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What’s your earliest memory?

I remember sunshine, kerosine heaters, warm grass under bare feet, and having my little sister by my side. I don’t remember being held. 

Ever.

But I’m not a child anymore. And my sister’s nowhere near my side. I prefer the Autumn sky, winter air, and holiday smells to anything resembling summer. And Lord knows I don’t want anyone to touch me.

What’s the worst thing you’ve ever done?

I’ve abused the body of a long dead woman, forced another to relive her worst day over and over, and made jokes after watching raptly while someone took their last breath. I’ve watched someone drown. And I’ve had someone beg not to die as they fought the Grim Reaper tooth and nail.

It’s a funny thing, watching a soul leave a body.

Do you dream of people whose names you can’t remember?
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“What did you say?” he asked.

“I’m gonna be a lawyer,” she replied.

“A what!” he jeered, throwing back his head in a full-throated guffaw.

“A judge,” she insisted, face heating as she leaned forward to make a point, and her long brown hair slid over her thin arms.

“That’s funny,” he said.

“It isn’t,” she fumed, shoving the hair back out of her dark eyes.

“What makes you think you’re smart enough for that?” he asked, pulling dingy white socks over big feet. He paused to look at her before shoving his feet into boots. “Well, girl? Answer me.”

“I already read high school books,” she said, thinking of the Stephen King book she just finished, but remembering in time she wasn’t allowed to read it.

“What high school books?” he asked, a stormy look on his craggy features.

“Like Dickens and Shakespeare,” she mumbled.

“Useless,” he snorted, lacing the boots before holding out a hand.

“S’important,” she said, handing him a full cooler.

“Don’t forget your sister,” he said before striding out of the room.

She heard the door close as he left for the day. The floor was cold under her bare feet as she tiptoed across it to lock the door. He didn’t like it when they used the kerosene heater, but Leia was little. Her fingers and toes would turn blue if it wasn’t at least a little warmer.

Arwyn tugged the kerosene heater toward the room she shared with her little sister. She put it in the hallway, careful not to tip it in her short trip. She turned it on and sat on the cold linoleum floor to warm her numb toes.

“Why’re you on the floor, Arwyn?” Leia asked, voice muffled.

Arwyn looked back to find only Leia’s mouth uncovered. The remainder of her tiny sister was snuggled under a sheet, two blankets, and a quilt. She moved the small hole up to one large eye, which she used to stare at Arwyn.

“Daddy went to work. I got his lunch and then brought the heater so you wouldn’t be so cold,” Arwyn said.

“She’s sleeping,” Leia said resolutely but almost too quietly to hear.

“Yeah,” Arwyn said, wiggling her toes as they filled with stinging pain. “Nap a little more til we have to get ready.”

“You can too,” she said, voice heavy with sleep.

“No. I’m up,” Arwyn said. 

She screwed up her face at the memory of her father’s laughter. He never listened when she talked about what she thought. Well, not quite. He listened; he just didn’t much care.

He’d been even less receptive when she’d talked about being a zookeeper. He told her she couldn’t even manage a little sister, much less dangerous and exotic animals. She balled up a fist and hit the knee she rested her chin on. 

She bumped her chin, and tears stung her eyes. Not because it hurt, but because she was embarrassed by her clumsiness. It meant he was right. She wasn’t very good at the things she was supposed to take care of.

She wondered what her disapproving father would think of her reading Firestarter. What would he think about her wanting to volunteer for testing so she could have powers?

But she knew that wasn’t real. In real life, you didn’t get powers. You just got more of the same thing every day. Thin arms wrapped around her from behind. 

“I thought you were sleeping,” she said, hugging her sister’s arms and leaning into her.

“You’re sad,” Leia said.

“I know what will make me happier,” Arwyn said. “I’ll check out a new book from the library today. What do we want to read?”

“I dunno,” she said. “Not Stevie King.”

“Okay,” Arwyn chuckled. “What about one about a dragon?”

“Is it scary?” Leia asked.

“Probably some of it.”

Leia pulled her arms back and rubbed her chin, just like their Grandpa used to. Her light brown hair stood up every which way, and her nightgown slid off her narrow shoulder on the opposite side.

“You think I can handle it?” she asked.

“I wouldn’t have said it if I didn’t.”

“Don’t be ‘castic, Arwyn,” she scowled.

“I’m not being sarcastic, Leia,” Arwyn grumbled.

“Are too!”

“Okay,” Arwyn said, holding up a hand to quiet her sister. “You’re gonna wake up Momma Candi before she’s ready.”

Leia stopped talking and looked down at her toes contritely.

“It’s okay,” Arwyn said. “Just get dressed so we don’t miss the bus. I’ll make magic toast?”

“Yes!” Leia grinned, nodding vigorously before pulling her clothes out of their small, shared closet.

Arwyn finished toasting the bread, spread the butter they had over slices as best she could, and sprinkled cinnamon sugar on them. Leia wrestled her coat and backpack on before taking the toast from her sister.

