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Dedication
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Prologue
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ISAAC – 10 YEARS AGO, Garnet, Texas

A fist flies at my face and connects, splitting my lip over my teeth. The sharp taste of blood fills my mouth as I move to return the punch. The other guy’s friends hold my arms and cheer him on while a crowd of other kids surrounds us. The pain brings color to the world and the adrenaline brings energy to the endless, washed-out day.

Later, in after-school detention, I’m crawling out of my skin. The one-piece desk and chair combo barely leaves me room to slouch, and the recycled air in the room is stifling. The other kids work on homework or sneak looks at their phones or talk quietly to each other while I look around, trying to make eye contact. Unfortunately, my classmates all know better. If they do, I’ll start talking to them, and no matter how I try I can’t seem to talk at low volume. 

Leaning forward, I peek over Mikhaela’s shoulder at her phone, where she’s watching a YouTube of a bunch of cows chasing a remote control car around a field. As though being surrounded by West Texas cattle ranches and working for her parents’ outfit wasn’t enough bovine time? No spank you. 

“Get out of my bubble, Isaac. Go twitch somewhere else.”

I ignore her. “Where’s the party tonight?”

“The riverbed. Where else would it be?”

She’s not wrong. Keggers at the riverbed have been the staple here since our parents were partying. Shoot, maybe our grandparents. Are my kids going to party at the riverbed on the weekends after spending the week in the aging school? Will they spend their summers looking forward to graduating and working on the oil wells or teaching the next generation of Garnet’s residents? 

The thought of my kids sitting here in detention twenty-five years from now causes a pressure inside me that threatens to erupt as a scream of frustration. With the desk, the stifling air, the other students, the detention teacher who looks slightly terrified of us, and the friggin’ Friday night riverbed kegger. There has got to be more than this. I sit up straight, bounce my knee, and tap my pen until Mikhaela hisses, “Shut the fuck up Isaac,” then I bang my head on my desk softly but persistently until the teacher shouts at me to leave.

***
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Isaac – 3 years ago 

Racing into the setting sun, grief heavy on my shoulders, I push my bike to its limit. Maintaining control of the machine takes all my attention, allowing me to finally take a break from the chaos and heartache of the last few days. 

My best friend, Darren, was just scattered to the wind after losing his life in an oil rig accident. A freak incident that happened in front of me and left his body broken. It was mercifully quick, which is a rotten thing to be thankful for, but I am. 

His mom urged me to take it as a warning, to leave the oil wells and Garnet. “Get out of here. I know you boys planned to travel someday. Hit the road, Isaac.” 

Mom must have also seen I needed to get out of here, and she was adamant that I leave my roughneck job. “I only have one of you. Most of the time I’m thankful for that, but sometimes I wish we had a spare.” 

“That’s great. I love you too, Mom. I’ll come back around, so quit acting like you’ll never see me again.” 

Dad put a small stack of bills into my hand and gave me a one-arm dad hug. “Here. Put this away, pretend you don’t have it, and use it to get home if you run into any kind of trouble.” And then I hit the road to San Diego.

Now, halfway there, I pull in to an old desert motel, where I’m checked in by a sweet gray-haired woman in a pink apron dress. After letting myself into my room with an actual metal door key, I shove a chair under the doorknob and hope for the best that I’ll live through the night. With the air conditioner rattling under the window and a reality show on the old television, I drift off to sleep, looking forward to living in the city.

***
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Mercy – 8 years ago, Loring, Nebraska

I flinch internally as the lockers around me slam shut. The sharp sounds hit my eardrums like physical blows. Years of discipline enable me to stand still without flinching, but my heart still races like a rabbit’s as I sling my padded messenger bag over my shoulder. Hurrying by the entrance to the gym, I can’t avoid the odor of sweaty bodies wafting out on the heated air, turning my stomach. I duck thankfully into the library, where I spend my lunchtime among the quiet books. Mrs. Harper allows me to eat in there, as long as I do it at one of the study tables and not near the stacks. I pull out a lunch bag that holds a peanut butter and jam sandwich in a hard case, the same thing I’ve eaten for lunch as long as I can remember. I don’t like new foods; I don’t like sour or spicy or squishy foods, either. Or seafood. Just no. 

