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  To those who can't forgive, 

because they can't forgive themselves.
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  1


Heaton nearly pulled his gun when he saw the mess of paperwork in Sophie’s office. The clutter looked as if someone had ransacked the place. Fortunately, she was the only one doing the rummaging. She popped up from behind the desk, hair disheveled and yesterday’s makeup on overtime. She gasped when she saw Callin, but relaxed when she noticed Heaton standing next to him. 
“Heaton,” she breathed his name like a sigh. “I’ve been trying to call you.”
“I’ve been off the grid since I got to the prison.”
“Do you…” Sophie looked at Callin again. “Who’s this?”
“Callin Caldwell.” Callin extended his hand to her.
“He’s a werewolf,” Heaton added, in case she suspected Heaton had just brought just any man off the street to see her.
“Oh, right.” She gazed at him a long moment before turning back to Heaton. “I…” She lifted a piece of paper in her right hand, her eyes tearing slightly as she spoke. “I wanted to find the beginning.”
“The beginning of what?” Heaton asked.
“When the money started disappearing.”
Heaton reached out for the paper. She handed it to him reluctantly—like she was afraid to let go of it now that she had found it. He pulled it from her grasp and examined the bank statement. The numbers meant virtually nothing to him, but something in Sophie’s accounting experience had made this mixture of numbers a smoking gun. He looked at her, hoping for some explanation.
“It started after Nevia was recruited. I told you they stopped hiring after her. I didn’t realize it was nearly to the minute that they started reducing the allowance.” Sophie pressed her hands to a stack of papers on her desk. “These are the quarterly reports for the entire company.” Sophie air-quoted company. “The money isn’t drying up. It’s being diverted.”
Heaton grabbed a statement from the top of the pile and looked over yet another list of numbers. Since the prison and the collaboration that ran it was nameless, each department was just as vague in its description. It was clear enough that containment number three was the facility losing the most money. Shortly after was the EU aggregation team. Though all the locations in the U.S. were significantly better financed, one particular operation seemed to take the lion’s share of the money. “Research and development?” Heaton verified. “I thought the military was done playing God.”
“Not the military. They paid us for our facilities and the use of our… subjects. This operation is internal… and it appeared overnight.” Sophie leaned her hands on the desk. “I’ve done the math. Every dime that was subtracted from our facilities and teams was put into that project. Assuming it is a project.” She slumped down into her massive chair. “I didn’t even get paid last week.”
“Sophie,” Heaton said softly.
“How do they expect me to—”
“Daniel’s dead.”
Sophie froze, eyes stricken with disbelief. He expected a litany of questions, but as her shock turned somber, she stood back up and hugged him. He wrapped an arm around her, consoling her as best he could while shutting down his own emotions on the topic.
“How?” she asked, leaning back to look at him.
“Transmorphs,” he answered. She shook her head as if it were inconceivable. Surely the most dangerous man in existence couldn’t be brought down by parasites. “The woman we brought back to the prison. She was apparently a hybrid—part transmorph, part human.”
Sophie pushed away from him. Anger flared in her eyes. “No. No,” she whispered. “No fucking way!” Heaton stiffened, prepared to defend himself. “As if there aren’t enough monsters in this world, they are building new ones!”
“There’s more. Given what you’ve told me, I strongly suspect they’ve infiltrated the board. That transmorph hybrid was handed to us on a platter. She was an assassin. She was sent to kill Daniel.”
Sophie took a moment to absorb that information—as if matching the numbers to his words. When at long last she had reconciled the facts, she picked up one of her paper piles and threw it into the air. Then she cleared her entire desk with one swipe, scattering paper, pens, and her personal decor everywhere. She stared at the wood top of her mammoth desk. The self-declared symbol of her importance was completely empty.
“Shit,” she muttered as her hand flew to her mouth. “Shit, shit, shit.”
Sophie dropped to the floor and dug through the papers she had just tossed away. Heaton glanced at Callin, but the werewolf was not nearly as uncomfortable as he expected. In fact, he seemed to be concerned for the poor woman. As if he couldn’t stand it anymore, he kneeled down and began searching the floor with her.
“Did I miss something?” Heaton asked them.
“A pink paper,” Sophie answered. “Find it.”
Heaton saw a sea of white, yellow, and light blue, but there was only one pink paper. It was lying on Sophie’s chair, having made a very short trip up and then right back down. He picked it up and waved it at her. “Is this it?”
She looked up and practically leaped at him to get it. She pulled it from his hand and looked it over. She sat back down at her desk and pulled a laptop out of her drawer. She went through a series of dummy websites before she reached the final screen that looked like a DOS interface.
