
	The magic isn’t over. Neither is the danger.

	 

	 

	Teenager Gabe Common and his girlfriend, Millie Themmes, have moved back to Chumsville, the place where the magic that changed them started. Although they attempt to move on with their lives, some forces in the world will not let them. 

	For one, the ambient magic still exists, and this time it has spread across the state of South Dakota. In fear, the president authorizes the military to contain the Changed, those transformed into something other than human.

	Additionally, civilian militias are out to kill the Changed. Once again, Gabe has to lead the residents of Chumsville and fight the intolerance around them, even at the cost of his life. It comes down to not only a battle for acceptance, but also one of survival. The only question is whether Gabe and his friends can survive the upcoming conflict.
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Prologue

	 

	 

	Chumsville, South Dakota, October twentieth, present day. Time—after midnight.

	 

	Gabe Common, eighteen, lay in his bed in a state somewhere between full-fledged sleep and semi-wakefulness. Being in that state led to possible dreams, and dreaming was something he hadn’t done in a long time.

	South Dakota wasn’t the warmest state around. In October, the nighttime temperature usually dropped to around thirty-five degrees Fahrenheit. Instinctively, perhaps, as he no longer felt extreme changes in temperature, Gabe shifted over to his side and wrapped his wings around his body.

	Angel’s wings, they were. Long, white, and extremely powerful, they were capable of propelling him through the air at around a hundred miles per hour at top speed. He also had enhanced strength and resiliency, courtesy of the Change.

	The Change—he’d capitalized the word in his own mind. It had happened to most of the people in Chumsville roughly five months ago. As for those who hadn’t been affected by it, they’d simply disappeared. No one knew where they’d gone.

	Those who’d been spared, for some unknown reason, they had changed. In some cases, they’d assumed the forms of beasts of the field, mythical or otherwise. Others had turned insectoid, or even metal, features. It seemed as though there was an endless continuum to what nature could do.

	However, these changes were not the result of nature. Rather, they were the product of magic. And if Mother Nature was capable of producing some genetic oddities, then magic was surely most capable of producing that which was far from normal. But who knew what was normal, anyway?

	In Gabe’s case, along with the wings, the Change left him with a greater physical toughness. In addition to his ability to withstand the elements, he was approximately three times as strong as the average man. He also possessed increased aural and visual capabilities, and was able to see objects clearly up to half a mile, even in the dark. He could also hear the faintest of sounds from the same distance.

	His body, a tall and lean six feet, looked ordinary enough, and when he shaved in the morning, a narrow visage with a long nose, narrow jaw and fair skin stared back at him through sky-blue eyes. His mother, who was no longer around, used to say they were his best feature.

	“Your eyes are like your father’s,” she’d say. “Sky-blue—they suit you well.”

	Those words echoed in his head as he shifted his position once more. The fatigue of the day’s work at the diner caught up to him. He always put in long hours there, cooking for everyone. He may have had greater strength and the capacity to fly, but he needed sleep like everyone else, and he soon drifted off.

	In sleep, though, came dreams... Dreams of how things were.

	 

	Chumsville, South Dakota, a blip in the eye of humanity. He and his mother, on the move once more. They’d moved so often, and this time, they had settled in this tiny country town. Chumsville lay between Hand and Faulk County and was a farming community.

	The people were reticent and rarely talked about themselves. Gabe had never adapted to country life and had resigned himself to the dullest of existences until he’d met Millie Themmes, a local girl his age who lived down the road from him. Dark-haired, green-eyed, and pretty in a girl-next-door way, she’d captured his heart from minute one.

	While he had been prepared for his first taste of love, he had not been prepared for the changes that came with it. In his case, those changes had been due to witches who’d once lived there.

	The images shifted, from the first days of the Change onward. People had become cats, trees, and deers. They’d been the lucky ones. Along with them had come other inhuman mutations—toads, fire-starters, and an ogre that was a cannibal.

	Chalk it up to the ambient magic left over by the witches who’d lived there long ago. They’d left their mark upon the land, and it had somehow transferred itself to the residents. Those it hadn’t changed, it had taken them somewhere, but no one knew where and no answers were to be found.

