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Chapter One

 


Gray

 


I’m locked in some kind of cell—well, maybe
not your normal cell. The square room has no bars or windows, and
it does possess comfortable furnishings—a decent bed, a desk and
chair, a clean bathroom, and a TV. It’s as if I’m imprisoned in a
79-dollar-a-night motel special, except the door is always locked.
I’ve spent two days in this room with no contact with anyone other
than a young guy who brings me my meals. I tried to shake his hand
the first day, but he gave me a withering look and shifted to an
older man momentarily before shifting back. Okay, another member of
the fraternity. Two weeks ago, I’d never met another shifter; now,
they’re all over the freaking place.

I try to sleep, but I can’t. Nightmares.
They keep waking me up. And then there’s Nia. She’s safe, I tell
myself, which is what matters, yet the ache inside is almost
physically painful. I miss her the way a war vet might miss an
amputated leg or arm—part of who I am is gone, and every night I
feel the tingling pain of this missing piece of me like a knife
shoved into my guts.

Most of the time I watch TV, but this place
only gets a few channels, and yesterday, almost all of them spent
the entire day broadcasting updates about the events in Spokane.
The FBI seized the bodies of the shooting victims—those assholes
who pursued us from Seattle—and they’re supposed to ID them, but I
doubt anyone will ever get a straight answer about this.
Fortunately, no bystanders were killed, although one little girl
broke her arm in the confusion inside Wal-Mart. Today, a grainy
video from someone’s phone surfaced showing Jace Moray marching
into the store with her gun drawn, which meant the morning news
shows replayed the clip repeatedly as if they uncovered ancient
footage of Moses parting the Red Sea. I glance across the room at
the TV, as the host of some news show introduces a new guest.

“Joining us now is Mr. Allen Rhymes, a
senior fellow at the Brookings Institute, and an expert in national
security matters. Thank you for coming.”

“A pleasure to be here, Ted.”

“Mr. Rhymes, you saw this video. What does
it tell us?”

“Well, the video shows a woman dressed in
body armor and heavily armed. What’s interesting is the jacket
she’s wearing.”

The screen shifts to show a frozen frame
from the video—Jace walking sideways to the camera. A small red
circle appears on the picture around a spot on her shoulder.

“Note this emblem here,” Rhymes continues.
“I think this is a version of the United States Army logo. My guess
is she’s part of a special operations force of some kind.”

Ted, the TV anchor with an obvious
hairpiece, appears confused. “I don’t understand. Why would the
army show up, and how would they arrive before the local
police?”

Rhymes shakes his head. “I can’t answer
those questions. It’s all quite unprecedented in my experience. You
need to take the question up with the Pentagon.”

Blah, blah, blah—as if the Pentagon will
ever come clean on this one. Lifting the remote with a sigh, I
click the TV off and roll on my back to stare at the ceiling. What
will they do with me? Jace said she’d check on me later, but I
haven’t seen her since a group of MPs hustled me off the plane and
shoved me into a Humvee. I’m guessing they won’t kill me just yet.
No, they’ll want to interrogate me, or why even take me alive?

My mind drifts back to Nia and Rachel. What
are they doing? I wish I could reach out to Nia and tell her I’m
alive, at least for now. She probably thinks I killed myself, and
the thought of her in pain makes me clench my eyes shut, muttering
nonsensical phrases in an attempt to make my stupid brain change
subjects.

At the sound of an electronic beep at the
door and the click of a lock opening, I sit up on the bed, feeling
a little nervous about what comes next. In steps her. Jace. She’s
wearing a full-dress uniform with a black beret on her head, as
though she just came in from marching in a parade or something. Her
expression is grim.

“Stand up, Mr. Price.”

I’m dressed in a light-blue jumpsuit made of
the same fabric stuff as hospital gowns, along with funky foam
slippers—shit; I look as if I’m auditioning for clown school. I
stumble to my feet, but say nothing.

“Follow me,” she growls, looking at me as
though I’m some kind of disgusting vermin.

Once her back is turned, I give her my
middle finger, but I do as she says and follow—me and two soldiers
with assault rifles who fall in behind me.

“Where are you taking me?” It may be the
defeated sound in my voice or possibly the slouch of my shoulders,
but Jace glances back at me with a pitying smile.

“It’s interrogation time. Answer the
questions honestly.”

“I can’t believe I know anything you would
be interested in, Jace.”

You will address me as Captain or sir from
now on, and whatever you do, don’t be a smartass, rookie. Do you
understand?

The sound of her voice in my head makes me
flinch. This is the first time she’s talked to me like this since I
was captured on the airstrip. Until then, I thought only Nia and I
could silent talk, and of all the people in the stupid freaking
world to have this talent also, it would have to be her. Thanks
God, welcome to my bite-me list. Were I not so screwed, I might see
a cosmic sense of humor at work in this, but I’m too frightened to
laugh. The idea of this captain girl running around in my head is
sobering, like having a bucket of ice water thrown in my face, but
at least she’s been leaving me alone until now.

Yes sir, Captain Dickhead. You can
call me Gray, by the way.

She whirls on me impossibly fast, grabs a
fistful of my shirt, and slams me against the wall. A very big part
of me wants to fight this girl, but a tiny, rational side of me
advises that this would be dumb—she would kick my ass, for one
thing. I listen to the tiny side of me and stay still, squashed
against the wall. The two soldiers accompanying us step back to
give Jace all the room she needs. They look bored, as if this is
something they see her do all the time.

Listen up, dog shit. You’re either one of
us or you’re iced. Do exactly what I say and maybe—maybe—you
live.

They’re going to kill me?

Probably, but there are countervailing
considerations.

Okay.

Lesson number one is you got to earn the
right to be called by your name around here. Got it, new meat?

“Got it, Captain.”

She nods agreeably at me, her shoulders
relaxing. Then she slips back into a casual, relaxed stance. “You
getting enough to eat?”