When I leave for college, my parents will probably eat curry and seafood for the first few months. They’ll buy harsh, smelly detergents and slam doors a lot, just because they can. The image of my parents stinking up the house with Thai food and slamming cupboards makes me chuckle to myself.

Hearing, touch, smell, and taste. Every day is a battle with my senses not to let them overwhelm me. I spent my childhood with my mom making excuses for my holding my hands over my ears when everyone in church clapped, my rejecting food offered by well-meaning friends and church members, my inability to ignore when people passed gas, when most civilized people would pretend not to notice. She shopped for unscented everything and patiently inspected paper cuts so tiny she had to pretend to see them. 

Nearing graduation, I’m nervous about going to college. A new environment full of new things to get used to and harden myself against. Although I’m anxious at the prospect, I’m also excited. The university has a medical school, and I earned a place in their accelerated program which will allow me to start med school a year early. Then I’ll do a residency in psychiatry and specialize in helping kids like me—with sensory processing disorder—manage their senses instead of being managed by them.

***
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Mercy – 3 years ago

“You’re the ER doctor and a patient is brought in by ambulance. Another patient is brought in at the same time. From what the paramedics report, the pediatric patient has injuries from being assaulted by the adult patient. The adult has a gunshot wound from the other parent of the child. How would you triage the two patients when they have equal odds of recovery?”

Yes! An easy one. I raise my hand, and the professor looks around to see if anyone else has theirs up then stifles a sigh to say with some reluctance, “Mercy.”

“Push five milligram of hydromorphone intravenously in the adult.” All activity in the room stops. Usually, even when people are paying attention in these medical board study sessions, there’s still a hum of sound. Paper shuffling, keyboards clicking, creaking of seats, and murmurs. Right now? Nothing. Nada. Every head is turned toward me. The professor questions me in a deceptively casual voice, which I don’t pick up on at first.

“Five mills. And what’s your thought process there?”

“Well, the odds of survival for the patients are about even, and time and resources would be wasted trying to save them both. Eliminating the adult from the equation allows the team to focus on the child, increasing their odds of survival.”

“Eliminating the adult from the equation...” Prof’s voice trails off, and I forge on, encouraged. 

“Yes. The adult is a child abuser, therefore does not deserve to live or consume resources that could be used to—”

“I’m going to stop you right there, before you dig yourself a deeper hole. As physicians we do not base treatment decisions on who we think deserves to live. What you’re suggesting would be a flagrant violation of medical ethical principles, not to mention a physician’s oath, and I’m concerned—no, shocked—that you would suggest euthanizing a human because you don’t like their behavior.”

“Don’t like their behavior? They beat a child!”

He looks around the classroom and I follow his gaze. The other students are either watching this like a grounded ship, typing furiously—no doubt to put the class murderer on blast—or whispering to each other while throwing judgy glances my way.

“Yes,” he acknowledges, “and justice is for the courts to decide. Not me, not you, and not anyone in this room.”

I stand up and gather my things, looking around the class at all of them. I say one more thing before I leave the classroom, then the building, and then the campus.

“We’ll see.”
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Chapter 1. Austere
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MERCY

A bouquet of flashing lights beckons me to the warehouse where my friend Caroline “Line” Descartes was taken. She was abducted from outside my studio while I was inside questioning one of my “visitors.” I rub my breastbone over the pang in my chest as my mind plays again over her exiting taunt. Toodles, Mercy. Remember, if you make him pee you have to clean it up. 

My studio is where I extract information on behalf of various criminally-inclined clients around San Diego. Using non-traditional interrogation techniques, I turn people’s minds and senses against them. My hands-off methods and no-nonsense aesthetic have earned me the informal title The Auditor.

I know it isn’t truly my fault Caroline was grabbed from my parking lot, but if she doesn’t come through this okay I’ll carry some of the burden, regardless. 

Unmarked detective cars and threatening-looking company SUVs crouch haphazardly outside the industrial building, and I weave through them to the open man-door which spills a rectangle of light onto the shadowed ground. Inside, a distinct post-action feel hangs in the air, as though things just went down, and now all that’s left is the clean-up. 

