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      Lennon leaned against a locker and used his enhanced eyesight to scan a list of names pinned to the bulletin board. Ignoring the dozens of kids milling around in the hall, he searched the list for the fifth time this week, hoping his appointment with the dentist had changed.


      Nope, he was scheduled to have his fangs filed down today at 4 p.m. A glance at the clock over the exit door confirmed he had 45 minutes to get to Dr. Clemens’ office on McKenzie Street.


      Maybe he would blow off this appointment. What could they do? Except, he would end up being the only kid at Victoria High with fangs and, one way or another, the authorities wouldn’t let that go for long. His case worker would nab him, take him to the dentist, and then force him into another foster home.


      New plan. He could phone the dentist’s office and re-schedule. Maybe next month. With no cell phone of his own, he’d have to go to the office and borrow their land line. He memorized Dr. Clemens’ number from the list and turned towards the office.


      Before he took a single step, a shout echoed down the hall from the principal’s office. Lennon muted his super hearing but not in time to stop his ears from ringing.


      The all-seeing, all-knowing Mr. Langster barrelled through the throng of students. He held the exit door open to the January air, his bushy, light hair framing his face like a lion’s mane. “Okay, let’s move out of the halls. Those with dental appointments, no excuses, get it over with so you can enjoy the weekend. Anyone still in the building 30 seconds from now can come with me to detention hall. Move, people!”


      Mr. Langster didn’t want to stay late on a Friday afternoon any more than the students, but no one planned to call his bluff. In less than the allotted time, the main hall had emptied. Lennon was one of the last out …


      And came face to face with Ashley, Jane, and Crystal. Crap! He was sure he’d given them the slip after last period.


      “We’re here to take you to your appointment,” Ashley announced. She shook her blonde ponytail and reached for the tube of shiny stuff she covered her lips with about a hundred times a day. As usual, Lennon couldn’t help watching the entire performance.


      With the tube returned to the pocket of her jeans, she jerked her head towards the exit. “Let’s go.”


      “Well, thanks, but I can manage. I know where the dentist’s office is.” No way were these three stalkers going with him.
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      Jane paged through a tattered home decorating magazine, then threw it back on the faux-wood coffee table. She touched the top of her short red hair to make sure the gel was holding her spikes upright. All good. “It’s been an hour. How long does it take to grind down a couple of eyeteeth?”


      The three girls glanced uneasily at the door leading into the torture chamber. No screaming, only a deathly silence.


      The skull beads on Crystal’s black dreadlocks clacked as she turned back to her friends. “Maybe the dentist has to pull out Lennon’s fangs. Then he’ll have to get implants.”


      Ashley stood up and stared across the waiting room at a guy who was eyeing her up and down, the tips of his fangs peeping from between his lips. Really gross. He caught her glare and looked away. She paced between the rows of dingy, plastic chairs. “He’ll be out any minute.”


      Jane put words to the thoughts running through Ashley’s mind. “Why are we even here? More to the point, why do we bother with Lennon? It’s obvious he doesn’t appreciate our friendship. He runs the other way every time he sees us coming.”


      “Don’t know,” Ashley admitted. It was a question she’d been asking herself ever since the LM43 virus had been eradicated from Vancouver Island last fall. One simple inoculation had cured the afflicted and protected the general population. The ones who caught and survived the virus, like Lennon, were left with elongated canine teeth. Dentists had taken care of the adults first and, now, those eighteen and younger were undergoing filing or extractions, whichever option was deemed appropriate. Hard to believe the plague thing had been over for three months.


      Ashley had been feeling responsible for Lennon’s safety and wellbeing ever since the four of them had stood shoulder to shoulder, fighting the virus-enhanced outlaw biker gang that had ensnared Lennon and tried to force him to kill to become one of them. What the heck? She was sixteen, not thirty. Why should she feel so protective of a guy who obviously didn’t want her anywhere near him?


      A balding man in a short, white coat emerged from the door of doom and looked around his packed waiting room. Large ears stuck out at almost right angles to his head. Ashley strode over to him.


      “Are you Dr. Clemens? Is Lennon done?”


      The dentist’s dark-eyed gaze landed on her face. His fingers pulled down on his upper lip like he was trying to cover his teeth. Maybe he used to have fangs, too. “Ah, yes, I am. Lennon is ready. Are you here to accompany him home?”


      “Um, I guess. Does he need help?”


      “Well, he came in a bit nervous, so we gave him a sedative. It hit him pretty hard, I’m afraid. He’ll need someone to make sure he gets home and into bed. He’ll be fine in a few hours.”


      Ashley looked around at her friends. They nodded agreement, and she turned back to the dentist. “We’ll make sure he’s okay.”


