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“It is not possible that any evil can befall a
good man…all adversity he regards as exercise, a test, not
punishment. Adversity is exercise. It matters not what you bear,
but how you bear it.”

 


-Lucius Annaeus Seneca


Prologue




We are all always in the middle of a
fight.

It’s different from person to person. One
person is fighting to stay alive, another for their dreams, another
for their children, another for other people who are too weak to
fight. One kid is fighting to stay in school despite being bullied
while a fifty-year-old man is fighting cancer. One woman is
fighting childhood demons and one toddler is fighting to simply
figure out how to walk.

Fights are everywhere. They’re all different,
just like the people bound to them.

And they can’t all be won.

That doesn’t stop anyone from trying,
though—as well it shouldn’t.

Life won’t always look pretty. Things won’t
always make sense. Struggles won’t always be straightforward and
the end won’t always be discernible. Some of the things you fight
for will evade you even if you fight within an inch of your
existence. Sometimes you will have to fight blind.

But life isn’t always ugly, either, and some
things are jumbled because they have to be to make the greater
picture work.

Just because a struggle is long and winding
and painful doesn’t mean you have to suffer it all by yourself.

Even though you’ll lose some, you’ll also
gain some.

You may even realize that what you’ve been
fighting so hard for was merely a stepping stone on a path to the
real obstacle, leading to the truth or resolution you needed all
along and never saw coming.

And at the end, you’ll either reach your goal
and finally close your hands around whatever it is you’ve fought
tooth and nail for, or you’ll look defeat in the face and know that
even though you didn’t beat it, you got something out of your
journey to it.

At the very least, you’ll have proved to
yourself that you can fight, push, try, stand up, and keep
going. Whatever the outcome is, a fight is never for nothing; in
one way or another, the person it belongs to will have been made
stronger by it.

The important thing is that you realize what
your fight is and commit to it. Give it everything you’ve got and
don’t stop. Whether it’s temporary or life-long, chosen or laid on
you without your permission, own it. Because there will come a day
when we’ll all be tested, and if we don’t know how to defend what
we believe in—or the people we love, or ourselves, or whatever it
is we hold dearest—we’ll be run into the ground.

There will come a day when our fights,
whatever they may be, will be all we have.

What is yours—and when that day comes, will
you be prepared to stand behind it?


1: Gabe




So, really quickly, let’s go over this.

I’m Light. That means I’m one of a relative
handful of people living who have the ability to detect and kill
Hellions, which are gruesome creatures of the Dark world and are
responsible in one way or another for all the evil in the human
world. I’ve been this way for eight years; for nearly this entire
time, it’s been all I’ve known and cared about. I’m a skilled
fighter, but for the past seven years, I’ve been a Gatherer,
meaning I’m chiefly responsible for helping recruit new Light
people for the Lightforce. Very recently, I found myself being
named the Gatherer trainer for my local Lightforce branch because
my superior was killed.

But five days ago, I traveled with my
longtime colleague/friend/honorary big brother to Dallas, Texas,
where my Gathering mentor died, because the Light people there
needed help with some Defender work. And while we were there we,
along with eight other Light men, witnessed the extremely
unexpected awakening of some kind of evil that puts the Hellions to
fucking shame. Then we watched some red-tattooed,
Dark-magic-wielding bastard murder one of our comrades with his
mind…because for the first time ever, we didn’t know what the hell
to do to defend ourselves. We managed to escape before we were
murdered, too, but only a couple of days later, that same man
launched an attack on the city per some plan he has to take us
over—humans and Light people—and do God knows what with
us.

That first ‘bombing,’ as the non-Light
newscasters call it, was devastating. My and Wes’s escape from
there to get back here to our home in Fayetteville, Arkansas was
even narrower than when we evaded being killed by that tattooed
man. And it was even more horrifying than watching Delaney get
murdered, because I was sure Wes and I would be the next to get hit
by the Dark fire. I thought we were going to die trying to get
home; I couldn’t see how we could possibly make it out of Dallas
alive. All I really had going for me was my intense, bone-deep
desire to survive, and sometimes that just isn’t enough to save a
life.

We did make it out, though. I don’t know how
we managed it, and we were high on adrenaline and terror when we
finally burst into our home Sanctum early yesterday morning,
especially because the attack had started on Fayetteville by then,
but we did get here. Then, not half an hour later, we
learned that the evil tattooed man from Dallas is actually only one
of many evil tattooed men. They all have unprecedented Dark
magic powers and they’re all over the country, doing to other
cities what that one man did to Dallas and what another did to
Fayetteville.

And after all that—after all the horror and
gore and blazing fire and screams and destroyed buildings and
desperation and chaos—I find I’m nervous about something completely
different.

I want to ask Marienne Rose Connor to be my
girlfriend, and I don’t know how to do it.

I’ve never seriously asked a girl something
like that, even though I’m twenty-four years old. We all know back
in junior high or whatever, people claimed to be boyfriend and
girlfriend all the time, but it seldom meant anything. I vaguely
remember some girl calling herself my girlfriend in the seventh
grade, but I only went on one date with her and I’m pretty sure we
didn’t even hold hands during it. I liked a girl or two in my first
couple years of high school, but when I turned Light at sixteen,
things changed for me. After that, my life only got lonelier as far
as girls were concerned.

Then, just a little less than a month ago, I
met Marienne.

She came out of fucking nowhere. She’s Light
like me, which was as thrilling a discovery as it was unexpected,
but she’s more than that. She’s more than just the first Light girl
I’ve ever encountered who’s this close to my age. She’s
significant—which is what she told me I am the day before I
left for Dallas.

Presently, she’s sitting at the desk in her
room here at the Sanctum, bent over a piece of paper with a pencil
in her hand, working on a drawing she started earlier. I’m sprawled
out on her bed, having woken up from a nap not long ago (even after
sleeping damn near all day yesterday, I’m still fatigued and sore).
I’ve been watching her work on the belated birthday card for
Beatrix, our friend and Wes’s wife. Marienne likes to draw and is
pretty good at it from what I’ve seen, and when I realized this
morning that the card and gift I bought for Beatrix are somewhere
at my house—which I’m not allowed to visit yet because everyone in
the Fayetteville Lightforce is holed up down here—she offered to
hand-make something.

I don’t think she knows I’m awake yet, so I
take the opportunity to just look at her. Her long black hair is up
in a ponytail, and the sleeves of her light gray shirt are pushed
up. Under the desk, her jeans-clad legs are crossed, leaving one
sneakered foot to dangle lazily in the air.

It’s wild that before I met her, I figured
I’d be on my own forever, never knowing what it’s like to enjoy a
moment like this. Now look at me.

