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THIS REALLY WASN’T how Mason had expected to spend his Friday morning. 

Endless piles of paperwork? Definitely. Arguing over the phone about continued funding for the clinic? Probably. Counseling sessions with some of the children under his care? Yep.

Staring down the barrel of an automatic weapon wielded by a twelve-year-old? Not so much.

The black muzzle of the AK-47 never wavered as it pointed at Mason’s chest, held securely in the hands of a wild-eyed Haitian boy. The child appeared dwarfed by the high-powered assault rifle cradled against his scrawny shoulder, but Mason knew all too well how deadly he could be.

The MP escorting a small group of newly liberated child soldiers to Mason’s rehabilitation clinic had turned his back for less than a second before the boy struck like a snake—yanking the weapon from his slackened grip and turning it on the people he no doubt saw as enemy captors.

Both Mason and the MP stood frozen in place. The MP’s mouth was hanging open in surprise. No doubt the man had thought himself lucky to draw such a cushy posting in Port-au-Prince, guarding adolescents instead of fighting in the rebel-held villages out in the hinterlands.

More fool him.

As the physician in charge of the ragtag, under-funded Center for the Rehabilitation of Underage Conscripts, Mason knew exactly how hazardous the duty they were performing here could be. And if he survived the next few minutes, he would bloody well find out who had failed to adequately brief the hapless soldier standing next to him. At which point, he would rip that person a new orifice, Hippocratic Oath or no.

It was fairly obvious that the MP was going to be little help in defusing the situation, though Mason supposed it would have been worse if he’d decided to go all Rambo on the kid and do something fatally stupid.

Mason stood perfectly still, his hands hanging loose at his sides, trying to breathe calmly through the massive adrenaline dump coursing through his body. He recognized the hallmarks of the body’s fight-or-flight response, though his detailed medical knowledge of the process did little to curb the wash of instinct that was trying to shut down his logical thinking ability just when he seriously fucking needed it.

His senses were heightened, strained to their utmost, taking in the oddly jarring sounds in the background of the tense scene. The happy shouts of children playing. The creak of palm trees swaying in the sea breeze. The smell of salt clinging to the air, buried beneath vehicle exhaust and decomposing garbage.

The way the matte black finish of the automatic weapon’s barrel seemed to swallow the daylight.

Mason mentally shook himself, trying to force his focus back to the boy—to his body language and facial expression. Remaining calm was the key. Panic would only get him—and possibly a lot of other people in the immediate area—killed. 

There was no cover to speak of in front of the clinic, and few options for outside assistance. Even if the wide-eyed child holding the rifle felt like letting Mason stroll around the corner for a moment to place a leisurely phone call on his mobile, calling the coppers in Port-au-Prince these days was about as effective a method of summoning help as picking up a random tin can from the street and shouting into it.

Face it, mate, he thought. It’s up to you to keep this thing from going tits-up.

He took a slow, measured breath and let it out before speaking.

“Okay, let’s just take a minute to calm down and talk,” he began, his Aussie accent becoming more pronounced than usual, as it always seemed to when he was under stress. “You’re in charge... you’ve got the gun. I promise you, you’re perfectly safe here—”

The boy lifted the gun a fraction, his aim moving from Mason’s chest to his head. “I might be safe, blan,” he said, eyeing Mason’s pale skin and obviously foreign mode of dress, “but you aren’t. Have this soldier take me an’ the others back where you found us, or I’ll kill you.” He bared white teeth. “Maybe I’ll just kill you anyway, eh? What d’you think of that?”

Movement in the corner of his eye drew Mason’s attention, and a face appeared at the screen door of the building next to him. Bugger.

“Joni,” he said in a calm voice, speaking to the young nurse who was little more than a teenager herself, “why don’t you take the rest of the children out the back way and go down to the beach for a bit?”

Their eyes locked, and he saw the same fear he was holding at bay reflected in her face. He forced a reassuring smile and jerked his head toward the back of the structure, silently imploring her to get herself and the other children to safety. With a clipped nod, she backed away from the door, and he could hear her issuing quiet instructions to the kids who had gathered at the front of the clinic for their mid-morning medications. 

