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Chapter One

 


The Taos sun was hot. The heat here was dry,
so I could warm myself in it without turning into a puddle.

I leaned back in the cracked, plastic lawn
chair, sure to fall on my ass any second and not really caring.
Even after sleeping a full ten hours, passed out like the dead, I
was still tired, dread rolling through me at the thought of another
long day stuck in the car.

We’d driven straight through to New Mexico
the previous day, finally stopping for some rest at midnight.
Without speaking, the three of us—me, Billie, and Neeta—had rented
the filthy, street-side room with cash from our stash, taken turns
in the shower, grout grungy and peeling, then closed our eyes
against the fear, the panic, and the pain of leaving loved ones
behind.

There was no time to think of what we’d
left, of whom. There was no time and no room in our shattered
brains and hearts. There was only survival.

I was the first one up, the first one to
grab a bag of chips from the pathetically stocked vending machine.
It was a cheap breakfast that wouldn’t break the bank. I was then
the first one to repack my suitcase, given to me by Ruby before we
left, ready to get on with what was sure to be a long day.

I looked over the note I’d written Ash the
night before on the motel’s cheap, yellowing pad of paper. One of
the things that had struck me about her in the first days—aside
from the fact that she was hot as fire—were the little notes she
wrote to me. I thought returning the favor while on the road might
give me something other than dread to focus on.

Ash, I’m not good at this writing thing,
expressing myself through my own words. Ask me to serenade you with
a song written by someone else or ask me to put together a killer
playlist, and I’ll sweep you off your feet. I don’t even know if
you’ll ever read this, but I’m sorry and I love you.

The note wasn’t much, but it was all I had
to give at that moment.

The parking lot was half full, and as I
munched on the bag of broken, stale chips, I scanned the area,
always on alert for anyone who may wish us harm.

One couple was packing up their car, looking
as weary as I felt. I watched them for a moment, then turned my
attention to a man who’d just come out of a room directly across
from ours. He closed the door behind him, then leaned against it,
pulling a pack of cigarettes from the breast pocket of his shirt.
He popped a cigarette in between his lips, then tugged out a
lighter that had been stuffed inside the crumpled box alongside the
smokes.

He cupped his hand around the flame. As he
inhaled, he glanced up and over at me. His gaze lingered on mine a
beat too long, causing a twinge to dance in my belly. I tried to
take him in while appearing to gaze off to the side. I kept him in
my peripheral, careful to take in as many details as possible.

I didn’t like the look of him. There was
something haunted in his eyes that was plain to me even across the
parking lot. The flesh around his eyes was dark, bags the size of
New Jersey underneath, and saggy like a bloodhound. He reminded me
of an actor playing the part of a private detective, someone
grizzled and tired, always on the hunt for one person or another.
His clothes had the rumpled look of being slept in.

I wasn’t one to judge, I was sure I looked
just as bad, my hair washed but pulled starkly back, my face free
of makeup, my jeans and tank top as nondescript as possible. Still,
I righted my chair, my gaze now locking with the man.

Breath caught in my throat. It was the way
he didn’t look away that alarmed me the most, made me feel as if he
were trying to figure something out, maybe trying to calculate his
odds.

The door to our motel room opened, causing
me to almost flinch in surprise. The chair shifted in the dirt with
a crunch.

Out stepped Neeta, her backpack in hand.
“Let’s get the hell out of this place,” she said, breezing by me to
walk the ten steps to the car her mom had given us. Crystal,
Neeta’s mom, had insisted we take her gray SUV as the three of us
made our escape out of New Orleans toward a future none of us were
certain of.

Neeta wore a backward baseball cap over her
braids, a hoodie on over shorts, even though the temperature must
have been somewhere near one hundred degrees.

My attention snapped back to the man across
the way, but he was nowhere to be seen. Cold fear washed over me. I
cursed myself for not paying closer attention. The guy could be
anywhere, back in his room, in his car waiting to follow us, making
a phone call to the police. I looked every which way, squinting
into shadows.

The chair I’d been sitting in toppled as I
scrambled to my feet.