I shrug. “I guess. They keep serving me the
same chicken salad sandwich meal after meal.”

She snorts a quick laugh. “Welcome to the
party.”

We walk on in silence until we get to a set
of double doors, where she pauses.

I’ll try to help you, but you have to do
as I say. No arguing.

Got it.

Except, I don’t get it. Help me? What does
this mean? Does she mean ‘help’ in the sense of ‘here, let me make
the blindfold more comfortable before the firing squad shoots
you’?

Jace leads me to a room with a long table;
the place is like a corporate boardroom with dark wood paneling and
plush leather chairs—not that I’ve ever been in a boardroom. In
addition to Jace and me, two others are here, one of whom I
recognize as that Leon dude, who glares at me as if I’m a dead rat
the cat dragged in. This place is where I’ll buy it.

“Sit,” Jace commands. “You’re here to answer
some questions. Your answers will decide what we do with you.”

Tell the truth. If you sound like
you’re lying or holding back, I’ll know. Capisce?

Capisce.

I’m a little intimidated by all these stern
faces, but I manage to say in a voice that comes out tinny and
squeaky, “I know my rights. I want a lawyer.”

“You have no rights, son,” a man says. He
seems to be the head honcho here; at least, he’s wearing a uniform
with the most ribbons and badges, and everyone defers to him.

Since I can’t take the matter to the Supreme
Court, I bite my lower lip and shut up. Great. I have no
rights.

“State your name for the record,” Jace says.
“Your real name.”

I sigh. I hate my real name, but I say it.
“Grayson James Price. I go by Gray. Whenever anyone calls me
Grayson, I flirt with cardiac arrest.”

Jace gives me a bemused smile. “Give us your
age, parents, siblings, and place of birth.”

“I’m sixteen. Born in Chicago. My parents
are, or were, not really sure which, Jim and Summer Price. The only
sibling I know of is my sister, Nia Skye Price.”

“Nia?” Jace asks. “What kind of name is Nia?
And, we haven’t even got to the middle name, ‘Skye.’”

I shrug. “You need to ask my parents. I’m
still stuck on why they named me Grayson. Listen, from what Nia’s
told me, they were kind of new agey, hippy, goo-bags.” Goo-bag?
Where did I get that word?

Nice answer, but you’re swerving
into smartass territory . . . let’s not go there.

Right.

The interrogation continues with more basic
stuff. Then, they make me narrate the story of my life, focusing
particularly on the events of the last couple of weeks. Jace does
most of the talking, but the head honcho guy, whom I find out is
General Prentiss, occasionally interrupts, usually to disparage
some action of mine. He seems particularly disgusted when I explain
in general terms how Nia and I supported us by ripping off bad
people, but it doesn’t really seem to matter what I say—he’s just a
continuously angry penis head.

“You joined up with another shifter at one
point,” Jace says. She paces up and down the room in front my chair
as she speaks. “Who was it and how did you find each other?”

Do not mention the name, Rachel
Corwin, Jace continues as I open my mouth to speak. Come up
with something else.

“We met him in Spokane, in Macy’s. He said
to call him, ‘Ray.’ He never gave me a last name.”

“What’s his base shape?” Leon asks.

I shake my head. “I don’t know. He shifted
around several times while we were with him. He didn’t tell me who
he really is and I didn’t ask.”

Stop fidgeting, Jace interrupts.
You look like you’re lying.

Leon makes me narrate the scene at the
Davenport Hotel several times, testing each element of my story for
weak spots and holes. The only aspect Jace told me to shut up about
is the silent talking between Nia and me. This is a challenge
because Leon wants me to explain how we realized Nia was in trouble
in the first place. I lamely answer that Nia managed to get a call
to us on her cell phone as her kidnappers were breaking through the
door. This won’t stand up to intense scrutiny, particularly since
neither Nia or I own a cell phone, but just as I think Leon is
circling in for the kill, he leans back and cedes the floor to
Jace. I suck in a deep breath and exhale slowly, trying not to let
my relief show.

Jace spends the next two hours taking me
through the debacle at Wal-Mart and our flight to Grand Coulee,
pressing me for every detail I can remember about the day.

Don’t mention Sanctuary, Jace says at
one point. I can’t help raise an eyebrow at her in surprise. Where
did she hear about Sanctuary? As if she’s reading my thoughts, she
says, I overheard you and Nia discussing the place. You
can tell me about it later.

“What was the plan?” Jace asks when I
describe how Rachel, whom I refer to as Rachelle, told us she would
fly us out.

The General leans forward as I start to
speak. Apparently this question interests him more than the others.
His eyes narrow and he pulls his mouth into a taut line, as if he
plans to glare the answer out of me.

“Nia was supposed to head over to Seattle to
meet up with some contact of Rachelle’s,” I say. “I don’t remember
his name, just that he was a friend who could help Nia get set up
in a new life. Rachelle was to fly me north into Canada, where we
were supposed to hole up in a cabin until things quieted down.”

“Where in Canada?” Jace presses.

“I think she said Lethbridge.”

“How were you planning to get past customs?”
the General asks.

“She didn’t say and I didn’t ask.” This is
the truth. Rachel never told me the details. “All she said was they
had a way in, someone on the inside at the Lethbridge airport.”

“Who are ‘they’?” Leon asks.

Don’t mention Sanctuary, Jace reminds
me.

“She never gave us any names. She only said
she had friends who lived in Canada to avoid the army and traveled
down to the U.S. periodically for supplies. It’s all she would say
about them.”

Leon seems satisfied. He nods at Jace to
continue.

“Okay, Mr. Price, let’s cut to the chase.”
Jace pauses to stand in front of me. “The only reason you’re not
dead now is you supposedly acquired one of the group of thugs who
was chasing you in Spokane and the guy died before anyone else
could acquire him. Did you get him?”

“Yes.”

“Good,” she says, glowering at me. “We’re
going to do what we call a shift and sift now. We want you to shift
to the suspect and answer our questions.”