He turned his full attention back to the boy and steeled himself to try something that would either improve the situation... or escalate it.

“It’s me you need to talk to,” he said in the same conversational tone. “I’m the one in charge, here. Let’s have a chat, just you and I.” He flicked his eyes to the MP. “You—take our other guests inside, please, and help Joni.”

The soldier looked at Mason like he was bent in the head. He might’ve even had a valid point about that. Still, Mason nodded toward the door, insistent. 

He met the eyes of the half-dozen other children who had arrived with this group. “Go on—please make yourselves at home. There are bottles of Coke chilling on ice in the corner of the front room. Help yourselves.”

The other boys looked uncertainly at each other, but after a few moments of indecision, two of them wandered toward the door and peeked inside. Upon seeing the large red cooler sitting in the corner as promised, they went inside. The others followed.

“Go on,” Mason told the MP, praying like hell that he wasn’t making a deadly mistake.

With a final, uncertain nod, the man backed cautiously away until his hand brushed the doorknob. He opened the door and slipped through, closing it silently behind him. The AK-47 did not erupt into a deafening hail of gunfire, though its muzzle did begin to tremble almost imperceptibly.

Well, that’s everyone except me out of harm’s way, at least.

Letting the air flow silently from his lungs, Mason turned back towards the boy in front of him and tried to give him the same friendly smile he’d used to reassure Joni. It felt like the muscles in his face had frozen, though, and he didn’t think he’d really pulled it off.

The child staring at him with bloodshot eyes did not react, simply gazing back with a sort of dull, distant anger. The only move he made was to readjust his grip on the powerful AK-47 clutched in his small hands. He shifted on his feet, standing in front of Mason in baggy cargo shorts and nothing else, save for the soiled green bandana tied around his head.

Mason didn’t want to make any move that might startle or upset the boy, but, at the same time, this stalemate needed to end. The longer they stood out here, staring at each other with a high-powered weapon between them, the greater the likelihood that Mason would end up riddled with bullet wounds.

Moving slowly, Mason lowered himself into a crouch so that he was below eye level with the scared and angry boy. At the same time, he did a quick visual inspection, cataloging the child’s condition with the eye of a physician.

Short, brittle hair. Bloodshot eyes, flat affect, dilated pupils. Probably under the influence of some sort of stimulant. Discharge from the eyes and nose. Chapped lips with sores in the corners of his mouth. Thin frame. Bloated belly. Multiple scars and marks from badly healed wounds. Partially healed gunshot wound to the upper right arm, from approximately six weeks ago. Cracked feet showing signs of advanced fungal infection.

“How old are you?” Mason asked, looking up at the boy. 

The question seemed to startle him. He blinked several times, and a look of confusion crossed his features before they hardened back into flat anger. “I’m fifteen, blan. What do you care?”

Stunted growth due to emaciation.

“I bet you’re a hell of a soldier,” Mason said in lieu of an answer. “You overpowered that MP like it was nothing.”

“I’m the best in my unit,” the youth bragged, tipping his chin up as if daring Mason to dispute it. “That’s why you’re gonna send me straight back, and the others, too.”

“Okay, let’s discuss that,” Mason said easily. “My name’s Dr. Walker, by the way. What’s yours?”

There was a tiny hesitation. “They call me San Silans.”

Silent Blood? Christ on a crutch. 

For the thousandth time since arriving here, Mason mentally shook his head in disbelief over what was being done to Haiti’s children during this long and bloody civil war.

“Sorry, San—my Creole is shit, as you can probably guess,” he said, not completely truthfully. “What’s your real name?”

He’d seen this before, many times, from other child soldiers receiving treatment at the clinic. Their captors would take them from their families—sometimes dragging them straight from the arms of screaming or dying relatives—and erase their pasts. They would brainwash the children, ranging in age from those who were barely more than toddlers to those in their teens, using a combination of drugs, intimidation, and rudimentary psychological techniques.