      “I’ll go get him.” With a last glance around the room at the fanged kids waiting their turns, he vanished into the treatment area.


      By the time Ashley and her friends shrugged into their backpacks, Dr. Clemens returned, leading Lennon by the arm.


      “Hey, you,” the dentist shouted at a guy who was making for the door. “Get back here.”


      He turned to the girls. “We get a lot of runners,” he explained. “Don’t know why.” Addressing the room of wide-eyed kids, he announced, “Nothing to it. Over in a minute and doesn’t hurt a bit.” Nobody believed him and even some of the parents looked traumatized.


      Lennon swayed in the dentist’s grip. “I’m done,” he announced, staring at the ceiling. His focus made Ashley look up too, finding nothing more exciting than a light fixture with a few dead insects visible through the translucent glass. This whole place was gross.


      Dr. Clemens let go of Lennon’s arm and clapped him on the back. “Good boy. Show your friends your new smile.”


      When Lennon merely blinked at him, Dr. Clemens lifted Lennon’s top lip, revealing the eyeteeth that could no longer be termed fangs. “Nice teeth, son. Never seen a set so straight without orthodontic assistance.”


      He surveyed the girls. “You three have perfect teeth as well. Bet you all had braces, though. Right?”


      Ashley, who still wore a retainer at night, looked away from the dentist’s scrutiny. “Are there any special instructions for Lennon, sir?”


      “None required. Just make sure he gets home safely and sleeps it off. Hope he lives close by. Are you on foot? Yes? Excellent. A refreshing walk will do him good.” After another slap on the back, Dr. Clemens gave Lennon a light shove towards the girls and called out to the others in the waiting room, “Next up, Amanda. Come right this way, young lady. Nothing to fear. It will be over before you know it. No, you can’t bring your friends.”


      Ashley seized one of Lennon’s arms, and Jane grabbed the other. Crystal scooped up his backpack, and the four teens took the elevator down to street level.
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      Outside the medical building, Ashley asked Lennon, “Okay, where do you live? We’ll walk or take the bus, depending how far it is.”


      Lennon gave her a bewildered look and ran his tongue over his top teeth as though searching for something. He was drooling a bit, too.


      The temperature had risen several degrees, hovering just above zero. A damp wind scattered fallen leaves and discarded wrappers against the building. Wisps of icy-cold fog floated toward them from the harbour. The mist was punctured by lights from passing vehicles and a few shop windows. Ashley pulled a toque over her ears and experienced an unwelcomed pang as she noticed Lennon shivering in his worn, leather jacket. He had no scarf, hat, or gloves. She gave his elbow a shake. “Come on, it’s cold out here. Your address?”


      “Thangz you, but I’m okay. Know where I live. Get home on my own. Thangz you, goodbye,” he mumbled, heading for the curb. Two more steps and he’d be in the street.


      “Don’t think so,” Ashley countered, cutting off his escape and herding him closer to the building. “Do you want us to call your foster parents? They could come pick you up.” Why wasn’t one of them here to help him through the whole de-fanging thing?


      Lennon pulled his arm free. “Nope!” He wiped the escaping drool off his chin with his sleeve.


      “Did they freeze your gums?” Crystal asked, pulling a tissue from her pocket and dabbing Lennon’s face.


      He poked at his top lip. “Numb. Won’t work.” True enough. When he spoke, his lip didn’t move.


      “Gee-zuz.” Ashley’s patience was long gone. “Tell me your address right now.”


      Lennon headed for the alley between two buildings. “Need to zzz-leep. For one minute.”


      The girls followed him. Ashley leaned him against the brick wall and gave him a shake. He was four inches taller, but he sagged in her grip. She let go, and Lennon slid down the wall until he sat on the refuse-laden concrete, legs splayed. He leaned his head back and closed his eyes.


      Ashley barely restrained herself from giving him a vicious kick. Friday, already evening, and she had stuff to do. Manicure, hair trim, and two hours of defence training. She had a date tomorrow night with Devon, captain of the swim team. First date in five months. No time for this shit.


      She kneeled beside Lennon and gave his face a light slap. Well, maybe not so light. “Get up. You can’t sleep in here.”


      Between the three of them, they lifted him to his feet and steered him out of the alley. Dropping him onto a sidewalk bench, Ashley put her nose inches from his and enunciated very clearly, “There is a police officer across the street, giving us the eye. Do you want me to wave him over and ask for help getting you home? How about it? A nice ride in a warm cruiser.” Kind of a lie. The scraps of fog had changed to a blanket, and she couldn’t see the white line in the middle of the street, let alone the other side.