This is not unexpected, but still the
request is mightily disturbing. “The guy was seriously wounded when
I acquired him,” I object. “You want me to shift into that
mess?”

Jace nods. “We understand. We’ll relocate
this discussion to the infirmary. The doctors will try and
stabilize you after the shift, at least long enough for you to
answer some questions.”

I shake my head adamantly. No shifter would
want to shift into a dying body. It’s repugnant on a DNA level. So
why did I acquire him? Good question. I acquired him for answers,
but now that the moment for getting those answers has arrived, I
don’t think I can go through with it.

Jace holds up a small flashlight. “You ever
see one of these?”

I nod. It’s like the device Rachel showed
me. “A spotter, right?”

She smiles grimly. “Correct. If anything
happens, I can bring you back with this. Even if you’re
unconscious, one flash to the eyes and it will pull you out.”

Gray, we want answers and we can’t get them
if the scumbag dies. We won’t let you die. Trust me.

I’m scared.

I know. I would be too. But you
can do this. You have to do this.



 



Chapter Two

 


Jace

 


I lead Gray out of the General’s conference
room to the OR in the infirmary, where a team of doctors awaits
with several nurses, all supervised by Dr. Barnes, a.k.a. Dr.
Mengele, among us kids. Gray looks exhausted, which is not
surprising since we grilled him for hours, but his eyes still
sparkle as if he’s waiting for someone to tell a joke so he can
laugh. I study him, trying to decide what it is about him that
makes it so apparent he’s not one of us. He’s the same age as me,
but he appears younger. Maybe it’s his wiry build. Most guys here
are much more muscular than him, a result no doubt of the
weight-training regimen all of us have participated in for years.
But it’s more than this—it could be his face. Besides his soft
cheeks and unmarked skin, which are definitely out of place here,
his mouth always seems on the verge of smiling. The default
expression at Cracked is grim and fatalistic. I feel a twinge of
regret for throwing him against a wall earlier, even though he was
being a disrespectful wiseass. I push the emotion away. He is not
my friend. I can’t feel sorry for him.

Gray looks as white as my bed sheets as I
pull him along with my hand clasped around his bicep. If the urban
myth around here is true, we can shift to non-human life forms, but
built into us is a deep-seated revulsion at even attempting to
shift to an animal or a dying body. It would be like asking a
normal to step off a twenty-story building into free space,
trusting they will sprout wings and not splat on the pavement
below. This revulsion is what I see on his face now.

Gray trembles when I lead him over to a
hospital bed, but then he takes a deep breath and gives me a
hesitant smile, as if to show me this is no big deal, except this
is a big deal. He’s about to shift into a seriously wounded body
racked with pain and fear. Death is a possibility. Unless Mengele
and his team can stabilize him, he probably won’t be answering any
questions.

“Let’s get on with it,” Gray says, climbing
up on the bed and lying flat on his back.

“On three,” I say to Gray and then glance
around the room at the doctors, who each nod in agreement. “One,
two, three.”

Instantly, Gray shifts to a man in a
navy-blue, pinstriped suit with a jagged hole in one shoulder and
another right below his rib cage. The guy is barely conscious, but
he notices us, and his eyes widen. One of the doctors immediately
inserts an IV line, while two nurses begin to cut away the man’s
clothing and several others start to place wire patches on him.

“He has a punctured lung,” a doctor
announces, in the same voice I would use to answer the question,
‘what’s today’s date?’ “We need to operate now. Begin administering
the anesthesia stat.”

In seconds, Gray is out, his skin as pale as
that of a corpse. My eyes are locked on the monitors, which show an
erratic heartbeat. A blood transfusion is quickly initiated, but
when the doctor gives the bag a squeeze, the monitor begins
flashing and emitting an alarm sound.

“He’s going into cardiac arrest,” Dr. Barnes
says.

I move to the bedside and put my thumb on
his right eyelid while pointing the spotter at his eye. We need the
information in this guy’s head, but I made Gray a promise to bring
him back. I instructed the doctors to tell me the instant they
think death is likely unavoidable, but can I trust Barnes or any of
these doctors to do this? For all I know, the General told them to
disregard my instructions. This would certainly be his damn MO.

Barnes shakes his head. “We’re losing him,
Jace.”

I nod before thumbing open his eyelid and
depressing the spotter button. In an instant, the man shimmers and
morphs into Gray, who glances around the room with a wild, hunted
look.

“What happened?” he asks me.

I shake my head. “No good. He was too far
gone.”

You brought me back. Thank you.

Thank you for trying.

His frightened expression gives me tiny
twist of empathy, which is weird since I’ve never cared a fig about
what a boy was suffering before, although my only reference points
are the guys I grew up with in Cracked—dicks, all of them. Gray is
different. He is utterly naïve about how Cracked uses shifters, how
Cracked will use him and possibly discard him. If I’m going to keep
him alive, I have to make him strong; he needs to become a fighter.
And to make him into one, I’ll need to play rough. He’s going to
hate me, which causes me a momentary spike of regret, but I push it
aside. Sure, hate is ugly, hate is bad, but hate makes good
soldiers, and Gray needs to become a good soldier if he’s going to
survive.

Do you remember anything? I ask. He
was only conscious in the other body for a minute at most, but if
he managed to fight through the brain fog of mortal bullet wounds,
he might recall something.

He grimaces at the question. I do … but
not much. His name is John Marcus. He was confused. He kept saying
to himself that with Cracked in Portland this is supposed to be
easy. I don’t know what he meant.

Portland? Are you sure?

He nods. Yeah . . . weird, huh?

Anything else?

He cocks his head, as if listening to a
voice only he can hear. He kept thinking of his brother, Andre .
. . and he was mad at something called Xerxes for not providing
full health benefits. I don’t remember anything more.

Good. If you recall anything else . .
. I trail off without finishing the sentence.

