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			Dedication

			To my wife, Kris.

			She puts up with my insanity.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			“We fight and we fight…mainly against ourselves.”

			~L. Taylor~

			How much worse can things get? That thought runs through Allison Petrovsky’s mind as she stands, hands cuffed behind her back, with her pixie-cut, pink hair disheveled and mascara dried in extended drips down her face. She struggles against the urge to break down in tears as a cop grips her arm. She watches the lobby television trying not to cry, but her attention turns from the newscaster rattling on about the World Health Organization’s search for a location to build a new facility to the doors of the West Haven police station parting ways for her father, Vistrus. His ice-cold stare pierces his daughter, freezing her in some reverted state to when she was a young girl, learning right from wrong. Right now, at this moment, she already knows she was wrong, even before his stone-cold stare impaled her. At least his paternal ability to inflict fear has distracted the hysterics simmering below the surface.

			Vistrus steps to her, turning his attention to the officer holding her arm. Vistrus notices old scarring on the officer’s hands and a familiar undertone to the color of his eyes. “Are you in?”

			The officer nods his head. His whispers are quiet enough that most would think he is mumbling to himself. “I am in as they put out the star-light.”

			Vistrus’s smile relaxes to one far more comfortable for such an uncomfortable situation.

			The officer unlocks the cuffs binding Allison. With her hands freed, she gives her wrists an obligatory, soothing rub.

			“Are you hurt?” His parental concern shines through.

			Allison lowers her eyes to the ground, shaking her head.

			That one word, “hurt,” rings through her mind, tearing her back to the hole she dug—frantic conversations with a deceased friend and how it can’t be. No. It can’t. The tears well back up.

			“Is my car in one piece?” His tone grows sterner with the knowledge his daughter came through the event unharmed.

			Reluctance to answer overtakes her, sinking her head lower. She knows he has no idea what transpired. To her father, her action indicates another sign of rebellious youth. Decisions made by someone not as mature as she should be. Little does he know there is so much more to it. The tears push their way closer to the surface.

			Vistrus turns back to the officer, hoping for a response.

			“Mostly. It’ll need some repairs. Looks like she hit a boulder or swiped a tree,” the officer fills him in. “Must’ve hit a patch of black ice.”

			Vistrus places his index finger under his daughter’s chin, raising her head. “What did you hit? Ice?”

			She does not answer, instead pulling her head away from his finger and turning her stare to the terrazzo floor below. “Can we talk in the car?” Her tone rings meek and apologetic. Her blurred gaze fixates on tears that broke past the surface and are falling, wetting the floor below.

			Vistrus takes a deep breath in. “Of course. I am just glad you are not hurt.” He turns to the bench behind him. “Take a seat. I need to speak with the officer.”

			Allison trudges to the bench as her tears continue to well up and fall. The weight of her actions slows her down.

			“My car?” Vistrus’s words are short and to the point.

			The officer pulls out a pocket notebook and tears off a page. “All the information is on there: the tow lot, her charges, fines, etc. All payable through the town website.”

			Vistrus notices the letters “DUI” were crossed off and replaced with “diabetic reaction to low blood sugar.” He eyes the officer with a raised brow.

			“No one was injured. Just your car and some bushes she trimmed. I felt no need to further affect her future more than the punishment she will inevitably dole out herself.” The officer nods in recognition of the favor he did for both Petrovskys.

			“Thank you.” Vistrus turns to gather his child.

			Allison rises from the bench. Eying a spot on the bench dampened by her tears, the phrase once again runs through her mind. How much worse can this get?

			The officer whispers as they head to the door, “Are you in?”

			Vistrus stops for a moment to whisper back, “I am in a night chilly and dark.”

			In the parking lot of the West Haven police station, Allison opens the passenger door to her father’s Porsche, kicking sludge off her shoes as she enters. A rare moment that she gets to ride in it. However, she feels this occasion will not be one she holds dear.

			Shutting the door as he swings his feet in, he turns to his daughter. “I am glad you are not hurt.”

			Again, Allison’s reluctance prevents her from saying anything. She knows his words might be baited, so she gives an acknowledging nod as she fails to hold back tears.

			“Have I ever given you a reason to think you could not come to me?” His voice struggles to remain calm.

			She shakes her head, avoiding eye contact.

			“No head shaking. You made adult decisions with adult consequences; use adult words. You are not a child anymore.” Irritation rises in his voice.

			“What do you want to hear?” Allison swings her head to her father, searching for answers. He completely misses or ignores the agitation in her voice.

			“What is my first rule?” A simple response in calmer words.

			“That I come home safe,” she replies without hesitation. “But…”

			“But nothing. And my second?” he continues his pop quiz.

			“Dad, you’re not…” she tries to interrupt.

			“And my second?” He ignores her pleas.

			“That I don’t get a scratch on me or the car.” She tries to hold her head up as the words, the guilt, and the tears weigh her down. “It’s not that simple, Dad. There’s so much you don’t understand.”

			Her tears take over as she starts sobbing. The weight in her chest with each heave makes her feel like she can’t stop. The pressure and force behind each cry weigh her down like an elephant stepping down onto her. She rubs the snot, tears, and smeared mascara from her face.

