the redhead. A Black woman with locs and rainbow glasses gives a vague wave, engrossed in the laptop open in front of her. Next to her is a white man in a Waffle House T-shirt under a plaid flannel who waves at the camera awkwardly.]

			Calvin: You might have heard of Adele Kingsley by now. Maybe you sense it too. That bad feeling in the pit of your stomach, just like I felt when I heard what she had to say. That little voice inside your head warning you not to trust her, that gut feeling like there’s more to the story. Well, I have all three of her daughters here with me to tell you their side of the story.

			[The camera pans, catches a Roomba with googly eyes and angry eyebrows zooming out of sight under the table. A toddler leaps at the camera, reaching unnatural heights. The camera view switches briefly to Calvin again, the toddler perched behind him in a lofted area of the Winnebago cab.]

			Calvin: You’ll meet Eldi tomorrow. [He nods at the toddler.] She’s quite special to me.

			[The toddler smiles shyly, her blond curly bangs falling into her eyes, which flash strangely, almost like a cat in the night. Her teeth seem too sharp in the brief instant they are visible when she smiles before turning to hide her face.

			[The camera switches perspective again to show a father and son. A pair that looks nearly identical with hair the exact same shade of black. The biggest distinguishers are the boy’s eyes, which catch the light like the toddler’s did. A single second of footage shows the father tapping his fingers (or are they claws?) on the counter before the camera turns toward the front of the Winnebago, where a dark figure lounges in the bucket seat, casually swiveling around and around.

			[They’re wearing all black: jeans and a hoodie with the hood pulled up. The sunny yellow canvas of a pair of Converse shoes (Is that dried blood?) contrasts with the figure’s ominous featureless face mask. The figure wears no gloves but holds their left hand up, elegantly twisting it this way and that, as if inspecting it curiously.]

			Calvin’s voice from off camera: Meet Reggie Quinn. Or should I say, Regina Kingsley. Just kidding. Don’t call Reggie “Regina” or you’ll find yourself “accidentally” [Calvin’s fingers enter the camera view in a quotation-marks gesture] shot with tranquilizer and locked in the magic cage in the Winnebago basement. [He laughs as the figure mutters something unintelligible.] Long story, but no hard feelings. Got any early messages for anyone, Reggie?

			[The masked figure lazily considers this for a moment. Before pulling off the mask to reveal a face that isn’t particularly memorable except for the compelling gray eyes.]

			Reggie: Yeah, f*ck you, Mom. [The swear word is censored with the sound of a howling wolf.]

			Calvin: Reggie, no swearing! We agreed for the sake of the algorithms!

			Reggie: But my message for everyone else is this: Adele Kingsley is trying to convince you to turn on children. Alien children, yes. [Eldi leaps down from the loft, and Reggie catches her, holds her close.] But children, just the same. Eldi and her brothers and sisters mean us no harm. They came here seeking safety and refuge when the real monsters of the story threatened their planet. So I’m asking you to consider this: Are you going to become the next monsters these children have to run from? Or are you going to help me and my family return these wayward wanderers safely to their own family?

			Calvin: And if that’s not enough to convince you to hear us out, I don’t know what will. [Calvin holds his hand out and points in Reggie’s direction.] So join Reggie and yours truly tonight, and we’ll tell you a secret or two. [In the few seconds he’s been speaking, his hand has changed, fingers elongating into massive claws, fur sprouting along his arm.

			[Reggie wings the mask toward the camera like a Frisbee. The camera pans wildly as if Calvin dropped the phone while recording, and the video cuts to the sound of Calvin’s laughter.]
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			Lifeboats & Motherships

			Luca sends out copies of Orion’s memories to any of his contacts who will accept the download disseminated through the robotic Helpers. Zara sends some out to her Waffle agents via Gemma and Wolff.

			Meredith, the double agent no one saw coming, does the same with the Agency 51 agents who are loyal to her rather than Adele. I’m frankly shocked at the number of them she’s turned.

			Calvin’s teaser video has blown up immediately with rampant speculation and chatter. We really do tell it all on the live stream later that day. Orion isn’t thrilled to be tossed into the spotlight as the face at the forefront of the movement, but he isn’t surprised. It’s the story of his life, thrust into leadership unwillingly and in desperate times. Who else has there ever been? And he knows he’s the most compelling and concrete evidence we have.

			I’m hesitant to have Eldi appear. I can’t resist the urge to want to shield her, but she’s got a cute and innocent factor we can’t discount. Dave refuses. Doug is helpful as per usual, showing off his various appendages and features. The more we show live, the less everyone can claim we’re pulling a big hoax. Calvin and Luca both show off their werewolf forms and magical powers. Meredith, Zara, Wolff, and Gemma all do their part as well.

			Our audience is immediately compelled by Orion’s tale. Strange lights in the sky, Chupacabras, Beasts, Helpers. The words ripple across the globe and become the biggest news story in minutes. I’ve never seen anything like it.

			I find Luca and Calvin outside after the live stream, heads bent together talking, looking oddly furtive.

			“Glad I don’t have to worry about pack hierarchy scuffles with you two,” I quip.

			They both jump. Calvin looks up wide eyed and blushing, but Luca narrows his eyes.

			“Speak of the devil and the devil will appear, eh?” I say a bit bitterly.

			“We weren’t talking about you,” Calvin says, then backtracks hastily as I draw myself up and scowl at him.

			Luca lets out a low laugh and says, “I had plenty to talk with Calvin about. Healthy adult relationships involve communication, Reggie. I think you missed that memo.”

			“We were just getting to know each other. Since it seems like we’ll be seeing a lot of each other. I mean, I assume . . .”

			Luca relaxes back against the Winnebago as Calvin blushes and trails off.

			A complex mix of jealousy and hurt and indignation swells inside me. Luca only smirks, a glint of something dark in his eyes.

			I take a deep breath. “I owe you an explanation.”

			“Well, that’s my exit cue,” Calvin says, squeezing my shoulder as he goes. Strangely, he calls to Luca over his shoulder, “Good luck.”

			“I’m so angry with you. How could you leave me hanging like that for years? Didn’t you care at all?” Luca asks me, with no preamble. He’s tense now, and gone is the relaxed lean against the Winnebago. He eyes me coldly like he’s sizing up an enemy.

			“Of course I did.”

			“Hell of a way of showing it.”

			“It isn’t like you came back for me. You left me behind,” I snap, the words leaving my mouth before I even realize the feelings were there.

			“What was I supposed to do?” Luca hisses. “Force you to leave one sister behind? Leave you resenting me for the rest of your life? Sacrifice one life for two?”

			It’s always been an impossible problem; that’s the thing. An unstoppable trolley car with victims I love on every track.

			“I left everyone behind because I found out I was a monster. After you left, all the hope I had died. I gave up, Luca. And when I broke out of that haze, it was too late.” I tentatively step closer to him. He doesn’t move away, so I continue. “I’d done terrible things, exactly what I promised you I wouldn’t. I created a weapon. She turned me into a weapon, used my own magic against me and my sisters. Her clone, I am her clone. And then I willingly used the Gauntlet because it hurt less than fighting it. I was ashamed.”

			It hits me how much I hid behind the mask I wore. Never before have I had to face Luca directly. I want to hide, to look away, but I force myself to keep meeting his eyes.

			“How on earth could I face you after that?” I say.

			Luca’s eyes soften. Something like weariness replaces the tension in his posture.

			“When I finally, finally clawed my way back to the surface, I found out I was an experiment. Created and shaped by a monster. The same monster that I was becoming.”

			I don’t realize I’m shaking until Luca reaches out and steadies me. I let myself lean into him for a moment before I continue.

			“So I did what I thought was right. I removed myself from the equation; I couldn’t ruin anyone else. And it still didn’t work. Eldi, Calvin, Zara, Meredith, you.” My voice cracks. “I still hurt you all. I still wasn’t good enough.”

			“That’s your mistake, Reggie,” Luca says. “I was never waiting for you to be good enough. Love isn’t perfection.” He paces as he speaks, with a restless desperation for me to understand. Like he used to do from the other side of a cell wall. “That’s not where love grows, in some sterile lab under perfect conditions. It grows in the dirt like a weed. From the stinking, rotting mud. Creeping into every crack like moss, wrapping like a vine so tight around your bones you can never escape. Love is time and shared trauma, the sticky, messy parts; cementing you together, for better or worse.” Luca comes to a stop abruptly, his face inches from mine, no longer separated by any barrier, no more masks.

			“Do you love Calvin any less after his role in Eldi’s kidnapping? How about Zara for staying behind all those years? Do you love Eldi any less because she struggles to communicate with you? Do you love any of them any less for any of their mistakes or imperfection?” Luca grips my head in his hands, and I feel the soft scratch of claws against my scalp, gentle rather than threatening. “I fell in love with a monster in a mask. Why would I love you less when you bared your face?”

			I knew; of course I knew he loved me. But we’ve never spoken of it.

			“Do you love me any less for not figuring out how to save you before it came to this?” Luca whispers.

			“No,” I say. “I never stopped loving any of you.”

			“Then why would you believe we would ever stop loving you?”

			And I get it; I finally get it, what they’ve all been trying to say to me for ages. Why Calvin loves me after everything I’ve done. Why Luca ever started loving me in the first place. Why my sisters and Eldi still love me like family despite the times I’ve failed and hurt them. The faces of babies and toddlers race through my mind. That’s the thing about love and parenthood that I’m finally understanding. It’s messy. It leaves you raw and uncomfortable. That complex mix of tangled resentments and obligations inextricably intertwined with unconditional love for another imperfect human. It’s messy, and that’s the point.

			Eldi, she saved me when I had no one. She cracked open that armor I’d spent years building after I left my family. Calvin slowly chipping away at my defenses, never deterred by any of my faults, until I couldn’t possibly pull away from him without losing a part of myself. My sisters, hand in hand, reaching out to save me when I fell into that dark abyss after Luca left. I love them so much, but I’ve never been self-sacrificing, so I need to make contingency plans.

			“Do you remember the promise I made?” I ask.

			“You mean that you would kill me before you let her make me into a weapon?” Luca says. “Of course I remember. That isn’t the kind of thing you forget easily.”

			“I need you to make a similar promise to me this time,” I say. “I have a plan, and I’m not sure what it will do to me. But if it comes down to all of us or just me, I need you to let me go to save them.” And I tell him what I have planned.

			Luca swears quietly. His eyes when they meet mine are too knowing, red-rimmed. He puts his face in his hands like he wants to scream. But when he looks up, he considers me with a detached gaze. “Why not Calvin? Why not ask Calvin to save them?”

			“Because Calvin will go down with the ship, fighting until the end. That’s who he is. But sometimes you need to know when to cut your losses and abandon ship. And I need someone to man the lifeboats. I can’t do what I know I need to do without knowing someone will be there to keep him from drowning with me.”

			“This isn’t the fucking Titanic, Reggie,” Luca says with a bitter laugh.