Billie came rushing out the door next, her
pink duffle and my suitcase in her hands. “I’m with Neeta. This
place is giving me the creeps. It’s so dusty and quiet, even though
it’s right off the road. I mean, how weird is that?” Billie didn’t
speak to anyone in particular as she threw the bags in the open
back of the SUV.

“Traffic is light everywhere, which is very
weird, yes.” Neeta adjusted her cap.

Still standing with my half-eaten bag of
chips in my hand, I re-scanned the lot. Smoking guy was nowhere to
be seen.

“What’s going on?” Billie slammed the back
of the SUV closed, her short blonde hair smashed against one side
of her face. The jeans and cropped t-shirt she wore were wrinkled
from being stuffed in her duffle. “Miranda.”

I edged toward the driver’s side, still
looking around. It was my turn to drive. “I don’t know. Maybe
nothing, probably nothing.”

Billie jumped into the backseat without
saying a word, Neeta standing on the opposite side of the car, the
passenger door held open as she, too, glanced around us. “Just get
in, Miranda. Billie’s right, this place is weird. This motel makes
the Fleur de Lis look like a damn palace.”

Every place was weird anymore. There was no
escaping it. We were two young women and one teenager, on the run
from a threat we couldn’t even name. I was pretty sure nothing
would ever feel normal again.

I slid into the driver’s seat, ready to
leave the heat of the southwest behind, ready to leave behind most
everything, everything except the people we’d left in New
Orleans—the friends, the family, the lovers, people who I wasn’t
sure we’d ever see again.

What awaited us in Colorado was as
mysterious to me as the arrival of my powers had been. There were
moments when I wondered what would happen if the three of us just
found some shack out in the middle of nowhere, some hole we could
hide in until the day when, maybe, this would all blow over. But
thinking that way felt a lot like giving up, like pedaling
backward. There was only one way in all this, and it was forward.
Forward, for some inexplicable reason, was toward the mountain town
of Estes Park. In that haven, we would find either solace or, if
something had happened to my aunt, another nightmare, and there was
only one way to find out. We had to keep driving.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


Driving through Walsenburg, Colorado, my
stomach began aching. The terrain was flat and uninspiring, the
town old, as quiet as the roads thus far had been.

An hour and a half until Colorado
Springs.

I swallowed bile, my stomach, long empty of
the chips I had for breakfast, seemingly twisting in on itself.

“What’s wrong?” Neeta asked, perking up from
her half-reclined position to look over her shoulder, out the back
window of the now dusty SUV.

Billie was sprawled over the length of the
backseat, a magazine she’d stolen from the motel, and wasn’t
reading, open in her lap.

“No one’s behind us,” I said, rolling my
neck in a circle as I drove. I didn’t know it was possible to feel
so stiff at sixteen. “I’m hungry, and I’m scared about driving
through the Springs. What if someone I know sees me?”

“Probably not likely,” Billie said as she
flipped the pages of her magazine without looking at them. “Isn’t
Colorado Springs a pretty big place? But we should take every
precaution. Why don’t we pull over, grab some food, and I’ll drive
the rest of the way? It’s my turn, anyway, and I’m bored. Driving
will give me something to do.” She tossed the magazine onto the
floorboard. It was littered with what I knew to be half eaten bags
of chips, candy, and beef jerky.

I didn’t need to be told twice, taking the
first exit I saw. All the driving was exhausting. I’d rather stare
out the window or try to close my eyes for a little nap. A
fast-food place promising southern Colorado’s best green chili
burger sat on the corner. I parked and we went inside as one
unit.

We’d been nothing but a single unit since
leaving New Orleans. When we stopped for gas, we all got out of the
car, standing near each other, each one guarding the other. When we
went in to pee, we went together, all three of us hitting the
restroom at the same time, even if there was only one stall. These
things happened without a word; they were agreed upon on a
subconscious level. Not one of us would be alone, not until this
was over.

Inside the restaurant, the smell of grease
from the fryers hit me hard. I wasn’t sure if I was still hungry or
if I was about to now be sick.