			“I am trying to understand. Help me understand how drinking and driving play into not breaking the second rule.” He takes a deep breath. That last question concludes his pop quiz.

			Allison’s mind races. Her eyes shift as she searches her thoughts for the words that won’t sound defensive. “It’s not that simple. It’s not like it was some act of teenage rebellion!”

			“You did not drink, then drive?” Vistrus’s eyes grow in paternal anger.

			“Yes! I did! Fine. Your little girl drank, then drove.” It finally spills forth. A truth she has long denied doing on previous occasions, all culminating in tonight’s events. “I drank, but it’s not why I hit him—” Allison cuts off her words.

			“So, it is not what you hit, but who?” A tint of red stains his face. The restraint in his voice keeps him from shouting. “Who did you hit?”

			“Dad.” The only word she can muster as her hysterics take over all actions. Tears fall into her hands as snot drips from her nose.

			The sounds of despair fill the car as her mind tries to grasp the reality of the night’s events.

			Vistrus’s signature restraint has abandoned him. His voice booms, “Who did you hit?!”

			Allison’s tears stream down her mascara-mottled face. She buries her face in her hands even as her nose drips through her fingers.

			A realization washes over Vistrus. The officer said she hit a boulder or tree. There must have been nobody there—no body at the scene.

			He slows his breathing. An exercise that, to him, always seemed much easier to control when transitioning in and out of his Legendary form versus this instance of dealing with his daughter.

			“Allison, why did the police not find a body? Did you hide it somewhere?” All anger has left his tone. Now, concern dominates his emotion.

			“Not his body.” Simple words uttered by a confused, hysterical young woman. But simple words can mean so much more.

			A meaning not lost on her father. “Who is he that you hit and whose body did you hide if not his? What’s going on?”

			Caught in ever-growing hysteria, Allison pulls her hands away from her face. She sees the faded, black mascara smudged onto her palms like some metaphor. A metaphor that does nothing to calm her down. Sobbing, she turns to her father. “Scarlett and Connor! I was going to visit Scarlett at the cemetery. I saw Connor leaving and found her dead at her parents’ grave. She was dead. I didn’t know what to do. I freaked out. Remembered a dream I had where I buried her, so I buried her. But then, driving back to find you or Connor or someone to talk to, I hit him. I don’t know how. I was speeding down Osceola or Monitor or some street, and he was just there. I veered into the bushes, and he was gone. Gone. Daddy, I don’t know what to do. Scarlett is lying in a ditch I dug in some forest preserve, and I may have mortally wounded my boyfriend, who may have killed his own cousin.”

			She returns to burying her head in her hands, continuing to sob. The events replay in her mind. She sees it again in the slow motion of her mind’s memory—the sight of Connor flipping over the hood of her car, panic filling his eyes, as he glimpses her behind the driver’s seat. She saw the panic in his eyes turn to confusion upon seeing her. The sound of his body thudding simultaneously against the car, bush, and concrete echoes in her mind. Nausea pulls her from her thoughts as the scene repeats. Instead of thinking about her boyfriend, who may or may not be lying in a ditch somewhere dying, she gets to stare at the grave disappointment and worry etched on her father’s face.

			Vistrus, in all his centuries, has never been in a situation like this. He has never had a twenty-year-old daughter, and definitely not a daughter in this predicament. Now he has to figure out how to deal with these wounds.

			Vistrus starts the car, having sat in the police parking lot for far longer than anticipated. He drives away, listening to the worry in his daughter’s cries.

			With the events of the past three years, Vistrus must figure out what led Connor to such an extreme measure, how to help Scarlett, and make sure his daughter survives all this. For now, home to help get Allison cleaned up. Then, he can worry about Scarlett. A plan of action sprouts in his head. In Allison’s head, however, that same phrase plays on loop in her mind. How much worse can things get?
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			Eleanor’s tears break the heavy silence surrounding her. Her house, normally filled with the joy of loved ones, now sits empty, drowning in sadness and sorrow.

			She stares at the blood covering her hands. The blood of her beloved Nick, her confidant and best friend for more days than anyone can count, covers her as she cradles him. The years that became centuries of bonding and being lifelong partners all led to this.

			Eleanor strokes his hair, crying for him to stay with her. She rocks him, attempting some sort of comfort or solace. Legends die and resurrect, an occurrence every Legend experiences at least once in their lifetime. A car accident bringing about freckles or a deep tan they did not have before. A fire leaving their eyes changed when they return. With each new return, a new name. An act symbolizing a new family member took their place in the community. A cover, a story to keep them and their conditions hidden. A Legend resurrecting is not a matter of if in The Nation, but a matter of when. The certainty of the situation does not make it much easier when it does happen. But something in this moment does not sit right with Eleanor—a violence that was not opportunistic. She sees intense anger and hatred when looking at her husband’s wounds—an intentional overkill.

			She rocks his body back and forth. The distant sounds of sirens bring no solace to her ears. The wall behind her—broken and torn. His 21-gram vial lies open; hers stands unopened and untouched. This final end to his life while she continues on. No more shall he rise up a little older, a little wiser. No more shall she wake up to his smile or hear him tell her how much he still loves her after all these years.