			“You won’t even have to kill me. Just let me go; keep anyone from going down with me.”

			“Oh, I won’t have to kill you,” Luca says, acid dripping from his words. “Just let you die. Huge difference. In that case, no big deal.”

			“Please, Luca,” I beg.

			Luca kisses me. Soft and sweet and slow. It’s everything that first kiss was not. And we’re both trying to forget that it might be another goodbye.

			“You have no idea how hard it is, trying not to love you.”

			Oh, but I do. “Promise me.”

			“I promise, Reggie.”
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			We head for the agency first thing in the morning, leaving Wolff and Gemma behind to coordinate with the media, the government, and the assorted supernatural societies and clubs reaching out since the live stream. I’ve never seen so many people traipsing through the desert.

			Our Winnebago trundles by, mostly unnoticed. We slide into a line of cars headed off the back roads full of tourists in search of Agency 51. Next to a cop car with a popped tire, an officer who appears to have surrendered to the maelstrom doesn’t even bother to look up as a group of half a dozen people with tinfoil hats, Crocs, and large water bottles walks past him.

			Agency 51 is no longer off the map, though the line of people who make it that far is considerably shorter. It’s substantially easier to enter this time. Meredith makes some phone calls, and the gates roll open for us. I get that feeling in my stomach again. The “this is too easy” feeling I had last time. Like Adele wants me here, less like something is missing and more like I’ve forced the puzzle pieces into the wrong spots.

			Flashes of lightning flicker far in the distance. The faintest hint of thunder rumbles from the building storm clouds. The smell of rain wafts in with the breeze. Shadows unfurl and race along the ground as the storm steadily creeps closer. This storm is natural but leaves me feeling unmoored anyway. Like my mother’s eyes are watching even as I stand under the tall tower where I know she waits for me.

			At first, I think the lightning is the cause of the sudden brightness, but instead of a flash, it lingers. It’s as if someone has flipped a switch in the heavens, illuminating everything. The Mothership is abruptly visible, a bright spot looming high above and outshining the darkness that rolled in with the storm. It’s massive, a city in the sky, giant solar sails catching the light, and I think of pirates and sinking ships and want to laugh at the irony. The panic and pandemonium, as it appears out of nowhere, is instantaneous. Guards, tourists, news helicopters, robots⁠—suddenly everyone is shouting and moving, the anticipation shifting to panicked action, sweeping in with the wind like the tumbleweeds.

			I don’t hesitate, knowing this is my best chance while everyone is staring at the sky. I wrap my tethers around me like a shield, clutching onto every one of my loved ones, even as I’m running from them, trying to do this right for once. I leave Meredith and Zara clutching each other and Eldi in Orion’s arms. I can’t tell if the arm Luca has thrown over Calvin’s shoulders is for his own sake or if he’s buying me time. But for a moment, I am alone. Time to go. Just this once, I’m determined to be the only one harmed, determined to make this sacrifice the final one. Maybe I’ll be fine, I lie to myself.

			The voices inside my head reach a screaming crescendo. They are louder and clearer than ever before, calling me back, calling me home. All my moments have been building to this one. I know how to stop my mother, but I have to go alone; I refuse to drag anyone down with me.

			My years of practice lying and hiding suit me well. In the chaos at the front gate, I duck away. I run for their lives, not my own, darting through entrances and secret corridors toward the tower where my mother wields her lightning. They’ll come after me eventually, but all I need is enough of a head start. I climb the winding stairs, my heart racing from exertion, but I’m strangely calm, outpacing my apprehension. Here, with you, not alone. Voices chorus. We are here. Yes, I know, I answer them. I haven’t let go of my family yet.

			The door at the top is swinging in the wind, and dread catches up to me. I am unsurprised to find Adele waiting for me. The space that already feels too small feels even smaller with the cages lined up near the entrance, full of trembling children. I count six of them, some more creature than others. I want to cower with them or turn and flee back down the stairs as the wind whips around me. From up here, I can see far across the desert, mirage-like shimmers of vehicles crawling across the ground. I can make out human figures, too, and I wonder if I could recognize any of them from this height, but I can’t afford the distraction or delay. Adele’s back is to me, her eyes on the stormy sky, the looming Mothership.

			“I’ve been waiting for you to arrive before starting,” she says. The Gauntlet glitters ominously on one hand; the other holds a jagged black sword. I recognize the material, thin and warped, carved for bloodshed, not pageantry. But there’s nothing else. No high-tech weaponry, no missile ready to launch, no army. She makes no move to attack me, even as I palm my dagger and rush to . . . do what exactly?

			“What are you doing?” I ask.

			She lifts the jagged sword so it glints in the light. “I’m going to open the void, return those I lost. Those creatures are the start of the repayment.”

			The cages are right there. I inch forward, keeping my dagger up between Adele and me as I approach the first cage. I haven’t forgotten how she nearly threw me off this cliff edge. “Let them out. They’re children! They’ve done nothing wrong. They don’t deserve this.”

			“Neither did I,” Adele snaps, losing patience. “You’re going to finish making this weapon for me.”

			“Like hell am I going to do anything for you!” Wind tugs at my clothes and threatens to pull me closer to her, closer to the edge where nothing but a fall waits for me.

			“You might not do it for me, but you will for them,” Adele says. And there’s something in her voice, that softness I have rarely heard, that gives me pause.

			“What are you talking about?” I say, turning toward her.

			“I’m talking about starting over. And this is the key.”

			“Why meteorite?”

			“The blade needed to be strong enough to harm the Chupacabras. Life was hardier on that planet, conditions harsher. This planet is paradise for them. Ironically, this is a common material on the planet where it originates from. It was much harder to track down in this corner of the galaxy.”

			Meteorite fragments shift under me; wisps of blackened ash eddy into the air, disturbed by my feet; my curiosity propels me forward.

			“You’re going to murder the last of an alien race with a sword?” I say scornfully. “Why?”

			“This,” she says, running her finger along the flat of the blade, “will become a bridge to that realm where magic lives, a conduit through which souls lost to the void can return. I would do it myself, but I’ve already given too much of myself to the void. There’s nothing left to give. If I returned there, nothing would reemerge. So I created you to be the sacrifice that returns them. I created you to be the payment magic needs to return what was taken.”

			Listen, listen, listen.

			I shake my head, trying to clear my mind.

			“Nothing was taken from you! You’re always attempting magic you have no business doing. Controlling people, raising the dead, destroying an alien race. You’ve completely lost it; you aren’t making sense at all.”

			“Take this, make it a gateway. And with every one of those creatures”⁠—she gestures toward the row of cages⁠—“that I kill, I’ll open a doorway for our family to return.”

			“I’m not killing anyone, least of all children,” I say.

			“I’ll tell you everything. I won’t hurt you. You’ll choose the path yourself. You came back because you can sense it’s the right thing to do. Take this.” She extends the sword, hilt side toward me. “Take this and listen. Then you’ll understand why. You’ll understand what I’m doing. Your soul, your magic, a gateway. I know the cost is high. But for countless other lives in exchange, how can you say no? I tried to find another way; I tried to love you, to save you. But I need this.”

			Hear us, hear us.

			She is wide eyed and fragile, begging me to listen. This is my mother as I have never known her before, and it stops me in my tracks. I shouldn’t. I should stop her right now. All I need to do is get close enough to grab ahold of her and I could finish this. But nothing is adding up. My soul. A magical gateway. A sword to destroy an entire alien race? To what end? For what reason?

			Listen.

			I take the sword carefully, and I see something in Adele’s eyes that terrifies me: hope. Surrounded by fragments of meteorite⁠—the last remnants of a long-dead planet that crashed here by chance⁠—I stop and listen. Standing on the scorched-earth evidence of her failed experiments, Adele explains everything. Answers all my questions. Puzzle upended, the missing pieces drop into my outstretched hands. I listen as she tells me a terrible story. I listen as my mother explains to me exactly why I would make this weapon for her.
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			Unmasked

			I am reeling, immersed in the knowledge of exactly who I am, what I am, when they burst through the still-swinging door. It’s instinct to raise the sword as I turn. Self-defense. I feel as if the foundation I’ve built my moral ground on has cracked. All the truths I’ve taken for granted are whisked away with a larger one, replaced with uncertainty and a single cold hard fact. I thought the worst was over. But it’s yet to come. I want to run, hide, disappear. Unconsciously, almost, I crack that door in my mind, let the magic gather.

			“Reggie!”

			Calvin, Luca, Eldi. They are all here. Zara, Meredith. Orion. My family.

			But no. I am alone. I am unique. Different. I am unnatural, a monster, wrong. Wrong, wrong, wrong. Voices in my head and my own thoughts, a confusing jumble I can’t separate, can’t pry one from the other. I finally understand what I’m hearing.

			“What⁠—” Calvin says. He steps forward, and Adele raises her gauntleted hand.

			“Stop,” I snap. Energy is swirling in my head, growing, rising into a screaming storm. The door cracking open farther. Clouds roll in, Mother Nature greeting the energy I unleash with her own. Rain spatters the ground as the sky darkens, and the wind pelts the skin of my face with sharp sand.

			“Reggie⁠—” Calvin says, eyes wide in alarm as I back away from them all, toward that open cliff, sword still raised. Everything I’ve ever known is a lie. My life, my very self, is a lie. I’m not Reggie. Clone. Just Adele’s creation. I’m a bit of duplicate code in a stolen body, a weapon, a tool. A fragment of soul. I’m an alien creature in someone else’s skin. How can I trust my own thoughts, my own feelings?

			Luca’s eyes are on me as he throws an arm across Calvin’s chest, pressing him back. “Careful, now,” he says, and I’m not sure whom he’s talking to, whom he’s protecting.

			“There’s little time left. They’ll be here soon, Regina. We must hurry.” My mother’s voice, calm and tender in that rare way that I always yearned for. It prods at one of the gaping wounds inside my mind.

			“Stop!” I scream at her, momentarily losing control. Magic flares with a bright burst of sound and light and wind⁠—my mother’s lightning wielded by my hands. Someone shrieks. The cages rattle, and the children cower. I pull it back, struggle to regain control. I grasp blindly for the handle of the door inside my mind, the storm on the other side raging and howling, rattling the foundation I’m clinging to. I can’t tell anymore where my magic ends, how much of this storm stems from my mother and how much is simply the weather.

			Instinctually I reach out, tether, latch onto the closest familiar thing. A hand thrown out to brace for a fall. My mother. I sense her shock as my tether wraps around her, no longer carefully hidden. She doesn’t throw me off like I expected. Instead, she leans into it. Lightning, a storm like I’ve never witnessed before, rages as she tries to tether herself to me. She grasps for me, desperately tries to cling to my soul, senseless, like a drowning victim pulls a rescuer under. Her grip pulls me stumbling forward toward the edge of the void, completely out of control now. My hair stands on end as electricity ripples through the air; torrential sheets of rain blow in a blinding wind, threatening to push me closer to the physical edge too.