	 

	Another shift happened, and it made Gabe stir uneasily. He’d caught a vision of someone long dead—an ogre he’d pulled into the sky and dropped. He could still hear its screams as it plummeted to the ground.

	 

	More pictures now, this time of his move with Millie to Angels Camp, California. They’d thought a move would be good for them. They’d thought the magic was over.

	They’d been wrong. The magic had begun once again, this time faster acting than before, bringing more horror, more pain, and more death with it. People had changed, yes, transformed into trees, rocks, gargoyles, and foxes—among other beings seen only in fairy tales.

	However, the witchcraft had had an additional curse to it. Anyone who did violence unto another with modern weaponry was instantly turned to stone. No exceptions were made, and no quarter was given.

	Gabe heard the voices. “Common, we are coming for you.”

	He’d dreamed of them before. Faceless individuals holding torches, they came for him and others like him in the name of a nameless deity whom they considered to be their only leader. And taking their orders from their leader, they’d sought to exterminate Gabe and all others like him.

	He’d been standing outside in a field. It was night, pitch black, yet he was able to discern the outlines of the mob. They’d surrounded him, yet did not draw close. Instead, perhaps fearful of reprisal, they’d kept a healthy distance. However, they did not drop their torches nor did they speak until Gabe, in a combination of rage and fear, had shouted, “Who is your leader?”

	It was only a dream. He knew that, but a part of him said it was real, and because he believed it to be so, he felt the vicissitude all the more strongly. “You wish to see our leader,” one of them said.

	He was a large man, and his face was covered in religious scriptural sayings. In the torchlight, they looked like scars. If this man represented religion, Gabe did not want to be a part of any worship. “Who is your leader?” he asked once again, his voice smaller, meeker, that time.

	The man with the facial scars nodded, and the hint of a smile emerged. In the fiery glow of the torchlight, it looked positively malevolent. “You wish to see our leader. We shall oblige you. Behold!”

	He waved his arm, and a figure stepped forward. It was not a man, though, nor was it a monster. It was an amorphous kind of being, shapeless, formless, yet within it was a certain kind of solidity. Upon seeing it, Gabe instantly knew what the leader’s name was.

	It was Fear.

	It was Intolerance.

	It was Hatred.

	The figure, who was the size of a normal man, wore nothing and although it possessed no genitals, when it spoke, it was unmistakably male. Its voice, low, deep, and sonorous, like a voice echoing from a well deep within the Earth, reverberated around the field. It sent a spear of terror through Gabe, and although he wanted to run, he knew he couldn’t. There was no place to hide, no place of refuge, and nowhere to run.

	“I am your ending, Gabriel Common. I am the ending not only of you, but also of your kind. You are aberrations upon the face of this earth, and we shall see to it that you, and all that you represent, are erased from existence.”

	At that moment, Gabe started to run. His captors had given way, oddly enough—for although they possessed torches and could have easily burned him or barred his path, they did not. He ran blindly past them and through the fields and sought refuge in a haystack.

	The crashing of heavy feet scared him and made him aware of his impending doom. Part of him said to fight, while another part said to flee. In this dream state, he dithered which way to go. For a moment, he thought of the moles that burrowed deep within the earth to escape their predators, but he was a man, not an animal.

	On second thought, no, he was more than a man. He was one of the Changed, one of the enhanced, and he had wings. He concentrated and shut down his fear as best he could, and once ready, even though the sounds of the attacker had increased in volume, he began to beat his wings.

	They flapped faster and faster, and in a heartbeat, he soared aloft into the night sky. It was a relief to leave the noise of his assailant behind. Up here, there were no people and no barriers, only empty space and the stars to guide his path to a sanctuary.

	Yet, as he flew along, a sense of unease gnawed at him. His feelings of terror had vanished once he’d jumped into the air, but they returned tenfold. He glanced around. There were no stars, only inky blackness. It seemed to envelop him and impeded his progress. This couldn’t be happening, not here, not now!

	“Someone help me. Someone help me!” he cried.

	“There is no help.”

	The voice spoke from below him. Gabe stared at the earth, trying to discern a pattern of movement, a figure, something tangible, and he came up with nothing. There was only the voice, nothing corporeal.

	He continued to fly, frantic now. With the hope of the desperate, he beat his wings faster and faster, ever faster, trying to find a way out of his situation. He’d thought he could outrun this thing, but instead ran into something invisible.