“I don’t even look them up anymore. What’s the point? The less I know, the better.” She poised her finger on the long number code on the top of the paper and carefully typed it onto the screen with one hand. “I just sign the paper and authorize the payment.”
Heaton shifted to look at the screen as Sophie slammed her finger into the enter key. After a moment, a new, slightly more sophisticated page opened, revealing an image of Sophie. The photo was nearly a decade old, but the written description was accurate, give or take a few pounds and a dye job.
Sophie let out a barking laugh before settling into a rather mirthful giggle. She looked up at him, her eyes tracing his face before locking eyes with him. “I just signed and delivered payment on my own execution.”
Heaton frowned. “What?” He looked at the pink paper, but despite his ample knowledge of double-talk and hidden language, he couldn’t understand what it said. As near as he could tell, it was just an offer of payment in exchange for services rendered. He checked the submission date. “You sent this yesterday?” he asked.
“Yes,” Sophie said somberly.
Heaton looked at Callin. “They’ll send a cleaner.”
“Which kind?” Callin asked, already dreading the idea of what was to come.
“I’m only human. They’ll send a hunter to do it,” Sophie answered.
“What?” Heaton shook his head. “What kind of hunter is sent to execute a human?”
“One with far less morality than you.”
Heaton stepped back. “Wait. You know who they’re sending, don’t you? How many of these pink slips have been coming in?”
Sophie’s jaw twisted as she stood. “The EU’s high turnover is not just because of on-the-job accidents.” Heaton glared at her. “Not everyone can keep secrets, Heaton. Not everyone really reads the nondisclosure agreements either.”
“That’s your excuse for murder?”
“Please don’t lecture me on murder, soldier.”
Heaton nearly slapped her right then and there, but Callin shifted forward to defend her. “I was doing the duty of my country.”
“I thought I was representing a greater good too, Heaton. But the truth is, I don’t know anymore. I don’t know why any of us are doing this anymore. I lost track of who or what I was supposed to be protecting a long time ago.” She swallowed hard and glanced between him and Callin. “You’re going after them, aren’t you? The transmorphs?”
“Nevia’s gone AWOL. She’s going after them. My priority is finding her, but if I kill a few of those bastards on the way, that’s fine by me.”
“I can help you.” Sophie pulled open another drawer and dug through a mess of Post-it notes and paperclips to find a little black book. She handed it to Heaton. “I can’t guarantee all the addresses are up to date, but that should at least get you started.”
Heaton flipped through the book of names that he assumed belonged to key characters running the board. He noticed a familiar name in the M section and flipped back to it. “Come on. We’ll get you out of here.” Heaton slipped the book into his back pocket. “Do you have somewhere you can lie low for a few—”
“Years?” Sophie said sarcastically. “You know what pisses me off the most?” She pulled her oversized purse out from under the desk and looped it over her shoulder. “If they had consulted with me, I could have found a dozen ways to funnel money to this project without shutting down the entire operation.”
As Sophie headed out, Heaton frowned at Callin. He wasn’t sure if this was something Sophie should be proud of, but he had to wonder if she wasn’t a little more resourceful than her position was allowing for.
“I mean, not that I condone transmorphs,” Sophie continued as they walked down the hall to the elevator. “It’s just that their reputation for being clever is extremely exaggerated.” Despite the “out of order” sign, Sophie pushed the button for the lift and the doors opened. Heaton questioned the contraption, but Sophie waved them both in. “I think sometimes that’s all it takes, you know?” She looked at Heaton, but he had lost track of her thinking process. “I just mean that we twist ourselves into a frenzy because of emotion or anger, but they don’t have that issue.” Sophie looked at Callin. “Is any of this making sense?”
“You think the transmorphs have gained a superiority over humans because they are indifferent creatures?” Callin summed up.
“Right, but more than that. Our weakness is what lures them in, which then becomes our strength.” Sophie looked back at him, but as far as he was concerned, she was speaking gibberish. “I know it’s too philosophical and hardly a battle strategy, but I just think it’s something you should take into consideration.” Sophie reached out and touched Heaton’s chest. “I guess I’m just telling you to be careful.”
“I will.” Heaton patted her hand, acknowledging her display of concern. 
The elevator dinged, and the doors opened. Sophie pulled her hand from beneath his and turned to exit the carriage. She stopped abruptly just outside the doors. Callin lunged forward to grab her just as shots fired.
Blood sprayed across Heaton’s neck as he ducked back into the interior corner. Callin pulled Sophie down and shielded her body with his. She was bleeding from at least two places, but Heaton couldn’t tell how urgent the wounds were.