After a few weeks or months, the victims were utterly convinced that their loved ones had been killed and desecrated by “the enemy,” and that to avenge them, they were honor bound to kill any government soldier who came into their sights without hesitation. The rebel unit was their new family, and the penalty for disloyal behavior was death at the hands of their fellow child soldiers.

The boy hesitated at Mason’s question about his real name, a flash of something like unease crossing his features. “My name is San Silans.”

“It’s just that San Silans is an unusual name,” Mason pressed carefully. “Maybe there was something else you were called before people started calling you that?”

The kid pursed his lips together in a tight line, his knuckles tightening around the stock of the rifle. He stared hard at Mason, as if sizing him up—or perhaps trying to understand him. Mason returned the boy’s gaze without blinking, purposely keeping his energy low and calm.

The moment stretched out like taffy, before Mason’s captor dropped his eyes to the side, giving a bit of ground. Though he maintained his firm grip on the weapon, a fraction of the tension bled out of his shoulders.

“I used to be called Eniel,” he muttered.

“Eniel,” Mason repeated. “That’s a traditional name in the south, isn’t it? A good name. Strong, like you.”

“Yes.” Eniel still wasn’t meeting his eyes.

“Well, Eniel, since you’re here at the clinic, what can I do to help you?”

Eniel’s eyes hardened. “I already told you, blan. You can send me back where I belong. I need to report to my commander. I won’t stay here with you government scum.”

Mason spread his hands in a gesture indicating harmlessness. “Eniel, mate—I’m Australian. I’m not a rebel or a government lackey. I’m just here to help pick up the pieces.”

Eniel lifted the gun and jerked his chin toward it. “The stupid kochon I grabbed this from is government scum. You could smell it on him.”

“And you ran him right off, so no need to worry about him right now,” Mason said. “Eniel, we can’t send you back to your commander. Your commander’s the one who sent you here in the first place.”

“Lies!” Eniel snapped, his voice rising.

Actually, that much was the complete truth. Mason and his contacts had been negotiating the release of child soldiers from rebel forces for months now. Public image was enough of a concern for the insurgents that they were willing to give up some of their low-value fighters in exchange for the goodwill it would garner. 

Especially the ones who were already on the verge of physical or mental breakdown... though it would probably be better for Eniel not to hear about that part, just now.

“I’m afraid it’s the truth,” Mason countered. “Your commander was worried about you. He sent you here for medical help. That’s a gunshot wound on your arm. It must be bothering you, even though you’re such a good soldier that you hide it well. I could help you with that.”

As if on cue, Eniel’s body began to quiver. He sniffed hard, wiping mucus from his nose with the back of one arm. It smeared and glistened across his face as his eyes glittered in the bright sunlight. “He said I had to get in the truck with the others. He didn’t say what would happen or where we were going.”

Mason nodded in understanding. “And what did you think about that?”

Eniel raised and lowered one shoulder. The shaking in his body intensified, and he scowled at Mason, almost as if another personality had consumed him. “I thought maybe it was a test, or a mission.” He pointed to the clinic building. “They are from the government; they are the people responsible for killing my family! I thought, maybe, this is a way for my commander to infiltrate the enemy, by sending me here to kill them!”

Mason knew better than to argue with him. He’d heard the same story many times before. It was common practice to tell young, impressionable children that the government had been the ones to kill their families. The rebel leaders instilled that hatred among their young soldiers early on to ensure total obedience. It would take them months, if not years, to undo the brainwashing most of these boys had sustained.

“Like I said,” Mason began, “I’m not a part of your war. I just want to help you, like your commander intended when he ordered you to come here. So, when was the last time you ate? Are you hungry?”

At the mention of food, Eniel’s gaze seemed to tighten on Mason’s face. What had been dirty looks and constant scanning before, suddenly became almost dog-like hunger, focused and unmoving.

“Come on,” Mason coaxed, keeping his tone calm and matter-of-fact. “We’ll get you a meal and you can tell me a bit more about yourself.”

The boy stayed completely still for several moments, staring at Mason’s face.