	It was a barrier. He’d experienced a barrier once before, when the changes had started. The barrier had barred all exit from Chumsville, but had disappeared in the end. Yet, it had returned—soft, rubbery, and totally impassable. It folded him in its embrace and then shoved him back.

	Gabe tumbled through the air, flapped his wings to right his body, and continued flying, but the voice spoke again. This time, it did not come from below him, no, but from all around him. “It is useless for you to try to escape. You cannot.”

	The voice had come from everywhere and nowhere. With a sense of the inevitable, Gabe stopped flying and hovered in the air, tired of waiting for the end. He knew the leader’s name now. “You have me. Do what you want. I’m done.”

	“It shall be as you wish.”

	A monstrous hand shot out of nowhere, and Gabe felt incredibly powerful fingers begin to close around him. One of his ribs broke, then two, then his breath left him, and his consciousness began to fade. In the last moments of his life, he realized what the leader’s name really was.

	It was Death.

	 


Chapter One: At Work

	 

	 

	Early the next morning

	 

	“Uh!”

	Gabe awoke with a start, gasping and flailing around in bed. The dream, it had come again, and although he usually didn’t have nighttime visions, that one had been particularly unsettling.

	“A dream,” he murmured. “It was only a dream.”

	It was still dark outside, and the air around him was cool. Autumn—actually, a precocious winter—came early in these parts, and a faint chill hung in the air. He’d never experienced winter in that part of the country before, but he’d gone through winters in Toronto, as well as in Minneapolis, and neither of those two cities was known for its December balminess.

	His heart still pounded in his chest, and he wiped a burst of sweat from his forehead. After taking in a few deep breaths to calm down, he threw off the covers and glanced at the clock on the night table. The unholy number five greeted him. “This crap is getting to me,” he muttered. If the experts were correct, then sleep deprivation led to nightmares in some cases. The dream he’d just had must have been one of them.

	Upsetting didn’t half describe the nature of his nightmare. So vivid, so real... He shook it off. Get ready. His shift at the diner was due to start at six-thirty. From experience, he knew the customers would arrive before seven.

	“Move your butt,” he urged his inner self and took off to the shower. Twenty minutes later, freshly showered, shaved, and dressed, he walked out of his simple two-story wooden house, down the gravel street, and over to the diner.

	As he walked, he scanned the area, checking for anything out of the ordinary. He then checked his own thoughts, as nothing in the little town could be considered ordinary in any way. The streets leading to the highway were quiet. The fields, formerly ripe with grains of wheat, rye and barley, had already been harvested.

	Now they lay empty and bare, sleeping, waiting for the spring of next year to begin their growth cycle anew. When it was time, the inhabitants of Chumsville would be out to help kick-start the process by planting and sowing the land. Then nature would take over and do what it did best—give life to land.

	No traffic had come his way since the authorities had deemed Chumsville to be a source of danger. Signs, posted along the highways leading in, warned those who were brave enough to approach the town that they were in danger of changing. If they didn’t want to end up as a gargoyle or something equally odd, then they needed to keep going.

	The idea of someone becoming a gargoyle made Gabe alter his path, and he walked in the direction of a life-size stone statue. It was positioned at the edge of the highway leading to Faulk County. He’d left the statue there as a warning. Come in and you may be transformed, and it might not be into something you wanted.

	“Hi, Ted.”

	That was the gargoyle’s name as it was no ordinary statue. It had once been a living being. Ted had been a classmate of Millie’s when she’d attended school in Angels Camp. He’d been turned into an aberration against his will. Then he, Gabe, Millie, and the rest of the Changed had been arrested by the army. Washington had called the armed forces in to contain the spread of the magic, but to no avail.

	Gabe had soon learned that the army had had another goal in mind. They wanted to use the mutated DNA of the Changed to manufacture living weapons.

	Not weapons, no, thought Gabe. The army had wanted to create living nightmares, and he couldn’t have allowed it. When Gabe and the group of the Changed had fled the area, Ted had tried to murder an army general, a dreadful man named McKenzie. While the general had most certainly deserved an ass-kicking, and then some, he hadn’t deserved death.

