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Everything you are about to read is true. Should you ask, anyone with knowledge of these events will deny they ever happened. Likewise, they will deny the existence of preposterous things like Shadowlords or the secret organization known as D.A.S. Above all else, should you ask about Dark Matter, they will simply state that although it may exist, its very nature is a mystery. You however, are about to learn the truth. 

It all began on a lonely stretch of highway, on a cold and stormy night, with the distant rumbling of thunder...

The old gray van backfired once as it pulled across the shoulder of the road. It slid under the canopy of ancient towering redwoods and parked, idling. The driver flicked the headlight switch to the off position and rolled his window down. 

“It’s a beautiful night, now that the rain’s gone,” he said in a whiny voice. “Smell that clean, fresh air?”

“It’s freezing, you moron,” said the burly man in the passenger seat. “Roll that window back up.”

“Take a hike, it’s my van!”

“Do I have to thump you again?” the passenger said. He cracked his knuckles menacingly. The driver grunted and rolled the window back up. Apparently, he wasn’t in the mood to be thumped again.

Twelve-year-old Gabriel listened silently from the back seat, a frown shaping his young features. He heard the men speaking but couldn’t seem to understand their words. Their voices sounded like they were talking underwater. His thoughts were muddled, confused, almost as if he had been drugged.

Gabriel felt an odd, repulsive stirring in the air next to him, and he recoiled. The darkness in the van pulsed and shifted like a cloud, and then it congealed into a solid mass. The shape was not unlike that of a man, but this creature was larger, and it oozed with vileness. Darkness seemed to radiate from the thing.

The Shadowlord turned to face Gabriel, its ghostly white face almost human in the darkness save for the glint of starlight against its dead, black eyes. A slight smile twisted the corners of its mouth, and a row of sharp teeth appeared behind ice-blue lips. Gabriel’s instincts commanded him to run, and his heart pounded wildly in his chest, but he sat frozen, immobile. He couldn’t move.

“It’s time.” The Shadowlord said. Its voice was hoarse, rasping like a file against metal. The men in the front seat jumped at the sound. They gave the creature an uncomfortable glance, and then looked at Gabriel. 

“Get out, kid,” the driver said. His husky companion stepped out of the van and opened up the long, sliding door. He motioned at Gabriel. Without willing it, Gabriel’s body began to move. He was like a marionette, every motion under complete control of the Shadowlord. 

The Shadowlord guided Gabriel to the front of the van and placed him in the center of the road. “Now, sleep,” it whispered. 

“Forget...”

The darkness swelled around him and Gabriel lost all sense of time and being. The men, the van, and even the Shadowlord disappeared. Suddenly Gabriel was alone. 

The night washed over him and Gabriel blinked; glistening blue eyes peaked out from under his wavy golden bangs. The air was cold and scented with the musty odor of the woods, of moss and earth and the recently passing rains. The full moon hung like a medallion in the sky, its silver light flashing in the beads of moisture on the grass at the side the road. A gust of wind tossed leaves and debris across the pavement. A barn owl stirred among the branches overhead and vanished into the sky.

Up ahead, Gabriel saw two hypnotic lights dancing across the horizon. They moved vertically, like the swaying of a lantern on the bow of a ship, and he couldn’t help but watch them. He gave no thought to the cold that seeped into his tattered clothing or to the moisture that crept up through the holes in the soles of his shoes. He simply watched the lights as they flickered and danced, growing ever brighter... 

A moment too late, Gabriel realized what the lights were.

He caught his breath as the big black Hummer locked up its breaks and roared past him. It missed him by an inch and then slid several yards across the wet grass on the shoulder of the road. The passenger side of the vehicle scraped noisily across the trunk of an oak and it came to a stop.

A man leapt out of the driver’s seat. He rushed to Gabriel’s side and grabbed him by the arms. “You all right, boy? What’s the matter with you?” His voice was deep and booming, and his dark eyes shone with an almost tangible power. He was tall and broad-shouldered, with dark hair. 

“Reeves, gently. He’s lost.” A slight, slender woman appeared at his side. She wore a long wool overcoat and a black business dress. She stepped in closer and Gabriel saw that her hair was graying at the temples. 

“Are you hurt?” she said. Her voice was gentle, soothing. “Do you know where your parents are?” Gabriel shook his head. 

She turned to her companion. “Reeves, we’ve got to get him warmed up.”