Shite, I’m getting too old for this. My legs are going completely numb, Mason thought, as he tried to slowly shift positions to allow the blood flow to return to his tingling right foot.

Eniel’s shoulders sagged and his grip softened on the AK-47. He grimaced, as if in physical pain. “You should be afraid of me. I have... done things. Terrible things.”

Mason felt his heart ache, as it always did when the children at his clinic spoke about their past. All of them had been turned into monsters by the rebel kidnappers that forced them into the war, giving them weapons and brainwashing them until everything they used to believe was forgotten. Many of them had killed hundreds of people, mowed down opposing forces, or even killed other child soldiers in different militia units during the night for scraps of blanket or morsels of food.

It was likely that Eniel was no different, standing here in the bright sunlight with snot smeared across his face, pointing a high-powered weapon unerringly at Mason while looking so weak and malnourished that it was amazing he could even stand up.

Most people would look at Eniel and see a murderer. But Mason knew that he was merely seeing a weapon, fashioned and honed by adults who placed more value on winning a war than on the sanctity of childhood.

Ironically, the phrase “it’s not your fault” was one of the surest ways to enrage a child soldier. They hated hearing it, because it chipped away at their tenuous sense of control over their own lives. And yet, it was true. One did not blame a grenade for exploding and killing people. One blamed the person who pulled the pin and threw it.

Eniel was not to blame for the lives he had taken. Every day, Mason told himself that the rebel commanders at whose feet those deaths truly rested would pay eventually. At times like this, he almost wished he could personally extract that payment—but he knew that his place was here, healing the broken bodies and damaged souls of these, the most vulnerable victims of Haiti’s relentless war against itself.

“Eniel,” he said after a quiet moment, “lots of the young people here have done bad things. I still want to help you.”

“Why?”

Mason had to gather himself for a moment before answering, “Because in this clinic, we don’t leave anyone behind.”

Eniel cocked his head at that, fidgeting, his thin fingers trembling around the stock of the gun. He shrugged one shoulder towards his ear several times, as if to displace an irksome fly. Shifting his weight back and forth, his gaze turned towards a gap between the buildings, where only a few palm trees blocked the view of the beach and stunning blue ocean.

Finally, Eniel looked at Mason and parted his chapped, raw lips. “I... I...”

Mason didn’t move, just remained frozen in his position, a look of quiet expectation across his face.

“I left people behind,” Eniel said in a rush. Wetness glistened in the corners of his eyes. “My friends...”

In a very soft voice, Mason replied, “Why don’t you put the gun on the ground and tell me more about that.”

Eniel gripped the gun harder for a second, pulling it towards his chest. A wild fear seemed to grip him, making him look eerily like a cornered animal. Mason remained still, his calm expression never wavering.

After a long moment, Eniel relaxed. Never taking his eyes off Mason, he lowered the gun slowly towards the ground. As soon as it was resting on the dirt path in front of the clinic, Mason carefully rose to his feet and gestured Eniel towards the steps.

Thank God for crisis intervention training. 

The boy stood still and watched suspiciously as Mason crossed to the steps and sat down, his legs and feet still numb from his awkward, crouched position. 

To further put the boy at ease, Mason made quite a show of removing one of his shoes and massaging life back into his foot. He guessed that Eniel would feel more comfortable moving nearer if he wasn’t faced with uninterrupted eye contact.

To Mason’s relief, the boy took a few faltering steps towards the stairs and lowered himself down against the railing, as far away from Mason as possible.

“Thank you, Eniel,” Mason said. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the boy chew on his lower lip thoughtfully. The gun lay abandoned in the dirt in front of them.

“Now... you were telling me about your friends?” he prompted, pulling his sock back on and brushing the sand and dirt off the fabric.

Eniel was silent for several moments before he spoke, watching Mason carefully adjust his shoe and retie the laces.

“We camped at night in a line, a long line of men and boys. Some had guns, some did not,” Eniel began in a hoarse whisper. “My place was near the middle of the line.”