			His last words echo through her mind. “Connor. Not what you think.” Connor did this to him. He told her. The last four words Nick spoke are lost on her. Connor did this. Her own grandson killed his own grandfather. In her husband’s final act, he leaves the world with a smile on his face as the last glimmer of life fades from his eyes.

			Now, of her last two grandchildren, she will never be able to look at the only male heir the same. No matter the circumstances behind his decision to take a life, she will only see this moment in her mind when she looks at Connor. The sight of him will always remind her of her husband’s dying words and, in her mind, will be motion pictures of how she envisions the struggle played out.

			EMTs rush through the door, medic bags in hand. They pause for a moment at the carnage before them before collecting themselves. Turning to see Nick, they set down their bags near his body.

			“Ma’am, we need to tend to him. Please. We need room,” an EMT pleads with her.

			Eleanor holds him against her chest, reluctant to let go.

			“Please, ma’am, if you want us to try to help.” He again tries using his words to get her to move.

			Finally, Eleanor sets Nick down and steps aside. She reaches for her amulet, smearing it with blood as she strokes it, trying to find some sense of calm. An amulet that has been a reminder to her for far too long about the choices she made. Eleanor can’t help but wonder if they have all led up to this moment—if she harbors some responsibility for the blood on her hands.

			Eleanor watches the EMTs trying in vain to resuscitate Nick. After numerous futile attempts at cardiac compressions and several jolts with a defibrillator, the EMTs unroll the inevitable end to their visit—the body bag.

			A tear runs down her cheek as Nick disappears behind the zipper closing over his face … forever gone to the other side. She can’t help but wonder why Connor did such a thing. Nick’s final words, the message he tried to tell her as he passed away, replay over and over in her mind. How can Connor not be who she thinks? Now, she is left alone to ponder if it matters why Connor did this. But when the why is all that remains, it matters very much.
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			Brianna and Duncan squeeze next to each other in an otherwise empty booth at Manic Monday’s, the local, over-priced, 300-grams-of-fat-per-entrée-fried-food chain restaurant. A mix of half-eaten appetizers and scribbled-on paper cover their table. Their jackets lie next to them on the booth seat.

			Duncan feeds Brianna a mozzarella stick. “We have time, ya know. We don’t have to plan our entire wedding shower and wedding in one night.”

			Bri swallows the cheese stick. “But I’m so excited! Aren’t you excited? It’s a very … exciting time. Don’t cha think?” An ear-to-ear smile breaks out.

			With a smile to join hers, Duncan shakes his head in agreement. Taking a drink of his soda, he adds, “We need to prioritize. Everything we need to plan is scattered.” He gestures at the mess in front of him. “We need to make a to-do list.”

			“Well, like, what’s the first thing we check off?” Bri starts gathering the mess of papers.

			Duncan grabs her hand, stopping her. “Besides breaking the news to our friends? How about a date?”

			“A date? Aren’t we on a date?” Bri misses the meaning.

			Duncan sets her hand free, a chuckle escaping him. “I mean a date for the wedding. Nothing to plan if we don’t know it’s gonna happen.”

			“A date, huh? Summer.” Her excitement swells, “A June wedding. Ooh, no! Christmas! No. New Year’s.” Her voice finds resolution.

			“Eve or Day?” Duncan swallows a fried green bean.

			“Eve,” she squeaks. “Day. No Eve. No Day.”

			“Very decisive.” Duncan switches to a nacho.

			“Let’s decide on that later. But New Year’s for sure.” Bri beams with joy.

			“Great. This year or next? I mean, this year will be very fast. Might come off as rushed. If we wait ‘til next year, we’ll have plenty of time to get all the details sorted out. Give you the wedding you deserve. The one you always wanted.” Duncan washes down his food.

			Bri pauses all motion. The reality of what they are planning starts setting in. “This is really happening, isn’t it?”

			Duncan takes pause in her words. “Only if you want it to.”

			A hint of uncertainty creeps out in her smile. “It’s just all so surreal.”

			She continues to smile, watching Duncan toss down another bite of food. As fast as the excitement of the idea of being married lifted her to the clouds, she finds herself suddenly slammed onto the ground. An impact not unnoticed by Duncan.

			He gathers all their scribblings before turning to her. He grabs her hand, cradling it between his. “Love, I can see something is written all over your face. It’s there. Just not sure what it says.”

			Bri’s smile widens while looking at everything around her. She searches for the words to say, but nothing comes to mind.

			“Wanna tell me what it says, or you gonna look at everything but me while I guess?” Duncan’s demeanor turns to worry.

			She turns to him, forcing herself to keep eye contact. “Everything’s changing. I’m barely into my college years. Well, would-be college years. It’s been a crazy past couple of years. And all I can think about is all the years ahead. Everything is different. Everything will be different. And I want it. I want you. It’s just a lot to take in. Sometimes, it’s a bit overwhelming.”

			Duncan nods in understanding. “Let’s put this on hold for the night. We can plan all this out as slow or as fast as we want. It’s our wedding. Our life. Our future. Our plans to do on our time.”

			She hears his words, but each time he says “our,” her mind feels nails being driven in by some proverbial hammer into some proverbial coffin of her freedom and individuality. With each “our” he speaks, the hammer hits harder and harder in her mind—a feeling causing her to fidget in her seat. As her mind urges her to run as far as she can, she stays in the booth but pushes on the table, sliding a few inches away from him.