			Then I feel a snag, a yank, someone pulling me back. Zara and Meredith. Zara a mental tether holding onto me, stopping my slide, Meredith a physical anchor, bodily tugging me away from the drop-off.

			Adele’s face twists with a vicious snarl, and she lifts her Gauntlet. I brace myself to fight, but before I can, Calvin’s there, gripping her arm. Metal warps and shrieks. He can’t destroy it, can’t even take it from her, but somehow, he’s holding her. Trapped, she thrashes and tries to free herself while Calvin grits his teeth and holds on.

			I’m trying to pull myself back, break my connection to the lightning, to Adele. The storm is no longer growing, but it isn’t shrinking. Then I feel the tendrils of more tethers. Calvin first, steady and strong, then Luca crashes into me all at once. I pull myself away, back from the edge. Back to safety, my family. But I drag Adele with me.

			With an eerie crack, chunks of rock come loose around us as Adele throws lightning without restraint. Orion huddles over Eldi, near the cages, relatively shielded.

			“Get back!” I shout at my sisters.

			Zara shoves Meredith out of the way, a boulder missing her head by inches. But Calvin stands with Adele, inches from the drop, refusing to let go of the Gauntlet, pinning her in place. I can sense what’s going to happen a moment before it does. The taste of electricity on my tongue, an explosive crash, and part of the cliffside gives way, slides inexorably down, Calvin and Adele in its path.

			I already know I will be too late; there’s nothing I can do to reach Calvin in time as he drops Adele’s hand, reaches out for me instead. But Luca is closer. He darts forward, grabs the hand Calvin outstretches toward me. Luca flinches as the wall of rock tumbles toward us, throws up an arm like a shield. Every drop of moisture in the air evaporates, then coalesces like a bubble above us, and despite the battle raging inside me, I am in awe at the sight of Luca using his water magic to this degree. I yank back the last of my tether, ripping free of Adele. The storm flickers and dies like a shattered light bulb. When the last of the rockslide clatters off Luca’s shield, the remaining water falls like rain as Luca’s knees give out and he slumps, Calvin catching him halfway down. Adele raises her hand again.

			“Stop,” I say, pushing myself in between them, my back to my mother, to the wide-open sky, the sword still in my hand. “Stop!”

			Calvin drags Luca to his feet, backs away from me and toward where Meredith and Zara cling to each other and where Eldi lies, sheltered low on the ground at the base of the cages. Where Orion has placed himself between the children and Adele, between the children he’s done so much to protect and the latest threat.

			“Ma,” Eldi says, darting toward me, only to be stopped by Orion.

			“Eldi, don’t,” I say, my voice cracking.

			“You wouldn’t call her Ma if you knew what she was,” jeers Adele.

			“We’re well aware that Reggie is your clone,” Luca says. “Most of us are too familiar with being your little science experiments.”

			“It doesn’t change anything about who Reggie is,” Calvin says fiercely.

			My stomach churns. I want to laugh, cry, throw up.

			“Tell them!” I say, whirling toward Adele.

			“Why bother?” She gestures at Orion, holding Eldi. “Their kind has never deigned to listen.”

			“Tell them! They all deserve to know. Not just Eldi and Orion. Zara and Meredith. Luca. Calvin. They all deserve to know every single thing you’ve told me. Why you hate not just the Beasts but the Chupacabras too.”

			“Who are you?” Orion says, face pale with dread.

			“You don’t recognize what I am yet?” Adele stares at him, teeth bared, muscles tensed as if she could leap at him at any moment. “Was my life really that insignificant to you?”

			“Who are you?” Orion repeats, his voice barely a whisper.

			“I was born on a planet far away in a body far different from this one. A planet you, boy, are very familiar with.”
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			Origin

			A thrum of shock ripples through the air at Adele’s words.

			“When the Beasts came, when your kind left the planet and all the creatures on it to rot and ruin in the Beasts’ clutches, you never stopped to consider all those you left behind. Your species never deigned to consider the rest of us, me and my kind.”

			It doesn’t hurt any less the second time around. Adele paces as she speaks. Calm as if she’s told this story a thousand times, although I know she’s only once spoken it aloud.

			“The Chupacabras knew of our species but never considered us as advanced as they were. When the Helpers came from the sky, they, too, ignored us, discounted what we had to offer.”

			“Who were you?” Orion asks.

			“My species was interconnected. Individual organisms, distinct and unique from each other, yet far more interconnected than either Chupacabras or humans would understand. Like aspen, like fungi, connected by roots and mycelium. We were small and lived our lives unobtrusively.”

			Me. She describes the life I was made for. Tethers outstretched, living to appreciate merely existing.

			“But we had two things the other races didn’t. Magic. And each other.”

			For a moment, Orion looks at her with pure wonder at discovering he’s not alone here. And my heart breaks anew at how thoroughly she’s going to destroy that.

			“My name? I have no name to give you. It was untranslatable; it was a state of being, shared and ever-changing and understood only by those of us who were part of it. Thoughts, history, decisions were all made as one. A hive mind, a collective consciousness, a family stronger than any other. It made us adept at tethering. We could perform magic on a scale you have never dreamed of on this planet.”

			Out of the corner of my eye, I see Zara’s head swivel toward me. We know a little of this interconnectedness, this codependency.

			“And we were overlooked. We were peaceful, but we were the guardians of the planet. The oldest race, older by far than the Chupacabras, perhaps older than the Helpers. Certainly, we were there on that planet first. The prosperity the Chupacabras and the Helpers experienced on my home planet was due largely to the work and magic my family put into the planet. We were like the bees. You benefited from the sweetness of our hard work, but you’d swat us away without a thought.”

			Adele looks skyward, toward a home lost long ago. She frowns at the Mothership that hovers in the distance.

			“When the Beasts came, we fought back. We tried to save as many of you as we could. But our numbers dwindled quickly. Barely noticed by any of you, though we tried to shield you with our magic, tried to hide you, convince you to run. You never listened to our warnings, never heeded our advice on the rare occasion you managed to hear it. We were never even noticed by the Beasts unless it was to shake off our corpses from the bottom of their feet like messily squashed bugs.”

			They say trees can hear sounds. That jumping spiders can dream. An octopus can feel pain. I don’t know where Adele fits on the rungs of this ladder of sentience, but I know she doesn’t fit at the top, and her story is all the more horrifying for it.

			“You may know what it’s like to lose member after member of your family. But you don’t know what it’s like to die every death with them. Every. Single. One.”

			Eldi’s face is buried in Orion’s chest as he curls protectively around her. But there’s nowhere for them to escape to, no place to hide, and I know they are both reliving the deaths they witnessed.

			“I was young when the Beasts came. The deaths I’ve lived number greater than every second I’ve lived on this planet. Something broke inside me. I always struggled to tether properly. After the Beasts came, after they killed so many of us, I could no longer tether at all. But I clung on like stray thread to a sweater, not fully connected, grasping for any connection to my family, to myself and my life. When that last thread snapped, I was more alone than I’d ever been and had only death to look forward to.”

			I know this feeling. It’s years ago, and Luca has been ripped away from me, and I’m standing at the edge of that magical void, accepting my end. Letting tether after tether slip through my fingers, letting go of my soul. I’m running from Agency 51, leaving my sisters behind, cutting myself off.

			“But after I thought they were all long dead, after I believed myself alone, right when I was poised to give in and let the Beasts have me, the cruelest thing happened. It was then that I heard echoes, the remaining members of my family, the few remaining members of my species. I hadn’t realized anyone was left, and they were planning one last stand.”

			Hear me; hear us. I finally do.

			“With immense effort, I listened in despair, unable to communicate with them, though I tried and tried. Catching only fragments and crumbs of their last conversations. Their last moments of bravery as they planned and said their farewells. I watched as the last of your ships limped away, leaving us alone on the half-dead planet.”

			Orion and Luca hand in hand, walking away from me as I cowered, hidden inside the Winnebago. Alone. I am alone. My sisters huddled together, waiting for me to come back for them like I promised. Eldi disappearing into a helicopter.

			Alone, alone, alone.

			“I threw everything I had into a tether, trying to hold on to them as together they ripped open the magical realm and tumbled in. Their last sacrifice. Made to save the race of creatures that left them behind for the Beasts. They gave everything, every last soul, every remaining piece of themselves, over to that dark void where magic originates and ends.”

			I heard them. I heard them call to me from that void as I stood on the edge, begging the universe to let me feel something. Now I would trade to feel less, know less.

			“In exchange for their sacrifice, the void, the magic took the Beasts too. Dragged them and the remnants of the planet into a great black hole. Nothing remains in that corner of space. Only the cowardly creatures who fled early enough escaped.”

			“It was survival, not cowardice,” Orion says, clutching Eldi like a life raft, anguish in his voice. “I saw the planet burn and die. My only home. I could barely save myself. I barely saved Eldi. I made the choices, picked which of us had the small chance to live. Which of us were left to the Beasts. It wasn’t malice; it was triage. I tried to comfort every creature left to die, anyone I found along my way. The adults, my species, I don’t believe they would knowingly condemn anyone to the fate the Beasts brought to the planet. I don’t believe they would have abandoned anyone.”

			Adele pauses, turns dead eyes on Orion, who is on his knees. He’s reliving and reorganizing a past he didn’t realize he shared with Adele. I feel sorry for him, and I feel a great clawing horror for Adele too. That feeling, dead, numb, too much, is back.

			“I don’t care what you believe. It happened.”

			“I’m sorry. If I could, I would have helped, if I’d known⁠—”

			“You should have known! Your ignorance is no excuse. Their ignorance is no excuse.”

			“It was the Beasts’ fault,” I cut in. “Your own fate wasn’t Orion’s fault; it wasn’t Eldi’s fault.”

			“How?” Orion breathes. “How did you get here? How do you exist? How did you escape?”

			“As I said, I clung with all my might to the last of my people. I slipped into the void with them, expecting the end. Longing for it, in fact.”

			And oh, that hurts. I know that feeling. But I had Zara, I had Meredith to pull me back. Adele had no one.

			“But I was broken. I lost hold of them somewhere along the way, and I fell. I fell a long way before instinct took over. Survival became the only thing that mattered for a very, very long time. Humans live such short lives. But I wasn’t human then. You humans simply can’t grasp how long I clung to my own soul. How long it took me to climb up after such a fall.” She glares at Orion. “You might, but you spent much of that time in stasis, sleeping and safe.”

			He blanches, imagining it. I can’t grasp the time frame for myself. Centuries? Millennia? My human brain can’t comprehend it. I suck in a sharp breath at the thought. Because I am not human. But I feel so human. How can I be anything but human?

			“Keep talking,” I rasp, looking at no one. Watching the way the light reflects off the blade that I hold instead. Wishing I were somewhere, someone, else.

			“I thought I was alone before, but I had no idea. I experienced true loneliness then. True solitude. At least there’d been scraps of life among the ruins of my home planet. I thought about letting go. But then their sacrifice would be wasted. No one would remember my species. My fuel became vengeance, a desire to make their sacrifice known at the very least. For that purpose, I would crawl out of the void. I had all the time in the world, and I had a purpose.