Mason nodded to show he was listening, though he looked out through the palm trees dotting the landscape in front of the clinic. His fingers mindlessly found a stone stuck in the crack of the wooden stairs, and he pried at it with a fingernail just to give himself something to do while Eniel spoke.

“I could not sleep, so I stayed awake and watched the stars. The fire in the camp flickered, throwing many shadows. There was no noise except the wind in the grass and trees. Then, I heard screams from the far end of camp. I ran to them, but they were already gone. I raised the alarm, but it was too late. They disappeared.”

“Other soldiers?”

“Other boys. Their sleeping places were empty, and their shoes left behind. This happened many times while we traveled, and even though we searched, we could never find them afterward. Never. They are gone... lost in the hills.”

Mason breathed out slowly through his nose. Must have been the government forces taking the boys in secret, he mused. But that doesn’t make a lot of sense. If they were all sleeping except for a handful of lookouts, why not just capture the entire band of rebels, or kill them? Why just take a few?

He shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts. He would never understand the ways of the military, and he knew better than to start raising questions that might embarrass the people who held the fate of his clinic in their hands.

Turning his attention back to Eniel, Mason tried to regain the thread of the conversation.

“It sounds like you did everything you could though, right? You kept watch, and you raised the alarm when you knew something had happened.”

Eniel stared at his hands, which were cracked, scabbed, and dirty. He nodded, but a frown still marred his features. “James was lost,” he said quietly.

“Who was James?” Mason asked.

The frown grew deeper. “My friend. We were together from the very beginning. He was very tall, so his place was near the end of the line. He was taken during the night and I never saw him again.”

Eniel’s shoulders trembled and he wiped his nose on his arm once more.  

“I’m sorry Eniel, I lost a friend not so long ago myself,” Mason said. It was true—one of his friends from uni had recently been killed in a suicide bombing in Sydney. Admittedly, the two of them hadn’t been terribly close in the years since they’d both graduated and had gone on to different medical schools. Still, Mason knew that he needed to establish a rapport with Eniel, and this was one way to do that.

Eniel turned towards him with glittering eyes. “You did?”

“Yes, and it hurts me very much.” Also not a lie. Bess had been like the sister he’d never had growing up. Thinking of her brilliant spark being extinguished during a pointless act of terror made him ache, even months later.

Eniel nodded and set his head down on his arms, which were propped up on his knees. “I am tired of fighting. So tired.”

“You fought bravely for a long time. You deserve to rest now,” Mason told him. “Think of it as military leave, if that helps.”

Eniel snorted. “I was traded by my commander to the government, and they sent me here.” He muttered something under his breath that Mason didn’t understand, but by the tone of his voice, Mason guessed it was expletives. 

“Yeah, I hear you, mate,” he said. “It sucks balls when you’re told what to do and have to obey sometimes.”

“I am a soldier, not a child!” 

Mason blinked at the sudden rage and anguish that filled Eniel’s face, but he didn’t back down. “You are both of those things. And soldiers are no strangers to obeying orders, as I imagine you know very well.” He reached down and plucked a long strand of the pampas grass stubbornly clinging to life next to the steps. Absently, he weaved the grass leaf through his fingers. 

The motion mesmerized Eniel, who watched with wide, unblinking eyes. 

“Can I tell you what I want right now, and you tell me what you want?” Mason asked in a soft voice, still toying with the grass. 

Eniel’s lips parted, and it looked like exhaustion was crashing over him. Even so, he rallied enough to nod at Mason’s request.

Mason nodded back. “Good. I want for you and I to go inside together, and check you out medically. We need to make sure you’re okay; then you can eat and rest. Now, what do you want?”

Eniel jerked, as if taken by surprise. He glanced into Mason’s face and then back towards the ground. “To forget.”

Mason sighed quietly. “I’m afraid it’s not quite that simple, Eniel—but I can promise you that the bad memories will start to fade, and things will get better with time.”

For a second, Mason thought he could make out a tear trickling down the side of Eniel’s face. It was wiped away so quickly that he couldn’t be sure, though. He stood up slowly and watched as Eniel flinched, recoiling from him. 