			“I do want this. But it’s a lot. I don’t understand what it all means. I mean, I do, and I don’t. Yes, there is this idea, this picture of what being married is that’s pushed upon us from a young age. A happy marriage with a happy husband and wife and two-point-five kids surrounded by a white picket fence. A life where I make dinner while drinking martinis or wine, and you come home to freshly cooked meals and a bottle of beer, and it’s this image of moments that they make kids focus on and obsess over. But home-cooked meals are moments. Not a marriage. And what do we expect of each other? I mean, I don’t even know what changes. Does nothing change except for a ring on my finger and a piece of paper that says we are married? Will people look at us strangely for being so young and married? Once we’re married, will everyone start badgering us about when I am going to pop out kids? Then what? I mean, it’s so much, and I want my future to be with you, Duncan. But it’s scary. Ya, know?” She calms her hysterics down to find Duncan smiling instead of jumping up and running away. “You’re smiling.”

			He nods. “You aren’t the only one in this relationship who has thought all those things. I’m in this, too, and I want to figure out all those things with you. They scare me a bit, sure. But they don’t scare me off. They are the things life throws at us, and I want to figure them out with you. I want to figure out how to navigate this thing called life with you. Not with anyone else. But only if you want me by your side.”

			As his words were meant to help assure her and ease her mind, the nails that had been hammered into the proverbial coffin moments ago are clawed out. Bri leans into Duncan, resting her head on his shoulder. For the moment, she rests a little easier, a little more sure. But even though the nails have been removed from the proverbial coffin, the lid still rests on top.
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			Meanwhile, watching Bri and Duncan from the corner of her eye, December Childers sits at the bar near their booth. She feels the muscles in her cheeks try to pull a smile, but she withstands. Not out of a disdain for youth or the two young adults specifically, but out of ages trying to get over her own whimsy for more innocent times. She turns back to long-time confidant, Raymond Chandler, who sips a cold, pale yellow beer, enjoying a night of good food and simple pleasures. She continues staring past Raymond, who is too entrenched in his own thoughts that she doesn’t want to disturb him. Across the bar, she spots Linda Espinoza, though she knows it is an impossibility. Linda Espinoza, teacher extraordinaire, who was killed by West Haven’s own Allison Petrovsky, could not be sitting here while she lies buried somewhere else. And while she may have been someone the students thought was one helluva teacher, Jack Taylor and those she kidnapped and killed before him would have a very different opinion. But there she sits; December would swear her life on it.

			She turns to Raymond, nudging his arm. “Hey, look across the bar. It’s Linda Espinoza.”

			Her words whisper in his head, but it is the nudge that makes him spill a little beer. “Impossible.” His words ring back into December’s mind. He looks across the bar to where December nodded her head, but Linda is nowhere to be seen.

			December turns her gaze back across the bar, also no longer seeing Linda. Seated where she was a moment ago is a face neither have seen in close to twenty years, that of Inessa Petrovsky. Both December and Raymond recognize her face, a face that should not be sitting there, either. A face that, much like Linda, has since passed away.

			Before either of them can be a hundred percent sure of what sits before their eyes, the face they believe to be Inessa Petrovsky turns around to greet someone.

			Both December and Raymond turn to each other in disbelief. In all their years, they have never seen the dead walk. They have met their fair share of those in the Tennyson Society who are called Undying, but none of them are actually dead. Both the faces that December saw, and the one face that Raymond saw, are deceased … passed on … crossed over. They should not be sitting at the bar across from them very much alive.

			With no time to process their disbelief, the figure turns around from greeting the man, though it is neither Inessa nor Linda who sits across the bar from them. As if the universe revels in playing tricks on them or that they each have had one too many more than they thought, it is now a large man with broad shoulders standing in the spot. A man that could be a spokesperson for lumberjacking, if such professions had spokespersons. This new acquaintance seated between them obscures his face.

			“Maybe we’ve had one too many,” December whispers in Raymond’s mind.

			Raymond shakes his head. “Something isn’t right,” he whispers back in her mind. “There’s a familiarity to him.”

			Both Raymond and December quiet their minds while they try to listen in. While it is not much, they do hear the word “Easpag” said a few times. Neither Raymond nor December is sure if Easpag is a title of someone based on its use or a name. From what they can hear, it sounds as if it is being used for a commanding rank in some organization. They put a pin in that note for a moment to listen for what else they can hear. Both Raymond and December keep hearing the two ask “who” over and over. As if both men across the bar are confused about who they are speaking of. The only other word they can clearly make out is the name Espinoza. December finds that interesting after swearing to have seen Linda seated there just moments ago. Also the words, The Nation, The Council, and Dryden Society, which the lumberjack of a man corrects himself to say Poe Society.

			For the moment, Raymond and December forget about the tricks their minds and eyes played on them in order to focus on the more pressing matter apparently at hand. Figuring out what an Easpag is and who they are talking about that they keep confusing each other, as well as how this all relates back to The Nation, The Council, and the Poe Society all seem to be far more imminent concerns than them seeing the long-dead after possibly a few too many drinks.