They were out of the house, closing the door softly behind them with time to spare before the bus pulled up. Cloudy smoke puffed out of the silver pipe at the back as they walked around to the door. 

Mr. Smatherly waited to open the door until they were standing in front of it. He smiled down at them. Leia smiled and waved back with her gloved hand. Arwyn nodded solemnly, hands in her pockets.

“Wouldn’t kill you to smile once in a while, would it?” he asked pointedly.

Arwyn lifted one corner of her lips in a sardonic half smile. Mr. Smatherly sighed, severely put upon as he closed the doors to await two more riders. Leia turned around, catching the fading look.

“Quit it,” she whispered under her breath as she slid into an empty seat.

“Why?” Arwyn grumbled, frown deepening. “He can’t tell me I gotta smile. He doesn’t say it to boys.” She nodded with her chin when he opened the door again. “Watch.”

“Ari Maxwell, what are you smiling about?” Mr. Smatherly grouched.

“Nothing, Mr. Smatherly,” Ari said contritely.

He stepped forward, and his brother Hahn followed him up the steps. He nodded to the bus driver with a solemn look on his face as he guided Ari toward a seat opposite them.

Arwyn turned to look at Leia meaningfully, but she’d lost interest—flash cards out, going through her letters. She completely tuned everyone on the bus out.

“He’s in a mood,” Ari said, pulling his stocking hat down over his ears.

“You know his wife left him,” Hahn said, turning to talk to Ari and Arwyn.

“Don’t mean he’s gotta be so mean to us,” she said, glaring at the driver.

“What did he say to you?” Hahn asked.

Ari and Hanh didn’t look like brothers. Ari had dark curly hair, dark brown eyes, and freckles across his tanned face. Hanh had red hair, blue eyes, and no freckles on his pale face. Ari and Arwyn were in the same class. Hanh was in high school, and Leia was in kindergarten.

“Told me it wouldn’t kill me to smile,” she hissed.

“What a dick,” Hanh said under his breath as he rolled his eyes.

Ari gave his brother a look of disgust as he rolled his eyes. He held his hand up and shook his head before pointing at Arwyn and Leia.

“Sorry,” he muttered. “But it’s true.”

“Saying you’re sorry doesn’t mean anything if you add a but,” Ari sighed.

“Then I’m not sorry. If he acts like that at home, that’s probably why his wife left,” Hanh said. “Don’t worry. You don’t have to smile, Arwyn, and you can smile, Ari. It’s almost winter break, and you’ll have time away from all this.”

“You think they’ll let me check out more books over break?” Arwyn asked. “Like extra?”

“Extra?” Hanh laughed. 

“If they won’t, I’ll check out what you want, and you can get mine too,” Ari said.

“Thank you!” she said, bouncing in her seat.

“Why don’t you just go to the library?” Hanh asked.

Ari’s elbow found Hanh’s ribs, producing a huff of air. He gave his older brother a stern look and a quick shake of his head. Arwyn sniffled and didn’t see any of it.

“We can’t,” was all she said.

Hanh lifted a shoulder in question at Ari, who he poked with a sharp finger. Ari scowled but didn’t say anything to him.

“I could get you library books, too,” he said to Arwyn.

“That won’t be fair,” she said. “Then you won’t have any books for yourself.”

“I don’t read as fast as you,” he said. “Plus, my Grandma buys me a new book every time we visit her.”

“But you go there every weekend,” Arwyn gasped.

“Yeah. So I can get your books from the library,” he said.

Hanh watched it all with a curious look on his face. The bus stopped at the high school, and Hanh waited to get off until he was the last person.

“You three be good, now,” he said, giving them a quick grin before turning to bounce down the steps.

The primary school was next, and Arwyn let Leia out after helping her put away her flashcards. Leia hugged her before running off the bus. Arwyn watched her pink coat across the school yard until they were too far for her to see.

“What books do you want me to get?” Ari asked, sliding over to sit in the seat with Arwyn.

“I don’t know,” she said. “Do you think we could go to the library together to look?”

Ari frowned, playing with the straps of his backpack.

“I don’t have my homework,” he admitted.

“Ari!” she scowled. “Why not! We talked about it.”

“It was boring, Arwyn. I helped Hahn with his stuff instead.”

“What stuff?” she asked softly, pulling out her paper. “Here, quick.”

“If he catches us doing that, he’ll take us both to see Principal Norrell.”

“Then don’t get us caught,” she grinned. “We’re just checking our answers.”

She elbowed him until he pulled out his paper. They quickly filled out his equations. 

“It would only take you five minutes if you just did it,” she admonished.

“It’s stupid,” he rolled his eyes, tucking the paper back in his bag. “What books do you want from the big library?”

“Why are you still in our class?” she asked after a big breath.

“What?” he asked with startled eyes.

“Ari. You shouldn’t be in class with any of us. Why are you still with us?”

“Where else would I be, Arwyn?” he asked, folding his arms over his stomach and waiting for the other kids to get off the bus.