An hour passes before I’m able to arrange a
meeting with the General alone. Marvin and Leon insist on
attending, but I promise to brief them in full after I talk with
him. I’m not sure whom to trust, and icy fingers of dread stab me
in the gut. We’ve been played, which makes me both angry and
slightly terrified.

“So?” he says, when Marvin shuts the door
behind us.

“He didn’t get much, but he got enough,” I
say. “The perp thought my team was being diverted to Portland. And
he worked for Xerxes.”

The General whistles softly while drumming
his fingers on the tabletop, his lips moving as if to speak, but no
sound comes out. For the first time in my life, the General appears
rattled and unsure of himself. Midway through our flight from
Seattle to Spokane, we got an urgent message that Gray Price had
been seen minutes earlier at the Portland airport. We almost
diverted there, but at the last minute Leon and I decided to follow
through with our lead in Spokane, and it’s a good thing we did. Had
we gone to Portland, we never would have caught up with Gray.
Someone fed us false intel about Portland in an effort to take us
out of the game and the gambit almost worked. Whoever did this must
be pretty high up the food chain to be able to gain access to my
team, and this scares the hell out of me.

I continue. “We have a traitor working with
this Xerxes group. Someone at Cracked told Leon about a sighting in
Portland and—”

“I told Leon about the sighting in
Portland,” he interrupts, his voice bordering on yelling. “Marvin
handed me a security camera picture sent over by the FBI.”

“Someone inside the FBI then?”

“So it would seem.” He shakes his head in
disbelief.

“We need to track down who forwarded the
security camera footage.”

He nods in agreement.

“It explains why they got the same intel as
us,” I continue. “Someone on the inside is playing us, sir. Someone
with ties to Xerxes.”

We already knew about the existence of
Xerxes, a shadowy covert organization apparently working with North
Korea, responsible for a slew of espionage operations and
assassinations. Finding out the perps in Spokane were part of this
Xerxes group is not surprising; discovering they could play us like
this, is.

The General’s expression is pensive, as if
he’s struggling with a tough decision. Then he clips the end off of
a cigar and jams the thing in his mouth, but he doesn’t light
it.

“Find this person,” he says in a low,
menacing voice. “I’m granting you level one access.”

“I’ll get the bastard, sir.” Him and a whole
lot more, I think. With level one access, everything about this
place is open to me. Rachel found a way out, and I will too. I had
asked for level one access before hunting Gray down and now I’m
getting it. I struggle to conceal the electric buzz of excitement
running through me at the prospect of having access to the
proverbial crown jewels.

“We should keep this to ourselves,” I
continue. “Besides you, no one with access to the outside should
know about our problem inside the FBI.”

“Agreed. Now, what do we do with this kid?”
he asks, displeasure flashing across his face.

I need to keep Gray alive. This was my deal
with Rachel, but I have to handle the matter delicately. If I
betray to the General the slightest hint I care about keeping him
alive, the General is liable to remove him from the equation
immediately. Cracked spent years turning me into an unattached
loner, and they’ll kill to keep me this way.

I roll my eyes in disgust. “He’s scared.
Undisciplined. A bit of a smart aleck.”

“Can he be trained?”

I shrug and sigh. “I’m not sure.
Possibly.”

“Well, what do you recommend?”

“We see if he can be taught to do what he’s
told, and if so, we bring him in as a corporal and train him like
the others.”

“What if he can’t?”

“Reassign him.” I will myself to appear as
dispassionate and unconcerned as possible. Reassignment is one of
the General’s cute euphemisms for execution.

He gazes at me appraisingly, weighing my
words and staring at me, as if the answer he’s searching for is
written on my face. “I think he’s a waste of time.”

“Probably. But he’s a strong shifter . . .
maybe as strong as any we’ve got. It would be a shame to throw him
away without at least trying.”

He frowns before saying, “I’ll give you four
weeks. If he can pass the army fitness test and follow orders,
we’ll keep him.”

“Define pass.”

“Same as all the others—an eighty,” he
answers.

“Sir, he’ll never achieve an eighty in four
weeks . . . how about the regular army score of sixty?”

This draws a scowl from him before he jabs
his cigar at me like it’s a weapon. “Fine, but he’s your
responsibility, Captain.”

I absentmindedly finger the three silver
rings hanging on a gold chain around my neck. The third ring was
waiting for me in my room when we got back from Spokane. He notices
my gesture.

“What do you propose to do about your
deployment?” he asks. “You earned it, but I’d like you to stay on
until we resolve this Xerxes mess.”

I was expecting this, and besides, I can’t
keep Gray alive if I’m not at Cracked. Still, I feel a knot of
frustration coil up in my stomach before I quickly push the feeling
away. I’ve been trying to get outside Cracked since I got here
eleven years ago, and now that I’ve earned my deployment I’m forced
put it on hold. At least I can spend my time taking advantage of
the level one access I have. Who knows, possibly I can find a way
to get all of us out of this toilet.

Once I leave the General’s office, my mind
works through the checklist of what needs to be done in the next
four weeks to keep Gray from being reassigned. First, he must pass
the Army fitness test. I’ll need help with this, and I think I know
exactly where to turn. Second, he must learn the rules. Teaching
him is the perfect job for officious little Amy True. She’ll whine
at first, but Carmen can lean on her if necessary. Finally, he must
learn to follow orders. Someone will need to break him and then put
him back together again the Cracked way. I smile. This will be my
job, and I will enjoy it.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


Gray

 


After the interrogation, I spend a few more
hours cooling my heels in the cell before a couple of soldiers come
for me, dragging me outside and marching me to another building
that seems to be some kind of hospital. A male nurse gives me
another, more thorough physical, draws blood and makes me answer a
hundred questions before Dr. Barnes comes in. I recognize him from
the shift and sift earlier. He casually informs me he’s here to
implant the kill-switch.