	Ted had thought otherwise. He’d raised a rifle, sighted it, and then the magic had wreaked havoc, turning the hapless gargoyle into a permanent perch for birds to roost on. The memory of watching the transformation always triggered regret, as well as remorse, in Gabe.

	Ted hadn’t been the nicest person around, but for that to happen to him? No, definitely not fair. But then again, magic never had been and never would be fair. It made the rules and enforced them without mercy. “I’m sorry,” Gabe whispered. “I never meant for this to happen to you.”

	Even though neither young teen had ever gotten along with the other, Gabe couldn’t shake off his emotions. Things shouldn’t have turned out this way, but all the same, they had.

	Sighing, he turned away and viewed the fields once more. Empty or not, they were beautiful, he decided. And for some reason—magic, it was always magic—the land was most fertile. He almost smelled the seeds germinating, although he knew it was only his imagination working overtime.

	As he glanced at the sky, the first fingers of dawn began to poke their way through the darkness to light up the land. The farmers there had their job down to a science. They mapped everything out, rotated their crops for maximum yield, and seemingly knew all the secrets of growing crops.

	He guessed their expertise came from experience, but necessity also factored in, for farming was all they had, and they had nowhere else to go. They’d built a crude mill for their grain, done the proper job, but no one would buy from them.

	Off-limits—their products had been deemed practically toxic by the authorities. Gabe had gone with a couple of other people, carrying some wheat and corn, along with a pile of vegetables, to try and sell some of their products, but they’d been intercepted ten miles short of the County by a police helicopter that had kept a respectful distance.

	“You are not to enter here,” one police officer shouted out through a bullhorn. “We will have nothing to do with you.”

	Disappointed, Gabe and company had turned around and went back home. Once there, he’d viewed a news report on television. An official report from the president had summed up Chumsville’s situation perfectly.

	 

	As this area has been officially cordoned off by my executive order, I am urging ordinary citizens not to visit Chumsville and not to buy anything from its inhabitants, or even to approach them. If you visit, we cannot guarantee your safety.

	 

	“Ordinary citizens,” Gabe had snorted with derision. “We’re not citizens now?”

	Apparently, they weren’t anymore. There had been no talk as of late of them being arrested, of violence or of building a wall around them. All the same, being considered less than human was something he couldn’t abide by.

	He had one more stop to make before work, and he took flight, listening for the sounds of the early morning. Off to his right, two mice were peeing. A rat was foraging for food. A rabbit sat nibbling on a tasty carrot left over from a nearby farm. All those sounds and more came through clearly to his ears.

	His path took him in the direction of the cemetery, located at the far end of town. He’d cleaned it up and righted the gravestones with the help of some other residents and he visited it daily.

	Two headstones stood out. Newly carved, they stood out among the cracked and faded indicators of those who’d been residents there many decades ago. “Hey, Gil!” Gabe said. “Hope you’re resting comfortably.”

	Gil meant Gil Perkins, the FBI agent who’d decided to give up his position as a field agent to stay with them. He’d joined Gabe and the other Changed in a standoff against the army, had tilled their fields, and had eaten with them. Now, he remained with those who were already at peace.

	Heart attack, it had been. Perkins had never been able to quit smoking, and at the age of fifty-seven, a sudden seizure had claimed his life shortly after Chumsville had been left off the map.

	At his side, in another grave, laid Dr. Quentin. She’d died of a stroke not long after Perkins. She had been a geneticist, working on a way to mute back the animal or reptile genes in some of the Changed, but had not achieved any breakthroughs at the time of her death. Her equipment had been stored in a barn at the other end of town, and her research had been hidden, just in case.

	Gabe had done the burials himself, along with Millie. They’d known Perkins the longest of anyone, and the thought of him gone caused tears to well up in Gabe’s eyes. The FBI agent had been a taciturn individual, gruff and seemingly uncaring, but he’d been decent and done the right things when they’d needed to be done.

	“Thanks for everything,” Gabe murmured as cleaned off the graves. Job done, he bowed his head in a brief prayer, even though he’d never been religious, and finished off with “Everyone says hello. I’ll drop by tomorrow.”

	At the diner, Mary, the former owner, greeted him with a wave of her branches. She had been human—once. Now, she was a graceful, willowy type of tree, guarding her old place of business. Her branches formed the question did you see Gil Perkins and Doctor Quentin?