			December turns back to Bri and Duncan who are still snuggling up next to each other, oblivious to the world around them. A sense of calm washes over December. Something in the purity of the moment looking in from the outside. Neither of them seems to have a care in the world. But much like listening in on conversations not meant for them to hear, if she was listening to Brianna’s thoughts right now, the moment’s carefree innocence would not exist.

			[image: ]

			Connor rounds the corner of his block, keeping close to the bushes. He holds his head in his hands as he hobbles back to his house. Looking at the sky just above the roof line toward his grandmother’s house about a block over, he sees flashing lights peeking up. He doesn’t give it a second thought to the lights, as the impact from Allison’s car stings fresh on his bruised and possibly injured body. When he has time to check, he’ll examine the extent of any injuries, but for now, he has to get his cousin.

			Opening the door to his house, he calls out, “Scarlett! Al’s in trouble! Come on!”

			No response.

			He makes his way to her bedroom, calling for her once more. “Scar! Come on! We gotta help Allison!”

			He opens the door to her bedroom and finds it empty. He peeks his head into the room a tad farther, as if she is hiding in a corner, but still finds no one.

			“Scarlett?!”

			Connor makes his way through the entire house but cannot find Scarlett. He checks out back on the off chance she has decided on a different spot to relax but finds an empty yard—no signs of life in the house.

			Something inside his body starts ignoring the pain from the car crushing him. He knows he is injured, but the pain begins subsiding. A warmth washes over him despite the cold as his walk turns to a run toward his grandparents’ house and the flashing lights. He stands a little taller, the tenderness from the blow lessens with each step.

			The closer he gets to his destination, the brighter the lights. His mind stays occupied, trying to figure out why his pain diminished. He wants to know if this is a good thing—as if he somehow healed. Connor wonders if this could be part of his Legendary state. Or is this a bad thing, like when a body is about to give out and the nervous system stops working? Though, he figures if his body was about to let go of this life, he would not be running full speed.

			All thoughts of pain, life, and death leave his head upon realizing the flashing lights are in front of his grandparents’ house. He slows his run to a stroll, counting one ambulance, two squad cars, four police officers searching the area with one talking with his grandmother, Eleanor, and two paramedics loading a body bag on a gurney into the ambulance.

			The conversation his ears pick up half a block away between his grandmother and an officer, as well as a news reporter on the scene getting her preliminary scoop, causes his pace to slow even further and duck behind a hedgerow.

			“I came home and found him,” Eleanor says, holding back hysterics.

			“Do you have any idea who did this? Was there anyone else in the house at any point?” the officer questions her regarding possible suspects.

			The officer notices Eleanor’s hesitation to respond. Something in the far-away, squinted stare alerts the officer she may be holding something back.

			“Ma’am, if you know something, not telling us will only make things worse,” the officer adds, digging for a response.

			Eleanor takes a deep breath to calm her nerves. “He said something to me. As he lay in my arms.”

			“What did he say, miss?” the officer urges.

			“That Connor, my grandson, was … that something was wrong with him.” She looks at the officer. “I don’t know what that means.”

			The officer holds his pen to his notepad, ready to write. “What is Connor’s last name?”

			He writes “Connor DeSalvo” in his notepad as she answers his question.

			“Was Mr. DeSalvo over tonight? Do you think he might be involved?” The officer scrawls more notes.

			Eleanor’s eyes light up for a moment at the thought of her grandson. “Connor, no. He wouldn’t do such a thing.”

			The cop still waits on an answer. “But he was over?”

			The light in her eyes fades as she finally responds. “Yes. He was helping with some cleaning and organizing. But I don’t think Connor would do something like this. Oh, dear, I’ll have to tell Scarlett now. This won’t be easy.”

			“Ma’am,” the police officer grabs back her attention, “where can I find this Connor?” He jots down Connor’s address that she is reluctant to relinquish.

			The officer clicks the CB mounted on his shoulder. “I need an APB on one Connor DeSalvo…”

			The words fade from volume as the office rattles off his address over the CB radio. He watches two officers hop in a squad car and speed off in his direction. Connor ducks behind a bush before the headlights illuminate him. He realizes his home is no longer a place he can call a safe haven until he figures out what is happening. As the sound of squad cars fades, he watches and listens once more to the officer speaking with his grandmother.

			The cop holds out a business card for her. “If you hear from him or remember anything else, please give me a call.”

			Eleanor takes the card and nods in understanding but doesn’t say anymore as she heads back inside to face a world without her beloved Nick.

			From his hiding spot in the bushes, Connor watches the ambulance and police cars drive away, the perfect shot for the reporter to begin her piece. “A brutal murder has shattered the quiet Chicago suburb of West Haven this evening. Little is known at this time about the victim or the circumstances surrounding the crime, but police have noted that one Connor DeSalvo is a person of interest. Whether he is a suspect or someone with knowledge has yet to be disclosed. More to come as details emerge. Back to the studio with an update on the World Health Organization versus Six Flags.”