“All right, then. Get the door for me, Julia.”

Reeves scooped Gabriel up and set him in the back seat. “Buckle up, kid,” he said.

Gabriel frowned, pondering the meaning of the words. Slowly, deliberately, he reached for the seat belt. He’d almost forgotten about seat belts. How could he have forgotten something like that?

Suddenly, Gabriel realized he couldn’t remember much of anything. Questions flooded his mind. Who was he? Where had he come from? What was he doing standing in the middle of the road?

The only thing he seemed to know for sure was that his name was Gabriel. He searched his mind for something, anything about his past, but came up empty. “I don’t know who I am,” he said suddenly.

Julia shot him a worried glance and then looked at Reeves. Reeves returned her look with a flat, indecipherable stare.

Gabriel stared at the shadowy silhouetted mountains outside his window and tried to hold back his tears. He was lost and afraid, and very, very alone.
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A few miles down the road, Reeves turned off the highway and pulled up to a pair of tall wrought iron gates. He pressed a button on his sun visor and the gates parted. Gabriel watched in silence, afraid to ask where they were going as Reeves pulled through the gates and followed the narrow road into the woods. 

Shortly, the dense forest of gnarled old oaks gave way to scattered maples and broad, grassy lawns. Clear lights twinkled up in the tree branches, and lampposts lined the drive. Gabriel raised his eyes to see a four-story mansion at the end of the drive.

They circled a fountain with a statue of a Spartan warrior in the center, and pulled up in front of the house. Julia glanced back at Gabriel and smiled. “Welcome to Winschfield Manor,” she said. “Let’s get inside and get you warmed up.”

“This is your house?” Gabriel said.  

“Yes, it is,” Julia said softly. “My husband built this house, much of it with his own bare hands.” Gabriel looked at Reeves. 

“You built this?” 

Reeves chuckled. “No, I’m not Julia’s husband. My name is John Reeves. I’m the butler. Julia’s husband was Alfred Winschfield.” 

Gabriel glanced back and forth between them. Julia’s husband is dead, he realized. Julia was a widow. She must have seen the question on his face. “Alfred disappeared while he was on Safari in Africa a few years ago,” she explained. “Now Reeves helps me look after the place.” She managed to force a smile, but Gabriel saw pain in her eyes.

They piled out of the Hummer and Julia led the way inside. Reeves held the door open. Gabriel’s eyes went wide as they stepped into the main hall. It was a huge room with twin staircases arching up along the outside walls. The back half of the room was a gallery, complete with ancient sets of armor and medieval weapons lining the walls.

“This way,” Julia said, entering the doorway to the left. Gabriel followed her and found himself standing in a dining room large enough to be a restaurant. Two enormous tables filled the dining area and there was a breakfast nook at the very front of the room, looking out over the estate. 

“Have a seat while I make you some cocoa,” Julia said. “Reeves, would you fetch a blanket please? And turn up the heat while you’re at it.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Reeves said stiffly. Gabriel was pretty sure Reeves had never said those words before. If Reeves was Julia’s butler, Gabriel was a billy goat. Gabriel watched as Reeves left the room, and something odd struck him. There was a slight, almost invisible bulge under the left side of Reeves’ suit jacket. It was a gun. Gabriel didn’t know how he knew this, but he was sure of it. Probably a large caliber semi-automatic, like a .40 or a .45.

Also, he noticed something about Reeves’ suit. The suit was extremely well fitted. In fact, it fit Reeves so well (and concealed his gun so completely) that Gabriel was sure it must have been custom tailored. The odd thing though, was that the suit didn’t look expensive. In fact, judging by appearances, it almost looked cheap. It was as if the suit had been purposely designed not to attract attention.

Now why would Reeves do something like that? Why would he go to all the trouble of buying a tailor-made suit, but purposefully choose to make it look cheap? And why the gun? Why would a so-called butler need a gun? The answer was obvious. Reeves wasn’t a butler. He was security; possibly a bodyguard. He was there to protect Julia.

Naturally, that realization led to a whole slew of questions. Why would Julia need a bodyguard? Was it simply because she was rich, or was she involved in something nefarious? Was she in danger?

As Reeves disappeared around the corner, Gabriel sat stunned. He was shocked by what he had just noticed. How had he known to look for those things? What was the meaning of it? Who was he? 