      Lennon bounded up so fast, the top of his head bumped her chin and knocked her back on her heels. “No, thangz you! Just let me zzz-leep.”


      “Tell us where you live and you can sleep there. Last chance.” Ashley rubbed her chin and resisted the temptation to smack Lennon across the back of his head.


      “Alright.” He sagged to the bench again and mumbled something.


      “Can’t hear you.” Ashley got her phone out and texted the spa to cancel her appointment. In three hours she had to be at the training studio. That better be enough time to get this joker home and settled with whoever was his keeper these days.


      “3300 Laurentian Drive. Ok?” He closed his eyes again.


      Jane looked up from her phone. “That can’t be right. He gave us the address of St. Swithin’s Hospital.”


      “Maybe he lives on the psychiatric floor,” Crystal suggested, then giggled.


      Lennon struggled to his feet. “Going home to zzz-leep. Thangz you. See you … See you …” He lurched toward the nearest intersection where the red traffic light faded in and out of sight as the fog tendrils shifted.


      Exasperated, Ashley hurried after him. Jane rolled her eyes and followed more slowly, leaving Crystal to pick up Lennon’s pack from the bench and drag it along the sidewalk beside her.


      Ashley stayed a few paces behind Lennon. When Crystal and Jane caught up, she said, “Don’t look around. Okay, you can look, but don’t be obvious. Can you make out any movement across the street? I think it’s a person darting in and out of alleys but keeping up with us.”


      Crystal looked over her right shoulder, peeking through the dark dreadlocks before saying, “Yup, see him. Perv?”


      Jane reached up to pluck at her spikes, glancing at the other side of the street. “All I can see is someone with a puffy jacket with the hood up. I think it’s a guy but hard to tell in this fog.”


      Lennon staggered onward, in the direction of the hospital several blocks north.


      Ashley whispered to her friends. “We’ll just follow Lennon, see where he goes. Once we’re sure he’s home safe, we’ll leave. Jane, stay at the end and keep that creeper in sight. It doesn’t matter if he notices you looking. Maybe he’ll just go away. Crys, could you pick up that pack? You’re going to wear a hole in it, and I doubt Lennon has the coin for a new one.”


      “These things weigh a ton,” Crystal griped. “The bikers are dead or in jail. Why do we need to keep dragging weapons around with us?”


      “I’ve lost sight of the creeper,” Jane announced, ignoring Crystal. “Maybe he’s given up, or he could be two feet away. Who can tell?”


      Shivers of unease ran up Ashley’s spine. Something was way off. “Stay alert.”
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      “Lennon can’t live at St. Swithin’s.” Crystal hefted the second backpack onto her free shoulder. “Most of it’s abandoned. The front wing is used as a walk-in clinic, but that’s it.”


      No one answered her as they trudged along the desolate streets.


      “Park,” Lennon called out. He made a hard right turn into a deserted playground.


      The swings had been removed for the winter, and the rest of the play equipment turned the park into an obstacle course. Ashley bumped into a metal climber before tumbling over a crawl tube and landing on the wet ground. This was total negligence. Didn’t the parks people know about rubber ground covers?


      The cold mist distorted sound, and Ashley couldn’t tell exactly where her friends were, but she heard their nearby grunts of pain as they either fell over a kid-sized apparatus or smacked against inflexible poles. Lennon disappeared from her view, although he could be three feet away, snoring on the teeter-totter.


      A line of pine trees rose out of the fog like skeletal fingers. An edgy prickle resonated in her bones. Lennon may have headed through the trees. He retained the enhanced senses from the virus, the side effects that other victims lost when they received the curative vaccine. Meaning, if he wasn’t wasted on tranquilizers, he could find his way home blindfolded with earplugs in and a fifty-pound weight tied to each leg. He wasn’t aware she knew.


      Ashley stood up, bracing herself against … something. A slide, maybe. “You guys, follow my voice. Lennon gave us the slip.”


      A hand clutched at her arm, and Jane’s disembodied face popped up through the whiteness. “How about we let just let him go? We’ll never find him in this mess.”


      Crystal’s head appeared beside Jane’s. “It’ll be a miracle if we get back to the street ourselves. Ever notice how fog makes you lose your sense of direction?”


      “We can’t let Lennon wander around by himself while he’s sedated. He could fall asleep and die of hypothermia …” Ashley never got to finish her sentence.


      A black form hurtled out of the white void. Before the girls could reach for their weapons or even raise a defensive arm, the figure drove down through the middle of the three friends, knocking them aside.


      Ashley fell to the ground and scuttled under a roundabout. Fumbling in her backpack, she located her dagger and leaped back out. First Jane, then Crystal, bounced up beside her, weapons in their hands.