I mean, I care for Wes and Beatrix and
they’ve been great friends to me, but…but I don’t love the way they
laugh. I don’t want to admire them while they’re not paying
attention. I damn sure didn’t burst into the Sanctum yesterday
aching for some friend time after all I’d gone through.

I have to close my eyes; the memory of me
letting myself into this room and seeing Marienne for the first
time in long, hectic, horror-filled days has me zoning out. I
barely knew myself when I got in here yesterday morning, and it was
fantastic. Never in my life have I been so relieved and euphoric
and full of desire as when I shut that door behind me, laid eyes on
the most amazing girl I’ve ever known, and realized we really were
both alive and together in spite of the nefarious tempest raging
outside.

And sometime between crashing my mouth
against hers and resting my hand across her necklace (something
about which touched her deeply and turned her breathless and more
amazing than usual—just like I’d daydreamed about in Dallas,
although I hadn’t done it with that intention)…well, I finally,
fully realized something.

I want us together. Officially. I don’t want
her with any other guy, and I don’t want to be with any other girl.
Absolutely not.

Yet I just don’t know how to approach that
with her, even though we’ve divulged before that we mean a lot to
each other. And we’ve done some good making out. And I bought her
that necklace. And the thought of her literally kept me from
letting myself wait around for the tattooed man to find and kill me
during that Hellion-massacre-gone-wrong in Dallas.

To be honest, it’s kind of funny to me how
nervous I am.

I actually laugh a little now.

I hear some shifting from where Marienne
sits. I reopen my eyes to see her looking at me with a soft
expression on her pretty face. Then she realizes I’m awake, not
laughing in my sleep or anything, and smiles.

Jesus Christ, I love her smile. There were
more than a few times I’d worried I’d never get to see it
again.

“Hi,” she says.

“Hi,” I echo a bit scratchily, giving her my
own smile. “How’s the birthday card coming?”

“I’m pretty much done. I really like it. Want
to see?”

“Sure.” I sit up and slowly stand as a yawn
escapes me. Then, stretching, I walk over to her…and catch her
light blue eyes flickering up and down my form.

It warms me through. My mind briefly flashes
with the recollection of us kissing on this floor yesterday, her
slim body underneath mine, my hand on the impossibly soft,
addictive skin just under her shirt—

“Have I told you today that you’re gorgeous?”
she asks, interrupting my thoughts.

I chuckle as my skin heats up from the
compliment and my memories. I straighten my clothes a bit. “Uh,
no.”

She stands from her chair and steps close to
me. One of her hands curves against my unbruised cheek, and the
fingers of the other push gently through my hair.

Her eyes are lovely on me as she murmurs,
“You are the most gorgeous guy I’ve ever seen.”

Not helping with the warmth still skittering
through me.

I fit my hands to her waist and draw her
nearer anyway. “Thank you,” I say just as quietly, “but you are way
better-looking than me.”

She smiles. “Not possible.”

I raise my eyebrows and assure her, “It’s
possible,” before I lower my mouth to hers.

We kiss lazily, not even parting our
lips.

I love it.

It’s amazing to me that a kiss like this can
feel just as good as the more passionate ones we shared yesterday;
I suppose the fact that I’m with her at all is what touches me so
deeply. The kisses burn through me in different ways and at
different temperatures, but I’m affected nonetheless.

Be mine, I beg her in my head. I move
my hands from her waist to close her into a hug. You’re perfect
for me.

I pull my lips back slowly and look down at
her. She still has her eyes closed, as if she’s savoring the
kiss.

How excellent.

I’m torn between kissing her again and
letting the girlfriend question fall out of my mouth.

Then her eyes drift open and she looks up at
me, and I decide not to do either. I just take a second to
appreciate that I’m here, reminded of how terrible it felt to think
I was never going to stand this close to her again. I’ll kiss her
better later, and maybe ask her out, when we aren’t due for a
meeting with the others before long. Right now, I’ll enjoy simply
being with her.

“Now that I’ve done that,” I say, “I can
fully appreciate the birthday card.”

She laughs once and takes her hands off of
me. “You’re silly,” she replies even as her eyes tell me she needed
the kiss, too. Then she sits back down and slides the paper over so
I can see it. “Here we go.”

I blink slowly as I look at the picture.
“Marienne, this is flawless,” I tell her seriously.

She’s folded the paper twice into a card-like
shape and drawn numerous birthday candles on the front, using
nothing but a pencil and her practiced hand. They start at the
bottom in sharp focus and then each row of candles behind that gets
progressively softer. She’s shaded everything just right, from the
dark swirly ridges on each slim candle to the shadows between each
row. The single flame atop each candle is curved to perfection.
‘Happy Birthday’ flows prettily along the top of the
paper.

“I mean, really,” I murmur.

“You like it?” she asks. “Think Beatrix will
like it?”

I look at her. “Hell yes and hell yes.”

She smiles brightly. “Great!” She opens the
card and extends the pencil to me. “All it needs is a
signature.”

I take the pencil and write Beatrix a short
message, then sign my name. “Your turn.” I hand it back.

“Really?” She sounds rather surprised. “You
want me to sign it, too?”

I give her a look and tap the end of her nose
with my fingertip. “For one thing, there’d be nothing to sign if it
wasn’t for you, Marienne Picasso.”

A shy smile curves along her lips. I can’t
help grazing my own lips with my tongue as I look at it.

She’s oblivious to that, it seems. “I am not
Picasso anything.”

“Well, also,” I continue, “you and I…”

‘…go together.’ The words get stuck in
my throat.

She looks up at me, still wearing that smile,
still clearly unaware that anything is wrong with me.

Finally, I go with, “We both know she’d want
you to sign it, too.”

I’m an idiot.

But she doesn’t seem to suspect I’d been
considering saying anything other than that. She just nods and
lifts her eyebrows like she thinks I’ve made a good point, then
turns back to the card. “All right,” she says easily.

After she’s signed the card, she looks up at
me again.

“Hey, I can teach you how to draw something
now if you want.”

Ah, yes. Before the shit hit the fan, she and
I made an agreement whereby she’d help me learn to draw a little
bit if I taught her something, too. First I offered her a piano
lesson, but my later offer to teach her how to say something in
French is more plausible at this point in time since I don’t know
where to find a piano. “Sure. But can I teach you some French
later? I need to think about that one.”

“That’s fine.” She gets up from the chair.
“Here, sit down.”

I do, and she sets the birthday card aside to
put a blank sheet of paper in front of me.

“Okayyyy,” she draws out as she leans on the
desk. “Is there anything you really feel like drawing?”

I think about it before deciding, “A
tree.”