“How many are out there?”
“Three!” Sophie shouted over further gunfire. “I think I’m flattered!”
Heaton tried to close the doors, but the moment they started to close, they opened back up again. Rather than play tug of war with the men outside, he shot blindly, hoping to scare them away from the call buttons.
A warbling whistle sounded from the front foyer. “Come on, Sophie. You know you’re not getting out of here alive.”
Heaton peeked out to confirm the voice that he was hearing. “Kendrick? Is that you?”
“Who’s there? Heaton?”
“Yeah.”
Kendrick laughed. “Well, I wasn’t expecting to see you here. Do me a favor. Put another round in her, so we can go get sloshed.”
“You know that’s not gonna happen?” Heaton dared to peek out at his long-ago friend. His skin was deep black, his voice a soothing bass, and his eyes like diamonds. Though not technically supernatural, he claimed to have an ocean ancestor. A story that became a bigger fish tale every time Heaton had heard it repeated. Though he considered the man a friend, he also considered him to be full of shit. Never more so than in this moment. “Have you thought about what it means if you kill Sophie?”
“I’m not paid to think.”
Heaton resisted the urge to tell him he wouldn’t be any good at it, anyway. “There’s more going on here than you realize.”
“There always is.”
“Just let me explain, and if you aren’t convinced, then we can go back to the dueling dicks.” Heaton shifted his hand to show he was directing his gun at the ground for the time being.
Kendrick seemed to consider this. “I’ll make you a deal. I’ll kill Sophie. Then you can negotiate for your life with whatever bullshit you think I would care about.”
“Kendrick!” Sophie shouted from within Callin’s supportive embrace. “How about you negotiate with this!” From somewhere deep inside her purse, Sophie pulled out an oblong green object and tossed it out into the foyer.
“Grenade!” someone yelled, and the men scattered. Sofia reached over and pushed the button for the basement level. The doors closed as everyone huddled down, waiting for the explosion.
The seconds ticked by and they arrived at the garage level. “Go, go, go!” Sophie shouted.
Callin assisted her out, and Heaton followed, watching the stairwell.
“Over there.” Sophie pointed her key fob at a silver four-door BMW, which flashed and honked at them. Callin climbed into the backseat with Sophie, while Heaton took the liberty of the driver’s seat.
“Must have been a dud,” Heaton said as he pushed the start button and brought the beautiful machinery to life.
“It was a pencil sharpener,” Sophie ground out as she shifted into a position that didn’t make her wince.
Heaton laughed as he shifted the car into drive. “Leave it to Sophie Plum to save the day with office supplies.” He glanced back at her in the rearview mirror and saw that she was smiling.
He stepped on the gas just as the three hunters poured out of the stairwell. Heaton offered no mercy as he came barreling at them at full speed. He swerved and side-swiped two of them before speeding toward the exit. Gunshots pelted the back of the car, making Heaton cringe. 
What bastards could do that to such a sexy automobile?
Heaton barely looked as the car emerged from the parking garage into the sunlight. Several cars honked at his audacity to drive like a maniac, but he ignored them. He quickly calculated the closest hospitals and the likelihood of the hunters catching up with them before they could help Sophie. He decided that his best bet was the VA hospital. He knew more than a few doctors he could trust to keep her injuries under the radar.
“Heaton,” Callin called from the back.
“Just a little further. I can’t trust the private hospitals.”
“Heaton,” Callin said again.
“I’ll have to dump the car after I drop you off.”
Callin’s hand slipped over the seat and clutched his shoulder. Heaton looked up in the rearview mirror and saw Callin’s uneasy expression. “You can slow down now.” Callin leaned back, and Sophie came into view. She was in a slumped position in the backseat. The blood from her shoulder and stomach had completely saturated her blouse and the seat beneath her. He could no longer see her face, but he recognized the pale color of her forehead and assumed that her eyes would be hollow.
Heaton had been in the presence of dead bodies nearly all of his life. And though the experiences had diminished his faith in God, they had ironically strengthened his belief in the human spirit. A man only needs to look into the eyes of the dead to see what’s missing—what has gone—what was once given and now taken.
However, despite his ardent and further deepening belief in the human soul, it did not make the exchange of life for death any less painful. Heaton was once again back on the battlefield, with fallen comrades all around him. A debt of vengeance passed on through every empty face.
Enraged by his growing antipathy, Heaton gripped the steering wheel tight, making the leather creak. He pushed every bit of his pain into an elongated curse he hoped the heavens could hear.