“It’s okay,” Mason said, “I’m just going to make this gun safe—that’s all.”

Eniel did not respond, but continued to watch with wary eyes as Mason carefully disarmed the weapon and pulled the strap over his shoulder, letting the rifle rest against his back. With the chamber empty and the magazine held securely in one hand, Mason walked past Eniel and pulled open the rickety screen door, which creaked loudly. He held the door open for the boy, who remained sitting on the front steps. 

Eniel’s gaze flickered back and forth between the packed dirt of the street and the front door several times, as if he was trying to make up his mind about something. Finally, he rose to his feet, his back straight, and walked into the clinic. 

* * *
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Many long, exhausting hours later, Mason sat down heavily at his desk, pushing aside the clutter of folders until he could power up the laptop he’d brought with him to Haiti. With the way things were in the capital these days, they didn’t have the option of reliable cable or DSL internet service. Thankfully, Doctors Without Borders had provided him a satellite uplink to ensure he could remain connected to their agency and the outside world. 

After carefully documenting the events of the day and sending an incident report to headquarters, Mason checked his watch.

He frowned at it. Where had the time gone? Christ... his brother Jack would be calling any minute. 

Sure enough, within a matter of moments, an alert popped up on his screen that he had an incoming FaceTime request. He accepted it and smiled into the camera, his mood lightening immediately. 

“Sitting at home on a Friday night again? You’re getting old, Jack,” he quipped. 

“Greetings from Singapore, brother mine,” Jack responded with a matching grin. “Age has its compensations, you know—we can’t all dwell in the youth of our twenties forever.” 

Jackson Walker was only four years older than Mason was, in reality, but the disparity was still a running joke between them. He and Mason both shared their father’s piercing blue eyes and light brown hair. At six-foot-two, Mason had a few inches on his brother, and he had been a bit more dedicated when it came to staying in shape after years of playing rugby.

“No, I suppose we can’t,” Mason agreed.

At twenty-nine, there were some days that he still felt invincible and on top of the world, but more and more of his nights were turning weary. Even if he had been living in a trendy first-world city somewhere, rather than the outskirts of the impoverished capital in civil-war-torn Haiti, he was beginning to feel like he wouldn’t have been able to keep up much of a social life after the toll his job took on him. 

He’d seen too much in the past few months. It felt sometimes as though he’d aged far beyond his years. These days, even the most studious of his peers were starting to seem shallow and vain to him, with their successful careers, posh houses, and expensive BMWs. Meanwhile, the horrors Mason had witnessed while volunteering in war-torn areas would be forever branded on his memories—and today, staring down the barrel of a gun held by a child who should have been playing ball in a schoolyard somewhere, was one of the days he was unlikely to forget. 

Apparently, enough of this showed on his face to be obvious even over a pixelated video chat, because Jack sobered.

“Something happened, didn’t it?” Jack asked, perceptive as ever. “Want to tell me what?”

Mason sighed. Where to even begin?

“Right, little brother. I don’t like that expression at all. Start at the beginning,” Jack said, as if reading his mind.

Mason shook his head and relayed a concise version of the day’s events. “... and then I finally convinced him to come inside, where I got a nurse to help me with an examination. Let me tell you, that was a huge battle, all on its own. I don’t know if this kid has ever seen a doctor before, but there were times he screamed hysterically at us about spirits and curses—all sorts of superstitious craziness. He’s seriously emaciated, and he needed antibiotics for an infection in his lungs, but he fought like a madman when I tried to put in the IV.”

Jack swore. “I don’t know how you do it, Mason. I’d tear my hair out if I had to deal with things like that.”

Mason cocked an eyebrow, dredging up a brief smile. “No shit. That’s why you’re an engineer.”

“Exactly my point,” Jack agreed. “I fix things that other people mess up, and design stuff that, ultimately, some crappy builder somewhere is going to end up changing without my permission so the whole system will fail to work. You deal with snotty noses, messed-up children, and having high-powered rifles pulled on you every other day. I deal with infuriating clients and impossible deadlines. Though I guess, when you look at it like that... it’s practically the same thing, right?”