			“Then, a creature appeared. Falling from far above, just as I had. I reacted without conscious thought. I reached for the creature. An instinct to connect that I thought was long buried.”

			Instinct. The first reflex even a newborn baby can’t escape. Fling out a limb, reach out, grab hold of whoever is willing to catch them. Do whatever must be done to survive.

			“I saved her⁠—a human, I soon learned. It was simple to reach and pluck her out of the air, draw her close. But she was broken like me; she wanted more than she had to offer; she was unable to tether properly; it’s why she fell. Yet I still tried. Her will was weaker than mine. Eventually, I pushed her soul right out of her body. I didn’t mean to, exactly. But I wasn’t sorry.” Adele’s voice is clinical, detached. She speaks of this murder, this death of a soul, as if it were inconsequential. Not a person with a life, hopes, and dreams, but an object, a vessel, a tool. If she said it with disdain, it would be better, but this cold indifference feels inhuman.

			Zara makes a horrified sort of noise, and Adele abruptly stops her pacing to glare at her.

			“You stole a human body. You stole a body and came here,” Zara breathes, understanding.

			“Is it stealing if she was already too lost to return here herself?” Adele says, remorseless.

			“Yes!” Zara says.

			Adele shrugs off her judgment and resumes her pacing monologue. “I learned what it was to wear a human skin. I was already so close to the surface by then. It was little matter to climb the rest of the way out of that dark place once I had a body and the doorway that the girl fell in. The void gave my soul, her body, a second chance. I found myself on a strange planet full of life.”

			“Changeling,” Zara says. “You disappeared, and your mother said you came back wrong.”

			“Mother,” Adele scoffs. “She was this body’s mother. But she was nothing to me.”

			“She was right, though. You killed her daughter, took over her life.”

			“It mattered little. No one believed her.”

			“Get to the good part,” I say deadpan. Adele glares at me, but I frankly don’t give a shit. She tells the tale as if only her hurts mattered. As if she hadn’t destroyed so much in the name of revenge. “You know, the part where you’ve ruined all our lives because you were wronged.”

			“I was wronged?” Adele hisses. “My suffering pales in comparison to what was done to my race, my family, my species. We were all sacrificed on a dying planet. We were wronged. You were wronged. You. You are a part of me. We were left for dead. If you weren’t broken, too, you’d understand. They were your family.”

			“You’re wrong. I can’t bring them back; I can’t replace them. They may be my history, but this is my family, and I can protect them,” I say, stepping in front of her and whipping the sword up as she stalks toward me.

			“You have never known family,” she says viciously.

			“And whose fault is that?” I say, matching her ferocity, leaning toward her as she draws near.

			She swiftly changes direction to pace restlessly rather than advancing toward me. “But I can bring them back. I created you while trying to do just that. All three of you.”

			She turns to Meredith and Zara. “You two were failed experiments. This human body ages so fast, I was running out of time far quicker than I had anticipated, and I was desperate. I thought maybe I could pull them out, place their souls in fresh bodies, maybe I could bring them back that way temporarily, long enough to figure out a better solution. But it didn’t work. You were never anything but ordinary humans; you were never my family like I hoped you would be.”

			Zara covers her mouth with her hands. Meredith is frozen in horror, green eyes wide. Our mother hates them for no reason aside from their misfortune of being different souls than she hoped for.

			“You lied to me,” Adele accuses me. “Gave me hope when you chose them, when you claimed to sense their souls.”

			“Me? I lied? No, you lied,” I say. “I had no idea what you were doing. I was a child; I only wanted to do whatever would make you happy, say whatever you wanted to hear. I just wanted you to love me.”

			“The necromancy experiments,” Luca says sharply when Adele doesn’t acknowledge my words.

			“Yes, those too,” I confirm, meeting his haunted gaze. “First, she tried to drag souls out of the void and place them in fresh bodies, but she created Zara and Meredith instead. So she thought maybe dead and empty bodies would make better vessels for old souls. But those necromancy experiments failed to bring them back too.”

			“What was wrong about that?” Adele snaps. “Those bodies were discarded, uncared for, thrown out like trash. Why shouldn’t I have tried to give them a second chance? New hosts who might appreciate them.”

			“I don’t think you have any idea of all the immoral ground you’ve trampled over,” Calvin says.

			“I don’t think she cares,” I say.

			“Of course I care! I care more than any of you could understand!” Adele screams, clenching her fists so hard the nails on her bare hand puncture her palm. Blood drips from her hand to the floor.

			“Don’t tell me you care. You gave me life just so you could kill me.” I say this last, final thing she’s refusing to acknowledge.

			“What?” Zara says over Meredith’s sharp intake of breath.

			Calvin takes a step forward, unable to help himself as sharp claws reveal themselves, fangs and fur growing as he fights for control. Luca flinches, and I feel his gaze boring into me.

			“It isn’t that simple, Regina. I made you to be the sacrifice to bring them back because it couldn’t be me. An undamaged copy of my whole soul, in a replica of the only body I had left at my disposal. I have nothing left to give back. I left every piece of me that isn’t irreparably broken behind in the void. But you, you have everything to give. Anything left of my soul lives in you. Everything that could bring them all back. One soul in exchange for many. One soul to make a conduit, to let them flow back. I would have done it alone if I could. Would have spared you if that was an option. But this is bigger than you.” Her voice changes as she speaks. From ancient and jaded to pleading. A lost child begging for home. For love. For safety and comfort.

			Lost, lost, lost.

			The mournful peal of countless lost souls inside my mind. I finally understand the voices I’ve always heard. Me yet separate. Other. My ancestors. Remnant threads of tethers from beings lost in the void I once visited. Clinging to me, the only familiar being left. Just as I couldn’t let her go all these years, they hold fast to me.

			“You could have told me before now. It was the least you could do.”

			“I was afraid to. I thought it might damage your soul too much, knowing what was to come. I was afraid you might not be enough to sacrifice.”

			“Liar,” I snarl. “It was never for my own good⁠—it was always for yours. You forced me to walk myself to the gallows so you wouldn’t have to feel an executioner’s guilt.”

			“Guilt is all I feel,” Adele says. “Why else do you think I’ve worked so hard to bring them back?”

			She mourns for family when I’m standing right in front of her, blue in the face from screaming at her to love me. Her plan will never work, but she will never understand that. Adele will keep searching, at the expense of anyone who stands in her way. She will keep searching for a past that is irretrievable and miss a present that is just as fleeting.

			“And poetically, the conduit that brings them back is also the weapon that can kill the Chupacabras. The weapon that can avenge you,” I add. “The only material on this planet strong enough to kill them. Landing here by chance, just like you.”

			Orion’s eyes widen as he looks at the sword I hold, made from remnants of his home planet. Adele’s home planet.

			“I have to do it,” Adele says. “For my family. Our family.”

			The Beasts are gone. There is no vengeance to be had, no repayment to be made. Adele is clinging to an enemy long dead, raking open a wound so it can never heal. She speaks of sacrifice, the mathematics of one life for another, and doesn’t see that the equation will never balance.

			I consider the math of my own life, the things I’ve done, the mistakes I’ve made. The years I’ve wasted, the things I can’t take back. Life I have yet to live. Future years I was never guaranteed. I can’t see clearly how the scales balance; I’m not sure I’m supposed to.

			I look at Calvin. Always ready to believe the best of me, even in the face of overwhelming evidence. His love like the sun, blindingly bright. Warm, essential, vital.

			I look at Luca. Always willing to love me, even knowing the worst of me. Like a moon cutting through the darkness.

			I look at Eldi, the most innocent here, a future sprawled out ahead of her, unfurling into the unknown. Her eyes that hold hope still.

			Eldi, Meredith, and Zara. The three for whom I would give myself to protect. Three babies who hold my whole heart in their hands. The little stars scattered across the horizon.

			They orbit me, the supernova doomed to burn too brightly until I collapse in on myself. A greedy black hole that will consume all their light until there’s nothing left, if I’m not careful. I hear the echoes of a thousand lifetimes in my ears as I make my choice. A sacrifice to echo the sacrifice my ancestors made. Their sacrifice that allowed Eldi to live, allowed me the chance to exist and find this family of mine.

			Kill me before she makes me into a weapon.

			You are your choices. You are good.

			Ma.

			“You are my last hope, Regina, please,” my mother begs.

			Love is messy.

			“Ma,” Eldi calls.

			I drop the tethers one by one. Letting them slip through my fingers until only Calvin and Luca remain.

			“I love you all,” I say.

			Then I shut off my mind and my heart to their pleas, spoken and unspoken. It’s the hardest thing I’ve ever done, but they’ll have each other to pick up the pieces. I let go of that last thread, connecting me to Calvin. Severing it with an icy finality, an iceberg dooming a ship. I have to fight Calvin as he struggles to hold on to that tether, to hold on to me. He barrels toward me.

			My eyes meet Luca’s. A last plea for help. Abandon ship, man the lifeboats. Only I notice the hope leave his eyes as he understands. As he lets me go when I’m not strong enough to do the same. Luca snaps that final tether and lunges for Calvin, the only one who stands a chance of keeping him back as he transforms.

			Zara or Meredith, maybe both, scream, but their path is blocked as Luca tries to hold back a raging Calvin. Eldi has no hope of escaping Orion’s clutches as he holds her back from the fight, from reaching me. I counted on his caring more about her than anything else, and he doesn’t fail me. I throw open that door, let a wild stream of energy come crackling through me; restraint no longer matters. The whole mountain shudders; a wild wind blows. None of them can follow me where I’m going. Only I will be a sacrifice today.

			I am alone. My voyage was doomed from the start. I think of the Titanic. A velvet night sky filled with strange light from distant stars, the orchestra playing as they go down with the ship. Survivors huddle in lifeboats adrift in a cold and cruel sea. The light of a rescue boat, too far away to make it in time⁠—

			“Carpathia,” I shout toward Luca, who falters for only a second as he struggles with Calvin. He hears me, and I can only hope he understands.

			It’s as easy as breathing, loving them.

			“Please. For your true family,” Adele begs. Calm but closer to tears than I’ve ever seen her, holding out her open hand, unflinchingly approaching me despite the surrounding chaos.

			“For them,” I agree, stepping forward to clasp her outstretched hand. I grab hold of Adele, body and soul, an uneven tether, and wrench that door open in my mind, as wide as it will go, and throw us both into the void.
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			Calvin: The Descent

			Alone. Reggie has left me alone. The tether connecting us slips away from me like greased rope. Nothing remains but the burn in my hands from the fight to hold on. Reggie’s had a grip on my soul since long before I knew such a thing was possible, and the emptiness after she pulls away rips my breath from my lungs, leaving me gasping.