When he was done, he slowed the car and changed direction. Callin waited a moment before asking. “Where are we going?”
“We’ll need to get out of the country fast—before my credentials stop working. You and I are going to be targets now.”
“I assumed we already were.”
“There is still a chance you can get out of this.”
“And you think I would take you up on that?”
“No, but I don’t have the best track record with partners right now.”
“If this is as bad as you believe it to be, we are going to need help.”
“Yeah, and I know just where to go to find it.” Heaton peered at Callin through the mirror. “How do werewolves feel about swamps?”
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Efrat slipped out of the truck and squeezed his hands tight, cracking his knuckles. His fists let off a few static snaps, but they were otherwise under control. Something had changed since Cleos had touched him. It wasn’t clear at first, just a new level of clarity in his mind. 
Earlier, he had blamed it on the stress of his recent battle with Danato. His instincts had set in hard when he was standing by Ethan’s side, protecting his child. He was wielding his power as easily as he ever had. It wasn’t until later that he realized his resting energy had diminished significantly.
Efrat still didn’t fully understand what Cleos had done to him, but whatever it was, it was working. He had made it to Ireland without electrocuting Ethan or short-circuiting the plane and killing them both. That was progress, as far as he was concerned.
He looked over the small farm that was apparently Daniel McGrath’s childhood home. It didn’t seem to match the man he knew, and yet he wasn’t sure that any other environment would have matched his personality better.
Efrat was certain the trailer park he had grown up in didn’t match his character. Then again, a military base didn’t seem to fit either. The truth was, he didn’t know where he belonged anymore. He had fought long and hard to get his title, and now it meant nothing to him. He was at best a guard and at worst a prisoner.
The acreage was lush green despite winter threatening to drop snow at any moment. Efrat missed green. The summers at the prison brought color, but it was always dark greens and gray greens. Not the bright emerald colors Ireland boasted.
He hoped Ethan would want to stay in the country for another day or two before going back, but he wasn’t sure what he had planned. In truth, they had barely spoken since they had left the prison. Not that Efrat could blame him. He wasn’t a father, but he assumed losing a child had to be a singular heartache incomparable to other losses. Especially when that loss came at the hands of his wife.
Efrat still couldn’t believe Cori had done it. That she had killed her own child.
And yet… what else could she do?
They had weighed the pros and cons over and over, but both sides were full of negatives. A shit bucket balanced by another shit bucket. The only difference was who would suffer for the choice.
In the end, Efrat knew Danato would choose to save the world. That was his job.
And Ethan had to save his son. That was his job.
Cori had followed Danato’s lead and made the hard choice. The choice that is almost never made. The choice that everyone says they will make when the time comes, but won’t because saving millions has no meaning when the one you know and love is at gunpoint.
As much as he hated to watch Ethan sinking deeper into his grief, he was thankful that they didn’t have a living god to deal with. Everyone was secretly glad Cori did what she did.
Everyone except Ethan.
Efrat looked back at the truck and realized Ethan was lifting the long wooden box off the bed by himself. He knew the man could handle it just fine, but he still rushed over and took one end of the crate. Ethan glanced at his grip, no doubt making sure Efrat didn’t light the coffin on fire.
They shuffled down the drive to the cottage-style house in the center of the property. They stopped at the front door and set the box down on the grass. Ethan stepped up to the front door and rang the bell. Less than a minute later, the door opened up and a hefty elderly woman peeked out. “I’m not interested.” Her snippy tone rang with an Irish accent. She slammed the door even as Ethan began to explain. The woman hadn’t noticed the box behind them.
“Mrs. McGrath,” Ethan called to her through the door. “My name is Ethan Pierce. I used to work with your son, Daniel.”
The door opened back up, and she peered out at him suspiciously. “So?”
Ethan’s eyes flickered over her hardened features, and his mouth draped open soundlessly.
“Speak your piece, lad. I haven’t got all day.”
“There was an incident, ma’am,” Efrat spoke up, “at the prison.”
Mrs. McGrath turned her attention to Efrat, analyzing him with an unwavering frown. “What sort of incident?” Her eyes caught on the wooden box behind them, and her features softened.
“I’m sorry to inform you that your son has been killed.” Efrat could hear the formal tone in his voice. The soldier inside him was reporting the necessary information.
Mrs. McGrath locked eyes with him. Her frown was now a scowl. He braced himself for the tears and yelling that would inevitably follow. He even expected that she might attack him, so he adjusted his hands so he wouldn’t accidentally shock her.
“Is he in there?” she asked, pointing to the crate.
“Yes,” Ethan said.
“All of him?” she asked.