They stood to exit, and he made her go in front of him when they realized they were the last kids. No one really wanted to be the last off the bus, but Mr. Smatherly really didn’t like the two of them. He hadn’t even liked them when his wife hadn’t left him.

“Hey!” Mr. Smatherly said when they were both almost out.

“Yes sir,” Ari asked, putting both hands on the sides of the door and looking back.

“No switching seats anymore.”

“Yes, sir,” Ari said, stepping off onto the sidewalk.

The bus doors closed almost before Ari’s hand was off the side. He shook his head and pulled his straps higher on his shoulders.

The two of them walked slowly toward the school. Nothing was open yet in the cold early morning. While the buses arrived from around six thirty until seven forty-five, doors didn’t open until eight. And classes began at eight thirty. It was seven, so they had at least an hour until they could go inside. 

“You wanna go sit by the boiler room?” Ari asked.

Arwyn gave him a dark look but nodded. They’d discovered that when it started getting cold, the boiler room was the warmest place inside the building. And outside, it smelled awful, but it was the warmest place to be.

“Ugh,” she said, fanning in front of her face. “Why does it smell so bad?”

“The warm, dark, closed space makes it an ideal place for bacteria to grow,” Ari said, sitting on the walk in front of the door and leaving a spot for her. 

“Yeah, but rotten eggs?”

“Exactly that one,” he grinned, and then his face fell when he noticed her reddened hands. “Where are your gloves?”

“Leia’s went missing,” she said. “She’s little and her fingers turn blue.”

He held his hands out to her, and she gave him a curious look.

“You’ll warm up faster if mine are still in there,” he said. “It’s stretchy. It’ll be fine.”

“You never said why,” she insisted as she shoved her hands into his gloves with his.

“I’m not ready for high school,” he said, not meeting her eyes. “Or college.”

“Is Hahn mad you’re smarter?” she asked.

“I’m not. He’s way better at people and friends,” Ari shrugged. “I don’t think he really cares. Mom is worried about how the other kids will act. She wants me to wait until freshman year and skip to senior year.”

“Why? Hanh could keep them from being dicks,” she said, trying the word out.

“Arwyn!”

Twin spots of heat colored her already reddened cheeks. She laughed at his shocked face, though.

“What!”

“I can’t believe you said that! You can’t talk like that,” he insisted.

“Why?” she asked, waving a hand around. “Literally no one cares. We could skip class today, and I bet no one would even know.”

He glanced around. They were behind the building in a spot they’d never seen anyone else. Well, the custodian that one time, but not since.

“But where would we go?”

“I don’t know. Maybe the library,” she said.

Cold wind blew hard, taking their breath and any words he might’ve said away. It seemed intent to keep his answers secret for several bone chilling minutes. Clouds blew over them, darkening the sky and making the two of them huddle closer together.

“The library is pretty far,” he said finally. “I think we’d get caught.”

“How far? Can we go through the woods?” she asked.

He bit his lip, remembering where the library was and how they might go. The quickest way would be on the sidewalks. But that would definitely get them caught.

“Ari,” she said, and he hushed her, his mind working over the time he and Hanh went from the baseball field to the library for their Dad to pick them up.

“We could,” he finally said, nodding toward the same ballfield. “And I’ve got my library card. We need a story, though.”

A huge grin spread over her face, and he got a warm feeling all over. She bounced, grabbing his arm and shaking him until he grinned back.

“What kind of story?” she asked, pulling him toward the ball field.

“I don’t know,” he said. “What do you think?”

“What if we just pretend it didn’t happen?” she asked.

“How do you suppose that would work?” he asked. “Leia is gonna be upset when you aren’t on the bus.”

“Could you get a note to Hahn?” she asked, wetting her lips. “He could watch out for her until we get there.”

“How am I gonna do that?” Ari asked.

“I don’t know,” she said, shoulders sagging as her pace slowed.

“I got it,” he snapped. “We’ll meet the bus, so she won’t worry. We’ll just have to leave the library before it’s time to go home.”

“How long’s it take to get there?”

“I don’t know. I’ll time it and make sure we leave in time to get back,” he said, adjusting his watch.

“Yay!” she cheered, pulling on his arm again and tugging him along with her toward a day of adventure and books.
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They ran through the woods and past unsuspecting adults with wild abandon. Ari and Arwyn didn’t see the woman in front of the bakery. They didn’t see the grandpa at the ballfield picking up acorns. And they never saw the weird, misshapen dog that followed them until they walked into the library.

Arwyn’s smoke-filled grin was highlighted by her reddened cheeks. Ari glanced around to see where the librarian was. And more, who it was.

If it was Ms. Lyram, they were in trouble. He peeked around and tugged Arwyn with him into the deep rows of books. They skated the edges until he let out a breath of relief.

“What?” she hissed, trying to see.

“It’s Lonnie today,” he grinned.

“Lonnie?”

“Yeah. You know. He just graduated and does the library job part time so he can afford to buy his po...,” he stopped abruptly when he realized what he was about to say.