			Wrapping up their broadcast and taking off, the news van leaves Connor alone in the bushes for no small amount of time to ponder all he’s heard. The moon in the sky moves far past where it began, as the late-night silence weighs heavy in the air. He listens to the world around him but hears only nocturnal creatures skittering about. Finally taking a moment to check himself over, he sees wounds that, at first, should have seemed near mortal, if not mortal, have almost healed. A moment later, he climbs out from the bushes and takes cautious steps toward his grandparents’ home.

			He walks up the driveway, but before he can get to the door, his ears are filled with the sounds of his grandmother weeping. A sensed absence stops him from taking another step; no sounds from his grandfather. His mind flashes to the body bag being loaded onto the ambulance and what the news anchor said, and it all comes together.

			His knees collapse under him, sending him to the ground once more tonight. Connor lies on the damp driveway, uncaring if anyone sees him, even after what he heard. All he can do is listen to his grandmother cry. His strength abandons him, leaving him to lie there thinking about all the memories he has to carry with him of his family and how little is left. He listens to the muffled sound of love, loss, and grief from inside, all pouring out from his grandmother.

			After listening to his grandmother’s sorrowful cries for long enough to make him feel like he is somehow invading her privacy, Connor acknowledges that he can’t lie here forever, even though it seems the only option. He has to figure out how he somehow plays into all of this and sort it all out before anyone else gets killed.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			“It’s the unfortunate state of how things have always been.”

			~N. DeSalvo~

			Vistrus speeds down the road toward Scarlett’s house, hands tapping the steering wheel in anxious worry. “Is her house okay?”

			Allison stares out the window as the street flies by, the events replay in her mind in vivid detail. She doesn’t hear her father’s words.

			“Is her house in order?” he repeats himself, turning to her in frustration but noticing her distracted state. “Allison,” he barks.

			She snaps out of her daytime nightmare. “Yeah, sorry.”

			“Have you been to her home since you,” he realizes the next words may sit heavy and slows himself, “laid her down?”

			“No. Why?” Allison doesn’t understand why he asks what he asks.

			Vistrus runs through the usual spots, like behind China cabinets, where Legends keep their 21-gram vials. Though, with everything that happened to Scarlett’s parents when she was a baby, he thinks the go-to spot isn’t where Ken and Tracy hid them. Perhaps it is behind the bathroom mirror or medicine cabinet. He realizes the thoughts that plague him at this moment are moot if the walls rest undisturbed. On a far more morbid note, the thoughts are moot if the vials have been opened. So, for now, he concentrates on driving.

			It doesn’t take long before his car stops outside the home. There are no lights on, and no cars sit in the driveway. Approaching the house, Vistrus finds a bit of comfort in that both the screen and front doors are closed and locked.

			Seeing her dad jiggle the locked knob, she pulls out her set of keys. “I got a spare.”

			Vistrus stands aside so his daughter can let them inside.

			They find the house undisturbed upon entry. A wave of relief swells up, but he stands reluctant to let the initial findings lull him into a false sense of security.

			“What exactly are we looking for, Dad?” Allison searches for something out of place.

			“You will know. A wall that has been punched through. Something big.” Vistrus’s words are vague but paint a proper picture for his daughter to follow.

			A thorough search reveals nothing out of the ordinary. That wave of relief finally washes over Vistrus, a dim light in weary times.

			“All quiet on the western front.” Allison seems happy in their search efforts.

			With a raised brow at his daughter, he notes, “I did not know you are familiar with that book.”

			“What book?” Allison’s quick response causes him to smile at her colloquial yet uninformed knowledge.

			“Never mind. This,” he gestures to the undisturbed house, “is a good sign for Scarlett. Let us go.”

			“Where?”

			He replies not with words but with steps out the door.

			[image: ]

			Connor watches, hidden in the shadows, as Allison and Vistrus leave his house. He wants to run to her and tell her he is alive. Seeing no signs the police have been by and not hearing any approaching cars, he wants to run to them and proclaim his innocence. But he knows charging out from the shadows while wanted for questioning in a murder would not be the brightest move. Instead, he listens, waiting for them to leave.

			“So, she’ll be all right, and I didn’t kill my boyfriend. That’s a couple of good things we got going for us. And, well, I guess for them as well. I mean, I don’t know many people who would rather be dead,” Allison stumbles through unsure thoughts.

			Vistrus clicks the key fob to unlock the car door. “Yes, I guess you are correct. They are good things. After taking care of Scarlett, we shall find Connor.”

			A hushed cough from the bushes grabs their attention. A moment of tension for Allison. She knows that cough. She loves that cough—a small sound that fills her with mixed emotions. Love, relief, confusion, frustration, and too many more to list all flood her at that moment. Her father, on the other hand, remains calm and collected but does not miss the elation on Allison’s face.

			“Mr. DeSalvo,” Vistrus whispers. “It is safe for the moment.” His tone takes an air of defensiveness not usually reserved for those he knows. “But keep your distance.”

			Connor takes a few cautious steps out from behind the bushes. His eyes meet Allison’s, and he is pulled back to the impact of his body versus the car—the look of abject horror on his girlfriend’s face as he flipped over the car. But here he stands in the driveway, and he needs to explain what’s happening as much as he needs things explained.

			“I’m not sure what’s going on,” he starts at warp speed, talking to Allison. “I mean, I know Grandpa…” He slows for a split second but knows that he might not have the time to grieve. “Well, but I am not sure how they think I did it.” He turns to Mr. Petrovsky. “You know me. I wouldn’t do this. It wasn’t me. I was walking home from watching a friend die.”