Efrat exchanged a glance with Ethan. Neither of them seemed to glean her meaning.
“How did he die?” she asked, irritated by their stalled response. “Did he hurt himself?”
Efrat frowned at the thought of Daniel using his power on himself. He had honestly never considered it, but he was not immune to it. Just as Efrat was not immune to his own electricity. Although if he were a natural elemental, he would have been.
“He was stabbed to death,” Ethan answered solemnly.
“Stabbed?” Mrs. McGrath scoffed.
“It was multiple stab wounds. I’m afraid he couldn’t heal fast enough. He…” Ethan cleared his throat. “He bled out before we could get to him. I’m so sorry.”
“Who stabbed my boy?” There was finally a waiver in her voice. She kept her eyes on the coffin, as if she hoped Daniel would pop out of it like a vampire come to life. They had all been hoping for that, but the body had stayed cold and lifeless. “Who murdered my son?”
“The—” Ethan tried to answer, but something about the question forced his throat to go hoarse. He had to clench his jaw and look away to control his reaction.
“It was transmorphs,” Efrat answered.
Mrs. McGrath’s gaze snapped to Efrat. “Those leeches!” Her face contorted with disgust and anger.
“I assure you, ma’am, they’re dead.” Efrat sounded a little more sinister than sympathetic now. “All of them.”
Mrs. McGrath must have recognized his mutual loathing, because she nodded curtly with approval. “Good.” She turned her attention to the coffin. “Leave him in the barn. I’ll take care of it when I’m done with the dishes.”
Ethan shook his head. “We can help with that. Just show us where you would like to lay him to rest.”
“I don’t need your help.”
“I understand you want to grieve privately, but you shouldn’t have to trouble yourself.”
“Do you think I’m not capable of digging my own son’s grave?” Mrs. McGrath stared blankly at him. “What are you even doing here? Where is Nevia? She should be… Oh, no, did she pass as well?”
“No, ma’am, she’s… alive. I mean, I assume. She ran off after the incident. No one knows where she is? She took Daniel’s death pretty hard.”
“Well, that’s at least a blessing.” She stared out at her property. When she looked back, there were tears in her eyes. “I appreciate you bringing him back to me, Ethan. And I respect a man who wants to do right by his friend, but you see, I brought Daniel into this world, enduring the pain that all mothers do. And I’ll be the one to give him back to God. Put the coffin in the barn. I’ll bury him when the dishes are done.”
Ethan nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”
Mrs. McGrath went back into the house and shut the door behind her. Efrat turned to Ethan. “Well, she’s… interesting.”
“Everyone grieves differently,” Ethan mumbled and moved to the crate. Efrat took the other end, and they carried it to the barn and laid it down on the hay-strewn floor. When they stood, Ethan stared down at the box.
“Do you want to take a minute?” Efrat asked.
Ethan looked up at him, eyes glistening with fresh tears. “Why do I feel like I’m abandoning him?”
Efrat shook his head. “You’re not. You did right by him. You brought him home. You’re giving him a proper burial.”
Ethan nodded, but Efrat’s words did nothing to ease his tears. “This shouldn’t have happened. None of it should have happened.”
Efrat nodded, understanding his true meaning. Daniel, Duke, and his boy…
It was too much.
Ethan’s face hardened, and his eyes glazed over as if he had placed a mask back over his grief.
“Come on.” Efrat raised his hand to rest on his shoulder, but thought better of it and let the camaraderie fall short. “Let’s go find a pub to drink ourselves stupid in.”
Ethan shook his head, but started heading out of the barn. “No, we have a plane to catch.”
Efrat gritted his teeth and followed Ethan out. “Oh, come on. Have a heart. This is my first time out in the real world in frickin’ forever. Just one drink before we go back to the prison.”
“We aren’t going back to the prison,” Ethan said.
“What’s that?” Efrat jogged up to his side.
“I have some other business to attend to before we can go back.”
“Other business?”
Ethan stopped at the passenger side door of the truck and opened it for Efrat. He climbed in, and Ethan assisted him with his seat belt as well. Efrat despised being treated like an invalid, but he had made many concessions since becoming a human lightning rod—most of which were far more demeaning than vehicle safety devices. The fact that Ethan had voluntarily taken on those other duties for the sake of having company for this trip was a testament to the man’s tolerance. In fact, Ethan was handling all of his personal duties with the discipline of a well-paid healthcare worker.
“Where are we going?” Efrat asked once Ethan had slipped into the driver’s seat and started the truck.
Ethan held his grip on the gearshift, staring out the window at the barn. “How do you feel about Mardi Gras?”