“What kind of tree?”

The question brings to mind a very specific
tree, indeed.

Even though it may be too ambitious to try to
draw it, I say, “The one with our tire swing on it.”

A soft laugh leaves her. “Nice. Okay.” She
leans toward me and motions to a section of blankness near the
middle of the paper. “Let’s bring the branch out this way and have
the swing hanging down. Very simple.”

I nod. “All right.”

She tells me where to draw this line and that
line, how hard or gently to press the pencil to the paper, and why
that pressure matters. I follow her instructions carefully. Still,
I can tell pretty quickly that my picture isn’t going to look as
great as her candles or the sketch hanging above her desk, which is
of a small sandal some kid lost at the mall one day. She doesn’t
laugh at me, though, or tell me I’m doing it wrong—in fact, she’s
very encouraging.

When I start drawing the top of the rope
around the branch, she remarks, “This is looking really nice!”

“No, it’s not,” I disagree with a laugh, but
I keep at it.

“I wouldn’t say that if I didn’t mean it,”
she insists.

I snicker as I sweep the rope down away from
the branch. “You sure?”

“I’m sure. Trust me.”

It’s a good thing for her to say—I do
trust her. So instead of complaining any more, I nod and follow her
instructions for how to make the rope look worn and old.

Several minutes later, I’ve got a very
rough-looking sketch of our tire swing hanging from its branch on
burned-down, abandoned Grove Lane.

It’s not terrible, but it’s not that good,
which really kind of makes me sad. Our swing deserves to be drawn
with a skilled hand like Marienne’s so it can be given life and
made to feel real.

Since there’s a gateway to the Dark world
(through which Hellions and probably the tattooed men enter our
human world) not far from the backyard that’s home to our swing, I
don’t think we’ll ever get to see this tree for ourselves
again.

“I’m sorry,” I hear myself say quietly.

“Hmm?” she asks in kind. “For what?”

I gesture to the paper. “It’s a little like
blasphemy, isn’t it? I didn’t do it justice.”

“Oh, no.” She lays a hand on my shoulder.
“It’s great.”

I look up at her and give her a sad smile.
“It’s hardly great.”

Her eyes tell me she misses the real tire
swing, which used to offer her some degree of peace and some
definite quiet. She used to live with her sister, and their
relationship was in bad shape because of the car accident that
turned Marienne Light and killed their parents; to avoid Claire’s
coldness, she’d go to Grove Lane and spend time by herself. Now
it’s too dangerous to go there, and I know she wishes that wasn’t
so.

But she says, “Gabe, I like the picture no
matter what you think,” and sincerity stands alongside the
melancholy in her expression.

I sigh and lift my fingers to the bend in her
arm.

As dumb as I feel about the drawing, I can’t
pretend I don’t believe her. I can’t help trusting the things she
tells me—I have to believe her. If I didn’t, I’d be
considerably less happy with the way my life has turned out. If I
didn’t think she meant it that day she told me she adores me, I’d
just be…

Chill bumps appear on her when my fingers
drift over the exposed skin of her forearm.

…cold.

I smile at her and take her hand in mine,
then lift it off me so I can look at the inside of her wrist. The
gold circle that is her Light mark rests there on her skin; I
remember her pointing it out to me for the first time, back before
any of this crazy shit happened, when Light marks were extremely
faint on people. Now hers—and mine and Wes’s and Beatrix’s and
everyone else’s—looks bolder. It’s not a staggering, brilliant gold
like the Radiance it replaces, but it’s definitely visible without
leaning in close and turning her hand this way and that. It’s no
longer a weak shimmer on her skin.

“What time is it?” I ask her.

With her free hand, she checks the phone on
the desk. “11:54.” She brings that hand back to me and lays it on
the top of my head. “We should probably go. The meeting’s at noon,
right? I’d like to stop by the lounge and get a snack.”

“Mmm. Me, too.”

After I’ve gotten my shoes on and she has
grabbed up her phone and Beatrix’s card, we head out.

The lounge is just down the hall, and it’s
beyond stocked full of food and drink. People brought sustenance
with them when they were summoned here after the attacks started,
but apparently, someone also made a really big trip to Sam’s Club
the other day after Wes and I told our Director what we’d seen and
heard in Dallas. So it’s neither difficult for Marienne and I to
find a snack nor greedy of us, because there is a ton of
stuff in this room. We each get a little something and then head on
to the meeting.

The conference room seats twenty-five, I
think, and there are fifteen of us total. Our Director, Nick
Grayhem, is the only one currently missing from the room. Beatrix
waves to us from where she and Wes are sitting with our newest
member Trenton, so we take seats by them.

Marienne hands me the birthday card, and I
give it to Beatrix while we wait for Grayhem.

“Happy belated birthday,” I tell her.

She gasps loudly, and her eyes widen as she
stares at the cover. Then she opens it and reads what we wrote. And
then she starts crying.

I can’t help but feel a little touched. I’ve
seen her cry about things on quite a few occasions over the years,
but given what’s been going on lately, I understand her this
time.

Marienne covers her mouth with one hand like
she, too, is moved.

Wes laughs as he hugs his wife. “Oh, baby,
don’t cry.”

“It’s so sweet,” she sobs. “Did you read it?
Did you look at it?”

He nods and takes the card from her. “I did.
It’s fucking awesome.”

“Where—how—?” she stammers as she looks at
us.

I point at Marienne. “She drew it for
you.”

Trenton speaks up to say, “Wow, Mari. That’s
awesome.”

“Oh my God!” Beatrix wails as she jumps up
from her chair to throw a hug on her. “Thank you, thank you, thank
you! I love it! I love you guys!”

“You’re welcome. We love you, too,” Marienne
tells her softly as she pats our friend’s blonde-and-teal hair. She
glances at me and I grin at her.

While Wes and I were gone, Beatrix kept him
updated on how caring Marienne was toward her—especially once they
learned how badly things were going for us and Beatrix freaked out.
As upset as Marienne had been herself, she took care of Beatrix,
and it meant a great deal to our friends. They’d hadn’t been that
far from each other since the day they met back when I was
nineteen.

Beatrix hurries away to show the card to the
other people in the room.

I lean toward Marienne and murmur close to
her ear, where no one else can hear me over their chatter, “You’re
a sweetheart.”

Inhaling softly, she turns her head toward
mine. She murmurs back, “Thank you, I guess. I didn’t do it to be
sweet.”

“I know.” My eyes touch hers, and then they
touch her mouth. “Still makes me want to kiss you, though.” I’m
very tempted to steal a taste of her in front of our
colleagues.

“Does it?” She looks tempted, too, and that
pleases me.