			Vistrus holds up his hand. “What happened to Nick? What friend did you watch die?”

			“Rex?” Allison asks with wide eyes before Connor can respond.

			Connor nods his head. “I got him there too late.” He turns to Vistrus. “He was a friend. You probably never met him, but he was good. A Normal, as you say, but good. Grandpa … you haven’t heard?”

			“Heard what?” Vistrus’s voice grows impatient.

			“Dead. They think I killed him. But I didn’t. I didn’t kill my own grandpa or Rex. I don’t know why this is happening.”

			“How do you know they think you killed him?” Vistrus is cautious with his words as flooding grief washes over him. “Start from the beginning.”

			“We got into a fight. A bad one. That guy, Ashby. He was trying to recruit kids, teens, whatever. Some organization to separate the men from the Men.” Before Vistrus or Allison can respond, Connor clarifies. “Small M and big M. But things went south, fast. Rex was injured really bad. I took him to the hospital as they worked on him—”

			Vistrus interrupts, “You took a Legend to the hospital?”

			Connor shakes his head. “He is … was a Normal. I stayed with him. They stabilized him and everything. I was in his room, and something happened. I don’t know. But the machines made noise, and the doctors pushed me out. After a few minutes, they walked out, heads hung low. They told me the news. Said they would contact his family.”

			“Then what?” Vistrus asks, indicating Connor needs to get to the current situation at hand.

			“Then I was walking,” Connor continues. “Thinking about how I just saw another person die right next to me. I watched through the window. Well, tried to, but the pull shade thing was drawn shut. But I was walking, thinking, all up in my head, and the next thing I know I’m flying over a car. It all went so fast; I didn’t know what happened. After a moment, when I stopped seeing stars, I saw your car. Allison, you were still. You didn’t look hurt, but not moving. I ran to find Scarlett, but she wasn’t home. So I went to Grams to see if she was there, but before I got too close, I heard them. So, I hid. I heard Grams talking with the police. She said I was there helping them with some cleaning, except I wasn’t. I was with Rex in the hospital.”

			“If it wasn’t you I talked to at the cemetery with Scarlett, then who was it?” Allison’s concern rises as she voices a thought that pops into her head.

			Connor tilts his head at her words, unsure of what they could mean. “What did I say at the cemetery?”

			Before she speaks, Vistrus clears his throat, grabbing their attention.

			Raising a doubting eyebrow, Vistrus chimes in, “What you are implying is impossible. Everything you say implies the existence of shapeshifters, and those do not exist. They never have, except in myths and legends.” Vistrus searches for an answer that will not only remove any suspicion from Connor but also deny the reality that Nick DeSalvo is no longer among the living.

			“Myths and legends, Dad? Aren’t you always telling me that we’re Legends?” Allison snaps back.

			Vistrus turns to his daughter. “Point taken. The more likely scenario is that Connor is losing his memory and ability to control himself while he transitions. It happens … rarely, but it happens. This is where the werewolf legends the Normals know of were born.”

			“Mr. Petrovsky, you are telling me that in all the Legend community, Nation, whatever, there are only fairies, vampires, werewolves, and Undying? Nothing else at all?”

			“Each point of The Nation symbol stands for one of five Societies,” Vistrus starts. “And we are not vampires and werewolves. I wish you would stop calling yourselves such names.”

			“That’s only four, Daddy.” Allison wastes no time in pointing out the inconsistency.

			“The fifth is a Legend that died out long ago. It does not matter,” Vistrus tells them. He checks his surroundings to make sure no one is around to hear their conversation.

			“Are you sure they died out?” Connor pushes the subject.

			Vistrus does not nod or respond.

			“Then maybe it matters more than you think,” Connor continues.

			Vistrus nods. “The fifth point is for the Clochnawa—Stone Men. Near indestructible. Bones of steel and skin thicker than tanned leather. But they have not been seen for many years.”

			“And there is no other explanation?” Allison urges her dad to share more.

			He squints his eyes. “I am working on that.” He turns to Connor. “But I do believe that you would not do something like this of your own volition. I have to report this to The Council. I have to give your name.”

			Allison grabs her father’s arms, tugging on them. “Help him, Dad! You can’t turn him in!”

			Vistrus squints, trying to find a coherent thought in the torrent of pain he feels for the loss of Nick. “I have an obligation to The Nation, an obligation to do what is right for all humankind.”

			A desperation seeps out of Connor. “Am I no longer part of humanity?”

			Vistrus understands the multitude of meanings in Connor’s words. “Grab your things.” Vistrus motions to the house. “Find a safe place to hide. I mean, where no one will find you. Not myself, not Allison, not anyone. Do you understand?”

			Connor nods and faces Allison. “I love you.”

			Allison smiles, unable to find the words to say it back. “I’m sorry I hit you with my car.”

			Vistrus clears his throat.

			Allison corrects her words. “With my dad’s car.”

			Vistrus finds a brief moment to smile, not in the death of loved ones or the tribulation that lies ahead for Connor, but that in this moment, his throat clearing was meant to hurry up, not correct Allison on the proper possessive of his car.