Reeves returned a minute later with a thick wool blanket. He draped it over Gabriel’s shoulders. “Thanks,” Gabriel said hesitantly. Suddenly he wasn’t sure if he could trust Reeves and Julia.

Reeves nodded and settled into the chair opposite him. “So tell me,” he said, “how is it that you ended up in the road? We almost killed you, you know.” 

Gabriel stared down at his hands. “I don’t know. I don’t even remember how I got there. It’s like I just woke up standing in the middle of the road.”

Julia appeared at the edge of the table with a large steaming mug of cocoa. “Drink this,” she said. “It’ll warm you right up.” 

Gabriel thanked her and took a long swig. It was thick and chocolaty and very sweet, and Gabriel got the feeling he hadn’t tasted anything so good in a long time. He took another swig, and Reeves and Julia exchanged a smile. 

“You look hungry,” Julia said. “Should I fix you a sandwich?” 

Gabriel set the cup down but he misjudged the distance and it turned over, spilling hot chocolate all over the table. “Ssssorrry,” he said. The word came out all slurred. 

That was when he knew something was wrong. Gabriel suddenly realized his legs and hands were tingling, and his equilibrium was all screwed up. He felt dizzy. He tried to stand, but just found himself tilting back against the chair. His legs hadn’t even moved.

“There, there,” said Julia. “You’re very tired. Why don’t we get you to bed?” She nodded at Reeves. He stood and lifted Gabriel out of the chair. 

Gabriel tried to struggle, but he had no strength. He felt like an infant, totally helpless, totally under their control. 

“What’re you doooooing?” he mumbled. His head lolled as Reeves carried him out of the kitchen. Reeves didn’t answer. 

They started up the staircase, and Gabriel caught his breath. He saw something in the shadowy corner under the opposite stairwell. It was a small, heavyset creature with shiny obsidian skin and beady black eyes. It was very similar in size and shape to a human infant, albeit a chubby one. The creature’s mouth split into an evil grin, displaying rows of sharp, yellow teeth. It was almost transparent, like mist or smoke, and it seemed to blend in with the darkness.

Gabriel’s heart pounded in his chest and he hardly dared to take a breath. There was no way he could be seeing what he thought he was. “Waaaaaiiiitt!” he tried to shout, but his voice was barely a whisper.

Gabriel’s mind tried to piece it all together, but he couldn’t think straight. His eyelids were heavy and his whole body felt numb and tingly. He felt sleep overcoming him. He fought it. He struggled to keep his eyes open, to deny that warm feeling that washed across his skin, but it was impossible. Gabriel’s eyelids slid shut and dark, shadowy dreams crashed over him.
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Julia was sitting next to the fireplace in the library when Reeves entered the room. She was studying a newspaper and had a dozen more stacked on the end table next to her recliner. The stack came every day, scores of papers from around the world. The flavor of the moment was Great Britain. Reeves’ eyes slid across the headlines of The London Times as he approached her. 

“You should really have more light when you’re reading,” he said. 

Julia dropped the paper into her lap, and stared at him over her wire-rimmed reading glasses. “I don’t think I’m quite prepared for a lecture from you on unhealthy habits, Mr. Reeves. Did you find it?” 

“Yes.” 

“Well, let’s have a look.”

Reeves handed her a small clear vial. Inside was a metallic object about the size of a piece of pencil lead, and about a quarter of an inch long. “They’re getting better,” he said. “Another two or three generations and we might not be able to find them at all. This one was under his fingernail.”

“And you’re sure it’s not a decoy?” Julia held the tracking device up to the light. “If they can make one this small, they might already have something better. Are you sure you didn’t miss anything?”

“I don’t think so. The scanners didn’t find any biometrics. Besides, I know they’re not that advanced.”

“Don’t get too cocky, Reeves. The bullet that kills you is usually the one you didn’t expect. Is he in bed?”

“Yes... There is something else you should see.”

Julia gave him a suspicious glance. The stubborn look on Reeves’ face told her he wasn’t going to say any more. She’d just have to see it for herself. She thumped the paper down on top of the stack. “All right then. This better be worth it.”

Gabriel was lying flat on his back with his hands folded over his chest when they entered the room. “He looks like his eyes are open,” Julia said. “You’re sure he won’t remember any of this?” They were in fact partially open, his dilated pupils peering out between the slits in his eyelids.