I see Caroline’s dad, the Director of San Diego’s branch of Concierge, Inc., facing a tall, angular woman and her even taller male companion. Morgan is a nomadic Concierge who travels between cities while Directors pay lip-service to enticing her to stay in one place. In reality they’re relieved she prefers to live on the road. She rarely travels alone, and her companion is, as usual, mostly silent. 

Morgan asks where Tom wants the man she has restrained, who I recognize from my surveillance footage as the one who grabbed Caroline earlier tonight. 

“He’s mine.” With my claim, Tom swivels to look at me, eyebrows raised. We both know the guy will end up at my place, but I don’t usually indicate a preference when it comes to Concierge business. In fact, I’m rarely on-site at all, as I do my work in my small warehouse space close to downtown, ostensibly a photography studio named Austere. 

Dismissing the Director from my regard, I squat down next to my dearest (and possibly only) friend. Across her sad little form kneels Eli, one of her men. His face is a study in growing up in the span of a moment.

Caroline and Eli are a charmed, devilish duo who work for C.I. doing their grunt work and causing trouble, city-wide. He’s her grounding rod. The more spun up she gets, the more maniacal her schemes, the slower he seems to move. God help us if Eli ever gets motivated.

As I lift her shirt just enough to palpate her abdomen lightly, his gaze bores into me. Already her stomach feels hard, and I know she must have at least one organ bleeding in there. Way above my skill level. Putting her shirt back in place, I pat her shoulder gently and stand up to address Tom. 

“She needs to go straight to the hospital. Grab the board out of my car.” One of the men—a C.I. security team member or off-duty cop—nods on his way out, then pops back in half a minute later with the board and lays it on the floor by my friend. I nod at Tom and Eli, and they step forward to carefully shift her onto it. I make sure Tom meets my eyes when I tell him, without room for interpretation, to take her to the emergency room. 

The C.I. nomads, Morgan and her partner, stand with the Latino man between them, watching all of this with bright eyes. People say I’m cold, but I’m a Golden Retriever next to Morgan. I hold my hand out toward them and order, “Phone.” The man, whose name I won’t bother to remember, hands his over and I quickly pull up my studio on Google Maps. “Bring him to this address. Don’t damage him.”

Then, heart hurting, I walk over to where Eli and Tom stand, each holding one end of my friend’s stretcher. I smooth her mussed hair away from her forehead and kiss it softly as I’m sure the rest of those present go into shock. I tell Eli I’ll stop by the hospital later, then walk out to my car and get in it. The exchange only took minutes, but my hands are trembling and the corners of my eyes are burning. Nope. No time. 

I push the button on the dash of my car, then silently pull out of the parking lot and turn toward Austere. I have an organ-trafficking lackey still in my chair to prep to be hauled off and another one to prepare for.

***
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“Enough.”

Garrote looks over at me, frozen with his fist drawn back, ready to drive it forward into the tenderized man in the chair. The Concierge breaks eye contact with me and mutinously unleashes another blow, this one to the guy’s torso. Bone cracks, and I’m unsure if it’s the captive’s rib or Garrote’s hand. At this point I don’t even care. The giant fills my usually quiet studio with his wrath while he continues to ignore me as he rains down blows.

It’s not that I disagree. The man in the chair, Franco, is a human organ trafficking monster, which is bad. But that isn’t what catalyzed this orgy of violence. Eli is one of Caroline’s men—Garrote is the other. Where Eli is smart, devoted, and easygoing, Garrote is a dumb, obsessed, asshole. That may be a trifle harsh, but the mess he’s making of my studio has me cranky.

I was told by Eli, when he texted to warn me Garrote was incoming, that during and after Caroline’s spleen removal surgery Garrote paced around like a caged big cat until he was shown the door. He came here to my studio to vent his spleen on Franco, the man who delivered her to the man who beat her nearly to death. Now Franco is starting to resemble pulp himself, bleeding all over my floor, and Garrote really will injure himself if I don’t stop him. 