When I awake from surgery, I’m back in the
cell again in a hospital gown, with a two-inch square gauze bandage
on the back of my neck covering a painfully sore incision—a pointed
reminder I now have an alien piece of hardware inside of me, ready
to off me if I . . . if I what? What exactly will inspire a flip of
the switch? If I try to escape? Yeah, that’s a given. But what
else? If I disobey? Act aggressively? Don’t measure up? I’m
guessing all of the above and probably more.

I rise from the bed to find new clothes and
shoes piled on the desk with a note to shower and get dressed.
After pacing the room for forty-five minutes, soldiers show up and
they take me to a fortyish woman named Lilly, who sits outside Jace
Moray’s office. Lilly has me fill out paperwork.

“Okay, Gray, we’re done here,” Lilly says an
hour and a half later. “Remember, your new name is Gray Anderson
now. You’re not to use the name Price again. Okay?” And just like
that I’ve lost my name, my identity, only I feel as though I lost
those things days ago on that lonely airstrip by the lake.
According to Jace, everyone at Cracked is given new surnames; for
security reasons, I can’t use my real name ever again. Why couldn’t
I ditch Grayson and keep Price? I’d do that in a heartbeat.

“Sure, Lilly,” I say. Lilly is Jace’s
secretary, and she’s just finished navigating me through a
three-inch stack of papers I had to read and then sign or initial.
I don’t know what most of them mean, but since I have no real
choice, does it really matter? As for Anderson, the name’s going to
take some getting used to, but hopefully there won’t be many
occasions around here when people have to use my last name. “Price
is dead, long live Gray Anderson,” I add.

Lilly nods her approval and says, “Captain
Moray will see you later. Oh, and Lieutenant Trilling is going to
show you to dinner, and then he’ll escort you to your assigned
room.”

A man in his thirties with red hair extends
his hand toward me. I shake it, but don’t try to acquire him. I
can’t read his expression. I feel as if he’s looking me over and
evaluating me on some secret scale, maybe judging whether I’m USDA
prime, choice, or select. Hey, I’m just new meat; let’s leave it at
that.

“Lieutenant Marvin Trilling, at your
service,” he says. “I’m special assistant to General Prentiss. Come
on. I’ll show you the mess.”

I follow this guy down the hall, more tired
than hungry. I’m wearing khaki slacks and a blue polo shirt, which
Lilly says is the standard issue casual attire around here. If this
is casual, then why did they make me wear these shiny leather shoes
that are so stiff my feet feel as if they’re encased in concrete?
What I wouldn’t give to have my beat-up Nikes right now, but they
disappeared along with the rest of my clothes when I was given a
physical. I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve been
examined by a doctor and none of those times prepared me for what
happened this time. The guy pinched and prodded every inch of my
skin, uncomfortably probing every appendage and orifice.

“So, Gray,” Marvin says. “There are two big
rules around here. Do what you’re told and don’t cause trouble. Do
this and you’ll survive just fine.”

“Sure,” I say with a shrug.

“Captain Moray has put the word out you’re
not to be touched. So, you shouldn’t have to worry about the other
kids . . . that is, unless you provoke someone.”

“I don’t understand.”

Trilling shrugs. “Jace is at the top of the
food chain here—the apex predator, you might say. Most of the kids
are scared to death of her. Think great white shark, and you’re
almost there.”

“Yeah, but why protect me?”

He shoots me a grim frown, as though he’s
about to tell me I have an incurable disease. “I suspect she wants
to break you in herself. Tough luck, kid. Jace doesn’t play well
with others.”

“Well that’s just freaking wonderful.”

Trilling leads me through an open doorway
into a high ceilinged room the size of a basketball court. At one
end is a long serving window with trays on one side and plastic
bins with silverware on the other side. Along one wall are a series
of drink dispensers. The only real furnishings in the room are rows
of tables with bench seats, all painted different pastel
colors—drab yellow, washed-out orange, somber blue.

When Trilling leads me in, the room goes
silent and every head swivels to stare at me. If I could shift to a
gnat and fly away, I would.

“Listen up!” Trilling bellows. “This is Gray
Anderson. New shifter on the block. He’s a civvie for now, so act
accordingly.” He says this while pointing a finger at my chest. No
one moves. Every face wears a cold, dark glare. Then he makes a
sweeping gesture toward the people sitting at the tables and says,
“Gray, these are the old shifters on the block.”

I give a slight nod of my head. More dead
silence.

Trilling fills the void. “Where’s
Mason?”

“Here, sir,” a boy cries out, leaping to his
feet and looking eager to please.

“Get over here,” he growls, his face
transforming into a scowl that gives him a menacing, malevolent
look.

A boy with a mop of brown hair sprints over,
anxiety rippling across his face as if he’s afraid he’s about to be
called out for something. He looks like a seventeen-year-old Ringo
Starr the way his straight hair hangs across his forehead, almost
in his eyes. He’s a little shorter than me, but much more muscular.
He gives me a wary once over.

“Mason,” Trilling says. “Meet your new
roommate. Gray, this is Mason Kendall.”

I stare at Mason, waiting to see if he’s
going to say anything or offer to shake my hand. He just gives me a
quick nod. I return the gesture, suddenly feeling very awkward.

Trilling claps me on the back. “Mason, help
Gray get a tray, and after dinner show him to his bunk.” Then he
strides off, leaving me to face down about sixty kids and a dozen
or so adults, who are all looking at me like I’m a new item on the
menu.

“Sorry,” I mutter to Mason. “After dinner
I’ll try to remember to off myself and spare everyone the trouble
of killing me.”

Mason’s features soften slightly, and I
think I see a hint of a smile. “Come on, Gray. I’ll show you how
it’s done.”

He leads me over to a stack of trays and
hands me one. Then the dining room chatter starts up again as
dozens of different conversations resume. A guy in the serving
window looks from me to Mason, apprehension etched on his face.

“I don’t have a meal plan for him,” the man
says, as if the absence of a meal plan means I don’t really exist,
or worse, I should be put out of my misery like a horse with a
broken leg.