We ordered, hit the restrooms, then grabbed
our bag of oily food. There was no luxury of time, and there
wouldn’t be until we made it to Estes Park. The longer we were
stopped at any one location the more likely we were to be picked
up. If we were wanted, which I was pretty sure we were. After the
events at the Fleur de Lis, how could we not be? I still didn’t
know what happened to Henry. He could be dead for all I knew.

Can’t think about that right now.

I took up the back seat, so I could hit the
deck once we made it to the Springs. It would take twenty minutes
or so to clear my hometown, and I would feel more comfortable out
of sight.

Yesterday, the long drive from New Orleans
to Taos had been one of relative calm. After what we’d been through
with Henry, and after the emotional goodbye we’d been forced to say
to our loved ones, all three of us had been quiet, numb almost, as
if every last drop of feeling had been wrung from us, left behind.
This was a good thing as far as our powers were concerned. In that
numb state, the powers would lay dormant, locked away out of sight.
Although we had improved control over the magic, we were still
figuring everything out, still aware that we knew very little.

Now, I could hardly sit still. Colorado
Springs was an hour and a half away. Bouncing in my seat as I ate,
fries crunching in my half-open mouth, I tried thinking of anything
other than what it would feel like to drive through the city where
I’d spent my life, the city I’d run from, the family I’d run from.
This kind of nervous energy was dangerous. This kind of feeling
could bring the powers out. The last thing any of us needed was to
bring attention to ourselves before we made it all the way north.
Worse than that, we could do real damage to ourselves were the
energy ignited while we were driving.

I took a ragged breath, then another, as I
tried to calm my mind.

Naturally, my thoughts moved to Ash. In my
mind, Ash’s beautiful face lit up with her bright smile. Her soft
lips grazed my shoulder, her laugh, infectious, which made me think
of angels sitting on clouds. A pang in my gut nearly brought up the
fries. I swallowed, gazing out the window at the barren fields
flying by.

More than once since we’d escaped I had
wondered if I’d made the right decision by leaving her behind. As
she was, Ash was safer at home, safer with her mother and
everything that was familiar to her. But what if she started
developing powers of her own? If she did, and something terrible
happened, I would never forgive myself.

I squeezed my eyes shut.

Less than five hours to go. Keep it
together.

Opening my eyes, I focused on the back of
Neeta’s headrest as she shoved fry after fry into her mouth. Hunger
was another problem that brought our powers to the fore. Even
though we’d done a pretty good job of learning how to control the
energy, there was still the possibility of hell breaking loose. It
wouldn’t have been the first time. We could all attest to that.

Neeta reached out a hand to play with the
radio.

Billie took one hand off the wheel to swat
her away. “We said no radio, not until we get there.”

Billie was right. We’d agreed to cut
ourselves off from any news that might disturb, any news that might
upset.

“I just want to listen to some music. The
silence is killing me. I’ll find a good station, don’t worry. It’s
not like some local pop station is going to have serious news
reports.” Neeta continued pressing the screen of the control center
until she found a station we could live with. There weren’t many
options.

The country station was far from ideal, but
at least, to Neeta’s point, the twangy inflections would be better
than listening to my thoughts.

As the female singer ended her song about
her cheating husband, the DJ came on to announce a contest for
concert tickets.

I was anticipating another song or maybe an
advertisement, when the DJ said this, “Twelve more Colorado women
have been detained following a worldwide surge in what some are
calling witchcraft. While we at KROW are withholding judgment at
this time, it is prudent to take precautions. Whether these women
mean to do harm has yet to be determined. So, fellow Coloradans,
proceed with caution. I’ve no doubt our local and national
authorities will get a handle on the situation, and all will be
resolved. No need for panic or alarm.”

With a flick of her finger, Billie turned
off the system.

We continued on in silence for several
miles, food forgotten.

Finally, Billie said, “No need for panic, my
ass. Easy for him to say. A male DJ who has nothing to fear. We’re
the ones who…” Billie’s voice died in her throat.

“We’re the ones who are in fear for our
lives,” Neeta finished for her.

****

“Slow down, Billie,” Neeta said for the
fourth time in fifteen minutes. “We can’t afford to get pulled
over.”

The car slowed. I stared out the window at
familiar landscape. We were close to my home now, close to the city
where I’d spent the entirety of my sixteen years. I’d known nothing
else except for New Orleans, the city that had left a gaping hole
inside my heart.