			She turns away from me, steps toward Adele, arm outstretched. I know what she’s going to do the moment before she does it. I lunge for her. If she drags me down, so be it, but if there’s even the slimmest chance I can save her, I’m taking it.

			Luca barrels into me, knocking me back. I can’t control the transformation now, and it’s instinct to fight back, for a moment not caring if I hurt him.

			Reggie shouts something, but I’m too gone to hear it. Luca falters, though, just enough that I pull free and I’m racing toward Reggie. And then Reggie leaps from the cliffside, pulling Adele down with her.

			Screams fill the air⁠—my own, Reggie’s sisters’, Eldi’s.

			Luca tackles me again just before I reach the edge. His weight, warm and alive and human, pins me down. I shudder back into my human form, and I struggle free, whirling around to face him. “What did you do?” I mean to shout, but it comes out a whisper.

			Empty space. All that is left. Empty space and silence, a gaping void. I’m grasping at nothing; Reggie is gone over the edge.

			Luca is on his hands and knees next to me, breathing in shaky gasps.

			“What did you do?” I snarl.

			He doesn’t answer, only curls down into himself.

			“What did you do?” I scream.

			“Only what I promised her I would.”

			Reggie jumped. He let her. The dual betrayal, both of them colluding, cuts me to the bone.

			“I love her.” My voice cracks.

			Luca moans. He’s shaking, and though I can’t see his face, I know he’s crying too.

			“I love her!” I shout. As if somehow that will bring her back. As if the universe will hear me and return what it took.

			Luca exhales a broken laugh, pushes up from the ground to look at me.

			“You think I don’t know that? Do you really think you’re the only one who loves her?” Luca says.

			Eldi is completely silent and still, Orion curled around her, his silent tears trickling into her hair.

			Meredith and Zara cling to each other. Meredith, wide eyed and pale, comforts Zara, who keeps shaking her head in disbelief, as if she can keep the truth away.

			I meet Luca’s eyes, and I want to hate him, but my anger is abruptly too heavy to carry.

			Then Meredith screams and points toward the cliff. A coiling whirl of robotic limbs rises from the drop-off. Doug and Dave appear from below, bringing with them⁠—

			Reggie. My entire body goes numb with relief.

			But she’s limp and lifeless in their grasp. The robots set her gently on the ground, and I lean over her, listening. Luca, Meredith and Zara, Orion and Eldi, gather in close around us. Even Doug and Dave wait with bated breath. There’s the faintest flutter of air against my face. An exhale.

			“She’s breathing,” I manage to say.

			“A pulse,” Zara says, Reggie’s wrist in her grasp.

			But Reggie is utterly still. I know without knowing how I know. Reggie is gone. This is simply her body; her soul is missing. She is empty.

			“What’s wrong with her?” Meredith whimpers.

			“She jumped. She jumped into the void,” Zara says. Her voice, calm and hollowed out. Clinical almost, a doctor doling out an unpleasant diagnosis. “We didn’t catch her in time.”

			The hope that was momentarily rising inside me tamps back down.

			“Carpathia,” Luca whispers.

			“What did you say?” I ask, tearing my gaze from Reggie to meet his eyes. There’s a strange tone to his voice.

			“Carpathia,” Luca says, “Carpathia, Carpathia!”

			He’s shouting now, and a broad smile is spreading across his face.

			“What are you talking about?”

			“That’s what she shouted at me before she jumped.”

			“So?”

			“This isn’t the fucking Titanic!” Luca shouts. He grips his head with his hands, his eyes feverish. “Man the lifeboats! We’re the lifeboats!”

			I’m completely lost, sharing concerned looks with the others.

			“Luca, we’re in the desert,” I say hopelessly. “Reggie is gone, in some magical other realm.”

			“Calvin.” Luca grabs me by my shoulders. “The Carpathia was the ship that came to save the survivors when the Titanic sank. The rescuers. We’re her Carpathia. She wants us to come to save her.”

			“Reggie said we have one thing Adele never had⁠—tethers,” Zara says.

			“Exactly,” Luca says.

			“We tether each other and go after her,” I say as sudden understanding floods my body with adrenaline. “Adele said when she fell into the magic void that she held on and climbed back out. Reggie must be trying to do the same now.”

			“We have to be the rescue ship that retrieves her soul from that realm before she falls too far to come back to her body,” Luca says.

			I grasp one of Reggie’s hands in my own; Luca holds the other. Meredith slips her hand in mine, as Orion takes Luca’s. I let myself feel them, reach out and grab hold. Meredith and Zara lend unfamiliar and unflinching support. Orion and Eldi are more otherworldly, harder to hold on to, but they throw their strength toward me with all their might. Luca meets my eyes, leans forward over Reggie, to press his forehead against mine.

			“Trust me,” he whispers. Question or command, it doesn’t matter; the answer is the same.

			“Yes.”

			Luca’s tether wraps around me, stronger than any I’ve felt aside from Reggie’s. He is familiar, as wild and restless as Reggie’s soul. But he’s steadier, more settled and sure than Reggie has ever been.

			For a split second, I see double. A cliffside in Nevada, six of us crouched around the center of a universe of our own making, an alien ship in the sky. Luca’s hand on a doorknob, yanking open a doorway, a vast darkness looming just through it.

			“Hold on, Reggie; we’re coming,” I say as I close my eyes.

			When I open them, I’m awestruck. The universe unfurls around me. Luca stands beside me. A vast abyss stretching endlessly down has replaced the desert cliffside.

			“Where’s everyone else?” I ask.

			Luca gestures to a rope coiled next to us that stretches back through the doorway. “Tethering us,” he says, reaching to pick up the coil of rope. “So do we draw straws or what?” Luca huffs, looking toward the edge.

			“I’m going after her,” I say without hesitation.

			“I know,” Luca says wryly. “And anyway, you need someone up here to anchor you. Safety first.” He yanks at me, turns me back from the edge, and I’m about to resist until I realize what he’s up to. I’m wearing a rock-climbing harness, Luca deftly tightening and adjusting the straps.

			“Didn’t anticipate how handy this hobby of mine would be,” he says with a shrug. He ties knots, fastens clips, rigs up some sort of pulley as he gives me instructions.

			“All you have to do is make it to Reggie and secure her to yourself. I can haul you both up from there.” The technical instructions he continues murmuring under his breath are more to steady himself than me, I think, but his voice calms me too.

			Luca braces himself, hands on the rope, as I step backward away from him and lean back over the edge of the void. For a moment, paralyzing fear sweeps over me. Luca and I lock eyes.

			“That first step is the hardest. It gets easier, I promise.”

			“Don’t drop me.”

			“I’ve got you.”

			I push off the cliff edge and descend into the darkness.

	
			44

			Stare into the Abyss & Watch It Stare Back

			Down, down, down we fall, my mother and I.

			The first thing I do is drop that awful sword, let it tumble from my fingertips. Adele screams in rage and betrayal, but I cling to her anyway. I struggle for a hold with my free hand, instinct to survive overriding any plan I had. I manage to slow us, my hand grasping at the darkness swirling around us. Blind panic fills my head the farther we fall without stopping.

			Finally, finally, my hand catches something, a handhold. My surroundings take shape. My feet scrabble for purchase, one foot finding a crack to wedge inside. I’m clinging to the side of a massive, endless vertical wall. Stone maybe, illuminated by flashes of lightning, beginning to rage as Adele curses me. The side of a great cavernous void. I recognize it. I’ve been here before. But no, I only stood at the edge, peering in, resisting temptation to jump. I wasn’t the one who fell in here and survived this once. That was Adele. She vowed never to return here. She fights, struggles against my hold, senseless in her rage and pain.

			“Stop!” I scream at her. “You’ll destroy us both.”

			She’s beyond reason, but I try anyway. Her eyes are depthless, filling with the magic of this place. There’s a dark swirl of storm clouds and sparkling magic⁠—beautiful but terrible. I can’t understand why she fights me. The strain on my other arm clinging to the mountain is nearly unbearable.

			“I can still save us. I can still save you.”

			It’s all right. Let go.

			A voice, my own, maybe? Or this place. Magic come alive. But I hear it as clear as day.

			Let go.

			“What have you done?” shrieks Adele.

			“You’re too heavy,” I pant. “Drop the Gauntlet.”

			“No,” Adele says decisively.

			“Please, let it go,” I beg her.

			“I can’t.”

			“Please, Mom, please.” Her fingers are slipping from mine.

			Adele gasps, stops struggling against my hold. “I don’t know how, Reggie.”

			Let go.

			I’m not imagining the voice. I’m not the only one who hears it.

			“You’re here,” Adele says.

			“Who’s there?” I whisper.

			Let her go. The voice is more insistent now, forceful.

			“I can’t. I’m afraid,” Adele gasps.

			“I won’t.” I grit my teeth and pull with all my might. I’ve held on to her for this long, I won’t give up now.

			Let go.

			“No, I won’t!” I scream.

			Adele meets my eyes. She sees me, my mother. She finally sees me. A moment of blinding clarity passes between us. I will hold on to her until she drags us both under. I don’t know how to let go. I am her daughter after all.

			She struggles anew. The cold metal fingers of the Gauntlet close around mine, prying at my grip. The voices in my head are no longer confined there. They are outside, all around us, a rising crescendo.

			Let go.

			Shapes, indistinct, an undefined cloud of mist materializes around us. Wispy, white tendrils of something reach out. I flinch in shock and then horror as I realize I’ve lost my hold on Adele.

			But she’s still there, suspended, floating somehow. An amorphous mass cradles her, holds her aloft.

			We’ve found you at last, lost one, the mist says.

			“You’re here.” Adele’s voice quavers.

			We never left you. The voice, the beings, turn their attention to me. And greetings, little voidling child. You are something different, yet the same. The voice is in my head, in my bones, my blood, my soul. A foreign yet universal language. It feels like a strange planet I’ve never been to. It feels like home. The voice is alien, strange yet familiar. A stranger, part of me, natural and foreign, a dichotomy my mind struggles to grasp. Like a piece of my soul that I have never met before.

			“You’re here for me?” Adele says, both fearful question and desperate plea.

			Of course. We never left you, young one. We have always been with you, though you refused to hear us, shut us out. You turned away from the pain and, in doing so, turned away from us.

			The voice speaks with countless souls behind it. The weight of the souls tangled together is overwhelming. I understand a fraction of the horror of Adele’s life, alone and untethered when this is where she belonged.

			I’ve never heard my mother cry before, but she’s sobbing now.

			It’s time you came back to us. Thousands, millions, billions of voices as one. A cloud of amorphous matter wraps Adele gently, lovingly, obscuring her from my vision.

			“Wait, what do I do? Help me?” I ask, unsure now, clinging tightly to the handhold, shuffling my feet awkwardly to get a better grip. “Don’t leave me.”

			We never left you; we never will. But you don’t belong solely to us. You should not stay here. Your place is elsewhere.

			I don’t know what to do. I don’t know who I am. The cloud of beings hesitates, a gesture so universal, I recognize it immediately. How ironic I can read these beings’ emotions when I’ve always struggled to read human faces.