Before I can answer her, a familiar voice
greets everyone in the room: Grayhem. It’s business time.

For now, Marienne and I settle for sharing a
simple smile.

We lean back from each other so we can pay
attention to what’s going on.

“So we’ve all agreed,” our Director says,
“that we shouldn’t leave the Sanctum until things quiet down up
there a little. Maybe a few more days. Right?”

We all express our agreement once again.

“Well, that time’s going to pass pretty
quickly, and we need to be prepared when we step out—not just for
whatever enemy we might encounter, but for the new Light people I’m
thinking are up there.” He looks at me. “Gabe, I’ll need you and
your Gatherers to figure out your plan of action for that.”

No doubt. A situation like this definitely
calls for a change in procedure. I say, “Will do,” and look at
Janssen and Wright, who nod at me.

Next, he looks at Wes because he’s the
Defender trainer here. “I’ll need you to start figuring out the
details of a new training program. I have a feeling we’re going to
see more than one or two new people, and given what’s going on
outside, I don’t know that we have whole weeks to get each of them
in gear. You may even think about appointing another trainer or two
to help you out with everything.”

“I’ll get right on that,” Wes promises
him.

“Excellent.” Grayhem sighs. “These things
being said…none of us have only one job anymore. We can’t afford
that. I know many of you are used to your places and
responsibilities, but we have to be a team now more than ever. If
you spot a white Radiance while our Gatherers are somewhere else, I
want you to be able to approach the person and let them know what’s
going on. If you’re a Gatherer and you see a Hellion that needs to
be taken care of where there are no Defenders, I want you to take
matters into your own hands.”

We all nod our acknowledgement. A few people
murmur things to each other. Ullman, a Defender who’s been here a
little longer than me, says, “Not a problem.”

More hesitantly, Grayhem suggests, “Then
let’s talk about something that’s a little on the difficult
side.”

Everyone quiets back down.

I think I know what he’s about to say, but I
don’t speak up; Marienne, Wes, and Beatrix look like they feel the
same way. When Wes and I got back, the four of us spoke with
Grayhem briefly about what the Lightforce’s next move is, regarding
the tattooed men. And, yeah, it’s not very simple.

Indeed, he announces, “We’re up against a
unique enemy now, and we need to think about what defenses we have
against it.” His serious eyes touch on every one of us. “I know
you’ve seen the men with the red tattoos on the news—we saw the one
in Dallas murder that reporter on camera and heard him shamelessly
claim responsibility for the attack there. I know you all know that
these men are more dangerous than any group of Hellions. So the
question is this: how do we fight something like them?”

Contemplative silence falls on the room.

Even Grayhem looks like he’s trying to come
up with an answer.

After a few minutes, Marienne says rather
softly, “Well, I don’t have facts or anything, but I really think
our marks changing means something.”

Even though this change has been mentioned
since we noticed it, none of us have had much to say about it
because we don’t know what to say. And I, for one, have done
more sleeping than anything since I got back. So it interests
me—and everyone else, it seems—to hear she’s been thinking about
this.

Grayhem crosses his arms, gives her his full
attention. “Do you have any ideas about what it could mean?”

Despite her hair being pulled up, she tries
to tuck some of it behind her ears, which tells me she’s feeling
nervous. I think she’s smart and brave and that she has no
reason to feel self-conscious, but I know she doesn’t quite see it
that way.

I can understand why, I guess: at twenty-one,
she’s the youngest person in our branch and she’s one of only two
girls, plus she’s still on the new side.

But she tells us what’s on her mind.

“Like I said,” she answers meditatively, “I’m
just guessing, but I wonder if our marks are reacting to
these Dark magic guys. Kind of like our blood allowing our brains
to react to Hellions so we can see and kill them, only maybe this
goes beyond just a physical response. Maybe it’s more of—um—” She
waves her fingers around a little, unable to finish her
thought.

I get it, though, and so does Janssen. From
across the table, he says, “No, yeah, I understand. You’re sayin’
these guys are on a different level than the Hellions power-wise,
so we sense ‘em on a different level?”

She nods, looking relieved. “Right. Or
something.”

Grayhem nods, too. “It makes sense. Do you
think, then, that something in our blood gives us an edge over them
as well, or…?”

Beatrix speaks up. “I’ll go ahead and guess
in the affirmative on that one.”

A few others around the table murmur their
agreement.

“Well, I’m on board with that, but let’s ask
ourselves this,” Wes muses. “If we have it in us to fight back
against these guys, how’d so many of our Light people die to them
in Dallas before all of this?” He glances at me and then at
Grayhem. “What about Em and those guys me and Gabe were with?”

God, I don’t want to think about those guys.
About what happened to them.

I don’t realize I’ve tensed up until Marienne
touches her fingertips to the back of my hand, making me relax.

I turn my hand over so she can lay her palm
comfortingly against mine, and along with everyone else, I ponder
Wes’s question.

At length, a Defender named Tye joins in.
“Let’s say these girls are on to something and our marks changing
is a sign of something in us waking up, if you will. What if
it only woke up because these higher evil beings put out enough
power to trigger it, and before the attacks on the country, they
were just kind of sitting under the radar? Maybe our guys’ marks
were the same as always because we didn’t know anything about an
evil greater than the Hellions yet. Maybe there wasn’t a way for
them to fight back in the first place.”

“Aha,” says Red, the man in charge of
weaponry. “It ain’t a weak point ya got there.”

“It’s really not,” I agree, looking over at
Wes to see what he thinks.

He nods thoughtfully. “I mean, we really are
just guessing right now, but I think a lot of these guesses make
sense.”

I think so, too. I don’t know what our actual
defense against the tattooed men could be, but I choose to agree
with my colleagues. Moreover, I choose to agree with Marienne, who
reminded me on the phone while I was in Dallas that a balance
exists between good and evil, and Light people have always been an
essential part of it—meaning no matter how extreme things get,
there must be something we can fight with. So maybe the next time
we find ourselves facing such outrageous Dark power, we’ll be able
to do something more than just look on in horror and run away.

I say that out loud, and Grayhem nods. “We
can only hope as much,” he agrees. “In the meantime, I’d like all
of you to continue visiting the training room. It’ll help with
fighting Hellions even if it doesn’t do much to the other
guys.”

“And on that note,” Red speaks up again,
“let’s also make sure everyone’s got a good chunk o’ munitions at
their disposal before we start creepin’ up to the outside. I’m
thinkin’ we all need three or four daggers, several vials o’ red
powder, and whatever else anyone wants me to craft up for ‘em.”