“I said enough.”

Thud.

“Garrote.”

Crack. Sob.

“GARROTE.”

The large, angry man pulls up short and slowly turns to look at me in surprise after the distinctive cocking sound of my revolver cuts the studio air. As he meets my eyes over the sights, his start to clear and he gives his head a little shake. I say again, not unkindly, “Enough.”

He nods slowly and looks a little relieved, like he wouldn’t have been able to pull himself out of it. Letting out a silent breath, hand perfectly steady as I lower the gun and decock it, I don’t let him see my relief. It wouldn’t do for anyone to see me in less than full control of my studio.

“Do you feel better now?”

“Not really. I should. I normally would.”

“Yeah, that’s what people who have one call a ‘conscience.’ It seems your burgeoning love life has caused you to grow one. Have fun with that. Now get out. I’ll touch this guy up and get the information we need.” Garrote lifts his brow at that, and I correct, “I mean that you need. I’m Switzerland. Just staying here in my studio and auditing whoever’s brought here.”

“Right. Mercy the Auditor. Totally uninvested. Does that mean you don’t want an update on Caroline’s condition?”

“Just don’t you worry about that. I’ll know it before you do.” I flash my teeth at him in what I’m positive is a smile, but, judging from his flinch and hasty retreat, I still need to work on. Oh well. As he waits in the vestibule—Caroline’s “airlock”—for the interior door to close before the exterior door can open, I call out to him. “You owe me for the housekeeping bill!”

Garrote waves a hand over his shoulder in what I assume to be agreement, and I make a mental note to invoice him for the cleanup of my beautiful workspace that he insisted on splattering with gore. After the door closes behind him, I turn my attention to the meat suit in my chair.

“You don’t look so great there, Franco. Let’s get you tidied up so I can ask you a few questions. It won’t hurt a bit...physically.”

Not too long later I thank Franco for the information he shared—without further bloodshed, I might add. I dispatch him with a double-tap, then call the nomads. 

“Hi Morgan, it’s Mercy. Are you still in town? Perfect. Can you come pick up the package you dropped off earlier, to transport to Poppy’s studio? He’s a little...indisposed, so you’ll want to bring your manboy with you again.” 

I hold the phone away from my ear while Morgan educates me about her partner’s role in her life, which is, apparently, not as her anything. I finally jump in, “Sheesh, forget I said it. Anyway, come pick him up at your earliest convenience. I’ve been up for 2 days, at least, and my Hedgie is getting agitated from all the activity.” I hold the phone away again, then say quickly, “kaythanksbye,” and hang up on her mid-rant. Morgan hates being hung up on, but of course I only did it out of expediency. Not because I enjoy tormenting my quasi-teammates. 

Teammates, if I was part of the team, but that’s not how I work. I’m a subcontractor, not an employee of Concierge, Inc. The agency serves organized criminals, often out-of-towners, who need security, errands run, transportation, cleaning, event planning, and a host of other logistical services that enable them to focus on their business here in the city. I provide an auditing service, extracting information from whomever they bring to my warehouse studio. 

Franco was an exception to my personal non-violence practice. Caroline might be the most aggravating, random, sneaky, capricious, petty...well, anyway, she’s grown on me like a tick, and the worry the last couple of days had to be accounted for by someone.

I bustle around, tidying up what I can while avoiding the pool of blood around Franco, chatting at him companionably (dead people are the best to talk to) until Morgan and her sidekick arrive. Once the cartel soldier’s body has been hauled off by the sleek, intense duo to Poppy’s ridiculously large kiln, I survey the mess on the floor and decide to take care of it myself. I open a hidden door in the white wall to reveal a supply closet, then pull out a hose, bleach, a floor squeegie, gloves, and shoe covers. 

“Sarah,” I instruct the computer, “play Linkin Park: ‘Bleed It Out.’” Then I commence to clean.

***
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Isaac

I’m sure Aunt Maggie won’t mind if I stea—borrow her friend’s car for a little while. I’m stopped by my aunt’s small house on Coronado Island to sit on her porch and have a beer after work, but she isn't home. 