We were driving north on I-25, through the
city of Fountain, Colorado. Through the windshield, I spied the
Rocky Mountains looming to the left. The large, dark blue shapes
with pine-covered trees washing down the slopes, once a balm to me,
now made my blood pressure spike. Rather than think about all the
times I hiked in those mountains, the crisp air clearing my lungs,
the piney scent of blue spruce clearing my mind, I shut the images,
and the feelings that came along with them, out.

I lay across the backseat, my eyes closed so
I wouldn’t have to see any more, praying that we would make it
through the city quickly, without incident, and without a single
tear shed.

I hadn’t seen my parents in weeks. The last
time I’d spoken to my mother, I realized that the woman who’d given
birth to me had betrayed me, had tried to have me “brought in”. The
pain that moment had caused would sit like a stone in my gut quite
possibly for the rest of my life. Until that moment, I’d wondered
if I’d left prematurely, if I’d judged them unfairly. I hadn’t.

With my eyes closed, laying with my head
down on the backseat, I could feel the car accelerating again.

Neeta, irritation clear in her voice said,
“Billie, slow the hell down.”

“I’m trying,” I heard Billie say. “I just
want to get there.”

“We all do, but we’ll never get there if
we’re in jail or worse. If you can’t chill, pull over and I’ll
drive.”

Billie sighed, loud and long. “I don’t need
you to drive. A couple of miles over won’t get us in trouble. Don’t
you think it will look suspicious if we’re driving too slow?”

“No, I don’t.” Neeta’s voice was sharp and
strong.

The stress of the last few days was getting
to everyone. Fuses were short.

We drove in silence for a few more minutes.
From what I could tell from my prone position, my eyes still shut
tight, we were moving along at a good pace.

I needed to know where we were. “Where are
we? What’s the nearest exit? Not the number but the street
name.”

“Woodman Road,” Neeta said.

I swallowed bile, again, the french fries
threatening to lurch. We were less than ten minutes from my house.
The house with the yellow shutters and wide porch, the house with
the cobwebby attic where I used to play hide and seek with my aunt,
the house with the landscaped front yard where the pulled weeds
died in my hand like I was coated in some sort of toxic sludge.

“Billie, there’s a cop.” Neeta sounded like
a robot, her voice low and monotone.

I froze where I was. Popping my head up now
would be a mistake.

A half-second later, sirens blared behind
us. I’d already been feeling ill. I now felt like I may actually
puke, my heartbeat raging inside my chest. A cold sweat broke out
under my arms, at the small of my back.

“Fuck,” Neeta breathed.

“What do I do?” Billie asked, her voice
quaking.

“We have no choice. We have to pull over.”
Neeta reached a hand back, touching my side. “Sit up but do it
slowly and slouch so he doesn’t see that you were lying down. Don’t
forget your seatbelt.”

“What do I do?” Billie asked again.

I slowly resumed my seat, keeping my head
down as much as possible. I focused on Neeta’s hand to keep myself
steady and how she gently reached out with it to stroke Billie’s
arm. “Breathe, pull over, go through the motions, smile, turn on
the Billie charm. We’re just three ladies on our way to our
friend’s house.” She continued stroking Billie’s arm as Billie
flipped on the blinker to pull over onto the shoulder.

I looked out the window. I knew the area
well. The building to our left, low, with tons of dark windows, had
once been a favorite movie theater but was now a storage facility.
To our right was a small university, one that had been there
forever, and was the kind you could do mostly online. I decided to
focus on that building of brick and glass, one I had watched whisk
by so many times over the years as I drove by with my family.

The car came to a stop. I had one of those
moments where it feels like you’re trapped in a nightmare and can’t
wake up. Dizziness washed over me along with a sickening dread.

Wake up, Miranda.

Only there was no waking up. This was my new
reality.

Billie rolled down the window, her finger
tapping the steering wheel.

I expected Neeta to chastise our friend over
the tapping, but she remained silent. She probably knew, as I did,
that the motion was helping Billie to feel grounded in the
moment.