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“Has she come out yet?” Danato asked Chuck on the other end of the line. He was in his home office speaking on the red phone. The last few days had been a nightmare for him. He had never wanted to lose his grandchild, and he most definitely didn’t want Cori to take the boy’s life with her own hands. The travesty of it all was that he had done this to her. He had trained her to be a hardhearted killer. 
It was all to protect the prison and save the world. That’s what he told himself when Belus pulled the trigger. That’s what he told himself when he shot Adrianna. He was certain that was what Cori had been thinking when she took her son’s life.
The arguments for and against his death still swirled in his mind. He wanted the justification to make sense. He wanted the logic of preventing the immortalization of a cosmic power to stamp out his grief, but it wasn’t working.
Try as he might to understand, he couldn’t help being angry with her. Not perhaps for the act, but for taking on the role of the villain. That mantel was never meant to be hers. She was supposed to be the voice of reason in this chaotic place. She was supposed to be a beauty among beasts. Now she would descend into the murky depths of the moral gray area. A place where Danato lived every day of his life, balancing lives against the so-called greater good.
As if his anger toward Cori wasn’t already eating him up, he also had Ethan on his mind. It was no surprise that his successor had fought to save his son. As a father, it was his right and his duty. But what Danato couldn’t accept was his abandonment. What did he think Danato was preparing him for all these years? What lessons had he learned if not that this world did not offer leniency or second chances? How many times did he warn him—warn them—that this place was dangerous? Was Cori the only one listening?
“She came out for supplies a few hours ago,” Chuck reported. “Mostly just food, I think.”
“Well, at least she’s feeding herself. That’s something.” Danato paused. “How did she look?”
Chuck hemmed and hawed on the line before answering. “She… She looked a little ragged, to be honest. Not hurt or anything, just tired, you know?”
“Yeah, I know.” Danato rubbed his forehead. The feeling was mutual. “Has she spoken to you?”
“A bit,” Chuck sounded nervous.
“What did she say to you?”
“Oh, you know, just… like when to pull her out and stuff.”
“That’s it?” Chuck dithered. “Tell me the truth, Chuck. I need to know.”
“She kind of threatened to beat my ass if I pulled her out a minute before she had designated.”
Danato groaned. “I’m sorry, Chuck. You know she doesn’t mean it.”
“I think she kind of did.”
“What’s the clock running right now?”
“It’s still a bit wobbly, but it’s averaging about two days per hour now.”
Danato cringed. “Christ, that means she’s been in there for nearly five months.”
“Closer to six.”
Danato clenched his fist and tapped it against his desk. He tried to remember how long it took him to get over Olivia’s death. Considering that he hadn’t fully recovered until Ethan and Cori came into his life, that wasn’t the best example. However, he remembered burying himself in his work for at least six months before he came up for air and started taking part in his usual activities. “Okay,” he breathed. “You just keep an eye on her for me. When you see her, tell her…” Danato sighed. “Tell her that I…”
“I’ll tell her, sir,” Chuck offered without the sentence being completed.
“Thanks, Chuck.” Danato hung up the phone and headed over to the laundry room to put a load in to wash. Much like a college student, Cori was still stopping by to drop off her dirty clothes and pick up new, but she always came and went when Danato wasn’t around. He knew she was avoiding him. He could only imagine how much she regretted her decision to kill her son. She probably hated him just as much for pushing her into that decision.
His first concern was that Cori might try to hurt herself. He couldn’t remember how many times thoughts of suicide had crossed his mind after Olivia died. Grief was one thing, but combined with guilt, it was too much.
Danato reached into the basket to pull out the clothes he needed to wash. His hand hit something sharp, and he drew back with a hiss. He looked down at the puncture wound in his palm that stung like an acid burn. As he examined the wound, he saw the surrounding tissue blanch, and the discoloration spread across his skin like a frosty snowflake. Before it could reach his fingers, it relented. The white tissue slowly returned to normal, and a single drop of blood emerged. Danato wiped it away, but there was no injury beneath it.
He stared at the clothing in the basket, searching for the cause of his temporary pain. His heart pounded with dread as he reached in for the pants that he suspected were concealing the weapon. He carefully pulled them out and searched the pockets. From a leg pocket holster, he drew out a six-inch rod that to the untrained eye might have looked like an ill-designed ice pick or awl, but he already knew what it was before his eyes landed on the medallion at its head. Danato dropped the pants and backed out of the laundry room. He gripped the rod in his hand, feeling the glacial metal pressing into his skin. It was enough to burn him, but he didn’t care. He had already been burned; he just hadn’t realized it until that moment. His legs moved even before his mind reached a conclusive decision about his potential retaliation for this betrayal.