“Aw, shit,” Wes says, sounding excited. He
has always loved special weaponry; I think he’ll probably go
overboard with it now, but whatever makes him happy, I guess. A
dagger and some of my dried Light blood has always worked fine for
me.

Then again, things are a bit different now
from how they used to be. Maybe learning to use another weapon or
two wouldn’t be such a bad idea. I guess it wouldn’t hurt to get
Red’s opinion on it when I visit him to see about replacing the
dagger I lost in Dallas.

“Let’s go ahead and call this a short
meeting, then,” Grayhem decides. “We’ll meet back up tomorrow at
noon, and when we do, I’d like to see written plans from our
Gatherers and Defenders on how to handle new Light people.”

Although we’ve just been adjourned, Janssen
and Wright make their way over to me, and the former suggests, “How
about we go ahead and get started on this?”

“May as well,” Wright agrees.

I squeeze Marienne’s hand, and she smiles at
me before she moves to group up with the other Defenders, who seem
to have the same idea as us.

I grab a blank sheet of paper and a pen from
the middle of the table. “All right, first things first,” I start.
“None of us are going to have Radiance for new people to
notice.”

That’s always the most helpful part of my
job: new people noticing the bright gold glow that surrounds a
Light person who hasn’t been hanging around other Light people (not
to be confused with the bright white Radiance that
completely new Light people have). Gatherers usually have their
Radiance all the time, but since I met Marienne, I haven’t been on
my own long enough to keep it up; it has just faded into the mark
on my wrist. And now that we’re all underground here together, all
of our Radiances have faded out.

Janssen groans. “Yeah, you’re right. So how
do we approach ‘em without just soundin’ crazy?”

“Given what Gabe and Wes said about the
increase in Hellion numbers in Dallas,” Wright recollects, “it’s
likely there are more Hellions here, too, or will be soon. That
would make talking to new people a little easier because, like
Trenton, they’d be able to see for themselves that something about
this situation is highly unusual.”

I nod and start writing. “Absolutely. So
let’s say if a Hellion is around for us to point out, we do that,
but if there isn’t one, we just ask the person if they’ve seen one
yet. Or, I guess, ask if they’ve seen one of the bigger guys on
TV.”

“Sounds good,” Janssen says. “Then we can go
ahead and explain what they are and what they do, like normal.”

“Exactly.”

“I don’t see how we could give everyone the
opportunity to think it over, though,” Wright says, referring to
the twenty-four-hour period we always give new people to consider
what we’ve told them about the Lightforce. “I guess it depends on
the person and how well they handle everything, but it seems like
allowing all of them upwards of a whole day to come to a decision
would be foolish.”

I hum my agreement and Janssen nods. “Right,
right,” he replies, “given how bad things are. I think anyone who
receives the information well should be invited back with us right
then. And the others….”

“Maybe we can just give them a few hours,” I
say, even though I don’t care for that idea, either.

“Not ideal, but it might be our only option,”
Wright echoes my thoughts.

I write these things down, too, then look
over the paper. “Okay, what else?” I murmur to myself.

Momentarily, I decide to write down the
highlights of the whole Gatherer spiel so our Defenders, should
they encounter a new Light person on their own, will have something
to go on. Maybe we can get our receptionist Mark to make copies of
this.

When I’m done writing, the three of us study
what we’ve got.

After a minute, Janssen says, “Is there
really much else we can do differently? Seems like that covers
it.”

Wright shakes his head slowly. “I’m not sure
there’s anything else.”

Okay, so, we addressed the unfortunate
absence of our Radiances and how to compensate for it, I
mentally tick off, as well as decreased the deliberation time
from minimum twenty-four hours to only a few hours if that. Listed
what Defenders should try to say to a new Light person if one of us
isn’t around....

Finally, I tell the other two, “We can think
about it a little more between now and tomorrow’s meeting, but I
think this is as good as it’s going to get.”

“All right,” they say.

“If you don’t mind,” Janssen adds, “I’m off
to the trainin’ room.”

“That’s fine.”

He stands to leave. So does Wright. “I may as
well go, too.”

I say, “Later,” and then I think I should
probably head to the training room myself. I haven’t been in there
in forever for anything other than picking up Marienne after her
own training sessions.

As unobtrusively as I can, I go over and tell
her where I’m going. She whispers that she’ll be there after
they’re all done discussing things, so I tug on her ponytail and
leave.

I stop by my room (Room K, across the hall
from her Room J) to change clothes, which is only possible thanks
to Beatrix. Unlike everyone else here, I didn’t have the chance to
bring a bag full of clothes when the attacks started, but
apparently while I was still in Dallas, my thoughtful friend drove
out to my house and grabbed some stuff for me. So after I’m in
actual exercise attire, I head to the training room.

Janssen is the only one in here so far—and
I’m suddenly struck by the urge to talk to him privately before
Wright or anyone else shows up.

Normally, I’d talk to Wes about something
like this, but he’s like a brother whereas Janssen is more of a
father figure—meaning, in my experience, Wes is prone to making fun
of me first and offering sound advice later. Not really what I want
right now.

So after Janssen gladly tells me he’s got a
minute to talk, I confess, “I need your help with girl stuff.”

He laughs easily and crosses his arms. His
eyes seem brighter all of a sudden, and I wonder if he’s thinking
back to when he had a girl of his own. Even though his wife passed
away some years ago, I know he’d been with her since they were
seventeen and that he’d loved her enormously—even had triplet
daughters with her, who died with their mother, sadly.

Briefly, I hope I haven’t touched on too
tender a nerve.

But he nods and invites me, “All right.
Shoot.” And I know if he didn’t want to help me, he wouldn’t.

I cross my arms, too. “Well, I…I want to ask
Marienne out.” I point above us toward the outdoors and amend, “I
mean, not out-out. And we’ve been out on dates before
anyway—”

“You want her to be your girl,” he interrupts
unexpectedly gently. The look is definitely there—the one that says
he’s thinking back to when he was younger. “I gotcha, son.”

“Yeah,” I say just as softly. “But I don’t
know how to. I’ve never really done this before. And, honestly, I’m
a little scared to ask Wes about it.”

He chortles. “I don’t blame you for that one.
He’s a good man and he’s got himself a good woman, but they’re two
birds of a feather, and they can be hard to keep up with.”

That’s the damn truth.

“Well, what’s botherin’ you about it?” he
asks. “You afraid she’ll say no, or…?”

I don’t even need to think about it. “No, I
don’t think she’ll say no.” After a pause, I frown. “I guess—I
guess I just don’t want to sound stupid. I mean, it seems like I
should’ve already done this. I’ve known how I feel about her for a
while, and trying to do this now is like…” I don’t really want to
explain how close Marienne and I have become, so I just say, “…it’s
like I’m late to my own damn party or something.”