			I can’t help the tears, the self-pity that washes over me. Where do I belong? This void with these beings, or back with my sisters, my daughter, my lovers, and friends? Am I human? Am I an alien creature? Neither or both? A fragment of soul in a stolen body. Reggie. Me. Parent, mother, lover, friend, alone, human. I am alone.

			Something soft strokes my face, wipes away my tears, tucks my dangling foot gently and securely into a foothold I’d overlooked. They are leaving me behind. They do not want me. I do not fit or belong here either. It’s as if the beings whose souls reside in that mist can read my mind as they speak again.

			It isn’t meant as an insult that we will not keep you here now. You would find belonging if you stayed, human-one-of-us. We’ve always claimed you as ours, long before you knew of our existence. And we would have continued to do so had you never found your way to us. We will continue to do so. We are always with you. You are loved, wanted, needed, here and there. But other members of your family won’t let you go so easily from the place called Earth.

			Look, even now they’re searching for you. You are not alone. Hold on a little longer.
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			On Belay

			The mist recedes as the beings who own a piece of my past, a piece of my soul, leave me. I am more alone than I’ve ever been, completely untethered. I cling to the wall and picture their faces. Calvin, Luca, Eldi, Meredith, Zara.

			Death by entropy, returned to the leftover stardust of the universe, poured into the well of energy that magic users draw on. Is that what this is? I’ve killed my mother. Or is she simply a different part of the universe now? The guilt is there either way. I did the right thing; I gave her exactly what she wanted. Her family has returned for her; she has returned to them.

			I could follow her. If I let go, those beings, my ancestors, they will catch me too. The truth of that reassures me, settles deep in my bones. Knowing I could let go gives me strength to keep holding on.

			I left the door unlocked. I left it wide open behind me. Someone will be here soon. They have to come for me. The Carpathia came for the survivors of the Titanic. My Carpathia will not fail me. I am loved.

			Maybe they won’t come. I told Luca to keep Calvin safe; I was afraid I’d pull them down with me into the depths if I failed. But now that I haven’t failed, I desperately want someone to cling to. It’s a dark moment that feels like eternity. My fingers grow numb, and my legs tremble as I count on my family to find me, to come for me.

			Carpathia. Carpathia.

			I have to make peace with the idea they might not be able to save me. I hope desperately that they will. But regardless, I will love them until the end.

			“Fancy seeing you here,” Calvin’s familiar voice says as he drops down next to me. He’s wearing a rock-climbing harness. His voice is steady, calming, but I can see the fear deep in his eyes.

			“Here.” He holds out a carabiner on a short rope, the other end attached securely to his harness.

			I register dimly that I’m somehow wearing a harness too. But I can’t speak; I can’t move. If I let go of this handhold, I know I’ll fall.

			“Get in your lifeboat, Reggie,” Calvin says. He stretches his arm toward me, gesturing for me to take the carabiner.

			“I can’t. I’ll fall,” I manage to say. No matter how much I want to, I can’t convince my fingers to unclench from my handhold and grab for the lifeline Calvin extends. But I don’t have to.

			“Then I got you,” Calvin says, and leans forward, hooks the carabiner onto my harness, and wraps me in his arms. “I’ve got you, Reggie; you can let go.” Calvin. He’s no blind leap of faith; he’s a sure thing. Calvin waits patiently as I let go, pull myself away from the handhold I’ve been clinging to, and reach for him instead.

			“Pull us up, Luca!” he shouts.

			I glance up in surprise. We’re much closer to that open door than I thought.

			Luca is perhaps fifteen feet above us, climbing rope in hand. I can see his face, expression grim, brows creased with worry. My sisters are at either shoulder, and even Eldi’s face from where she’s cradled securely in Orion’s arms peeks cautiously into the abyss.

			I feel a tug, and then quite suddenly I’m on the ground, my soul yanked out of the void. I am back inside my own skin, gasping for breath, Luca and Calvin on either side of me, a warm hand holding tightly to each of mine. Orion is clutching Luca’s free hand and Eldi’s with the other. Meredith is holding hands with Calvin and Zara. Identical expressions of relief mingle with panic on all of their faces. They are a chain, a lifeline, an unbroken tether to pull me back to them. A wind whips up from the drop-off, reminding me we’re still inches from open air. But gone is the desire to leap, now that I know what falling feels like.

			My family is all there. My mother isn’t.
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			Five More Minutes

			The Winnebago cruises through space, toward the alien Mothership. It seemed the easiest option for first contact, once we could establish communication. It was a simpler feat than I expected once something akin to software updates came through for all the little robotic creatures⁠—troubleshooting the update was why the Mothership finally turned off cloaking to begin with. Wolff and Gemma are once again coordinating with us from afar, much to Wolff’s dismay.

			The sight of the planet through the Winnebago window is not one I’m likely to forget anytime soon. I study the Mothership up close for the first time. The craft is massive, and vaguely saucer shaped with a gently sloping curve. It has countless solar sails on huge masts, jutting from all directions. They appear spindly, dwarfed by the ship, but the masts must be as thick as giant redwoods, and the sails themselves must be miles across. They flex elegantly, angling the Mothership to meet us. It seems alive when it moves, like a giant orchid mantis, with the delicate and beautiful membrane-like sails catching the light. I wonder if the whole thing is actually a living entity, just like the Winnebago and the vacuums, but far more ancient.

			Winnie heads straight for an opening in the craft, glides inside a chamber full of bright light. The soft bump of her wheels as she lands and the return of gravity’s press signal our arrival. My possessions clatter to the ground around me, no longer weightless. I’m going to be searching for my displaced belongings for weeks. At least Doug secured the cactus, before it came to further harm, snaking out an appendage and reeling in the pot once we flew high enough that gravity started to lose hold.

			I lead the way, stepping out of the Winnebago and onto an alien spacecraft. Calvin squeezes my hand reassuringly. Luca throws an arm over Orion’s shoulders and nudges my foot with his own, his eyes knowing as they fix on me, holding Eldi’s warm, heavy body close even as she cranes her neck to see.

			But there’s hardly time to take it all in before the wall at the far end of the airlock rises. Eldi squirms in my arms. Her skin turns a smooth cool gray, her crest of spikes brushes against my neck, and she cuddles closer, her fingernails turning to claws as she carefully adjusts her grip on me. Orion steps forward at my side. He, too, shifts smoothly into his natural form. He’s quite a bit smaller than his human form. The top of his head is below my shoulder, though the flexing fan of spikes gives him another six inches when he stands upright. Calvin and Luca are close at one shoulder, Meredith and Zara at the other.

			The beings that emerge from the airlock door look much like Eldi and Orion, but larger, more formidable. Though I trust that Orion and Eldi would never let us come to harm, these beings scratch at that primal part of my brain where fear is located. Eldi really still is in that adorable toddler stage, little potbelly and baby fat in her cheeks even in this form, whereas these beings are solid, lean muscle and strength. There are at least a dozen of them, walking on all fours with a rangy grace. They would tower over us if they stood upright on their back legs. As it is, they are at eye level, spikes not included.

			Flashes of metal catch my eye. The Helpers. They are everywhere in a plethora of shapes and are instantly recognizable as alien, having made no effort to disguise themselves as human-made technology. The being at the head of the formation cautiously walks forward alone. I recognize it’s a Helper attached to them, a being, not a mask. Spread flat across half their face, the Helper is almost armor-like, delicate appendages extended, various parts moving and flashing. It’s rather like an elaborate sci-fi masquerade mask, a beautiful symbiosis. The being eyes Eldi in my arms, Orion at my side. Luca shifts unconsciously, slides ever so slightly into a protective stance. I’m not sure he even realizes he does it. Calvin drops my hand and steps forward to whisper something in Luca’s ear, and he relaxes.

			“Hello,” I say hesitantly. Someone has to break the silence.

			The leader is close enough to reach out and touch, cocking their head curiously at Eldi and me. They say something then, in their language. Orion answers in the same language, gesturing, words flowing out in a fast stream. Eldi chirrups occasionally from her perch in my arms.

			The being rises to their full height, and I have to resist taking a step back. But all they do is wrap Orion in a hug, another thing that transcends planets, apparently. I can’t understand the words, but I can decipher the sentiment.

			“I’m sorry. But we are here now, and we are proud of you.”

			Orion shifts suddenly back to human form, then speaks in English. “This is Reggie, Eldi’s caretaker. And please tell them what name to call you.”

			The being in front of me shifts into a strange halfway form, the Helper seamlessly adjusting its hold. A form now human enough to speak our language, but still with those clawed hands, a tail and spikes. “You may call me Astra,” the being says after a moment’s pause, during which the Helper stretched across their face chirrups and lights up, and the two seem to have a quiet conversation. “She says you named her Eldi. Have cared for her, are the only parent she knows. That when she was separated from her brother, Orion, that you took her in. And Orion says that you love her as fiercely as the parents who died for her.”

			“She’s mine,” I say reflexively. “And I’m hers. I mean, as much as any two creatures can belong to each other.”

			“We mean your planet, your people, no harm. We came for our children and apologize for the delay. Do you know where more of our children are? Communication with the Helpers has been difficult across such a vast distance, and there were many spots to search along the way. It has taken us longer than anticipated to find your planet. Do you know how many children survived the journey here?”

			I can see it then, the poorly disguised worry and suspicion on their face under a mask of polite diplomacy. They aren’t quite used to hiding their emotions while wearing this human mask.

			“Seventy-two escape pods,” Orion says. “I managed to launch seventy-two escape pods, aside from the one Eldi and I shared. I have no idea how many made it all the way here.”

			Astra nods, their face falling at the small number. They place a comforting, still-clawed hand on Orion’s shoulder.

			“I know of a small group of survivors,” Zara says, stepping forward. “They’re safe on Earth, currently under my people’s protection. We aren’t sure where the rest of them are.”

			“If it’s all right with everyone, my sister and I could coordinate with Orion for logistics in returning your children to you safely,” Meredith says, not willing to be left out.

			Orion straightens a little, nods his acquiescence. “They are hiding. The children. They know nothing more than fear and survival. They had to fend for themselves, to survive on a foreign planet. It will take time to coax them all out.”

			“You wish to continue that mission?” Astra asks with a knowing look.

			“I’ve only succeeded in finding and hiding away a few,” Orion says. “But with more resources, less secrecy, and a little more time, I could find more of them. Some will hear about the Mothership’s arrival and will find their way on their own. But I believe there are many hiding among the humans who have become . . . attached.” His eyes dart over to Luca, who gives him a wry half grin.

			“A few more⁠—” Astra stumbles over the words, substitutes a musical note, and returns to English to try again. “A few more⁠—hours?”

			Orion laughs and nods. “Close enough.”

			“Then you should finish that task before we leave for our new home.”

			“Before you go, there’s more I should tell you⁠—” It’s too much suddenly. I’m overwhelmed at the thought of telling Adele’s story, of explaining my own place in this.