“He may be observing us at the moment, but it will all be forgotten by tomorrow. He probably won’t even remember the ride home. The anesthesia I used is known for its neuron-interfering properties. His brain can’t process any of this into memory. He’s like an infant.”

Julia shivered. “That’s creepy, Reeves. What did you want to show me?”

Reeves turned the blankets down and pulled up Gabriel’s shirtsleeve, revealing what appeared to be a scar in the shape of a star on his shoulder.

“What is that?” Julia said. “Did they burn it onto him?”

“No. I tested the tissue. It’s genetic.”

“You mean this marking came from his DNA?”

Reeves pursed his lips and ran a hand through his hair. “There’s something different about this kid. His DNA isn’t normal.” 

“What do you mean, Reeves?”

“I don’t know. I can’t say right now. The equipment I have here isn’t up to the task. I’m going to give the professor a sample and see what he can come up with. Here, you should see this too...”

Reeves turned Gabriel’s limp form onto his side, and pulled up his shirt. Julia gasped as she saw dozens of angry red scars, crisscrossing one another. “No scabbing,” Reeves observed. “The newest scars have been there at least a month, some of them for a couple years I think.” 

“Good Lord! What have they been doing to him?”

Reeves returned Gabriel to his back and pulled the blankets up to his chest. “This kid’s a mess. He’s malnourished.”

“And otherwise?”

“His health is fine. In fact, he’s surprisingly strong considering. The only physical issue is the fact that he’s been tortured.”

“What about his mind?” Julia mused. “What else might they have done to him?”

“Whatever they’ve done, it might be irreparable. And it’s not safe to keep him here-” 

“First of all Reeves, we don’t know what they’re up to, and he may be our only chance to find out. Second, if you’re suggesting I throw him back like an undersized trout you’re out of your gourd. Whether we need him or not, he obviously needs us.” 

“It’s not safe, Julia. There’s only one reason we found him, and you know it. They sent him to kill us.” 

“Maybe,” she said softly. “It is possible that he’s just a spy. Either way, we’re stuck with him now. We’re just going to have to wait and see.”

“I figured you’d say that.”

“I trust you, Reeves. You know your job. I’m sure you’ve taken precautions.” 

Reeves nodded. “I have. But you know this is bad timing, with London and everything.” 

“London will have to take care of London right now, Reeves. We don’t have the manpower. And we can’t get along without you, so don’t get any ideas.”

“I guess it’s settled then.”

“It is. Will you shut down the house, please? I’ll tuck Gabriel in.” Reeves nodded. He made no sound as he left the room, disappearing down the hall like a ghost into the shadows.

Julia reached down and pulled the blankets gently up to Gabriel’s chin. She stroked his hair back and a sad look came over her face. “I’m very sorry, Gabriel. I don’t know what they’ve done to you, but I’m afraid there’s worse to come. Be strong dear boy. Be strong.”

A calm settled over the mansion as Julia disappeared down the hallway and Gabriel slumbered peacefully, for the moment blissfully unaware of the game that was revolving around him, or the role into which he had been cast. Julia entered her private chamber, crawled into her bed, and promptly tumbled into a deep dreamless sleep. And somewhere, deep in the heart of the mansion, Reeves began sharpening his knives.
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Julia threw back the curtains and sunlight flooded the room. “Seven A.M.! Rise and shine!”

Gabriel sat up, blinking against the light. “Where am I?” he blurted out. He glanced around and saw her standing by the window, smiling. His head felt a little foggy, but that was the only clue that something untoward had happened. He couldn’t remember anything after their arrival at the mansion.

He threw his gaze around the room. It was the size of a small house. Even the bed was enormous. It was a four-poster canopy bed, like something out of a castle, with curtains hanging down along the headboard and gryphon feet carved into the legs. The rest of the room was similarly decorated, with dark gothic furnishings and expensive-looking art pieces.

“Time to get moving,” Julia said. “We’ve got a busy day ahead of us. The shower’s already running and I laid some clothes out for you on the bed. Breakfast is in fifteen minutes!” 

She vanished out the door and left Gabriel rubbing the sleep from his eyes. He looked at the ornate furniture, the gilded paintings and the fireplace that could have been a closet, and wondered how strange it was that he was here. He groggily tossed the blankets aside and headed for the shower.

The clothes that Julia had left him were a couple sizes too large. They fit him fine in the shoulders, but they seemed to be made for someone a few inches taller. The t-shirt sagged halfway down to his knees and he had to roll the pant legs up to keep from tripping over them. 