“Buy what?” she asked, staring into his eyes. “I know he smokes pot.”

“Oh,” he grimaced. “Well, yeah. That.”

“Where’s he even at?”

“Probably smoking his stuff,” Ari snorted. “What books are we looking for?”

“I don’t know,” she gushed. “We can read ANYTHING. What should we read?”

“Weeeeeeell,” he hedged. “What’s your favorite?”

“Fantasy,” she sighed happily, wrapping her fingers around his and pulling him along with her. “Let’s find a book about dragons and princesses or witches.”

“Princesses?” he asked, stopping abruptly.

“Okay, princes, then,” she started again.

“I didn’t mean that,” he said.

“I don’t mind,” she shrugged. “Princes are just as good as princesses. Maybe better,” she scowled. “They let them have swords.”

“Princesses have swords in some books.”

“I’m s’posed to find a book for me and Leia,” she said, running her fingers over the spines of the books she passed.

“Okay,” he nodded as a frown tugged at his forehead. “What kind?”

“Dragons and magic,” Arwyn said, not looking at him.

“Okay, hear me out,” he said, holding a hand out.

“What?” she asked skeptically.

“Have you read about Princess Cassiopeia and the Dragon Riders?”

“What’s that?” she asked, turning to face him.

“There’s a princess and dragons and fights,” Ari said.

“Does she get a sword?” she asked, narrowing her eyes at him.

“I can’t remember,” he grimaced.

“Show me,” she said as a smile crept across her lips.

He led her around one bookcase and halfway up the line of the next before pulling a book so big they would have to carry it together. Instead of that one, though, they found Cassiopeia’s book next to it. After pulling it down, they snuck to the end of the shelves before peeking around. There was no sign of another person in the whole place, but they crept to the back of the library.

The lights overhead flickered, and a long peal of thunder rolled for several seconds. Lightning lit up the sky as they made it to the bean bags in the kids’ section. Ari took the book, and Arwyn pulled two bean bags around behind a tall shelf where they wouldn’t be seen.

They flopped down, and Arwyn opened the old book to find frayed, yellowed pages. An old map took up the inside cover and the first page. When she flipped to the back, another map covered those pages.

“It’s got pictures too,” Ari smiled, leaning over so their heads touched.

“How old is it?” she whispered.

“Look at the title page,” he pointed.

“It’s been rubbed away,” she grumbled.

“Must be pretty old then,” he snickered.

“I shouldn’t read this one,” she said, leaning her head back against the bean bag and closing the cover. “I need to save this one for me and Leia.”

“Yeah,” he sighed. “Want me to find you another one?”

“Not yet,” she said, putting her hand on his arm.

“Okay,” he leaned back. “What do you want to do then?”

She shrugged, leaning back and sniffling before tracing a finger over the foil engraved picture of a family on a book’s cover.

“What’s wrong?”

She opened her mouth before closing it again. One set of fingers trailed over the worn pages of the old book while the others continued to trace the family. Her eyes were fixed on the golden family.

“Arwyn?”

“Daddy’s mad all the time,” she said, looking at him with tears filling her eyes.

“I’m sorry,” he said, sitting forward.

“It’s fine,” she shrugged, swiping at her eyes.

“I don’t think it is,” he said, pulling her hand into his. “Parents shouldn’t be mad all the time. That’s not okay.”

“It’s my fault,” she frowned. “I do things wrong.”

“No, you don’t,” he scowled.

“On the bus,” she said, scrunching up her face. “And....”

“The bus!” he yelled, and she panicked, shushing him. “The bus?” he hissed. “For not smiling!”

“I guess,” she said. “And not listening.”

“To Mr. Smatherly!” he spat, not a question at all. “And he told your parents?”

“Sent a note one time and then came back one day to talk to them,” Arwyn said tiredly.

“To your house?” he asked, aghast. “Why?”

“Told Momma Candi I don’t listen, and she should teach me manners,” she said.

“What did you do?” he asked.

“Didn’t pick up the paper on the floor under his seat,” she said.

“What?” he asked. “No, after? What did your parents do?”

“Oh,” she blinked slowly, dull eyes staring at the painted block wall. “Sent me to bed without dinner and made me stay there until Monday.”

“He came to your house on a Sunday?”

“No. It was a Thursday,” she said.

“Thursday?” he squeaked.

“Yeah. Leia almost got in trouble, too. She doesn’t listen and got scared when I got...fuzzy,” she said, rolling her eyes and finishing softly.

“What! Arwyn,” he hissed.

“Was fine,” she tsked. “Isn’t even that bad. Once you get so far, it’s kinda floaty,” she flapped her hand. “Then you feel sick when you eat again.”

The look on Ari’s face was slack-jawed and stunned. His dark eyes were wide open and fringed with dark lashes. He ran fingers through his curly hair but left his hand sitting on top of his head.

“What does that even mean?” he asked, finally putting his hands in his lap.