“Just use my meal plan for now, Oscar,”
Mason says.

Once I’m dished up, he leads me over to the
drink dispensers. “You can have all the tea, coffee, or soda—diet
of course—you want. Milk, juices, and the other stuff over here are
limited. You can only have the quantity specified on your meal
plan. It’s an honor system, but they have a way of checking. It’s
not worth getting busted over.”

I fill a glass with diet Sprite and follow
him over to an empty table where he was sitting by himself before.
I drop down across from him, hoping he’ll be nice enough to answer
the millions of questions I have, but before I can speak, at least
a dozen kids move over to our table, crowding in around me on both
sides. I’m wondering if the mob will let me eat first before
punching me to death.

One girl next to me offers me her hand. “Hi,
I’m Nessie.”

I take her hand. Her grip is strong. It
feels like my hand is being squeezed in a vise, but I’m too busy
looking at her gray eyes to notice. She has long, silky hair that’s
as black as a moonless midnight sky, along with a slightly turned
up nose and high cheekbones.

“Gray,” I answer.

“So is it true?” Nessie asks. “Was that
really you in Spokane?”

I pause, my mouth half open. “Ah, I’m not
sure I can . . . ” I pause again.

“Don’t worry,” a voice hollers from
somewhere to my left. “Videos of it are all over YouTube.”

“And what about Boston?” another girl lobs
at me.

“Wait, wait, wait,” Mason says, his voice
louder than all the others. He holds up his hands proprietarily,
and surprisingly, everyone quiets down. For a minute, I think he
intends to let me eat in peace, but then he turns to me. “Let’s
start at the beginning. Start with Boston and then walk us through
how you got captured.”

Ah, they’re not here to kill me. They’re
desperately curious. They’ve probably heard stories and rumors
about me and now they want to hear what happened first-hand. I
start my narrative with how Nia and I arrived in Boston. I describe
our robberies, drawing some whistles and cackling. Some interrupt
me with questions about the Boston shooting, but most of the
questions and comments focus on Spokane and my capture. By the time
I finish, several of the kids look stunned.

“That’s some amazing shit, Gray,” Mason
says, shaking his head. “Not many could face down Jace like that
and live to tell about it.”

“When you acquired the policeman, you really
pulled through his gun?” Nessie asks.

I nod.

“The only one around here who can do that is
Jace,” Nessie observes.

“Max can too,” a guy named Dre adds.

“Which brings us to the million-dollar
question,” Mason says, looking around the table as he speaks.
“What’s with you and Jace?”

I shrug. “Yeah, what’s going on?”

“How come you’ve been declared untouchable?”
someone else asks.

“Jace said anything we do to you, she’ll
consider as done to her,” Nessie clarifies.

Mason shakes his head wearily. “She’s going
after you, Gray.”

“What do I do?”

Mason shrugs. “Look, she’s going to treat
you like shit. She’s management, so she’s not allowed to initiate
anything with you. She’ll probably try to goad you into taking the
first swing. That’s her usual MO. Don’t do it. The instant you
raise a fist, she’ll annihilate you.”

Nessie puts her hand on my shoulder and
gives me a gentle pity squeeze. “If you think you’re going to lose
it—and you probably will at some point, remember to shift
first.”

“On that happy note, I need a refill,” I
say, rising and heading for the Sprite dispenser, now feeling
thoroughly dejected and doomed.

“What the hell are you doing?” a voice barks
in an accusatory tone, causing me to jump reflexively. And there
she is. Jace. Swell. I didn’t even see her enter the room.

Gulping, I answer, “Getting a drink?” Then I
remember I’m supposed to call her Captain or sir. “Sir.”

“And what is that?” she says, pointing to my
right hand.

“A glass? Sir.”

The dining room has gone deathly still. No
one is eating or moving. I’m not sure anybody is even breathing.
I’m certainly not.

Jace narrows her eyes at me looking
disgusted or maybe just pissed. “You’re a babe in the woods here.
Babes don’t use glasses. Here, you drink from this from now
on.”

She hands me a baby sippy cup. It has big
orange handles and a screw-on lid with a clear, rubbery nipple. I
take the cup. Scrawled along one side in black sharpie are the
words ‘Baby Gray.’

“Listen up!” Jace yells, turning to face the
assembled masses. “Anyone sees new meat drink from anything other
than his sippy cup, you tell me.”

“As long as I don’t have to eat baby food,”
I mutter.

“Now, you’re with me, rook,” Jace says,
waggling a finger at me to follow.

I’m supposed to go with Mason to see my bunk
. . . Sir.

Are you arguing with me?

No . . . Sorry . . . Sir

And don’t talk to me in my head again unless
I talk to you first, got it?

“Yes, sir.”

I follow five steps behind her, my eyes
traveling down her back, taking in her trim figure and her
shoulder-length blonde hair that swishes in step with her confident
stride. She’s wearing her uniform—a white dress shirt tucked into a
black skirt that hangs to her calf, very matronly, and not very
flattering, but something tells me she could care less about
looking hot. After a ten-minute walk to another building and up
several flights of stairs, she pauses outside a door.

“This is my room. Remember it. You’re going
to see it a lot.”

I can’t even begin to process what this
means, so I just nod, fairly sure anything I might say right now
would be the wrong thing.

Inside her room, which is immaculate, she
points to a drawstring mesh bag stuffed with laundry. She doesn’t
have to say anything. I go over and pull the drawstring taut before
hoisting the bag. I think I know what she has in mind. Then she
points to a pair of shoes sitting neatly aligned side by side next
to her bed. Sighing, I pick up the shoes, gripping the laundry bag
in my other hand.

“Every night, you will report here to pick
up my shoes, which you will return to me the next morning by 0600
hours polished. Every other night, you will report here and pick up
my laundry, which you will return to me the next evening, clean and
folded.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Now, follow me,” she says, her voice tight
and clipped. What the hell is her problem?