She must be at her pottery class. It's kind of like those sip and paint classes my mom goes to, but this one is called Mud and Mai-Tais because they paint pottery and guzzle cocktails. Her ancient Bronco is in the drive, which is why I'm pretty sure she's at the studio. She calls an Uber if she's going to be drinking.

My aunt supplies the liquor because she gets it at a discount for her liquor store downtown on 16th: Maggie's Spirits. I worked there for her when I first got here from Texas, and I still live in an apartment above the store. The interior was last updated sometime in the early 2000's with materials removed from homes that were being renovated then. I did replace the carpet with “wood” floor, but other than that it looks like a time capsule from the 80's: beige mini-blinds and oak everywhere. Still, it's home, and a wall-sized flat screen and a fridge with ice and water in the door make it fancy enough for me.

Before heading back to my humble digs, I walk through the side gate to the back yard, just to make sure she isn't back on her patio. She isn't, but I notice the garage in the back corner of the yard has light glowing through the window in the rapidly darkening evening. I walk over and look through the garage-door window and my breath is stolen from my lungs. 

Somehow Aunt Maggie performed a miracle, and a gleaming charcoal gray '68 Cougar is crouched in the small space, just waiting to be freed. And who am I to deny the gorgeous automobile? Obviously, she must be released from her stucco prison at once, which I immediately undertake. I have a key to Aunt Maggie’s house, and a set of car keys is inside the back door.

I figure I have a couple of hours to put the beautiful car through her paces, and I cruise over the bridge, along the waterfront, and up and down a couple of canyons, just enjoying the cool through the open windows and appreciating the eclectic playlist on the aftermarket stereo.

Reluctantly, I turn the car back to Coronado and carefully back her into the garage where I found her. I jump on my bike and head back to my place, filled with a sense of well-being from my little adventure. 

The next time Aunt Maggie’s out for the evening, I creep back, hoping for a repeat, but the car is gone. I accept it was a one-time thing and cruise off on my bike in search of other adventures. I live my big city life, working hard and playing harder, seeking out new experiences to get my adrenaline pumping. Motorsports, water sports, skydiving, street racing on my bike, sometimes fighting. My body is usually a palette of bruises and strains, but I wouldn't have it any other way. 

Although it pops up in my mind once or twice when I'm cruising around on my bike, the incident is nearly forgotten after a few busy weeks of split shifts at the port. I think I should look for an old muscle car to fix up, but then I get fixated on sea kayaks and my attention moves on completely. Unfortunately for me, someone else is very focused on my little joyride, but I'm oblivious to their dogging my steps and creeping around the edges of my life.
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Chapter 2. Babysitting
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MERCY

Why me? After the showdown in the warehouse and Caroline's beating and subsequent surgery, she was resting and healing at home with her doting lovers. Well, her one doting lover. The one time I forced myself up their treacherous stairs to their 90's-themed loft apartment, Eli was waiting on her hand and foot, fetching and carrying, timing her meds to the second, and limiting my visit to exactly 30 minutes. He set an alarm. That was fine, though, because she was a wretched patient.

Garrote, her less doting lover, was clearly about to crawl out of his skin pacing the apartment, not having anything important enough to warrant leaving his beloved, but also clearly not wired for hours of quietly reading or gaming next to a convalescing patient. After my little friend dozed off, I asked Eli if he could spare Garrote for a couple of hours to help me with a project. Before I even tried to make something up, they both blurted "YES" then looked at each other guiltily. Before the cruel laugh at their expense had finished leaving my lips, Garrote had his boots on and was clattering down the steps, door swinging closed behind him. 

Now, a few weeks later, the shortest Concierge has been deemed by Nurse Eli well enough to be dropped off with me for a little while to visit. She isn't allowed to drive, of course, so I'm stuck with her, hoping he doesn't 'lose track of time.' He ushers her into my office where she promptly squeals at Hedgie and fusses over and coos at him while Eli gives me detailed instructions for her care and feeding. Caroline's, not the hedgehog’s.