“What do you mean? What does that mean?” she squinted at him. “What else can that mean?”

“Once you get how far, Arwyn?”

“I dunno,” she shrugged. “Two or three days and you don’t feel hungry. Less if you didn’t eat much before.”

“You don’t have food at your house?” he asked, leaning forward.

“No,” she said, swallowing loudly.

“Why not?” he asked.

“No,” she said again. “That’s not it. We have food. I just....”

“They don’t let you eat?” he asked, and his voice was weird to her ears.

“Not always,” she said. “Just when I’m bad.”

He closed his eyes, letting his head hang down. She watched his lips move in soundless words several times before he said anything aloud.

“What else?” he asked.

“Nothing else,” she bit her lip.

“You promise?” he asked, and his voice did the weird warble thing again.

“Yeah.”

“They aren’t supposed to do that,” he said, hand squeezing hers. “They’re supposed to keep you safe and make sure you have plenty to eat.”

“It don’t happen much,” she said, but her eyes were flat again and wouldn’t meet his.

“You want me to call the police?” he asked.

“Ari Maxwell, your uncle is the po-lice,” she scowled. “You better not tell him.”

“Arwyn,” he implored. “They shouldn’t do that to you.”

“There’s a lot folks shouldn’t do, but it don’t stop ‘em,” she rolled her eyes. “Otherwise, your Uncle Mandy wouldn’t have a job.”

“If we tell, they’ll make them stop,” he tried again.

“Or they’ll just get more pissed off,” she frowned.

“I gotta tell,” he begged.

“Then forget I said anything,” she said. “I lied.”

“You did not,” he insisted.

“Prove it,” she said softly.

“You can’t be serious,” he implored as the pitch of his voice climbed. “They’re hurting you.”

“No,” she said, dropping her own pitch and glancing around nervously. “They aren’t.”

“I’m going to tell Uncle Mandy,” he said with a firm ring of finality to the words.

“Please don’t,” she said dully.

“Arwyn....”

“Help me find books,” she said. “We gotta go back soon.” She glanced around. “How are we gonna get the books? Lonnie hasn’t even been in here.”

“Who cares about Lonnie or checking out books?” he said heatedly. “You aren’t listening. We have to tell.”

“No, you aren’t listening,” she said, pulling books from the shelves as she moved along. “Telling don’t help. And Leia can’t...I can’t leave her by herself.”

“Why would she be by herself?” he asked, taking the books she handed him.

“Don’t you get it?” she asked, finally meeting his eyes. “You tell. They send the People. And they take me away while they figure out things.” She shook her head. “Then they tell ‘em they’re gonna check in sometimes and send me back.”

“If they’re checking, then you will be safe,” he said.

“No,” she shook her head. “They come two times and then forget my name and theirs. Then, me and Leia aren’t any better than before. Prob’ly worse, cause they’re mad now.”

“You don’t know that,” he said, shifting the stack of books around to get a better grip.

“Yeah, I do, Ari,” she said. “Yeah, I do. Just leave it alone.”

He stopped talking, straining under the weight of the books she chose but refusing to complain. When he couldn’t see around the stack she sighed and put some back.

“What are you doing?” he asked when she put back all but four.

“Putting some back so I can carry all of them,” she said, nodding. “Okay. I’m done.”

Lonnie was nowhere to be found, and they were the only people in the quiet building. Ari walked around the desk, lifted the scanner, and checked out the books.

“How’d you get into the system?” Arwyn asked. “Thought you had to have a password.”

“Lonnie lets me do my own,” he shrugged.

“Oh,” she said as he put the books into her backpack. “That’s...cool.”

“I guess,” he rolled his eyes. “It’s so he can go do stuff and I can help anyone else around.”

“Still,” she grinned. “You’re basically in charge of the library.”

His cheeks colored, and his eyes darted to her face and away as he shrugged again. A grin split her face again, and she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

“How often do you come here?”

“Couple times a week,” he hedged. It was every day over the weekend and some during the week, but she didn’t need to hear that.

“I wish they’d let me come a couple of times a week,” she gasped. “I’d live here if I could. And Leia could too,” she quickly amended.

“What’s wrong with your parents?” Ari asked, minimizing the program and redirecting the conversation back to what he wanted to know.

“Momma Candi’s got something wrong in her head,” Arwyn said, pointing to her head and circling her finger.

“She’s crazy?” he whispered as they ran across the street at the red light.

“Maybe,” she said. “She says I look and act just like my Momma, and it’s gotta quit.”

“Where’s your mom?” he asked, wondering why he’d never asked before.

“Been gone since Leia came home from the hospital,” she shrugged. “Maybe she died. Maybe she just didn’t want us. Anyway, then we got Candi with an I.”

“Sounds like a stripper name,” he said doubtfully.

“Maybe,” she agreed. “All I know’s that it sounds sweet, but she’s not sweet at all. And she makes us call her Momma.”

“Do you think your mom died?” he asked, wondering why she’d never told him any of that before.