After he was dressed, Gabriel wandered the maze of hallways until he finally followed the smell of food to the kitchen. He found Julia there, but she wasn’t alone. She stood at the far end of the dining tables, talking to two visitors. The first was a plump woman wearing a white dress and a plum-colored shawl. The second was a tall elderly man in a gray wool suit.

“Ah, there you are,” Julia said. “Gabriel I’d like you to meet two of my friends. This is Anna Pratchet. She’s a doctor. She’s going to give you a quick checkup. And this is Judge Bullard.” The Judge reached out to shake Gabriel’s hand. 

“He looks healthy to me,” Anna said. “Somewhat malnourished perhaps... Here Gabriel, let’s check your blood pressure and temperature.” She guided him into a chair at the breakfast table and strapped a blood pressure monitor to his arm. She pulled out a stethoscope and pressed it to his t-shirt, listening intently to his breathing. The others came to stand next to him. 

“Gabriel, the judge has something to say,” Julia said. The judge smiled and knelt down to Gabriel’s level.

“I understand how upsetting this is,” he said. “I know this is hard for you, but I want you to try to remember how you got on that road last night.”

Gabriel closed his eyes and thought back. The whole evening was fuzzy. He remembered arriving at the mansion. Before that, riding in the Hummer, and before that, standing in the road. That was all he could see. It was like staring at a wall of blackness in his memory.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I can’t remember anything.”

“Alright, that’s fine,” said the judge. “What about your family? Do you remember them? Or your home?”

Gabriel shook his head.

The judge patted him on the shoulder. “Well, don’t get upset about it. I’m sure it will come back to you.” He rose and turned his attention to Julia. “I can call the sheriff and have somebody from childcare services down here in a few hours. It may be a few weeks before we find foster parents. Until then he’ll have to stay at the orphanage.”

“I won’t hear of it!” Julia said. “Gabriel will stay here. I won’t have him thrown about from house to house like used furniture.”

The judge scratched his head. “Well, I don’t see why that would be a problem. Is that what you want, Gabriel? Would you like to stay here?”

“Here is fine,” he said quickly. “Thank you.”

“Excellent,” Julia said. “Don’t worry, Gabriel. We’ll find your parents.” She turned back to the judge. “We’ll send a photo and fingerprints to the sheriff’s department after breakfast. I’ll also call a friend at News7 and ask for their help.”

“It sounds like you’ve got it under control then,” the Judge said. “Doctor, how is he health-wise?”

“As expected,” she said. “I’d like to see him gain a few pounds, possibly an exercise regimen. Other than that he seems perfectly fit.”

“What about the amnesia?” said the judge.

“Well, it doesn’t appear to have been brought on by physical trauma. The condition could be related to an emotional issue, possibly stress-induced. I’d like to come see him again in a few days and check his progress.” 

“That would be perfect,” Julia said cheerfully. “So it’s settled then. Gabriel will stay here until we’ve found his family.” She shot Gabriel a beaming smile. He did his best to smile back. As kind as Julia was, all Gabriel really wanted was to find out who he was. Not knowing was strange, and more than a little frightening. 

The guests said their farewells and Julia showed them out. Gabriel’s stomach was rumbling, so he helped himself to a pancake while she was gone. When she returned, she scooped up some bacon and another pancake and set them on his plate. “Eat up,” she said. “Doctor’s orders. We’re going to put some meat on those bones.”

She settled down across the table and poured herself a cup of coffee. Gabriel felt a little unnerved as she sat there, watching him eat. “What a mystery you are,” she said. “Don’t worry though. Reeves has friends at the police department. If you have a family out there, we’ll find them. And I’ve already called my friends at the press. By noon, everyone in the state will know about you. That doesn’t bother you, does it?”

“Uh, no, I guess not,” Gabriel said. “You did all that for me?”

Julia smiled. She reached over and squeezed his hand. “I just don’t want you to worry, Gabriel. We’ll sort this out.”

“Thanks.”

“After you’re done with breakfast, go see Reeves about getting fingerprinted. He should be out at the corral. I’ve got a few phone calls to make, and a bit later I’ll take you shopping. The clothes you’re wearing belong to Pete, by the way. He’s a friend of ours. I’m sure you’d rather get something that fits.” 