He laughs more heartily, seeming to
understand. “Well, I’ll tell you what I think, Gabe. I think the
only thing you could do that’d be considered truly stupid is not be
honest with her about how you feel. Especially now that the world
up there is goin’ to hell in a handbasket.”

I laugh now. He’s got a point, though I’ve
never not been honest with Marienne. And it’s no secret that
this is serious for both of us.

Doesn’t mean I should let my nerves continue
to get the best of me, I guess.

“As for actually askin’…well, sometimes it
really is the thought that counts. Some girls like to be swept off
their feet all romantic-like and they want their man to be public
or theatrical about every little thing—but my wife wasn’t that way,
for example.” His smile turns wistful. “I was so nervous to ask for
her phone number that I wrote it in a note and gave it to her, and
that just wasn’t somethin’ a guy did, you know? A lot of girls
thought that was the sissy thing to do. But Lila didn’t think that.
She was happy I asked at all, and note-passin’ actually turned into
our own little thing afterward. She wrote her number back to me,
and when I asked her on a date for the first time, I did it in
another note and she answered it back. That’s even how I proposed
to her.”

God, that’s heartbreaking—nice, but so
heartbreaking.

I give him a sad smile even though I don’t
think he notices it; he’s not quite back from the trip to his
past.

When he finally does come back to me, he
says, “If you know Mari well enough to want to be with her, you
should know what she likes and doesn’t like. Does she love grand
romantic gestures? If so, make a big to-do about it. If she’s like
my wife was and she just sees the heart of things—doesn’t care so
much about the sparkle and shine—then ask her like you’d ask
anything else. Or, hell, try the note thing for yourself. I
wouldn’t mind.”

I laugh a little. “It’s a cool idea, but I
may let you keep that one.” Seems wrong to try to copy something so
special. And anyway, my mind is working much better, replacing my
worry with peace. I’m sure now that I can piece something together
on my own.

He smiles like he knows my thoughts. “Well,
like I said, it’s really up to you. I like Mari, but I don’t know
her half as well as you do.”

I nod. “Okay.” After a beat, I add, “Phillip,
thanks. Really.”

“Did I even help?” he asks with a
chortle.

“You did,” I assure him earnestly. “You did
and I appreciate it.” For a second, I debate telling him I’m sorry
for forcing him to think back on his late wife.

Then he says, “Well, I appreciate that you
wanted my advice. Means a lot to someone like me.” His eyes say,
‘Someone like me who was a father once and isn’t
anymore.’

I get that I don’t need to add anything to
what I said. He’s sad about the reminiscing but happy to talk to
me.

Out loud, he finishes, “Anytime, all right,
son?”

“Okay. Thank you.”

He sighs and turns away. “I was thinkin’
about turnin’ on some Johnny Cash. That okay with you?”

“It’s fine,” I say as I start warming up.

The music comes on soon, and he and I leave
each other be. While I try to get back into the swing of training,
I tell myself that maybe I’m not used to what I have with Marienne,
but I don’t need to be scared of her. And Janssen really only
backed up what part of me was already aware of: the way things are
going outside the Sanctum is what’s scary. Not knowing how much
control we have over what’s left of our lives—not knowing how long
we have before things get even worse….

I’ve come close to death a few too many times
in my life, and sooner or later, it’s going to decide to close its
cold hands tightly around me and not let go. I’d be a goddamn fool
to finally meet my end without having lived my life.

So I’m doing this thing. Tonight. And that’s
that.


2: Marienne


Ahem. I have an announcement to make.

I, Marienne Connor, am a gone girl.

Gone. Gone as gone can get. I’m so
gone I can’t describe it.

And who’s right beside me? Gabe. He’s the one
who snatched me up by the heart and ran. And I didn’t fight him on
it. I couldn’t. I still can’t, and I don’t want to. I’m thinking my
next art project should be a sign for me to wear around my neck
that says, ‘MIND, BODY, AND SOUL PROPERTY OF GABRIEL
ELIAS.’

That is completely true.

At least, it’s true inside my own self—I
would give anything for it to be true all around. For it to be a
fact that Gabe recognizes and shares and that everyone else
acknowledges, too.

The connection by itself is one thing; it’s
one thing to be able to share any bit of your life with someone who
inspires you and makes you laugh with your whole being and respects
you and is unfailingly honest with you and appreciates the whole of
you, all on top of mutual physical attraction. But when you nearly
lose that miracle—when you think it’s inevitable because you can
see its demise just inches from your face and can feel the
hole growing in you, turning all that beauty into gaping
nothingness…and then somehow it survives?

The way that makes you feel…the way it made
me feel….

I don’t know the word for it.

The feeling extends beyond simple relief and
joy and gratitude. And it ramped up what Gabe and I already had
with each other.

Perhaps this is a good way to describe what I
feel: I feel like if a person looked inside my body and inspected
the surfaces of my bones, they’d find Gabe’s name scribbled on them
in bold black Sharpie. Even on the little tiny bones in my ears. My
bones would look like those casts people autograph when their
friends break an arm or leg, only instead of smiley faces and
wishes of a speedy recovery, there’d be nothing but that one name.
Over and over and over.

So currently, I’m being very truthful when I
say, “Gabe, I’m nervous right now.”

He smiles at me. “Don’t be.”

“I am. I can’t help it. I feel like you’re
about to break your neck.”

“Not if he listens to me,” Trenton tells me
from beside him.

Gabe’s smile grows and he agrees, “Yeah, not
if I listen to him.”

I lift my eyebrows and remain nervous,
although I can’t help smiling back. “And have you been
listening?”

“Of course.”

He has, I’ll admit it. But he has also been
looking at me every ten seconds for no reason (other than he just
wants to, I guess, which I don’t mind very much). So I don’t know
exactly how much information he’s soaked up from Trenton.

I shake my head now and say, “I hope so,
because I’m going to be pretty pissed off if you die trying to do a
backflip.”

Both boys laugh, but I’m far from
kidding.

After our little Defender meeting, most of us
decided to hit up the training room, and Gabe and his Gatherers
were already in here doing stuff. After a while, he approached
Trenton and asked if he can really do a backflip, because while he
was in Dallas, I mentioned one time that I’d seen our newest
Defender-in-training do the cool move. Gabe bringing it up today
led to all of us learning Trenton’s favorite pastime is dancing
and, yes, he can do a backflip with ease. And that was when
Gabe asked if he could learn how to do one, too, green eyes lit up
and everything.

My nerves have nothing to do with him not
being graceful and smart and strong—he’s all of those things and
more. Honestly, he can probably do a backflip just fine. I just
don’t like the small possibility of him getting hurt attempting one
after scraping through so much terrible shit before now.