“Candi said she got smart and ran off.”

“What’s your dad say?” he asked, pushing a bare limb out of the way so she could walk through.

“That it don’t matter. She’s gone, and it doesn’t do any good to worry about why, cause it’s done,” she said, lowering her voice to mimic her father’s.

They reached the edge of the woods and crouched down to watch the other children playing on the barren playground. Arwyn grasped the side pocket of her backpack and pulled out a few pieces of candy.

“Butterscotch or cinnamon?” she asked.

He plucked one out of her hand, and she grinned as she popped the other into her mouth. The spicy flavor of cinnamon spread over his tongue as she slipped her arm around his waist and dropped her head to his shoulder.

“Thank you, Ari.”

“You’re welcome,” he said slowly, afraid to move. 

The smell of rain was heavy in the air, and he hoped it would wait until they were home to start. The weather forecast said evening showers, not afternoon.

Arwyn sighed, and he knew he couldn’t let her get hurt anymore. He settled in to wait for school to end as he thought about what he was going to tell his Uncle Mandy as soon as he got home.
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What difference is there between a hero and a villain? The author of the tale that’s woven.
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“I asked you a question,” Jorge Michae growled in a way that indicated he’d already asked once. 

The deep rumbling voice didn’t match the delicate beauty of the short, muscular man sitting on the edge of his large wooden desk. Clear blue eyes sparkled from a lean, tanned face. The dark scowl bespoke his impatience at being ignored.

“Are you having a stroke?” he asked, expression changing from anger to concern.

“No. I‘m not having a stroke. I just...this one is bringing up things I haven’t thought of in years.”

“What kind of things from your past is a child murder bringing up?” Jorge asked, puffing out a breath that ruffled the dark hair over his forehead.

“Can you not?”

“What?” Jorge asked, pausing midstride around the desk.

“That,” he rolled his eyes.

“I don’t know what you mean,” Jorge grinned as he posed like he’d been throwing something.

“How does one even go from international male model to owning, operating, and revitalizing an international newspaper?”

“I don’t know, Ari Maxwell. How does one go from Law Review to burnout crime reporter?” Jorge asked.

“I believe my fall is more relatable than your inexplicable climb,” Ari insisted, running a hand through the riot of dark curls his barber had insisted would be easier to deal with in the fauxhawk style.

“What fall?” Jorge asked. “You solved the last one before the Feds could. They offered you a job.”

“No,” Ari said, holding up a long finger with its chipped nail. He flipped it around to look at it more closely. “They offered to let me take the entrance test.” He rolled his eyes. “They have a fitness test.”

“So,” Jorge laughed. “You compete in mixed martial arts. What are you afraid of?”

“They try to drown you,” Ari said indignantly.

“That’s the CIA, you idiot,” Jorge guffawed.

“Mmm. Maybe I looked at the wrong one,” Ari allowed, turning to walk around the office. He touched a few of the gadgets and trophies displayed. “Anyway. I haven’t gotten too far. It only made the news last night.”

“How long have you known about it, though?”

“Two weeks, tops,” Ari grinned.

The smile didn’t reach his eyes. And Jorge didn’t appear to notice as he nodded.

“So?”

“It’s an old murder investigation,” Ari said. “Bones found when they broke ground for some new thing.”

“Where was it again?” Jorge asked, looking out of the large window behind his desk to see the sun setting over Atlanta’s rush hour traffic.

“Little town not far from here,” Ari said.

“Carolinas?” Jorge asked.

“Moonlight,” Ari said.

“Who the hell names a town Moonlight?” Jorge smirked.

“I believe it had a different name, but when the arrogant English “discovered” the area, they couldn’t understand, and the natives pointed at the moon, so they decided that was the name,” Ari said. “Thus Moonlight.”

“That’s convoluted,” Jorge said.

“No more than anything else in that place,” Ari sighed, scrubbing a hand over his stubbled cheek.

“Why do you look like you’ve been sleeping in your car?” Jorge asked.

“I slept in my car,” Ari shrugged.

“Why?” Jorge rolled his eyes, wrinkling his nose.

“Got too drunk to drive.”

“Since when do you drink?”

“Exactly,” Ari said, waving at him.

“Tell me,” Jorge said, sitting on the edge of his desk again.

“Nothing to tell,” Ari’s face closed down around the words.

“Clearly a lie, friend,” Jorge said.

“Nothing, I am prepared to talk about,” Ari clarified.

“That’s completely different,” Jorge allowed. “However, if you continue as you are and spiral, we will have the discussion.”

“Agreed,” Ari nodded.

“It wasn’t an option,” he said. “Are you seeing Hahn while you’re there?”

“You never told me how you know my brother,” Ari said.

“Correct.”

“Whatever,” Ari tsked.

“How old is this murder? Are they sure it even is murder?” he asked. “Maybe they just buried her there.”

“Thirty years,” Ari muttered. “Damage to the skull is consistent with blunt force trauma to the face and back of the head.”