Gabriel smiled and nodded. He glanced out the window and saw Reeves walking across the lawn toward the corral. So this is going to be my home, he thought. As nice as Julia was, Gabriel couldn’t help but wish he were at his real home, wherever that was. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 5




[image: ]


No matter how he tried to conceal it, Reeves had the look of a man who’d been just about everywhere and seen everything, and had been forever changed by his experiences. He tried to put on casual outward appearances, with his sport suits and all that, but there were nuances about him that gave him away. There was something about the cat-like way he walked through a room, or the subtle glances he cast about, taking in everything all at once. It seemed that nothing could take Reeves by surprise. 

Maybe it was this aura about Reeves that tempted Gabriel to sneak up behind him when he saw the older man leaning over the corral fence. It was a sort of test, he supposed, though a childish one. He just wanted to see how close he could get. It didn’t work very well. 

“Good morning,” Reeves said without a backwards glance. Gabriel was still several yards away. 

“Morning,” Gabriel replied, the disappointment clear in his voice. He walked up to the fence and stood next to Reeves.

“Next time avoid the dry leaves, and stay on the grass. I knew it was you as soon as you hit the driveway.”

Gabriel filed the comment in the back of his mind. Reeves twisted towards him and Gabriel caught a glimpse of that bulge under his jacket. Instantly, he remembered everything he’d deduced about Reeves the night before. He watched the man for a moment, wary, not sure if he could be trusted. Reeves cocked an eyebrow. 

“Is there something on your mind?” he said.

“Julia says you need to fingerprint me.”

“Sure,” said Reeves. “Just as soon as I’m done here. I’ll show you around a bit, too.”

Guns. Police. Julia had said that Reeves had friends on the police force. Maybe Reeves used to be a cop. Or maybe he still was one. That would explain the guns. Was that why he was guarding Julia? 

Reeves turned back towards the corral. Gabriel followed his gaze and realized there was a girl about his age riding a horse at the far end. She was dressed in jeans and a t-shirt, and wore a black riding helmet. She saw them watching and guided the horse over to the fence. 

“Gabriel, this is Jodi Davis,” Reeves said as she dismounted. “She spends a lot of time around here, helping with the horses and such. Her family owns the house down the road. Jodi, this is Gabriel.”

Jodi pulled off her helmet and a shock of red bangs fell down over her bright green eyes. She gave Reeves a warm smile and then gave Gabriel a long look, sizing him up. “Hi, Gabriel. Wanna go for a ride?” Something about her voice seemed to imply that maybe he shouldn’t.

“I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” Reeves said.

“Why, is he chicken?” she challenged. “You’re not chicken are you Gabriel?”

“NO!” Gabriel said defiantly. He wasn’t going to let this girl bully him. “Let’s do it!”

Reeves sighed heavily. “Buckshot’s a retired racer, Jodi. And I doubt Gabriel’s ever ridden before. This is a bad idea.” 

“Retired is the key word,” Jodi shot back. “He’s old as dirt... almost as old as you, Reeves. Come on Gabriel, don’t let the old butler turn you into a wuss!” 

Gabriel leapt through the fence, ignoring Reeves’ protests, and stepped up next to the horse. When he saw the creature towering over him, he started having second thoughts. Suddenly he wasn’t sure he could even get up there. 

This was going to be humiliating.

“Put your foot in the stirrup,” Jodi said. “No, your left one. There, now grab the saddle and pull yourself up. Do you need a boost?” 

“No!” Gabriel shouted. His face reddened at the thought of her pushing him up to the saddle. He pulled himself up, swung his leg over the top, and found himself looking down at Jodi from twice her height. 

“See?” She said. “No problem, right? Want the reins?” Gabriel nodded and reached for them, even though his stomach was churning with butterflies. The distance seemed even greater now that he was looking down.

“I don’t think so,” Reeves cut in. He grabbed the reins and placed them firmly in Jodi’s hands. “Just lead him around, Jodi. Nobody’s getting their neck broke on my watch.” 

Jodi smiled wickedly, and started walking. Gabriel grimaced because he knew in some small way she had won. She was leading him around the corral like a child on a pony. The whole thing was degrading.

“Enjoying the ride?” Jodi said in a condescending voice.

“Sure, it’s okay,” Gabriel said. What else could he do? 

“Was Reeves right? About you never riding before?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think I have, but I really don’t remember...”