Mason snorted. “You always were the funny one.”

“Damn right. The funny one... the good-looking one...”

“The modest one,” Mason put in, still smiling. He sighed, sobering. “Really, though, they’re not bad kids, Jack. This little guy isn’t some spoiled brat. He’s deeply traumatized, starving, hopped up on drugs, and brainwashed.”

The humor drained from Jack’s expression as well. “Jesus. I still can’t wrap my brain around the idea of stealing kids to fight in a war. It’s just... sick. I mean, how do they get them?”

“Depends on the kid,” Mason answered, rubbing his tired eyes for a moment. “Depends on the family. Sometimes it’s revenge kidnapping; sometimes they come in after a battle and take the survivors away. Sometimes it’s just opportunity. They’ll grab a kid who’s walking alone.”

Jack was uncharacteristically quiet for a moment. “Then they go to war and—”

His voice trailed away. Mason did not break the silence for a moment but eventually took a breath and said, “And they’re soldiers. They carry out their orders and kill dozens, if not hundreds, of people over their years of captivity.”

“And then they come to you.”

Mason laughed—an ugly sound. “And then they come to me. The government realized that this was a tactic the rebels were using not long after the practice started. Whenever it’s feasible, the youngest children in the rebel forces are captured by the government soldiers, rather than being killed. They’re taken and matched with missing children reports, when possible.”

“How often does that happen, though?”

“Rarely,” Mason admitted. “Haiti is being torn apart at the seams. Any information from the smaller villages being held by the rebels is old, often inaccurate, or contains nothing useful. The rebels intercept most unencrypted messages, and they don’t want the government to realize just how many children they’re holding hostage.”

Jack whistled behind his teeth and shook his head. “This is fucking depressing, Mason.” 

“You think?” Mason didn’t even try to keep the bitterness from his voice.

“These kids are coming to you so messed up that they’ll pull a gun on you and nearly kill you?”

Mason shook his head. “If you’d asked me a month ago, I would have scoffed and said it wasn’t that bad. That sort of thing never used to happen. Don’t get me wrong—these kids have problems. They’re sick, half-starved, full of parasites, and emotionally traumatized. We have all the problems you would associate with that kind of thing—fighting, bad behavior, nightmares, and so forth. For the most part, though, once we get them weaned off the drugs, they’re sweet and scared.”

“If I’d asked you a month ago?” Jack echoed. “What changed in the last month?”

Darkness settled over Mason’s heart like a pall, and a shudder rolled down his spine. He couldn’t bring himself to look at the screen and see the concern in his brother’s face. Nor could he banish the sense of evil that seemed to be creeping over him like black oil. In his mind’s eye, he could see the same darkness covering all of Haiti, inciting bloodlust and insanity everywhere it went. It was like a heavy plume, billowing outwards across the land, blocking out all the beauty and light from the sky. A superstitious chill pierced his heart. 

“Mason?” Jack pressed, concern in his voice. “What’s changed?”

Mason looked directly into the camera at the top of his computer, his mouth dry and his voice hoarse. “Everything.”
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TWO
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“WAIT,” XANDER SAID, looking down at Oksana as though he wasn’t sure he’d heard correctly. “You’re telling me they pour perfectly good alcohol onto the ground? And they do this on purpose?”

Oksana blinked at him, even as Duchess let out a rather indelicate snort from her other side as the three of them walked down the street in Port-au-Prince.

“Xander,” Oksana said, meeting his scandalized green gaze, “we’re in the middle of a war-torn nation struggling under a yoke of poverty and corruption. I’ve just explained about the ceremony we’re about to witness so that I can ask the vodou spirits—”

“The loa, yes,” he interjected. “See, I was listening.”

“So that I can ask the vodou loa for assistance in finding Bael’s next vortex of chaos,” she continued patiently. “And this is the part you’re worried about?”