			Tell of us, of you. The voices are still there in my head, like they promised, clearer than before. Perhaps my knowledge of their nature is amplifying their voices. I’m listening now, no longer shutting them down.

			Astra cocks their head like a bird and waits patiently for me to continue. I tell the story haltingly, carefully, not wanting to leave out an essential detail. I tell of Adele’s history, her origin, her arrival here, her long deception, and the attempts to resurrect her race. Astra’s skin flickers a rainbow of alarm colors. When I speak of the voices in my head, of the beings I met in the void, of what and who I am, of how my journey led me here, a ripple of shock and that soft singing flows through the others gathered behind Astra.

			Astra closes their eyes, the pain and guilt on their face still easy to read, but there’s something else too. “They might have known. But they had no way of making us understand.”

			We tried, but you were always distant, slipping from our reach.

			The voices, the ones I heard sometimes in the back of my head, that haunted my sleep, like the ones I met in that magical realm⁠—they are there now, growing closer, louder, clearer with every moment. My breath catches as hope bubbles in my chest. I can’t help myself; I send out tethers, calling, reaching, searching. I’ve always excelled at tethering, knew I could reach farther, but I never understood quite how far.

			An answer . . . like a mental handshake, someone latches onto the other end of my questing tether. It’s like someone adjusted an antenna, tuned the radio dial to the right frequency. The voices in my head are now as clear as Astra’s. A wispy little something, amorphous, cloudlike, creeps over Astra’s shoulder. More appear, peeking over and around the Chupacabras.

			Hello, Earthling. Hello, one who is and isn’t like us.

			Oh, hello, I’ve heard you before.

			We’ve always known you, but you never understood you weren’t alone. We struggled to reach you, so far away and human, still so different from us.

			I’m here now; it is nice to meet you.

			The brush against my consciousness comes flooding in from all directions. Overwhelming yet startlingly innocent and young, heartbreakingly so, they were patient while I spoke to Astra, and now they cluster around me like a crowd of preschoolers vying for my attention.

			Hard, speaking to them. Easier with you.

			One little voice is coming into focus, ringing clearer with every sound. A bright spark of individuality struggles to make itself known over the chorus. I can feel the effort communicating takes her, how they love her even though they don’t understand her. She, like Eldi, like me, is different from the rest, who draw back and let her speak for them. I can sense their excitement, their pride, that she’s figured this out after so long.

			Acting on pure impulse, I reach out a hand, stepping close to Astra, who watches me impassively and allows the mist-like being to reach across the gap. Warm like a ray of sunshine, she winds up my arm with a surprising heaviness.

			You and me, the same. Hear, listen.

			I hear you now; I’m listening. I’m sorry I didn’t understand before, I answer her.

			“We struggle to communicate with them,” Astra says. They can’t hear them, I realize, only I can. “Only a few of our oldest Helpers could speak with them, and most of that knowledge is now lost. We weren’t able to save many. Only a few of the youngest could be spared, if we were to save us all. Their race’s sacrifice has always been known, remembered, and honored. Had we realized what had happened with Adele, if we could have done something⁠—” Astra looks pained and cuts off.

			“They are growing. When these few are older, we will raise more, and they will raise each other. We have saved their genetic code. They have saved their history. We care for them alongside our own young.”

			“And the Beasts?” Orion asks. “They’re all gone? None survived?”

			“Nothing is ever certain,” Astra says impassively.

			Orion’s sole reaction is a stoic nod, his eyebrows drawing together by a fraction. I respect Astra for giving Orion the truth rather than the false comfort that would be so easy to dole out.

			“We know Beasts followed evacuees for some distance from the planet,” Astra goes on, “but we have seen no sign of their continued pursuit; it is likely that they were wiped from existence. However, it is wise to remain vigilant. Small odds often mean little to a universe as vast as ours.”

			“What happens now?” I ask.

			“We find our children; we build them a new home. Our ship sails for a hopeful planet some distance away. With space for us. We will not be like the Beasts. We will not destroy your planet, leaving death and harm in our wake.”

			They’ve stopped here only for their young. They’ve come to take them back and move on. I knew it. But the reality stings. I’m still holding Eldi. I don’t want to let her go.

			“Well, we will waste no more time, then. We will send a small ship with a retrieval team with your escort back to Earth.” With that, they turn, speaking orders and sparking a flurry of movement.

			This is it, then. Eldi belongs here. With her species. Her family. I feel Calvin squeeze my shoulder comfortingly. My steady rock, ever present, holding me up before I realize I’m falling.

			“Okay, okay. Eldi. It’s time for us to go.” I struggle to maintain my composure, but the tears fall faster. I’m suddenly unreasonably jealous of Luca, getting a few more hours with Orion.

			“No.” Eldi frowns at me. She leaps from my arms.

			“Wait, Eldi, I just want to say goodbye,” I plead.

			But she’s already tugging at Astra’s hand. Underfoot, trying to get their attention.

			The two speak. It takes a lot for Eldi. I can’t understand the words, but I can understand the halting nature of Eldi’s speech, the way the elder being listens attentively, taking time to decipher Eldi’s meaning. Orion steps in, going back and forth between the two. The others slow at their tasks. It seems they all listen in. Finally, Astra turns back to me.

			“She asks for . . .” They cock their head at Orion as if seeking clarification, and he nods encouragingly. “Five more minutes.”

			My heart sinks. It’s hardly anything, but I’ll take any more time with Eldi that I get. She bounds over. Human toddler form again, and I wrap my arms around her. Try to commit the scent of her hair to memory. Try not to spend the last few minutes with her as a sobbing mess.

			“Do you not desire more minutes with Eldi?” Astra sounds baffled.

			But Orion laughs, a light sound. I look up. He seems relaxed. And now I’m confused.

			“Time is different for us. It’s why we’ve been young for many of your human Earth years. It’s just a bad translation,” Orion clarifies. “Reggie. You’ll live the rest of your life in the kind of ‘five minutes’ that Eldi is asking for.”

			I’m speechless, and Orion continues. He’ll stay here too. There are children to track down, after all. I hear it all through a fog of relief. The Mothership and its crew will leave in search of an uninhabited but livable planet. There are a few options close by. Relatively. Close enough to return when more of their young are recovered. Close enough to coordinate with Orion. One of the temporary transport ships will stay in orbit for the small team who will stay to gather up the children as they are found. The nearby areas of space will need to be scoured by scout teams for any of the escape pods that may still float in space, never having made it to Earth.

			It’s a lonely universe, and the Chupacabras and their Helpers have learned it’s more bearable with company. But they will settle as near as they can. We have new neighbors. They have a society to rebuild. They have a recovered cargo of embryos to raise. Orion jettisoned the embryo pods and genetic banks full of potential life, thinking the chances for their survival and retrieval were slim. They were, but those odds were ruthlessly beaten down⁠—all were recovered intact. Orion falls to his knees at this news, one heavy burden of guilt lifted. It will be a long road for humanity, learning to coexist with this alien species ripe with the future, but the children will lead the way.

			“Really? You’re staying?” I ask Eldi.

			She rolls her eyes, gives me a disdainful look. Points to the Winnebago, draws back from our hug enough to jab me in the chest with her finger. “Home.”

			“The others⁠—” I say, then look to Orion for help.

			“Orion has already informed us that many of our unaccounted-for young may want to stay,” Astra says. “This is the only peaceful home many of them know. Some, like Eldi, have found families, found a place here. We don’t want to take that from them, from you.”

			It’s a lonely universe but a little less so now.
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			First Contact & Second Thoughts

			Transcribed excerpt from The Debunker podcast archives:

			Calvin: There’s one question that’s haunted humanity since the first human conceived of their own existence: Are we alone? As you loyal listeners know, that question has recently been answered. We are not alone.

			Who else is out there? This question is perhaps the biggest existential question a conscious creature can ask. This question is as vast as the universe we shout it to. Yet our need to hear an answering call is rooted in something much more specific, something much more intimate. From our first cry as a newborn baby, we are simply begging for a connection.

			We sent messages to the stars asking, “Are we alone out here in our corner of the cosmos?” But I think what we’re really asking is, “Am I alone, or does someone care about me? Is my life consequential? Is there anyone out there to make my loneliness bearable?” It was never about aliens; it was about connection.

			Isn’t that the point of it all? A sister to share the burden of the memory you can’t bear to shoulder alone. A lover to pick up your pieces and patch you back together after you shatter. A child to take the worst of you and shape it into something better. Whether we’re humans or extraterrestrials, we’re all looking for the same thing. Someone to keep warm with through the cold nights. As we hurtle across the vast emptiness of the universe, we search for someone to make the journey alongside us.

			I know, I know, I can already hear you shouting warnings. “What if the answer to the question is as bad or even worse than I feared? What if I am alone in the universe? What if a predator lies in wait?”

			We now know that predators do lie in wait. Beasts. But we also know there’s a multitude of friendly souls out there. Chupacabras, Helpers, unnamed but no less important others. We humans too. A few brave souls have already come forward, humans among us who have long sheltered these intergalactic refugees. Humans who, when asked, “Is there anyone here to help me?” answered with a resounding yes.

			Are we alone? We have our answer. So should we keep shouting our question to the cosmos, or should we close our door and windows, batten down the hatches, and cower in fear? To that I say, we have to be brave. We have to throw ourselves into the dark unknown because what we might miss is worth the risk.

			Humanity isn’t built from a few pieces of DNA spliced together. It’s built from connection and community. We’re tethered to our friends and our family by something more than shared blood. Life isn’t about the destination; it isn’t about the answer. The meaning we crave is in the journey. It’s with the people we travel through life with. It’s in the company we keep as we make our way around the sun. In the words of Carl Sagan, “For small creatures such as we, the vastness is bearable only through love.”

			Are we alone in the universe? Far from it. Am I alone? No. Absolutely not. Answering those questions has forced me to reevaluate more than a few things about my life⁠—including this podcast. Now, before you panic, no, I’m not going to quit researching and attempting to debunk the paranormal. Nor am I going to stop making those banjo videos you all swoon over. But some of my content will be getting an overhaul. Including formally retracting my previous conclusions concerning werewolves and doing another episode on lycanthropy. So maybe you can lycan-subscribe to hear more? Sorry, I’ve been spending a lot of time with a toddler lately, and I’m working on my dad jokes.

			I’ve always said I abide by science, that I’m willing to change and grow when presented with evidence. Turns out change is something that comes naturally to a werewolf. I’m not going to stop questioning. Certainly, I’m not going to stop being skeptical. But I am going to be a little more open minded. A little more accepting when I can’t disprove something. So this is me saying I was wrong. Maybe there’s a lot more truth to the mysteries I investigate than I initially thought.

			Though my podcast may change, I hope you keep listening. Because you are the reason that I do what I do. You’re the ones who answer the pleas for connection I shout across the airwaves. You’re the universe that answers me. If you take anything from my words, I hope it’s this: We’re nothing without each other. So keep shouting your questions, your hopes, your dreams to the universe. Keep searching, because who knows who you’ll find out there.