			Connor shakes his head, waving it off. “I’ll be fine.”

			Vistrus chimes in, “There is no time for this.”

			“How do we find him?” Allison’s eager words cling to desperation.

			“We do not.” Vistrus dashes her hopes. “He stays hidden. If, and when, I can prove his innocence and guarantee his safety, I shall worry about finding him.”

			“What about The Council?” Connor brings up an unavoidable encounter.

			“I will tell them I could not find you. I will think of something. That is my concern. Staying safe is yours. Until we can sort things out, you must stay away. Now go.”

			Connor plants a deep, passionate kiss on Allison’s lips, a move he never would have dreamed of trying in front of her father a few months ago. Now, though, it seems that such things are trivial compared to what they face.

			Vistrus smiles, knowing his daughter has turned into a woman and one that he is proud of, despite recent events.

			As Connor turns to the house, Vistrus realizes one last thing that needs addressing. “Mr. DeSalvo, where is your car?”

			“Hospital. I needed to walk afterward. Never made it back.”

			Vistrus nods. “I will have it taken care of before someone finds it.” Vistrus gives one final warning as Connor again starts toward his home. “Connor.” He waits until Connor turns back. “Trust no one.”

			Connor nods.

			Inside his home, he keeps the lights off and his movements quiet in case anyone comes by looking for him. He gathers a few essentials that will keep him sane and healthy: a toothbrush and toothpaste, a few books to feed his mind, non-perishables and a can opener, and a few bags to pack it all. He checks Scarlett’s room, but she is not there. Even knowing his time is limited in this house, he does not want to leave. This is his home. If he leaves, Scarlett will be alone, and he does not want that for her.

			In his room, he lies down on his bed, looking at everything, memorizing everything he is about to leave behind. The temptation to fall asleep creeps into his mind, but he knows if he is to help himself and help solve his grandfather’s death, he cannot wallow in pity.

			He heads back to Scarlett’s room to leave her a note. Grabbing a notebook from her desk, he writes,

			Scarlett,

			I’m not sure what is happening. Grandpa is dead, and they are saying I did it. I am not sure why or how. I don’t know where you are, but I could use you right now. You’d know what to do. You always seem to know, but I can’t find you, and I have to go. I’ve been told to go. So, I guess I’m leaving. I don’t know where I’m going or when I’ll be back, but I have to somehow prove it wasn’t me. I don’t understand the world around me anymore. Just a few years ago, everything seemed so easy. Like I knew it all. Now it all seems impossible to understand. Everything that was once so close to me is so far away. Like my life is slipping. I didn’t get to properly say goodbye to anyone, and it’s making me feel like I abandoned them. I know I’m not, or, well, at least not permanently, but it still feels like I am. So, please, please let Allison know I love her and am sorry I can’t be there for her right now. Let her know that I’ll be back. Scarlett, please look out for our home. You’re the only one left to take care of it right now. Please, do what you all can to prove I am not the one who killed our grandfather. I love you all.

			Connor

			He sets the pen on the letter, grabs his bags, and exits his house, not knowing when or if he’ll ever be back.

			[image: ]

			A young Rajmund and Dášenka, covered in dirt, blood, and badly injured, hike through the woods. Leaves and dirt cling to their bodies, plastered on by blood and pus. Smoke from their burning village clouds the distant horizon behind them. Ahead in the distance, the sights and sounds of another village tease their senses. A renewed flow of energy grips them, speeding their step as they hurry toward this new town.

			While they approach the would-be savior of the village, the relief and joy fueling their tired bodies die as the villagers’ laughter comes into clear focus. However, it was not laughter they hear but sounds of terror. Armored infantry and cavalry invade the city, slashing down anyone in their way, shattering the peace felt seconds ago. The invading forces slaughter the villagers, decapitating them and placing their heads on stakes. A warning to anyone who might fight back.

			The destruction spanning before them tugs at their humanity. After the plague they lived through in their village and the slaughter of any who might have been infected, they cannot stand by watching as more innocent countrymen get slaughtered for no reason, other than where they live. Still unable to speak since drinking the concoction at the village hut, Rajmund and Dášenka turn to each other. They both think that they must do something. At that moment, they heard the other’s voice in their mind. A simultaneous agreement of what must be done. Nodding to each other, they turn and rush into battle, still not wholly sure about what happened back home, but knowing that death can’t be any worse. As the adrenaline of battle courses through their veins, an overwhelming pain pierces them from the inside. A pain they have only felt once—when they drank whatever it was that spared their lives. They pay no attention to their physical forms as they start thrashing the invaders. Snatching the cavalry off their steeds, breaking necks, even through their victim’s armor. As swords, axes, and maces swing at them, they block the attacks, swiping the steel weapons aside as if they were bamboo. Rajmund leaves Dášenka to the cavalry, turning to the foot soldiers. Tearing them limb from limb and tossing them aside like trash, neither he nor Dášenka realizes the violence and atrocities they are committing. They rampage through the village, killing off any remaining invading forces and chasing out those choosing to flee. Even though Rajmund and Dášenka’s rampage saves the villagers, all the villagers see are two disfigured bodies on a killing spree and how it coincides with the
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