      “Where’d it go?” Crystal whispered, waving her hammer.


      “And, what was it?” Jane raised her hatchet and peered through the swirling haze.


      “Perimeter defence,” Ashley ordered. “It moves like some kind of ninja.”


      They formed a circle, backs together, facing out, weapons held chest high in readiness.


      “This is like old times,” Crystal joked. “Except we don’t have a clue who the enemy is.”


      The mist cleared momentarily, allowing Ashley to see the dark figure leaping around like an athletic ghost. “He’s about thirty metres in front of us, near the treeline. I think he’s after Lennon, not us. There’s some kind of weapon in his hand.”


      Now the girls stood side by side, facing the forest. The fog closed in and reduced their visibility to less than six inches. Ashley was aware that the threat could be upon them before they had a chance to raise their weapons.


      The skin on her neck prickled double time. “I don’t like standing in the open where we can’t see …”


      In her peripheral vision, she caught a glimpse of a padded shoulder as it came up from behind, shoving through the centre of their lineup. Ashley hooked her arm over a climbing bar to prevent another fall to the ground. By the sounds of her friends’ grunts, they weren’t as lucky.


      Through a parting in the vapour, Ashley watched Padded Jacket run unerringly at Ninja Boy. The echoes of hand to hand fighting filled the playground as the two figures blocked blows and kicked at each other. Ashley’s eyes failed to follow the bursts of movement and she lost track of who was who. Transfixed, she ignored her friends’ pleas to escape from the battlefield.


      With the mist cutting in and out, she could only discern legs and arms flying in a flurry of blocks, punches, and kicks. She had barely learned the front kick and the knee strike, and these combatants were performing complicated moves. She saw Ninja Boy throw a flying side kick, only to be knocked to the ground by a hopping front kick delivered by Padded Jacket. Gee-zuz, she wished she could fight like this.


      One second the fight appeared to be accelerating, the next it was over. Ninja Boy ran off in the direction of the street. Padded Jacket turned, and it seemed to Ashley that he looked straight at her before executing a slight bow and disappearing in the opposite direction from his opponent.


      Beside her, Jane delved inside her backpack for her hatchet sheath and snapped it over the blade. “What the hell just happened?”


      Crystal dropped her hammer into her pack and swung it over her shoulder. “The second guy with the padded jacket was the creeper who followed us from the dentist. I’m sure of it.”


      “Something weird is going on.” Ashley didn’t feel good about stowing her dagger just yet. “I didn’t get the impression either of them was after us.”


      She peered into the clouds of fog rolling over the playground. “I think Lennon was the target.”
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      Crystal stooped to pick up Lennon’s backpack. “He’s probably at home already, and has no idea what just happened. And, I’m stuck with his stuff. What am I supposed to do with it all weekend? What if he has homework he needs to do?”


      “I bet he’s sleeping it off at the foot of a tree.” Jane waved her hand in the direction of the woods. “And, he’ll freeze to death if we don’t find him. What a pain. Tell me again why we bother. Seriously, tell me.”


      “Good question.” Ashley put her dagger back in its scabbard but left the flap of her backpack open, just in case. She spied the playground’s crawl tube through the fog, touched the smooth, damp surface, and sat down.


      “I’m still waiting for an answer to that question. Why do we follow Lennon around like a pack of guard dogs?” Jane pointed overhead. “Never mind. I think it’s clearing up. I can see the tops of the trees.”


      “Guess we’ll have to search over there, but stay together or we’ll all get lost.” Ashley checked her phone for the time. Two hours before they had to be at the training studio.


      A loud snore-snort emanated from the crawl tube under Ashley’s butt. She sprang up, automatically reaching for her dagger. The next second, her brain identified the sound. She relaxed, although she was uncomfortably aware that the seat of her jeans had soaked up the cold moisture from the surface of the tube.


      Shivering, she aimed her phone into the interior of the tube. “Gee-zuz, here he is.” Lennon looked peaceful enough and, for an instant, Ashley considered leaving him there. He’d probably be fine.


      No, he wouldn’t. “Shoot. Okay, somebody has to go inside and drag him out. Jane, you’re the smallest.”


      Jane didn’t budge from her spot a few feet away. “Lennon is bigger than all of us, and he fits. You go; he likes you best.”


      “Yeah, right,” Ashley retorted. She looked in Crystal’s direction. “Crystal?” Someday soon she had to tell Crystal her clacking beads were always a dead giveaway to her location, even when she thought she was hiding.


      “Not doing it.” Crystal’s words came fast and final.