He left the house without a coat or any concern about his current state of dress. He wasn’t sure what Belus thought when he stormed into the prison office five minutes later in his bathrobe, but the cross look on his face surely would have left no room for humor. 
Belus looked up from his paperwork, saw his face, and frowned. “What now?”
Danato stepped forward and dropped the awl on the desk. Belus looked down at the object. “Did you know about this?”
Belus looked up at him. “What?” he asked, legitimately confused.
“Did you give her that?” Danato was yelling now. He couldn’t explain his anger. His trust in Belus had always been implicit. For him to go behind his back in this way was unfathomable. And yet, how else would Cori have known about this device? They kept the details of the prop room objects very guarded.
“What are you talking about?” Belus picked up the tool and examined it as if he didn’t recognize it. Perhaps he didn’t, since Danato had been the one to stab it into his chest. “I didn’t give Cori this.”
“Did you tell her about it?” Danato asked. “Were you part of it?”
“Part of what, Danato?”
Danato ripped the pick from his hand and held up the gold medallion topper for him to see the Papa Legba design. “How did Cori know about the voodoo pin?”
Belus leaned back in the chair, realization hitting him like a slap in the face. He was already contemplating the many ways this discovery could be problematic. However, at the end of his internal contemplation, a small smile perched on his lips. “She must have seen it in my file.”
“You showed her your file.”
“Danato, Cori is a clever girl. Whether I showed her or she found it, there is nothing I can do to prevent her from using the knowledge available to her.”
“Do you realize what this means?” Danato asked.
Belus lost his smile. For once, the stoic man looked fearful. He shook his head slowly. “Maybe it doesn’t mean what you think it means.”
“And in what world would that ever be true when Cori is involved?” Danato turned and left the office.
“Danato!” Belus shouted down the hall after him, but he didn’t wait to listen to his reason. He was so sick of the lies. The danger Cori had put them in was unforgivable. He had never expected her to surrender her son without a fight, and apparently she hadn’t. The question in his mind was how far she would go to protect a living god.
Danato caught sight of Belus approaching the elevator just as the doors closed. His second did not look happy with him. Perhaps Belus hadn’t known about the plan after all, but if he didn’t have Danato’s back now, then he just needed to stay out of it.
When the doors opened on the den’s level, he found Belus standing outside the elevator. He looked at him and the other elevator. “How did you…”
“Apparently, she’s siding with me on this one.”
“And which side is that?”
Belus didn’t answer for a moment. He swallowed hard and shook his head. “I’m going in with you.”
“Fine.” Danato pushed past him and shoved open the heavy metal door leading onto the bubble's home floor. Chuck jumped and looked back at him. He pulled his hands from the shimmering orb.
“Oh, hey, I was just about to pull her out.” Chuck checked his watch that was synced with Cori’s on the other side. A complicated piece of tech that Chuck’s programming skills had helped invent.
“Don’t bother. We are going in.”
“Oh.” Chuck looked around as if he had forgotten something. “You know, she’s pretty particular about her timeline. Maybe I should just pull her out and you—”
Danato clamped his hand over Chuck’s mouth. “I appreciate your loyalty to Cori, especially now that Ethan is gone. I’m glad she can rely on you for help. But I think you know that there is more going on inside this bubble than she’s telling any of us. What I don’t appreciate is your helping her keep those secrets?”
Danato released Chuck’s face, and the man straightened up tall. “With all due respect, Warden, I think you misunderstand the meaning of loyalty then.”
Danato let the man walk away without correcting him. He really was just trying to help. He just didn’t fully understand what he was helping with. His anger needed to be directed at Cori and her duplicitous nature. Danato and Belus stood side by side at the entry point that had been mapped out on the sphere since his visits many years ago. There was no need to hold hands since they would arrive at ground level.
He stepped inside, feeling the instantaneous pull on his body. Though very little of him was really moving, it still felt like a roller coaster drop. When he felt everything steady again, he opened his eyes.
Blank white walls and floor stared back at him. He looked to his right and saw Belus looking around with the same confusion on his face. They were back in the prison. No bubble. No Chuck. No monitoring station. Just a vast empty room and the doors behind them. “What is this? Please don’t tell me the bubble grew again.”
“If it had Chuck would still be here,” Belus surmised.
They wandered out the door to the elevators. One of the carriages arrived promptly, announcing its arrival with a melodious high-pitched ping instead of the pathetic ponk sound his elevators made. Belus and he exchanged looks before stepping inside.