Jace leads me down some stairs to an
enclosed walkway that connects this building with another building
separated by twenty yards. She puts her thumb on the bio-pad next
to the doorknob, waiting for the telltale click of the lock
opening.

“This is the boys’ dorm. Normally, the boys
don’t have access to the girls’ dorm without an invite. Since
you’ll be working for me, you’re free to come and go, but you are
not to enter any other room except mine. Got it?”

“Got it.”

“I probably don’t need to bother with this
warning, since most of the girls here could kick your ass, but play
nice. If you don’t—”

I raise my palms up in self-defense,
momentarily dropping the laundry bag and shoes. “I’ll be a perfect
gentleman. Scout’s honor.”

She leads me up two flights of stairs and
down a hallway until we reach a door decorated with Christmas tree
lights around the frame. A red-lettered sign on the door announces
that this is Shelob’s lair, whatever the heck that means. Jace has
a scowl on her face as she pounds her fist sharply on the door,
almost as if she’s trying to smash it down. The door slides open a
crack and Mason’s head appears in the doorway, a sour look
instantly spreading across his face when he sees Jace. He flings
the door open to let us in and she strides forward as if she owns
the place.

“This is your bunk,” Jace says, pointing to
a rolled-up, twin-sized mattress on a plain metal frame with iron
slats instead of box springs. It looks like a medieval torture
device. “Mason will explain where to get your blankets and a
pillow. He’ll also explain about keeping your bed made and your
room clean.” Then she turns to face Mason. “I’ll be checking from
time to time, Mason. Teach him well. If rookie messes up, I won’t
punish him. I’ll punish you.”

Mason nods as if he‘s expecting this.

“Now, rook, you need stuff. Go to the
commissary and get your personal items—toothbrush, razor, et
cetera.”

“I don’t have any money, sir.”

She rolls her eyes. “Ask them to explain to
you how it’s done here.” She pauses, looking over at Mason again.
“And Mason will teach you about proper hygiene.”

With that, she pivots on her heels and
leaves the room. I glance over at Mason, who’s shaking his head at
me as if to say I told you so.

“Come on,” Mason says in a resigned tone.
“I’ll escort you to the commissary. Tomorrow, it’s time for a
haircut.”

“What kind of haircut?”

“The only kind rookies get around here . . .
they’re going to shave you bald, Gray.”

 



Chapter Four

 


Jace

 


Today is a day I’ve been excitedly awaiting
since I got word from the General that he’d agreed to my request. I
told the team we have a short mission this afternoon and we’ll be
back in time for dinner, which doesn’t go over well. They aren’t
thrilled about losing their Saturday to a mission, but only Max
expresses his frustration in a curse, kicking the reception desk in
the Admin building’s foyer. I tell him he can sit this one out, but
he just shoots me a don’t-even-go-there look. Before I say more, I
feel a tap on my shoulder. Spinning around, I confront a smiling
Will Talbot.

“You wanted to see me?” Will asks.

“Guys, give me a minute,” I say to Max and
the others. Then I hook my arm through Will’s. “Walk with me for a
sec.”

Will’s eyes narrow in suspicion, but he lets
me pull him outside toward the Green without any protest on his
part, which is mildly surprising given our history. But that’s not
fair. Since I sprung Will out of the brig—and probably saved his
life—he’s undergone a definite attitude adjustment toward me and
everyone else. I’ve discovered he has a biting sense of humor, and
laughter comes easily to him now. I suppose those things were
always there, but they became buried so deeply under the rage and
anger that no one could see them, including himself. He’s part of
my team now, but it’s unofficial since he doesn’t have clearance to
leave Cracked—not yet. Dr. Criswell, the head Psych, has to sign
off on Will, which he’s not ready to do, although Criswell did pull
me aside and ask what I did to him. When I just shrugged and asked
why he wanted to know, Criswell confided that Will had made a
remarkable turnaround.

“Okay, J, what is it?” Will asks with a
sigh. “You want me to do something, right?”

“I need your help with a little project I’m
working on.” I put my arm around his shoulder.

He looks down at my hand on his shoulder,
frowns, and then looks me in the eye. “It must be one heck of a
project.”

I’m not sure how much to tell Will, but I
decide to lay my cards on the table. I need him on my side and for
this he has to understand.

“It’s about the new guy.”

“Gray Anderson?” Will asks. I detect a note
of suspicion in his voice.

I nod. “He has to pass the Army fitness test
in four weeks . . . or be terminated.” I pause and take a deep
breath. “I want you to work with him. Get him into shape . . . make
sure he can pass the test.”

Will just shakes head and smiles. “Gee, it’s
really decent of you to want to help the guy out. Now, can you tell
me what you’ve done with the real Jace Moray and explain why you
decided to take over her body?”

“Shut up! I'm not that bad.”

Will stops abruptly, causing my arm to slide
off him. “Seriously,” he says when I turn to face him. “Since when
does Jace Moray care about a newbie?”

“If you must know, he saved my life . . . I
kind of owe him.”

Will whistles softly before his lips part
and a low chuckle escapes. “Let me get this straight. New guy saves
your life, and you reward him by snatching him off the street and
bringing him to Cracked, where he’s going to die if he can’t pass
the fitness test.” Will approaches to within a step of me and with
a wicked grin, says, “You are icy cold, Moray.”

“That’s why you’re going to help me make
sure he passes the test, Will . . . and I’d appreciate it if you
didn’t mention my involvement. I have a rep to maintain.”

A guffaw bursts from him at this. “Okay,
I’ll help, Jace, but I want something.”

“Shoot.”

“At the next grind,” he says. “I want a
dance . . . with you.”

I immediately scowl. I hate going to those
things, but I take in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Deal.
But don’t expect a kiss.” Then I lean forward and give Will a
feather-light kiss on his cheek. I walk away, leaving Will standing
there, his mouth agape.