She holds Hedgie carefully over the desk surface and looks vague while Eli babbles at me. "She can't have any more coffee today. Only tea. And I put protein bars in there because the doctor said protein will help her heal. There's a bottle of water that she should drink completely before I get back. I put a sweater in there in case she gets cold. She refuses to wear yoga pants but can't have anything tight on over her incision so I bought her some dresses." He shoves a wad of soft looking material at me, saying, “Also, fuzzy socks.”

“I’m good,” I answer with a fake smile, and he puts them back in the tote.

He looks anxiously at Caroline and she rolls her eyes at him, then whispers to Hedgie. I can't make out exactly what she says, but I catch "fussy" and "granny." 

Duty done, Eli walks over to his girl and pulls her into a gentle one-armed hug, kisses her temple, and tells her to be good. She sincerely promises to be careful and looks up at him gratefully. He flashes a slightly desperate look at me, says "Thanks Mercy; if you need anything just text," and bolts out the inner door. He bounces from foot to foot in the vestibule as it closes so the outer door can open. 

As soon as he’s gone, Caroline drops the sweet face and says, "Thank fuck. I swear to god I'm going to smother him before he can smother me. Do you have any Coke here?" At my wide eyes she says, "I mean the cola kind? No? No one ever does." Foiled by everyone’s efforts to help her manage her mania, she droops slightly and I think, why the hell not. She did almost die.

"Here, but if you tell Eli I gave it to you, I’ll give him a track of subliminal messages to play while you're asleep. Before you know it, you'll be getting up at 6 a.m. to work out, and strangely unable to stand the sight of painkillers." 

Turned around to put Hedgie back in his habitat, she tips the prickly creature into the bedding and carefully closes the lid, then turns around to glare at me. She says confidently, "You wouldn't."

"You have no idea what I'm capable of," I inform her ominously. 

She shrugs. "Fine, I won't tell you gave me caffeine and sugar-loaded cola." Then she sidles up to me, getting in my bubble, and clears her throat. "So, Mercy."

"So, Caroline."

"I'm dying of boredom. Dead. Eli won't let me drive, and he won't let me orgasm, because—"

"Too much information."

"Sorry." She's actually not at all sorry. "Anyway, I'm going out of my mind. After that clusterbomb a few weeks ago, I'm afraid I'm not going to have a job. Either Tom will fire me or the guys won't take me on any jobs, for at least a couple of months probably, and for some reason they think I can't be trusted to take care of myself all day while they're at work. I don't need a babysitter, Mercy." 

She's shivering when she says this because she hasn't put on her sweater, and her hands, always busy when she's talking, have opened her pill bottle and tipped three pain pills into her palm.

"Of course you don’t." I reach out, grab the pills, pull her sweater out of her daypack and shove it toward her, then gesture at her to continue.

"Anyway, I have an idea how to spend my time productively!"

"This should be rich."

"Right? I'm going to get a private investigator license."

In a very uncharacteristic loss of control, I inhale Coke and dissolve into a coughing fit, which I use to cover my hysterical laughter. She waits patiently for me to recover, no doubt used to people choking on their drinks around her. I wave my hand at her to go on.

"I'm super sneaky and good at taking pictures of naked people. I just need to get a license so I can start a real business. I'm thinking Cheater-Beaters PI."

"No."

"Reconnoiter PI?"

"No one can spell that. Most people can't even pronounce it."

"I know. I practiced a lot."

"Maybe you should think of a short name that is easy to say and spell."

"Oh. You're right." She stares at me...for a while...

"Fine. I’ll think of a name for your new PI business that I won't tell your guys about, while also not telling them about the Coke I just let you drink or the two painkillers you think I didn't see you palm while you misdirected me with the three you let me see."

She squeals a little before catching herself. “You're the best! So you think it's a good idea?"

"No, I think it's a horrible idea, but it’ll be painful to Garrote and cause more work for Tom. Therefore, I'm in."

"Good! Because I already started. When Maggie brought Vera back from her garage, I could tell someone had been in her." My eyes widen slightly with horror. "In Vera, I mean! Ew. Anyway, someone else drove her, Mercy, and I'm going to find out who and bring them to justice." She pounds her fist into her other hand with the last words.

"What makes you think someone else drove her?"