After a few minutes, gravel crunched outside
the window. The cop was on his way. Billie’s hand went dead still,
the tapping ceased. There was no longer even the sound of breathing
as everyone in the car held their breath.

A shadow loomed to my left. I refused to
look, refused to tear my gaze from the university building.

Act like this is no big deal.

“License and registration.” A deep voice
spoke outside the car.

“Of course,” Billie said.

I could hear the smile in her voice, knew
without looking that Billie was laying her charm on as thick as she
could. Billie was a beautiful woman. When I’d first seen her, I’d
thought the statuesque blonde was more suited for the silver screen
than walking the streets as a hooker.

We’d never discussed what would happen were
we to be pulled over. I had a fake ID, but there’d only been time
and funds to procure one for Neeta. She’d remembered an old line
cook, Jason, who’d worked in the kitchen at Ruby’s, and who’d been
busted for making fake IDs a couple of years ago. She’d found the
guy living in Baton Rouge, so we’d stopped on the way out of
Louisiana. He’d been less than thrilled by Neeta’s query, but he
still hooked her up with a guy he knew who still made them. We’d
gotten lucky. The guy whose name I never got charged us what felt
like a fortune for what he said was a rush job. Even after
saying he’d give us a discount for being a friend of Jason’s. After
deciding only one of us could get an ID, for the time being, we’d
decided on level-headed Neeta who was usually the more in-control
of the three of us.

Even though I still had my fake ID, I wasn’t
sure if it had been compromised. If Henry had survived the blast in
the back alley behind the Fleur de Lis, I was sure the authorities
now knew my assumed name. And although I’d had a lot of faith in
Trapper, the gruff but kindly proprietor of the Fleur, I wasn’t
sure how far he would go to protect us.

Whatever the case, Billie had no choice but
to give the police officer her actual ID, with her actual name that
she loathed above all else.

The cop cleared his throat. “You’re a long
way from New Orleans. You’re Wilhelmina Cowley, but the car is
registered to a Crystal Aubert.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Neeta
lean toward the center console. I felt like I had to burp, but knew
if I did, I’d throw up instead.

“Crystal is my mother, Officer. She lent us
the car for a little girl’s trip.”

“I’ll need to see your ID then.”

“Sure.” Neeta fumbled with her wallet. If
Neeta decided to give him the fake ID, the names wouldn’t match. I
couldn’t see which one she handed toward the cop’s extended
hand.

“Seems like a strange time for a trip with
everything going on in the world.” The officer now had both IDs in
his hand with no sign he had any plans to return them, nor did he
even gaze down at them.

As this was a statement and not a question,
no one replied.

I squeezed my eyes shut, as if that simple
action could make all this go away.

“I’ll need the three of you to exit the
vehicle.”

I went ice-cold, a chill wrapping itself
around my body until I shivered.

“All of us?” Billie asked.

“All of you.” The hulking man backed away
from the car door, his right hand resting on the gun at his
hip.

A knot formed in the back of my throat. I
was seconds away from panic-crying. Biting down on my lip, I opened
the car door, then stepped onto the shoulder of the highway. This
stretch was usually busy all times of the day, but this afternoon,
there seemed to be hardly anyone about. Maybe because of what was
happening, more people were staying indoors. There had been few
people on the road the entirety of the trip.

Neeta caught my eye, giving me a little
shake of her head. What that shake meant was anyone’s guess.

The cop took another step back, a hand still
resting on his gun. This was the first time I had seen all of him.
He was as big as Trapper, but fitter, and about twenty years
younger. He was clean shaven, his eyes hidden behind aviator
sunglasses. He was another cliché just like the man I’d seen that
morning in Taos, the one whose appearance screamed private
detective. “I need the three of you to stand facing the hood of the
squad car, hands behind your backs.”

Billie huffed a nervous laugh. “But,
officer, we weren’t going that fast. Is there any other way we can
settle this? A ticket, perhaps?” Billie turned toward him, moving a
hand up to her hair to twirl a curl.

Without a word, he grabbed her wrist,
twisting it behind her as he spun her around to face away from him.
As he pulled out cuffs, he said, “There were three girls who caused
quite a commotion at a motel in New Orleans. The girls haven’t been
seen since, but it was believed they slipped town. Oddly, the three
of you match the descriptions. Do not fight me or I will use deadly
force.”