	“I saw them, gave them your regards,” Gabe replied. “Where’s the sheriff?”

	He meant Conklin, the former sheriff, who’d also been Mary’s boyfriend when they had both been human. Even now, he remained her boyfriend. He had become a cheetah, and when he wasn’t on patrol, he was usually there, talking to Mary. He was around before, but felt like taking another cat nap her branches said. He’ll be in later.

	“Good, because I’m going to get breakfast ready.”

	Take care of my diner.

	“Count on it.”

	He went inside to start cooking. Soon, the air was filled with the smell of grilled steak, ham, fried eggs, toast, coffee, and other assorted goodies breakfast buffet lovers would have died for.

	“Morning,” someone said.

	Gabe looked up from the griddle. Tank Meadows, a six-foot-seven-inch, blond giant, stood in the doorway. One of the original Changed, Tank’s body changed to metal, but only after he ate enough. Unlike the other Changed, who never changed form, Tank would revert to his default, flesh-and-blood body if he didn’t eat enough. Sustenance ruled, and a look of intense hunger practically radiated from his eyes as he asked, “Food’s almost ready?”

	“Have a seat. What do you want?”

	“Whatever you’re making. Once I’m done, I’ll go back and work on the mill a bit more, but I have to eat first.”

	After Tank gingerly took his place on a specially constructed stool built to accommodate his weight, Gabe slid a mountain of bacon and eggs his way. Tank immediately began stuffing his face, cramming his maw full of the two necessities.

	Soon, his body began to shift, and after three more helpings, he became fully metallic again. The stool groaned under the added tonnage. Ordinarily, Tank weighed around two-seventy in human form. When he changed to metal, his weight doubled. “That’s better,” he offered after giving a sizable belch. “You really know how to cook.”

	It was a genuine compliment, and Gabe felt a touch of pride. A high school dropout, he’d often wondered what he could excel at. A book he’d once read had depicted the main character in roughly the same situation. The message had been to find something one was good at and to run with it.

	In Gabe’s case, it meant cooking, and he ducked his head to conceal his sense of triumph. “Thanks.”

	Tank slid his plate over. “Guess I’m still hungry.”

	“I’m on it,” Gabe replied, cracking open a dozen more eggs and chucking another three pounds of bacon on the grill. As everything cooked, the snap of oil bubbles popping from the heat and the heavy, almost intoxicating smell of the meat cooking made his stomach growl, but he staved off his feelings of hunger. Everyone else would be there soon enough, and customers always ate first.

	As he cast his gaze around the diner, he noted what improvements needed to be made. Five of the fifteen Formica tables had cracks in their surface, and all of them had stains that simply wouldn’t come out. The wood floor creaked when people came in, and the windows had to be replaced.

	“A real fixer-upper,” he muttered.

	Of course, no one answered his comment since Tank was too busy eating, head down, concentrating on his protein intake. Gabe swivelled his head around to check the counter. There were cracks in the wood, and as he wiped the counter, he hit a knot in the wood, the rag caught in it. As he yanked on it, the thin fabric tore. “Well, I did say I’d take care of things for you, Mary.”

	He had made that promise a few months back, when she’d given her blessing to him, as well as Millie. Gabe had made sure to keep things running smoothly. He didn’t want to disappoint anyone, least of all the former owner.

	Mary had mentioned her appreciation, just the other day. While she couldn’t talk, her branches had shaped the words. Thank you, Gabe, for doing a great job, she’d signed. I wish I were ordinary again, like you.

	“No problem,” he’d responded, although he’d thought at the time he wasn’t very ordinary. No one on Chumsville was. Not since the magic of Chumsville had altered the physiologies of the people here.

	“I’m not that ordinary anymore,” he mused aloud.

	With his wings—white, fully feathered things that hung halfway down his legs—he couldn’t be considered ordinary in any way, save his looks.

	Your eyes are blue, blue like the summer sky.

	The words of his mother echoed in his head. Thinking of her made him sad. They’d never gotten along. She, a writer, neglectful and self-absorbed, had dragged him from city to city in search of her muse. The fact that she’d never become famous had never mattered to her. It was the adventure that had counted, and she’d considered ignoring her son’s wishes to be a small matter in the grand scheme of things. Fame had mattered to her, that and nothing else.