“Wow. How old was the kid?”

“Somewhere between eight and twelve,” Ari said. “She would’ve been about my age now.”

“Were you living there already then?” Jorge asked, trying to make it sound offhanded.

“Yep,” Ari said, grabbing his jacket off the back of a chair he’d never bothered to sit on.

“So you would’ve known this girl?” Jorge asked, realization clicking visibly.

“Let you know when I get there,” Ari said, slipping the jacket on and pulling the door closed softly behind him.

Whatever words Jorge said were lost in the soft hum of the hallway’s overhead lights. The office was designed to be as soundproofed as possible. Ari closed his eyes for a moment but didn’t waste time waiting for the elevator in case Jorge decided following him to continue the conversation was a good idea.

He took the steps two at a time until he reached the next floor. The good thing about long legs was being able to outdistance most people if he wanted. He strode to the elevator, pushing the down button, and pulled out his phone.

The group chat with Hahn and Amelia had exploded with excitement that he’d be going to Moonlight. She was insulted that he thought they’d let him stay anywhere but with them. 

A message from Uncle Mandy assured him they could talk. His neighbor would pick up his mail for him until he returned. And his rent cleared the bank, putting a significant dent in his account.

He stepped into the elevator, going through his mental list of tasks and paying little attention to anyone other than to ensure none of them were Jorge. The floor he needed was already selected, so he leaned back against the side of the descending cart.

He would swing by his apartment, shower, pick up his bag, and adjust the thermostats. He needed his laptop, clothes, and chargers. A few things, and he’d be on the way. 

He drove on autopilot. Parked in the garage and swung open his apartment door before he realized he was there. It was dark and quieter than he was comfortable with.

“Elvira,” he called, dropping his keys into a bowl on a stand beside the door.

Nothing.

“I know you’re here,” he said, louder. “Where are you?”

He strode down the hallway toward his bedroom and the glorious pull of a hot shower. Each room he passed was empty, and it wasn’t a large apartment. He turned the corner into his room and found Elvira.

She blinked up at him from her spot on his king-sized bed but didn’t make a sound.

“It wasn’t my fault,” he grumbled. “They found bones in Moonlight and...well, you know what.”

Huge, chocolaty brown eyes stared at him, and he threw his hand in the air.

“I think it might be her,” he said, pulling his shirt over his head and tossing it into the hamper behind him in the bathroom. 

She tilted her head to one side and then the other.

“I think it’s her,” he breathed, still unable to say the name.

She jumped off the bed and pushed her body along his legs, ending with her head in his hand. She was a good seventy pounds of muscled German Shepherd Dog, solid black with big brown eyes and big ears with white tufts. He scratched her ears and checked to ensure her collar wasn’t too tight. She nudged him with her nose, and he bent to hug her.

“I know, babe. Looks like we’re going home.”
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The drive to Moonlight gave Ari time to speculate and plan. He would talk to the coroner and the police. He’d need to know who the girl was and exactly when she went missing. He’d interview people from the area since most of them had been there for fifty years or more. 

He shook his head. No. Most of them had been there forever. Moonlight was the kind of place you either left and didn’t look back or stayed. Look at Hahn. He was a psychiatrist with a degree from a prestigious state university. He’d commuted to school and started a practice in town. 

His wife, Amelia, was a pediatrician. They met at school, and he brought her to Moonlight. They had adjoining practices, a big house with a picket fence, and two point five kids.

He held degrees in law, psychology, and criminology, but lacked licenses or certifications to accompany any of them. Somewhere in obtaining master’s degrees in each of those, he’d also collected a doctorate in English literature and rhetoric. And he was a crime reporter for a print newspaper in the time of digital dominance.

Fortunately, his boss and best friend was determined to bring The Chronicle into the twenty-first century while making it a household name like The Thymes. They were neck and neck, a fact that Genevieve Thymes bemoaned, attributing it to his fame as a model.

More than once, she’d called Jorge a media whore willing to cum guzzle if it meant getting the headline first. The reality was that Jorge made friends and leveraged that to his advantage. As far as Ari knew, he’d never resorted to guzzling anything more than alcohol to get what he wanted. 

Alternatively, Genevieve Thymes was known for wild parties that resulted in memory lapses of individuals who were later shown images of their exploits. Those images were often never released to the public at large. And Ms. Thymes’s reporters had scooped them on many occasions, making her claims preposterous.

The ones she hadn’t been able to scoop were some of Ari’s. The first was a spree of robberies that no one thought were connected. Something about it sparked his interest, and he dug in until he found it. Not only were they connected, but the political ramifications and scandal rocked the elections following the discovery.

That was when Ari hit her radar. When he ignored invitations to lavish parties and gatherings, three women tried to take him home in a week. It wasn’t completely out of the ordinary, but they tried to pick him up at the grocery store, the pharmacy, and the vet. 

She finally tried herself after six months without luck. He grinned at her and walked away without seeing the play he’d already bought tickets to see. She didn’t bother him again until his next story ran.