“Oh!” I hear both boys yell
triumphantly. I snap my attention to them and see Gabe beaming,
Trenton clapping, and a couple of other Defenders looking on
appreciatively.

I guess I missed something…probably Gabe
successfully executing his first backflip.

“Did you see?” he asks me gleefully.

I hunch my shoulders and put on my Don’t Be
Mad At Me face.

“Aw!” he complains. “That’s okay. I’ll do it
again—watch this time!”

His enthusiasm overrides my anxiety and makes
me smile. “Okay, I’m watching.”

He takes a few seconds to get his stance
right—knees bent and whatever else you have to do for this kind of
thing. Then his gorgeous form is in the air and curled up just
right, and bam! He’s steady on the floor again, confident and agile
as always.

And my mouth is open and I am in awe, because
figuring he could do a backflip and actually seeing him do one is
not the same thing. “Holy shit, Gabe!”

“I know!” He grins more as he skips over to
me. “I mean, I think I know. It felt right and I didn’t
fall. Can’t say I know exactly how it looked.”

“Looked awesome, dude!” Trenton calls.

“Looked awesome,” I echo to him when he’s in
front of me.

I gaze up at his slightly flushed face and
unruly, sweat-dampened dark brown hair—God only knows how he
manages to fascinate me no matter what he’s doing or how he looks.
My eyes trail downward; since I met him, it’s been too cold outside
for anything other than long sleeves, but he has on a navy blue
t-shirt right now and it looks damn good on him. He’s just the
right amount of muscular.

“Thank you,” he says, seemingly oblivious to
my ogling.

I smile up at him and open my mouth to say
something, but then he leans in close.

“Now stop staring at me like that,” he
murmurs, “before I decide to pretend like we’re alone on your
bedroom floor instead of in this room full of people.”

A blush bursts to life across my face and
down my neck.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper, though I’m not sure I
am.

He chuckles softly. “Nah, no reason to be.
Just don’t underestimate how much I love the way you look at me.”
He backs away and adds less quietly, “You want to try a backflip
for yourself now? It’s fun.”

“Uh.” I laugh once, half-dwelling on what he
said before that. “No.”

“It’s fun!” he says again.

“I have plenty of fun watching you do
backflips.”

A few times over the next couple of hours, I
watch him and Trenton do just that, but mainly we work on training
stuff. When Wes shows up, he and Gabe spar with one another, which
is quite a fucking show (and Wes wins by a hair). And we’re all in
for a nice surprise when Red comes by later to show us how to fight
with some sword thing that every guy in the room falls in love
with—even Gabe, for all he says about not caring about fancy
weapons.

It’s nearing 4:00 by the time he and I leave
the training room with Wes and Beatrix. She asks if I want to help
her with dinner in an hour or so, and I tell her yes. Then she and
Wes walk off to their room, leaving Gabe and me to stand in front
of mine.

“And suddenly I’m starving,” I say with a
sigh.

He smiles. “Me, too, but try not to starve
all the way to death, huh?”

I smile back at him. “I’ll try.”

“Thanks.”

He gives me a look I can’t really read. I
wait for it to pass, but several moments go by without that
happening.

I’m just about to ask if something’s wrong
when he says, “Okay, I need to take a shower. Can I kiss you
goodbye?”

“Yeah, I—of course you can.” I’m unsure of
why he felt like he had to ask. Maybe it’s because we’re all sweaty
and stuff, even though that’s never really bothered me,
personally.

I quit worrying about it when he moves in
close and curls his thumb and one finger around my chin.

“Thanks,” he says again.

And then he’s backing me up against my door,
his mouth taking hold of mine way more forcefully than I
expected it to. I gasp, but I’m swept up in it already, so the air
huffs back out of me and he takes his chance to kiss me deeper. My
hands find his arms—biceps—oh, God, the short-sleeved shirt—he
feels even better than he looks. His lips press harder against mine
as his other hand skims down my side from my ribcage to my hip,
which his fingertips finally dig into.

I’m a little bit ablaze and about to yank him
even closer to me when he abruptly ends the kiss.

A breathless noise of some emotion I can’t
name drifts out of me.

His eyes find mine, and I’m staggered to see
he’s smiling. “Been wanting to do that for hours,” he tells me.

“I mean, damn,” I mumble.

He chuckles and grazes my bottom lip with his
thumb…and there’s the indecipherable look again.

“Okay, what—what are you thinking?” I
ask.

“That I still…” his words slow as his other
fingers flutter over my hip, “…still really want to kiss
you. I’m not over feeling like I’d never get to do it again.”

“Ohhhh.” My voice falls to a whisper. “Yeah,
me too.” I won’t act like I haven’t counted my blessings fifteen
hundred times since he got here from Dallas. I clear my throat and
ask a little louder, “Um…anything else, though?”

His mouth curves up into another smile.
“There is something else, actually, but you’ll have to hear
it later.”

I try to give him puppy-dog eyes. It only
makes him laugh.

“As adorable as that is,” he says, “you still
have to wait until later.”

“Fine,” I try to grumble, but I can’t be mad
after a kiss like the one he just gave me. Or when he’s laughing or
smiling. Or when he’s still touching me. Or when he’s alive.

Rather reluctantly, he makes it so he’s not
touching me anymore after all.

“I’m really going now,” he tells me as he
steps back. “I’ll see you in a little while, okay?”

“Okay.” Not quite sure how I manage to make
my feet move, but it happens. I get into my room.

Once I have the door shut, I lean against it
and sigh. And for a minute, I don’t do anything but enjoy all the
things I feel for and because of that unequalled man.

He just…he just owns me. And I’m never
sure he’s actually trying to.

Eventually, I acknowledge that every inch of
me is begging for a shower, but I put it off for just one more
minute. It’s about time I tried to call my sister again. I grab up
my phone, find her number, and as I’ve been doing for days now,
hope and hope and hope she answers.

But the phone just rings. Rings more. Even
more. Goes to her voicemail.

Frustrated and disappointed, I hang up and
drop the phone onto my desk.

My hot shower is less relaxing than I hoped
it’d be, given that all I can seem to think about is Claire and
what she’s doing. Where she is. Whether or not she’s with Shaun,
her Hellion boyfriend/impregnator. Whether or not she’s even
alive.

It’s my personal opinion that she is
alive, if only because of Shaun himself. Odd, huh? Normally,
Hellions are responsible for murders, but in this case (that is,
the case of a monster mating with a human so she can bear his
potentially evil offspring), Claire is actually probably as safe as
she can get. It’s just a guess, of course, but I don’t know why a
Hellion would risk the life of a possible Hellion child during a
time when Hellions are supposed to be taking over our world.