	“Did you ever find it?”

	His words, spoken to his long-gone mother, came out tinged with bitterness. No, she never had. As he thought back to what had occurred roughly six months ago, he could scarcely believe it had really happened. Yet, truth was truth. He was living proof of it.

	“Say something, Gabe?” Tank looked up and mumbled his question, mouth full and fork at the ready.

	“Oh, uh, just talking to myself.”

	He recalled the events of that momentous day in Chumsville, June seventeenth, where he’d awakened with the seeds of change in him. He’d been awakened by cries of despair that came from outside, went to ask his mother if she was all right, and found her gone.

	Investigating things further, he’d discovered that the vast majority of the three hundred residents of the tiny farming community had also vanished. Where his mother and the rest of the people had gone to, he didn’t know.

	Yet, in spite of his antipathy for her writing career, in spite of her neglect, he still missed her and hoped she was in a better place. Whether she’d landed in an alternate reality, or in heaven, or nowhere at all, he hoped for the best.

	“I’ll have my eggs over easy,” a voice said, startling him into checking to see who it was.

	Millie Themmes, his girlfriend, stood a foot away. He’d been so lost in thought, he hadn’t noticed her come in. She wore a pair of jeans and a specially cut blouse that allowed maximum freedom to her wings.

	Unlike Gabe’s, they resembled butterfly wings, with colours of iridescent gold, red, and green. At the height of five-four, with a slender body, long, black hair, and looks that anyone would have found attractive, to him, she was hotness personified.

	They’d been together since the Great Change in Chumsville, had eyes only for each other, and Gabe often wondered what she saw in him. She could have been with anyone, and he’d once asked her why she’d chosen him.

	“Because you’re you,” she’d answered with no small amount of conviction. “We’re the same. We both have wings, we’re the same age, and you’re special to me. Isn’t that enough?”

	It would have to be, but all the same, Gabe felt gratitude, as well as relief. He’d felt like an outsider for most of his life, someone destined to look on while others in the more popular cliques had good times and he was left wanting. Now, he had someone special to be around.

	Through a number of circumstances, as well as mutual affection, they’d been together almost constantly. So much so, that Millie had actually made the first move in furthering their relationship the day before.

	She’d come by the diner in between customers, and while he had been sweeping up, she’d mentioned, ever so casually, something to the effect that they should share a house. Her actual words had been, “I think we should live together.”

	He’d heard it but hadn’t exactly believed it, although his hands had suddenly become nerveless and the broom he’d been using to sweep up the dust with had dropped to the floor. “Are you serious? As in, move in together?”

	Millie had leaned over, her eyes alight. “Yeah, I am. We both turned eighteen a month ago. I don’t want to be alone for the rest of my life. There’s only one person I want to be with, and I’m looking at him.”

	“What about your plans of teaching kids and all that?” It had been a dream of hers to teach children, to get out and see the world. However, with them being what they were, they had to face reality.

	“We’d have to have kids first in order to teach them,” she’d replied, gazing steadily at him. “Yes?”

	Simple words, simply spoken, and Gabe had said what he figured been the proper reply. “Yes, and thank you.”

	He’d actually been thinking of asking her the same question, but had never worked up the nerve to do so. Finally, she’d taken the pressure off him. He’d decided to take things as they came, live together, and find out what made each other tick.

	The only thing that did tick, though, was the clock on the wall. It read seven-thirty, and now she was here, giving him the well-are-you-going-to-answer-me look. Fumbling for the right words, he asked, “What are you having?”

	“Whatever you’re making, and then a kiss from you, in that order.”

	Good thing the grill was on. It made him blush—a rather convenient excuse. Millie had never been so direct. He quickly served up some bacon and eggs, placed the plate in front of her, and she grabbed him by the collar, pulled him to her, and kissed him.

	As always, it was electric, and as always, special. Their kiss, though, was interrupted by the sounds of feet, paws, and hooves. Tank looked over at three couples who’d come through the door, nodded, and mumbled a greeting through a full mouth.