Frozen to my spot, my hands clasped behind
my back, I shot a look at Neeta who was gazing dead ahead, then
over at Billie whose face had gone beet red. Tears fell from
Billie’s eyes, her head shaking back and forth. “Do what you have
to,” she said, a microsecond before turning around.

She whirled so fast the cop dropped the
cuffs to the concrete with a clatter. His hand darted to his gun. I
heard the click of the gun being unsecured from his belt as I too,
whirled around.

With one blast of blue light from the palm
of Billie’s hand, the man flew backward, slamming into the rear of
Crystal’s SUV. He crumpled forward, sliding down the back and onto
the cement in a heap.

All I could think of was Henry. He looked
much the same when I blasted him with my blue light, slamming him
into the back wall of the Fleur and tumbling him into a similar
pile of arms and legs.

Neeta ran over to the police officer,
carefully reaching out a hand to check for a pulse.

I pulled Billie close to me as I looked
behind us for cars. There was no one.

Billie shook in my arms.

“He’s alive. I think he’ll live, probably
just a concussion,” Neeta said. “We need to move him into his car
fast, then get the hell out of here.”

She looked toward me and Billie, both of us
still frozen on the side of the road. “Now,” she barked with enough
force to snap us out of our dazes.

Billie darted forward to take the man’s
legs. Neeta and I each took an arm, and together the three of us
half-carried, half-drug the muscular police officer to the side
door of his vehicle. We shoved him in the best we could, running
back to the SUV to jump in and speed off.

Just as we pulled back out into the road,
two cars sped by.

“If he ran the plates, we’re fucked.” Neeta,
still in the passenger seat, held her upper arms as if she could
hug the nightmare away.

Billie was slumped in the back.

I was in the driver’s seat. I’d insisted I
drive now, being the most familiar with the area.

“I know,” I said as I flicked on the
blinker. “At the very least, he’ll have the description once he
wakes up. That’s why this car is dead to us.”

“Where are you going?” Billie breathed from
the back seat.

I glanced at her through the rearview,
shocked at the sheer whiteness of my friend’s complexion. A blue
vein throbbed in Billie’s forehead.

“Home.”

“Are you crazy?” Neeta reached out like she
may grab the steering wheel, then thought better of it, pulling her
hand back into her lap. “You can’t go to your house. Are you
forgetting what your parents did to you?”

I did my best not to stare daggers at Neeta.
“No, I’ll never forget what they did. But what choice do we have?
My dad will be at work. If Mom is home alone, maybe I can reason
with her. Maybe if she sees me in the flesh, puts her arms around
me, she’ll take some sort of mercy on us.” I shook my head. “I
can’t think of anything else to do. I don’t know anyone else who
would possibly help us, and we can’t steal a car. We’re not exactly
seasoned criminals. How far do you think we’d get? They’d really
shoot us on sight if we did that.”

“Miranda’s right.” Billie clicked in her
seatbelt, her voice steadier. “It’s a calculated risk. However, I’m
not above stealing a car if we have to. At this point, we don’t
have much to lose. We’re wanted by the authorities any way you look
at it, and now we know for sure. I say plan A is to feel out her
mom, plan B is to get the hell out of there and boost the first car
we find.”

“Boost?” Neeta craned her neck to look back
at Billie. “What do you know about boosting anything?”

“I’ve been operating outside the law for
years, obviously. I may not know how to do it, but I know the
lingo.”

Neeta snorted a laugh. “Okay, babe. Plan B
is we boost a car.”

 


 



Chapter Three

 


The street I’d lived on almost my entire
life seemed foreign to me as I tapped the brakes, rolling slowly
toward my house.

It was the middle of the day. The chances of
someone seeing us were pretty good. Neeta had offered to drive, but
I knew it had to be me. I had to grip the steering wheel in both
hands, eyes on the manicured lawns. Each house was a replica of the
one next to it, each two stories with small porches and big front
windows. Lawns were green, even during yet another drought, and
colorful flowers lined walkways.