They didn’t even make a selection before the doors reopened on the main level without so much as a single butterfly in his stomach to indicate they had gone down. Danato peeked out before exiting the carriage. Belus came out after him and nodded toward the gym.
Danato moved to the door that should have led to the gym. A painted skull and crossbones took the place of the official plastic gymnasium sign. He looked through the window in the door and saw a vortex. It was a slow blur of white and gray, as if someone was melting the gym. He looked at Belus, who was also viewing the odd spectacle.
Belus shook his head. “I’m sure this is just an interpretation of the Earth Barrier.”
“A brick wall is an interpretation of a barrier. That is something else entirely.”
“Come on, let’s find Cori. I think I know where she’ll be.”
Danato followed Belus out the back exit. Night was already falling outside this pseudo-prison. In addition, the air was warm. Trees and extravagant gardens filled the courtyard. Unlike the outbuildings on his property, the bubble’s collapse had not damaged the auxiliary structures in this place.
“Belus, what is this?” Danato asked, though he suspected he already knew the answer.
“This is what the entity has created for her.” Belus looked at him. “A world of her very own.” He nodded toward the house at the far corner of the property. His house. Or perhaps this one was Cori’s house. An exact duplicate, right down to the roof tiles. “A place for her to hide in.”
Danato tightened the belt on his robe and stood up straight. “I guess it’s time that we found her.”
Danato had walked the distance between the prison and his home a thousand times and then some, but this was the first time that his feet slowed to a stop at his front door. He even debated knocking, as if he might be intruding. Which was ridiculous, of course. This was his home—just an imaginary version of it.
“Perhaps only one of us should go in,” Belus suggested, no doubt feeling the same hesitation to interrupt Cori’s personal space.
“No.” He shook his head. “This we do together,” he insisted. For once, he wanted to stand united with Belus. Not a good guy, bad guy routine, just an immutable force. 
He pushed open the door slowly and quietly. He stepped inside without difficulty and, to his surprise, so did Belus. Apparently, this house didn’t hold a grudge against him.
Slanted rays from the sunset, coming through the windows, tinted the main floor of the house orange. Despite the fire crackling in the fireplace, the space was cooler than the outside. Cori was sitting on the couch with her back to them. Her head was downcast as if she were reading.
He circled around to confront her and found that she had indeed been reading. Right up until she had fallen asleep sitting up.
Before he could debate how to awaken her, Belus dropped the heavy voodoo pin on the coffee table. The clatter against the glass top startled Cori into consciousness. She looked up at Danato and her eyes widened. “Danato.” She tossed aside her book and scooted forward to stand. She stopped at the edge of the couch when she saw the source of the noise that had awoken her. Her gaze drifted from the medallion-headed pick to Belus.
Danato watched the standoff between them. Belus never had the ability to intimidate Cori, but he had something that no one else did. He could dangle his approval and make her jump for it. Danato had never understood the connection between them and likely never would, but he was glad there was someone in this prison she dreaded disappointing—even if it wasn’t him.
“Why don’t you walk us through it, Cori,” Danato said.
Cori picked up the voodoo pin. “I think it’s pretty self-explanatory.” She rubbed her finger over the emblem. “The genie needed a warm body, so I brought him a cold one.”
“There were no guarantees that would work,” Belus said. “It’s not easy to pull one over on a cosmic being.”
“I didn’t need to pull one over on him… just you two.” Cori’s eyes landed on Danato, and he realized at that moment she had no expectations of tricking the genie—just him. After all, he was the most pressing threat at that moment. He was the one threatening to kill her child. The genie was only threatening to possess him.
“You risked the safety of the human race for one boy?” It wasn’t a question so much as an accusation.
“Not just a boy. My son.”
“If the genie had gotten to him—”
“He didn’t,” Cori snapped. “And neither did you. It was a risk, but it paid off.”
“For now,” Danato amended. “But what happens when he leaves the schism?”
Cori rolled her jaw. She had likely already contemplated that scenario. “He doesn’t have to. As you can see, we have everything we need right here.”
Danato scanned the room, now noticing the subtle differences between his home and Cori’s. The modern stove and fridge were gone, replaced by antiquated devices. Quite literally a wood-burning stove and if he wasn’t mistaken, the icebox standing in place of the fridge probably had a big block of ice in it. Electrical parts were always harder for the entity, so his appliances had to be brought in to ensure that they worked properly. The laundry room probably contained a hand-crank washer. Thus, the reason Cori was still bringing him dirty clothes.
“You’ve already been in here for six months.” Cori’s eyes danced over the floor as if calculating her time in. It no doubt
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