	Gabe tossed off a, “G’morning,” and got back to cooking. The centaur couple, Carl and Martina, sat at the counter. Fitting into a booth was not an option for them. Sierra Stevens, a former newscaster, and the unofficial spokesperson for the Changed, entered with Harley, her boyfriend. He’d never given his last name, and Gabe saw no reason to ask.

	Stevens, who sported a pretty, foxlike face and shiny, brown fur, held the hand of her boyfriend, who resembled a panther more than anything else. They waved a greeting and slid into a booth.

	The final couple were the Gibbonses, Maurice and Elsa. Charming English expats, they were in their seventies, still spry, and served as the goodwill counsellors. With the appearance of ladybugs, wings and all, they flitted from house to house, talking to everyone and shunning no one. Gabe was fond of them both.

	“What’s everyone eating?” he called out.

	“Whatever you’re making,” everyone replied in unison.

	“That seems easy enough,” Millie said as she slipped behind the counter and grabbed a whisk. “I’ve already done my farming for the morning—picked my vegetables—so I can help you. Mary gave you this place to run. She didn’t say anything about going it alone.”

	Gabe started to respond, dithered over what to say, thenfinally offered a short nod. He would have preferred to do it on his own, but then, a few more people entered, and he knew he’d be late if someone didn’t help. “Thanks.”

	“That’s more like it,” Millie said and then lowered her voice to a whisper. “If we’re going to be living together, then I need to learn how to cook better. Now hand me a bowl and a few eggs.”

	Cook better? Hadn’t she heard the compliments? He guessed not, but from that point on, no arguing, just work. Tank finished feeding his face and asked once again, “Heard any news?”

	Gabe was in the middle of washing a coffee mug. He finished up and turned off the water. “No. We got lucky.”

	“Good.” Tank got up from his seat, and it groaned with relief. “I’m going to finish up with the mill.” He strode out, flexing his massive arms as he went.

	Reflecting on the news, Gabe figured that they’d been lucky. News, of course, meant news of any possible changes to the outside public. Lucky meant that no one had been transformed since the Changed had journeyed by car and air over five states while fleeing California. Nevada, Utah, Wyoming—the police had checked, but it had been over two months. Not one report, anywhere, of anyone changing. If they were very fortunate, Gabe thought, it wouldn’t happen again, ever...

	 

	A smell other than cooked meat interrupted his musing. He took a careful sniff of the air, testing and tasting it. It told him one thing—strangers had come. Ridiculous, maybe, but he sensed someone had pulled in.

	“Gabe, something wrong?” That came from Millie.

	“I think someone’s here.”

	His girlfriend started to say something, but then a shout came from outside. It was Sheriff Conklin. “Gabe, we got some visitors!”

	“You just had to be right,” Millie said, with only the faintest trace of irony.

	Gabe shut down the gas, took the food off, served it, and told the customers to relax, to keep eating, that they would take care of it. He went to the door and poked his head outside. There, Conklin, the resident lawman turned cheetah, sat on his haunches. His face was mostly human, but the rest of him was all cat. Gabe mouthed, “Trouble?” He didn’t want to alarm anyone in the diner.

	The answer came out in an equally low voice. “I’m not sure. I was on patrol and spotted a truck coming down the highway from Hand County. They stopped about a mile up the road, and they’re just waiting.”

	Gabe’s first thought was they were some religious kooks. He’d had trouble with them when he, Millie, and a few others had lived in Angels Camp, California a couple of months back. Those who could not accept the different had come in wishing to do violence. The magic present had changed the most violent of them to statues.

	However, while guns and bombs had not been tolerated by the spirits behind the magic, apparently, they had chosen to allow the usage of knives and clubs. There’d been a fight, a few injuries, and only the intervention of the army—and that was another story altogether—had prevented a massacre.

	“I’ll keep watch on them. They were just standing around their truck, not doing anything. I didn’t see any weapons. I’ll stay off the road and in the fields. They won’t see me there,” Conklin murmured.

	With a quick move that all cats possessed, he swivelled around and took off, keeping low to the ground. Gabe went back inside, and Millie arched her eyebrows, as if to ask the inevitable is there going to be a fight question. He shook his head. No sense in saying anything when he didn’t know himself.

	“I do hope there won’t be any problems?”

	Said question came from

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpeg
. ol
Sust Anothe

Quz'et Little
late