“When one is stuck in a war-torn, poverty-stricken land, one drinks the booze, Oksana. One does not,” Xander said very slowly and clearly, “spill it onto the dirt. Now, I have as much cause as anyone to respect the vodou gods—”

“Sure he does. Just ask Madame Francine,” Duchess interrupted dryly.

A smile of amusement tugged at the corners of Oksana’s lips, almost despite herself. She and Duchess had both heard the account of Xander’s rather humiliating run-in with the elderly New Orleans mambo in the days before he and Tré had called the rest of them to the Big Easy.

Xander raised a finger, leaning around Oksana to point it at Duchess without slowing his stride. “Excuse me,” he began, “but you know full well that we do not speak of that incident. Ever. Now, as I was saying, Oksana, I have every reason to respect these loa you worship, but the booze thing is just plain wasteful. Shockingly so. You can’t possibly expect me to approve of such a practice.”

She rolled her eyes. “If the priest or priestess doesn’t offer the loa food and drink, they won’t come. Which would rather defeat the purpose of the exercise, don’t you agree? If it makes you feel better, there will probably be people smoking ganja, and maybe taking mushrooms. Just... do please try to be discrete? This is my home, after all.”

Duchess snorted again. “Xander is always discrete, ma chérie. Well, except for that one time in Tokyo. And the one in Brisbane. Oh, and Montreal. We mustn’t forget Montreal...”

“Duchess,” Xander said, “you know I adore you. But I’m not sure you’re the one to throw stones when it comes to the quality of discretion. Does the term glass houses ring a bell?” He scowled. “And I still have no memory of anything noteworthy ever happening in Brisbane.”

“Yeah, you probably wouldn’t,” Oksana murmured under her breath, and smiled sweetly when his scowl turned on her. “Anyway, like I said, if you’re hungry, you shouldn’t have trouble finding someone suitable after the ceremony begins to wind down.”

Honestly, it was no surprise that Xander was in search of a bit of chemically mediated oblivion—short-lived though it would be, given his vampire metabolism. Haiti was no holiday destination these days, but even compared to Port-au-Prince, all three of them had spent the last couple of months in hell. 

In fact, their friends were still back in that abyss of suffering, where they had all spent the first days after the detonation of the suitcase nuke in Damascus pulling survivors from the rubble under cover of darkness. After that, rescue had turned to recovery, only for them to find that someone—or something—had been there before them.

The undead were rising en masse from the wreckage, spreading outward across Syria and into neighboring countries, to the accompaniment of growing hysteria from the human population. Tré, Snag, Eris, Della, and Trynn had stayed behind to monitor the situation and step in whenever doing so might make a difference without getting them all killed in the process.

Oksana had spoken to Eris after experiencing several odd dreams during the stolen hours of sleep she was able to catch here and there as they worked. Communications in the region were spotty at best, but the nightmares had started after she’d heard a snippet of a BBC newscast about reports of war crimes and a humanitarian crisis related to Haiti’s current round of rebel insurrection.

Eris encouraged her to follow the strange pull that seemed to be drawing her back to her homeland, pointing out that, with as little as they truly understood about the war Bael was waging on the world, her dreamlike visions were as a valid an avenue for investigation as any other. 

Tré listened to them both and agreed almost immediately, though he insisted she not go alone. Duchess had volunteered, and Xander had shrugged in easy agreement when Tré asked him to go along as well.

The cynical part of her—a part she tried to keep buried lest it swallow her whole—couldn’t help noticing that their trio comprised three of the four of them who had not yet found their reincarnated mates. Given that Snag pretty much did whatever he wanted to do, no matter what Tré or anyone else said about it, it seemed fairly apparent that there had been some behind-the-scenes discussion between Tré and Eris about sending her, Xander, and Duchess away, specifically.

The rational corner of her mind knew that it made a sort of sense. Eris had found his mate Trynn during the disaster in Damascus, and it seemed highly unlikely that another of their reincarnated mates would just happen to be located in the same area. If she, Duchess, and Xander were traveling, moving around, it was more likely that they would stumble across one of the strange vortices of chaos that formed when a vampire drew close to his or her mate. It was
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