Not like it matters if I talk to her…or if
she’s alive, I guess. She’s not really herself these days. Because
of her volatile behavior as of late, my friends all agree that
she’s probably pregnant with a monster versus a normal child. And
that means as long as she’s carrying it, and as long as Shaun’s
around, she can’t be the Claire I’ve always known.

What would I even talk to her about if I got
ahold of her? Before the attacks on our cities, I planned on
tricking her into telling me where Shaun is so I could kill him,
but that’s been put on the back burner if not completely labeled
Out Of The Question. And if she ever had it in her to forgive me
for getting our parents killed, I doubt it’s still there what with
Shaun turning her into some kind of extra-hateful bitch.

By the time I’m dressed in this morning’s
clothes with my hair wrapped in a towel, I feel tired. My phone
says it’s just about 4:30, which means I have time for a short nap
if I want to bother with one.

I could just be a big girl and wait until
it’s time to go to bed to sleep. But if I’m going to do that, I
need to find something to do right now before I drop back on my bed
and shut my eyes.

I spy Gabe’s drawing on my desk and am struck
by the desire to look at it. I go over, sit down, and let my eyes
soak up the sketch of the tree and tire swing.

For some reason, he didn’t think much of it,
but I love it. Although it’s true it’s not the cleanest of
sketches, that aspect of it feels almost purposeful to me—like the
hand that created it could’ve made it flawless and simply chose not
to.

Before I know it, the pencil is back in my
hand and I’m adding to the picture. Not fixing it—adding to
it. I put thin grass on the ground and send gnarled tree roots
sprawling through it. In the background, I build the privacy fence
that loops around the yard. I put dying leaves here and there,
fluttering on the wind or curling up under the tire or dangling
weakly from the huge branch.

When I’m done, I look at the finished
product, and I think it’s gorgeous. At first glance, I can’t tell
that both Gabe and I drew this picture, but upon closer inspection,
I can distinguish his lines from mine. It does nothing to lessen my
pride in the whole thing.

I can’t wait to show it to him—to give him
metaphorical proof of the beauty he lends to my world.

Just like that, I’m in a better mood than I
was before. I did a pretty good job of killing my free time before
dinner, so I only have a little bit of time to blow-dry my hair. I
do what I can, though, and make sure I have shoes on. Then I hurry
from my room so I can help with food and see Gabe.

In the lounge, I find Beatrix pressing
buttons on the oven. She’s the only one in the room.

“Hey,” I say as I bounce over to her. “I’m
not late, am I?”

She turns and gives me a smile. “Hey! Of
course you’re not late. I’ve only just now decided what to
cook.”

“Oh, great. What’ll it be?”

“Melts. Ham and cheese or turkey and
cheese.”

“Yum. What should I do to help?”

She puts me to work building a bunch of ham
sandwiches while she builds turkey ones.

After a few minutes, she says out of nowhere,
“I love you, Mari.”

I tell her easily, “I love you, too,
Beatrix.”

“I want you to know that I appreciate you.
You’ve been a good friend to me.”

Now I look at her and smile a little. “Right
back at you. Seriously.”

She smiles back, her rhinestone labret
piercing glinting. Then she returns her attention to the
sandwiches.

We work in silence for a short while longer,
until she starts humming a song. It’s nice to be doing this:
humming and fixing food and not discussing sad or confusing things.
It only adds to my good mood, and for a time, I even dare to dream
that I’ll get my real big sister back one day.

Footsteps sound behind us as we’re putting
some sandwiches on a cookie sheet. Beatrix turns and happily says,
“Hi!” and I know Wes has arrived.

She steps away from me, so I stick the cookie
sheet in the oven. Then I turn around, too—and see the Averys
fiercely making out approximately three feet from me, hands busy
and all.

“Whoa,” I mouth.

Gabe appears in the doorway. I watch him spot
our friends. His eyebrows go up and he looks at me with mild alarm.
It cracks me up so badly that I have to press both hands over my
mouth to keep from laughing out loud.

A smile spreads across his face, and he comes
into the room, shaking his head. I make my way over to him as
quietly as I can, trying not to look too closely at the PDA.

“I had no warning,” I whisper once I’m
close enough to him.

His shoulders shake with quiet laughter.
“Been there. Did I ever tell you about the time I went along on
their mattress-shopping trip?”

My eyes widen as my imagination takes off
running, and I can’t help but snort in amused horror.

From behind me, Beatrix cusses faintly. I
hear a sound like her swatting Wes’s arm before she says, “Okay,
Mari probably hates me now. Seriously.”

“She does,” Gabe fibs with a laugh before I
can assure her I don’t.

I poke his chest with my fingertip.
“Whatever!” I notice he has on the thermal shirt he was wearing
before he put on the t-shirt, which is kind of sad.

He grins at me and then tells Beatrix, who’s
in the middle of apologizing like crazy, “Okay, I made that
up.”

“Well, still,” she says, “I can only imagine
what she thought, and—”

“Probably,” Wes interjects, “‘Hot damn,
that’s a good-looking couple!’”

Even though I’m still looking at Gabe, I nod
and say, “That was exactly what I thought.” He winks at me.

“Speaking of things being hot,” Beatrix adds,
“I should probably take this food out of the oven.”

Now I turn back toward her. “Oh! Yeah.” I
hurry over to the oven just as she’s pulling the cookie sheet out.
The sandwiches are warmed nicely—cheese melted and all—so I start
piling them on a plate while she preps the rest of the cold ones
for the oven.

“Hey, will you boys go tell people this food
is ready?” she requests.

“Do we have to?” Wes asks. “They’re grown.
They can figure out their own dinner.”

“You’re grown, too, and who cooks your
dinner?”

“Uh, me, half the time.”

“Right, well, the other half of the time,
it’s me.”

“But you’re my woman, so I’m yours to have
and to hold, to cook for and…you know, all that.”

Through my laughter, I say, “I’ll go. I don’t
mind.”

Wes chuckles. “Nah, I’m going. We’re
going, that is. Come on, Gabe.”

“Thank you,” Beatrix says.

Not five seconds later, I hear them bellowing
down the hall, “Hey, everyone! Dinner’s ready in the lounge!”

I drop my head back and laugh loudly. “Holy
hell.”

Beatrix is laughing now, too. “Oh my God,”
she moans. “Those are our men, Mari. What does that say about
us?”

My stomach does something funny at hearing
her refer to Gabe as my man. I’ve definitely been thinking (hoping)
he’s mine, but we haven’t specifically
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