"The playlist track was changed."

"And you think Maggie couldn't have done it because..."

"Mercy. Maggie’s ancient. She's like 46 or something. When I worked at the liquor store with her, she only listened to Tom Petty and U2."

"You listen to Tom Petty and U2."

"True. But Vera's stereo was on my butt rock playlist—something by White Lion—when I parked her."

"How can you remember what song was on your stereo several weeks ago, but you can't remember how to dress yourself?" I point at her neckline, and when she looks down and pulls it out a tiny bit she sees the tag. Because her dress is on backwards. 

"Oops. Eli picked these dresses out and the front and back look the same. Hold on." She pulls her arms in and wriggles around like a salamander for a minute then continues, "So anyway, I already started the PI course and learned how to do fingerprinting kits. I borrowed one from the Concierge supply closet and used it to dust down Vera. Now I just have to get someone who doesn't know anyone at Concierge or the cops, to run them. Hey, could—"

"No."

"Yeah. Anyway, I'll figure out where to send them. I will find out who stole my precious baby and violated her with his meaty paws."

"Why do you assume it's a man?"

"Because a woman would’ve been smart enough to fix the song."

"Solid point."

Caroline follows me around babbling while I clean and resupply, opening packages and putting the contents away. I clean out critter houses while she happily cuddles Hedgie again. She starts to look a little tired, so I send Eli a text telling him to come get her. He pops in a couple minutes later, so quickly I wonder if he actually left the parking lot at all. He does look relaxed, though, so I think the break did him good.

"C'mon, Line, let's get you out of Mercy's hair," Eli says as he gathers up her things and tugs gently on her hand. She peeks up through her bangs at him and meekly says, "Okay." As they walk through the doorway, she turns enough to look at me over her shoulder, then she draws her finger along her neck in a slashing motion. 
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Chapter 3. Kidnapped
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ISAAC

I walk out to my car, sweaty and tired from a double shift at the port, where I repair gas motor-driven equipment. Having a gift with internal combustion engines, it didn’t take me long to find a mechanic job while working at my aunt’s liquor store.

A van pulls in too close next to me and I hear the door slide open. As a man I'm not really leery of vans or people parking next to me in parking lots, so I don't pay any attention. Suddenly something is dropped over my head so I can't see, and lightning-quick my hands are zip-tied behind my back and I'm thrown into the back. 

Only it's really more that I’m slowly dragged up over the doorsill, scraping the shit out of my back all the way. I hear feminine grunts and a young woman hissing, "Let go, Caroline. You're going to break open your stomach. Let us do it!" I'm dropped abruptly, my head bounces off the door sill, and I land on my ass on the paved parking lot. I open my mouth to yell and something cloth is promptly stuffed into it. I try not to think about what it might be. This time two sets of small hands grab under my arms and haul me back up, scraping my back again, until I'm finally in the vehicle and the door is slammed shut.

"HA!" is exclaimed victoriously by a husky female voice, and I hear chortles from what I'm sure are the front seats. Then one of the front-seaters worries about what they should do next.

"Where are we taking him, Line?"

"Shh! No names! We talked about this."

Two chastised voices say, "Sorry," in unison. One of them continues, “But where are we taking him? And are you sure this is what we’re supposed to be practicing?" 

The woman in the back with me, "Caroline/Line," reassures them. "Absolutely. You’re learning to pick people up and transport them. This one is going to Mercy's studio."

One of the duo mumbles, "You said no names."

"Oh. Right. Well...Mercy doesn't care if people know who she is. It's not like anyone’s going to mess with her." One of the two isn't satisfied with her answer.

"But does Tom know we’re doing this? Or Garrote?" 

The leader answers a little sharply, "I know we’re doing it. Now let's get driving."

The van slowly eases out of the parking lot and onto the freeway. I try to memorize where I'm being driven, noting turns and lengths of time between them. Then I realize I have no idea what direction we started driving in to begin with and give up. I don't bother to struggle, because, even though she couldn't get me into the van, the woman in back with me seems reasonably experienced with abductions and no doubt has a weapon ready to subdue me if necessary. 

After a while, the van
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