      “Fine!” Ashley crawled into the tube, her phone light revealing Lennon’s form slumped against the plastic wall. She had to punch him on the arm to wake him, but she’d been itching to do that for a while. Once he opened his eyes, she put her phone away and clutched the collar of his jacket. She dragged his limp body to the opening, inch by inch. It took forever to get him out. By the time she rolled onto the ground, Ashley was exhausted.


      She swept her light over him and found he was fast asleep again, one cheek flat against the sodden, beaten grass. Observing something stuck to the back of his jacket, Ashley pulled off a 3-inch, light brown hair. She made a face and tossed it down. Definitely not from the bald dentist. She hefted Lennon to his feet. Without a word, he stumbled towards the trees. This time, Ashley and her friends followed closely until they emerged onto the hospital street.


      Lennon stopped when he reached an empty parking lot behind the abandoned hospital. Night had fallen and a few remaining streetlamps bathed the cracked asphalt in a dim, yellow light. A camera mounted on a pole pointed its lens at the grey stones of the hospital walls. The lower floors were eerily veiled in puffs of ghostly vapour.


      “I don’t think we’re being followed,” Jane said. “I’ve been watching and can’t see anything moving.”


      The tingly feeling had disappeared from Ashley’s skin. “I agree. We’re alone here.”


      Lennon flattened his body against the wall and side-stepped along the bricks as though avoiding the eye of the camera which probably hadn’t worked since the Biebs was a baby. When he reached the corner, he slid to his hands and knees, disappearing from sight.


      Maybe the camera did work. Ashley drew the hood of her coat over her toque and pulled up the zipper as far as it would go. Jane and Crystal followed Ashley, hugging the wall, keeping their faces turned away from the camera. Ashley rounded the corner and slammed her toe into a rock-hard surface.


      Biting back a screech of pain, Ashley blinked a few times until her night vision kicked in. “There’s a huge rock here. Anybody got a freaking flashlight?” She didn’t want to take the chance of dropping her phone.


      Jane, at the back of the line, handed a flashlight to Crystal, who passed it to Ashley. Dimming the beam with her free hand, Ashley shone it at the boulder.
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      What the hell? Ashley swept the light in a circle. “There’s a gap here, then a bunch more ginormous rocks.”


      “Why would Lennon come through here?” Crystal asked. “Can you see anything on the other side, Ash?”


      “There’s some stairs leading down to a small landing. I’m going down to see if there’s any sign of Lennon. Wait here.”


      As Ashley lifted one foot to descend, the weight of both her friends pressing against her back knocked her off-balance.


      She wobbled at the edge, and tried to fling her body back, but Crystal stood too close. Both girls fell, landing at the bottom in a tangle of limbs. With the weight of her friend on top of her, Ashley’s face pressed painfully against the frigid surface.


      “Get … off … me,” Ashley croaked. She had a dagger in her backpack. That thing could kill her if it pierced a lung, or some other major organ. Well, okay, it was sheathed, but still.


      Crystal got to her knees and, by the sound of her beads tapping together, was shaking her head to clear it. Using Crystal as a prop, Ashley got to her feet.


      Amazingly, the flashlight lens hadn’t shattered. The beam spotlighted a concrete pad no more than four feet square. Above their heads, a ring of landscaping boulders surrounded the stairway.


      “So, no Lennon, right?” Jane called down. She took the steps two at a time to land beside her friends.


      “Thanks for your concern, Jane. We’re fine in case you were wondering.” Ashley touched her cheek which stung like fight night at a murder hornet convention.


      “I count eight steps,” Jane announced. “You guys hit every one.”


      Ashley aimed the beam at the wall.


      “Wow, look at that,” Crystal said. “That door looks like it’s made of industrial metal. And, there’s no handle. Don’t think we’re meant to be down here.”


      Ashley noticed something else interesting. Or maybe she had a concussion. She turned off the flashlight and let the darkness enclose them. “See that?”


      A thin rim of light surrounded the door. It hadn’t been tightly closed. Ashley ripped off her mitt with her teeth and pried at the edge of the door. The cold steel made her fingers ache and destroyed the last of her manicure. Now she had to go all weekend with ragged nails.


      The steel door finally yielded enough to get her shoulder through. She shoved it wider and slid through the opening.


      What was this place? A first glance around the space didn’t tell her much. Crystal edged her aside, and she sensed Jane tumble through the doorway.


      An old boiler room, or something? Huge, about twenty metres by fifteen. Lots of pipes and groaning vents covered the ceiling. And … What was this?


      Lennon, still wearing his leather jacket, was asleep on a rusted, metal bed in one corner. His mouth hung open and soft snores erupted. The room was toasty
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