“Oh, right,” Jodi said. “I forgot about your memory thing. You’ve got amnesia, right?”

Ah, he thought, she already knows. Word travels fast. He didn’t like the fact that Jodi already knew more about him than he did about her. He decided to change the subject.

“How long have you been working with horses?”

“My whole life. Actually, my parents used to own most of the horses that live here. Then my mom got cancer a while back and we had to sell them all, because of the hospital bills. Julia bought them because she wanted to help us out.” 

Suddenly Gabriel felt sorry for Jodi. It must have been awful for her, having her mother sick and then having to sell the horses. Thankfully, Julia had been there to help. 

“I’m sorry about your mom,” he said.

“It’s okay. She’s getting better now. She had an operation, and lots of chemo. The doctors say it’s getting better. And her hair’s starting to grow back, too. Everything’s going to be okay.” 

“Good to hear it,” he said.

“Thanks. You ready to get down?”

Gabriel climbed out of the saddle and dropped to the ground. It was close to a four-foot drop from the stirrup, but he landed like a cat. He wasn’t the only one surprised by his agility. He glanced at Reeves, who arched an eyebrow but gave no other sign of what he was thinking. 

Gabriel crossed the corral and climbed the fence, dropping to the ground next to Reeves. There was a moment of silent recognition as their eyes met. Like panthers circling their prey, the two sized each other up. 

It was then that Gabriel first had the thought that changed everything. We’re the same, he realized. Whatever I am, wherever I learned this stuff, Reeves knows it too. 

What Gabriel did next was a gamble. He purposely glanced at the bulge in Reeves’ jacket, letting Reeves know that he knew about the gun. Reeves took a deep breath, inflating his barrel-chest like a balloon, and then he released it in a long sigh. Then, without warning, his left hand slid up to his jacket button, and he pulled back the fabric to reveal the grip of a 1911 semi-automatic pistol.
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“No more secrets?” Reeves said.

Gabriel nodded dumbly, awestricken by Reeves’ forwardness. That was something he hadn’t expected. Not at all. He gave the weapon another glance as Reeves closed his jacket. The 1911 was one of the most popular semi-automatic pistols of all time. Gabriel didn’t know how he knew all of this, but it was true, as sure as he was breathing. 

“Wait here,” Reeves said. “I’ll get the ATV and show you around.” 

Gabriel watched as Reeves walked down the lane and disappeared behind the barn. His sensibilities told him everything was going to be fine, that it was all going to be out in the open now, but some small part of him still feared that Reeves might be planning to take him to a good spot to bury him. 

Gabriel felt a hand clamp down on his shoulder and he jumped. He spun around, instinctively ready for a fight. He lowered his center of gravity and his fists came up. Then he realized it was just Jodi. 

She gave him a wry smile. “Done showing off kid?”

Gabriel blushed. “Sorry, I guess I’m a little nervous.”

“No kidding. Look, you don’t have to worry about Reeves, he’s a great guy. He’d never hurt a kid. On the other hand, I’ve hurt lots of kids.” They shared a laugh, but Gabriel had a feeling there was a lot of truth in her little joke. 

Reeves pulled up a minute later on a huge green four-wheeler. It was one of the nice ones, with a bench seat and racks for carrying gear, and a winch bumper on the front covered in lights. The thing looked like it could go anywhere. 

Reeves shot Jodi a look. “What do you think you’re doing?” he said. 

“I’m going with you, of course,” Jodi shot right back. The look on her face assured him that she was ready to put up a fight. Reeves rolled his eyes.

“All right, get on.”

They piled onto the seat and Reeves gunned the engine. “Where are we going?” Jodi shouted over the noise of the engine and the wind. “Are you showing him the armory?”

Reeves shot her a look. Jodi cringed. “Sorry. I thought he knew. I saw you guys talking guns. Sorry.”

––––––––
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A HALF MILE OF WOODS separated the main house from the “armory,” which actually turned out to be an indoor combat arena. Reeves placed his hand on a flat white screen at the door and a laser scanned his prints. The door clicked and swung open, and Reeves motioned them inside. 

The building was filled with computer-controlled moving targets, gym equipment, and sparring weapons. Gymnastic and weight training equipment took up most of the main floor; the shooting range used only a narrow section that ran the full length of the far wall. Combat weapons from every country and century lined the parallel wall. Gabriel saw swords, knives, throwing stars, nunchaku
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