Carmen joins me in front of the Admin
building and the two of us climb into the Lincoln Town Car parked
in front waiting for us. Viraj and Max arrive a few minutes later,
bickering with each other about who has to sit in the middle. I‘m
in the front seat alongside our driver, Corporal Leonard, who looks
fresh out of boot, complete with a shiny, bald head and a coating
of peach fuzz on his face. He glances over at me warily with his
mouth slightly open, as if he’s staring at Hannibal Lecter and I’m
about to pull out a nice bottle of Chianti. I’m sure he’s heard
whispered stories about us. All the regular army staff have, and
they all gawk at us kids as though we’re Ripley’s Believe It or Not
attractions—and I guess we sort of are.

No surprise, Viraj is the first to ask
what’s up. “So, spill already, Jace.” He gives me a suspicious
look, as if he knows I’m up to something.

“We get briefed when we get there,” I reply,
hoping my casual tone will mask the lie.

“Where’s Leon?” Max asks.

“Meeting us there,” I answer. That’s a big
fat lie too, but when we get there, no one will care.

Then we pass the exit for Andrews Air Force
base and Carmen pipes up. “Hey, where are we going? We missed our
exit?”

I turn to give a Carmen sly grin. “Patience.
This is a local job.”

It takes us about forty-five minutes to
arrive at Tysons Corner Galleria, where Corporal Leonard drops us
off. It’s probably the best high-end mall in two hundred miles, or
so I’m told—I’ve never been here before, of course. Carmen, Max,
and Viraj climb out of the car looking at me with surprised,
questioning looks. We’re all dressed in our Army-issued casual
clothes, which consist of plain khaki pants and a solid color polo
shirt—blue for the guys, green for the girls. I intend to replace
everything I have on with something cool and toss my army-issued
clothes in the nearest garbage can.

“Hey guys, courtesy of the General, today’s
mission is we shop!“ I say with a wave of a hand toward the mall.
Then I tell them the limit on their Cracked credit cards. They gasp
at this.

“Go forth and spend,” I say. “Use it or lose
it. We’ll meet back here at 1700 hours. We’ve earned this. But,
please, no fights with the locals, okay. Stay anonymous, stay
safe.”

“Are you kidding me?” Max says, looking
surprised and elated. “I’m getting some new clothes.”

Max has the same idea I do. I want clothes.
I want something I picked, not Cracked. We don’t get out much
beyond the walls at Cracked—okay, like never, but we do have cable
and Wi-Fi, so we get to witness the outside world all we want. We
just can’t ever visit it—until last month, that is. So, I have a
pretty good idea of what kind of clothes I want.

We split up quickly as Viraj and Max
disappear in one direction, while Carmen lingers with me. “Where
are you going, Jace?”

I point to a store on the directory in front
of us. “There,” I say. “Saks Fifth Avenue. What about you?”

“That looks good to me. I’ll come with you,”
Carmen says. “Let’s go to this one too.” She reaches over my
shoulder and points to another store.

I hesitate. I like Carmen, but I really
wanted my first ever shopping trip to be a solo adventure. I do
better solo. “I don’t know. I thought … ”

“Come on,” she insists. “We can help each
other out. It’ll be fun.”

Fun? Shopping with someone else doesn’t
sound even remotely fun. But I let Carmen take my arm and drag me
towards Saks Fifth Avenue.

Carmen and I proceed to spend the next hour
trying on a multitude of outfits. I’m particularly focused on
jeans. The saleswoman, Sonya, asks me my name and goes on about my
svelte figure and how I should be wearing skinny jeans to highlight
my assets. Yeah, right. These are vapid comments to string girls
along by, I think.

Sonya sighs after I try on my last outfit.
“Jace, with a little makeup, girl, you could be so peng!”

Huh? What does that even mean? I don’t want
to ask. It just highlights how sheltered a life I live. Sure, I
speak the same language as Sonya, but my world is so far removed
from hers I might as well be from another planet.

In the end, I buy eight
hundred dollars’ worth of jeans and tops, plus an assortment of
colorful panties and bras—the army-issued underwear we get is all
about white, cotton, and functional boring. Carmen tops me by
seventy-five dollars. And it’s fun. More fun than it would have
been solo. Both of us wear some of our new clothes out of the
store, checking our appearance in every reflective surface we
pass. I’m wearing what Sonya described as destroyed skinny
jeans and a white boyfriend shirt. I don’t have a boyfriend, but
apparently I can still wear his shirt—who knew? Carmen is decked
out in black leggings with a yellow chambray shirt, but she’s
pissed about the underwear lines, so she decides to go commando—uh,
that’s just wrong, but it’s so Carmen. She looks good, hot good,
far better than me. As we exit the store I think we could fit in
here. We’re just another pair of teenage girls, no different than
the other five hundred I see mobbing the common areas.

Carmen wants to stop by Neiman Marcus, so I
let her drag me through the crowded mall. Having bought my clothes,
I feel like a sated predator that has feasted on a kill and now
wants to hole up in its den for a couple of weeks to digest its
food. Carmen, though, is not sated. She wants more. When we get to
the store, Carmen stops to browse through the handbags, abandoning
me in the middle of the aisle.

“Boring,” I mutter to Carmen, after looking
over her shoulder for a couple of minutes. With Sonya’s words
rattling around in my brain, I add, “I’m going to check out the
makeup.”

A salesman, Sean, eagerly offers to help me,
as I cast a confused gaze at the array of applications in the
display case. I tell him I don’t use a lot of makeup, which is true
unless you count lip gloss. I can disassemble a Beretta Px4 Storm
9mm pistol in thirty seconds and then reassemble it in another
forty, but I know less about rouge and eyeliner than I do about
brain surgery. Sean sees I’m not very knowledgeable. He offers to
show me what he thinks would work best for me and give me a full
makeover. Cool. I sit in a tall, padded seat and let him go to work
on my face, while he patiently explains what he’s putting on and
giving me no end of dos and don’ts. I try to absorb it all, but
it’s too much. I end up
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