The door to my two-car garage was open, the
trunk of my mom’s sedan, sitting in one of the bays, popped open,
bags of groceries visible within. The other bay, the one designated
for Dad’s truck, was empty.

I took a full breath. Although my dad had
never done me any harm, I’d always been closer to my mom, always
felt, until the betrayal, that Mom had always been on my side. My
hope was simple. I hoped that once my mom saw me in the flesh, with
her own motherly eyes, that maybe, just maybe, she’d feel compelled
to help. How cold would one person have to be to have lost all
feeling for their child?

“I can’t believe we’re doing this.” Neeta
sucked in a breath as I turned the car into the driveway.

“We must be desperate,” Billie breathed,
leaning forward so far, her breath tickled my ear. “We’re driving
right into the belly of the beast.”

I pulled Crystal’s SUV behind the beige
four-door, my heart thumping in my throat.

Is that even possible?

“The only thing that has any color around
here is the grass.” Neeta eyed her surroundings, a finger tapping
the door handle. “You never would have bloomed here, magic or not.
The mountains are beautiful, though, and the air is probably the
freshest I’ve ever smelled, but these people need an injection of
life.”

“I think I’ve had a little too much life. If
I could go back to the days of staring at the peeling walls of the
Fleur de Lis, I probably would.” Billie adjusted her seat, dipping
lower to look out the windshield.

I put the car in park but left it running,
my hand tight on the gear shift. “Yeah, I would too, only don’t
judge the Springs by this one neighborhood. Downtown is awesome.
You guys would love the old buildings, the shops, the much more
liberal vibe. Life is more colorful there.”

As I stared ahead, into the dim void of the
garage, the door opened, my mother stepping down alongside her
car.

I almost bit through my lip. There was Mom,
dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, sunglasses perched on the top
of her head, dressed in her usual uniform of tan slacks with a
muted, thin sweater, even though it was late summer, the
temperature soaring.

There was an unwritten parental rule, a rule
that moms were always supposed to love and protect their children
no matter what. No matter what they’d done or said, a mom was
always supposed to stand in front of you, protecting you, pushing
you out of harm’s way.

On TV, I had seen moms of murderers sit
behind their children in court, not supporting what their child had
done, but just being there. I hadn’t hurt anyone. Except for Henry
and that was self-defense. What had happened to me had not been my
fault. Had I been given a choice, I would not have wanted the
magic; I would have rejected it. Still, my mother had not supported
me, had not helped me, had only tried to set me up so that I could
be taken in by the authorities.

“This was a mistake.”

My mother looked up as she walked toward the
front of the garage. She cocked her head to the side, her eyes
squinting to get a better look at who sat behind the darkened glass
of the SUV. Her hand reached out, her palm resting on the side of
her car as realization dawned in her eyes.

Without looking away from me, she shut the
still open trunk, groceries that would go bad in the heat within,
then took one tentative step onto the driveway.

I didn’t back away. I just kept my eyes
locked with those of my mother.

Billie gripped my headrest, her breath loud
in my ear.

Neeta reached over a hand, her own eyes
locked on the woman in front of us. She wrapped her fingers around
my wrist, her touch light but hot.

“What are we doing?” Billie whispered. “Are
we going?”

“You two, stay in the car.” I opened the
door, my heart skipping beats in my chest. My hands were clammy,
slipping off the door as I tried pushing it open farther.

Neeta relinquished her hold of my wrist,
Billie making some sort of grunting sound.

I stepped out, my mother not more than five
feet away, a look of shock on her face.

For a second, we just stood there, me on the
pavement, shielded by the car door, my mother in front of the SUV’s
rounded hood.

Mom’s throat bobbed with a swallow. “What
are you doing here?”

This wasn’t the question I wanted to hear.
I’d hoped to hear something more akin to, How can I help
you?, but I already knew I hoped for too much. The
disappointment welled deep within, my chest deflating with a long
exhale. My throat burned, but I refused to cry, refused even to let
my eyes swim.

“We’re in trouble. If we don’t get off the
streets, hide this car, we’re done for. Who knows where we’ll be
taken or what will happen to us.” My voice sounded alien to me
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