	
			47

			Mobile Goat Farm

			I’m in Alaska, in the magical basement of my Winnebago with several extraterrestrials and a pair of werewolves, getting the galactic coordinates of an alien star system tattooed on my arm.

			Calvin is interviewing the first of the alien children we’ve tracked down⁠—a Chupacabra child who wears the disguise of a human girl of about ten. She’s borrowed the precise shade of the blond hair of one of her fathers, but the wide green eyes and winning smile of her other father. Oh, what I wouldn’t give to pick and choose my features like that.

			Her name is Wren, and she stumbled her way into the perfect family for a stranded alien. We weren’t sure where to look for the rest of Orion’s and Eldi’s lost escape pods. They’ve been dubbed “the Seventy-Four,” and we have our work cut out for us, tracking a bunch of resourceful and resilient chameleons with a knack for endearing themselves to people.

			“I found her digging in a dumpster behind the tattoo parlor a few years back,” Calvin’s cousin Archer says. Archer called Calvin after the whole mess at Agency 51 and the release of the now superviral video of Calvin and Orion calling for an Agency 51 raid. He finally told Calvin the true story of his daughter’s supposed adoption.

			Wren’s other dad, Theo, pipes up. “Anyway, out of the blue, Archer brings this only vaguely human, totally feral little monster to my work one evening and asks me to investigate.” Theo investigates missing people for a living and works real-life X-files as a side hobby.

			It only takes me about five seconds after meeting Theo to decide that I adore him. When they pulled up to our campsite and I opened the Winnebago door to greet them, Theo came bursting out of the car well ahead of Archer and Wren and stomped right up to me. I’d only had the impression of curly hair as unruly as mine and a sweet baby face that belied his age before he was rapid-fire talking.

			“So I need you to know, if you hurt Wren in any way, I’ll make you disappear. I’ll hide your bones so deep in the forest, they’ll never find any trace of you. Poof, no more you, got it? I investigate missing people, and that means I know how to make problems disappear and⁠—hey, sweet shoes. Oh shit, how many pairs of Converse do you have? I haven’t ever seen a pair in that color before⁠—”

			He said this all without waiting for me to answer and then slid right past me and started digging around in my disorderly pile of shoes, leaving me reeling from death threats and compliments in the same sentence.

			Archer had been close at Theo’s heels with a sigh, a fond wry grin, and a “He tends to do this, sorry,” while tugging Wren along by the hand. Archer is model pretty, perfect bone structure and carefully styled blond hair, and even more tattoos than me.

			Theo is thrilled to get a tour of the Winnebago, and Archer has brought along his tattoo kit, so we settle in to listen to Wren’s story. Eldi and Wren shyly stare at each other while Orion watches more subtly. Luca sits unobtrusively, petting Bandit, who loves all the new company regularly trooping through the Winnebago. Zara and Meredith and our various allies at Agency 51 and in the Whistlemen (I’m still pestering Zara to change the name to something less gendered, but baby steps) are all in Nevada, cleaning up messes and restructuring things, but this interview is being recorded for them.

			“And then before we knew it, she kind of lived in our house and was a part of our lives,” Archer says with a shrug, raising his eyebrows at Theo meaningfully. Theo only gives him a wry smile in return, before Archer turns back to his work on my arm.

			“Couldn’t find a thing about a missing person even remotely matching her description, but since we already had an idea that Wren was different, it wasn’t surprising,” Theo explains. “I dug up some strange stories about an odd creature in the woods. Strange lights in the sky, little things that no one could explain, but none of it really told me anything about what or who Wren might be. It isn’t . . . unheard of . . . for strange things to happen in those particular woods. Eventually, we decided it didn’t matter.”

			“Wren learned to communicate and blend in better,” Archer says. “We figured out how to feed her safely; she likes raw food, but we went for fresher than dumpster fare like she was finding on her own. Alaska’s a great spot for fresh game meat. She particularly likes moose. We named her Wren, made up a backstory, forged some paperwork, and here we are.”

			“Up until recently, only a few of our immediate family members knew,” Theo says. “But they all took it in stride too. My sister said it’s the monsters who don’t look like monsters that you have to watch out for. The ones who actually look like monsters are usually misunderstood or very specifically genetically adapted. Plus, Wren never really seemed dangerous⁠—a little wild maybe, but what kid isn’t? We figured what was the harm in letting her stay as long as she needed.” He shrugs.

			“Dad watched me sleep the whole first night to make sure I wasn’t going to eat them all,” Wren cheerfully adds as Theo scoffs.

			“But then he spent the next five years straight checking every night while you slept to make sure you were breathing, like you were some delicate newborn,” Archer says.

			Theo blushes and mutters to himself but doesn’t dispute this.

			Wren and her family hang out all afternoon. She gleefully plays with Eldi and follows Orion around with ill-disguised hero worship. Orion’s working on his own projects full time now. Besides the obvious, traveling with Luca, Calvin, Eldi, and me, tracking down more lost Chupacabras, Meredith and Zara have given him a remote position as liaison. He was already the obvious choice, but now it’s official⁠—paperwork and salary and all. Orion’s other pet project is our new pets⁠—the goats.

			Much to my dismay, I’m now the proud owner of a goat farm⁠—a mobile goat farm. It’s every bit as chaotic as it sounds. Luckily, the Winnebago is roomy⁠—Winnie even rustled us up barnlike sleeping quarters for them⁠—but the next goat that chews on my shoes is going to become a hamburger with a side of bacon. Or whatever the equivalent is in goat terms.

			Orion is working on a fully synthetic version of goat’s blood to sustain himself and his brethren without all the goat murders. But it means he needs a lot of test subjects and an excess of donor blood to make do while he gets production up and running. Plus, Eldi likes the goats, and what Eldi wants, she gets.

			It started out with just one. But then it turns out goats need friends. And suddenly it’s like they were appearing out of the woodwork. I’ve got Captain Kidd, Scapegoat, Goatee, Billy, Goatzilla, Vincent van Goat, and Eldi’s personal favorite and my new archnemesis, Baaa-thazar. That one’s named after a demon for a reason. I’ve made it clear when I run out of good goat names, we aren’t getting any more. Calvin tried to float the idea of sheep. But come on, a werewolf-owned sheep farm? Talk about on the nose. Luckily, Doug and Dave do most of the farm upkeep and goat herding. They even picked up a new friend, a stray robotic mower of all things. I named it Mowsus immediately.

			My sisters are once again a staple presence in my life. I wouldn’t say we have perfected the dynamic, but we’re getting there. Meredith still sends me cryptic emails rather than face me in person when she’s mad, and Zara still asks too many questions. Wolff, too, is underfoot far too often, and Zara’s grown rather attached to him. I know she bribes him to spy on me. I tolerate it and only send him on the occasional wild-goose chase now. Gemma says we should probably work on healthy boundaries instead. Gemma was peeved, to say the least, at Zara and me for everything she handled alone while we were busy at Agency 51 and visiting the Mothership, from official business to comforting a very concerned Wolff. I’m not quite clear on the details, but somehow, our business meetings morphed into a casual waffles-and-sushi get-together every couple weeks. It’s the new normal to have a friend like Gemma who knows nearly all of my secrets and flaws and has chosen to stick around anyway.

			Luca is essentially running an online magic school with Calvin now. They’ve found common ground far more easily than I expected. They’ve ganged up on me regarding the “adults communicate and form healthy relationships” bullshit. We communicate in this household now, for better or worse. Calvin’s podcasting/streaming channel is doing quite well. It helps the podcast ratings and our relationship dynamics that they’re both pretty. It’s like a two-for-one deal, and I’m a sucker for a bargain. Now I have someone to man the lifeboats and someone to throw me a rope. I’m no longer sailing alone.

			We recovered Calvin’s Airstream unscathed. Sometimes he stays there; sometimes he doesn’t. Luca has a high-tech backpacking tent when he isn’t staying in one of our campers. I would be lying if I said all three of us didn’t end up together in the Airstream more often than not. Now that we know for a fact Winnie really is sentient, we do our best to be respectful about our extracurricular activities. Not to mention, it’s a mood killer, knowing your elders are watching and judging.

			Luca’s in the market for a more permanent addition to our little camper caravan but is being extraordinarily picky about it. I think he just likes riding his motorcycle while we travel, but one more good hailstorm or the first snow of the season and my money says he’ll cave. We can always get a bike rack. I’ve got my eye on an old school bus I think would be fun to renovate. Winnie still won’t let me redecorate. Orion prefers to sleep under the open sky. Eldi often joins him, and I feel that paradoxical tug of loss and happiness in my heart when she does. I am not the only one who loves her. Someday, her life won’t include me anymore.

			Eldi is learning how to grow. She still struggles more than most with her transformations, according to Orion. But she could pass for a three-year-old now. With the attitude to boot. Fuck me, I guess. Some phases are universal across the galaxy. Three-nagers, I tell you. Parenthood. It’s not at all what I expected, but it isn’t half-bad.

			As night falls, the stars emerge. Eldi appears at my feet, lifting her arms to be picked up. The September night air is peaceful and cool as I sway with Eldi in my arms and watch the barest hint of aurora light up the sky.

			“Orion,” Eldi says, pointing up.

			“He’s not in the sky tonight,” I say softly. “He’s here, home with us.”

			Here, home, here, a little voice chimes inside my mind. A warm weight on my shoulder tucks closer to Eldi, melting cloudlike around her.

			Sister, the little voice whispers in my mind as Eldi whispers the word aloud.

			“Good night, Buoy,” Eldi says sleepily, snuggling Goat and her new sister, eyes drifting shut.

			Sleep well, sleep tight, bedbug. Right?

			Close enough.

			She didn’t have a name to give me when I asked. Names are a fluid concept for their kind, our kind, who find it so hard to untether enough to necessitate the distinction. But both of us are a little unconventional. Plus, it’s tradition to name any permanent addition to Winnie’s crew. I chose Buoy. Afloat but not unmoored, a marker to cling to in a stormy sea.

			The rest of my motley crew of family is gathered around the campfire. Orion has his phone out on a video chat with my sisters. Luca is absentmindedly petting one of the goats as he reads by the firelight. Doug and Dave are practicing the standard English alphabet in the dirt. Calvin is returning from the Airstream, carrying something behind his back. Orion expertly dodges Calvin’s free hand as he reaches out to ruffle his hair. Luca catches Calvin by the hand and pulls him down for a kiss as he passes by. I roll my eyes fondly at the wink Luca gives me when he sees me watching. Calvin pulls Manny back from the fire out of habit as he walks my way. Manny has only nine fingers now⁠—turns out he’s a bit of a pyromaniac.

			“Hey, I got you a present,” Calvin whispers, holding something out as he approaches. “Sorry, it’s not wrapped. The goats got into the wrapping paper.”

			It’s a new pair of sunny yellow Chuck Taylors.
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