It was an exposé on a capital punishment case. Melody Pansy was executed by lethal injection the day his exposé was released. Genevieve tried to prove that they exchanged conjugal visits for interviews. 

They did not.

Elvira whined, and he pulled over to let her wet the grass and stretch her legs as he thought about the most recent case. The case for which the FBI had offered him a job. 

She did everything she could to get his informant’s information. She didn’t believe he didn’t have one and resorted to a full-scale smear campaign when she lost in court.

Jorge didn’t know, but she also offered Ari a job for twice the money. He turned her down flat, and she offered him double the first offer. If he had one less scruple, he would’ve taken the job and the money.

But Genevieve Thymes was evil, and he still had a hope of repenting enough to get into whatever passed for heaven. That would never happen if he chose to breathe her air on the daily.
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Ari’s eyes fluttered open as a drop of cold water hit his face. The school was deserted, and the buses were nowhere in sight. Arwyn moved around beside him sleepily before coming awake with a cry.

“Oh no!” she wailed. “Where is everybody?”

“We fell asleep,” Ari said.

“Oh no,” she muttered on repeat, gathering her things.

Ari looked at the sun, trying to gauge the time, before he remembered his watch. Four-thirty. They could still make it home if they went back through the woods and cut across a bunch of people’s backyards.

“Come on,” he said.

“What if Leia couldn’t get inside?” she asked, tugging her hair.

“Leia’s resourceful, and she knows where the key is. I bet Hahn helped her,” he said. When she didn’t look at him, he grabbed her arm gently. “Hey. Arwyn, it’s okay. We can do this, and Leia’s okay.”

“How do you know?” she asked, slinging the bag on her back.

“Nothing ever happens here,” he shrugged as they set off in the direction they’d come from.

“Right,” she said, shoulders relaxing. 

Her stomach growled loud enough for him to hear. His answered. They both laughed.

“Okay, when we get into town. Instead of going down Main Street we’ll take Gleaming Beam Trail. It goes right by my house,” Ari said.

“But we still have to cross the street to get to mine,” she said. “No way that busy body Mr. Bruiser doesn’t see.”

“He naps in the afternoon from four-thirty to six,” he told her.

“How do you know that?” she asked. “You watching old men now?”

“He isn’t that old, Arwyn,” he laughed.

“He’s got grey-blond hair and knows everything about everybody,” she grumbled.

“He’s weird,” he said softly.

“Right?” Arwyn scowled.

The sun was lower in the sky, though they made it through the trail with no problems. She chewed her lip, watching cars speed down their road.

“Daddy will be home soon,” she said in a hushed tone as she gripped his sleeve.

“Let me think,” he said, putting his arm around her shoulders. “Will Leia tell?”

“Not unless she couldn’t get inside,” she shook her head.

“Okay. Then we were outside playing at my house and didn’t realize how late it was,” he said.

“I don’t know.”

“I do. Come on. Let’s get you home,” Ari said, voice more confident than he felt.

Arwyn nodded, walking out of the woods into his backyard with him. They exited the fence without stopping. Arwyn found a moment to scratch Chuck’s ears before running to catch him.

“Wait up,” she sniffled.

“Now,” he motioned for her to follow him across the street, and they ran.

Her house was at the very end of the street. It was set back from the road and hidden by tall, thick trees and a gate.

“Why do y’all have a gate and no fence?” he asked when she reached up to unlatch it.

“Trees are the fence,” she said. “There’s Greenbriar growing all along the line.”

“What’s that?” he asked.

She pointed with her chin to thick vines growing up and around the trees with thorny spines an inch in length. She kept walking while he stared at them.

“Momma told me one time that’s the stuff that the old witch used to tear out Rapunzel’s Prince’s eyes,” she said softly, easing up the steps.

“Oh,” he swallowed, walking up the steps behind her. “Your real Mom or Candi with an I?”

“You better go,” she said, ignoring his question. 

“Oh. Okay,” he said, turning away as his face fell.

When he reached the bottom of the steps, she darted down to give him a quick hug before running back up and disappearing inside the house. Ari hurried back through the gate, closing the latch and darting across the street a few minutes before her Dad’s truck rumbled down the street.

Ari bit his lip, feeling warm all over from her hug as he traipsed back to his house. He made it to the back door and inside before his brother’s hand reached out to snatch him down into the basement.

“What the hell, dude?” Hahn asked. “Where’ve you been? Was Arwyn with you? I had to help Leia get inside.”

“You didn’t say anything, did you?” Ari hissed.

“No,” he rolled his eyes. “Neither of us did. For all they know, you weren’t feeling well and went to your room. I told Mom I checked on you.”

Ari let out a whoosh of trapped air in relief.

“So?”

“So, what?” Ari glowered as his stomach growled again.

“Where have you been, jackass?” Hahn demanded. “Or I’m telling the wardens.”

“The library,” Ari grumbled.

“Doing what?” Hahn exclaimed before quieting his voice. “All day. What were you doing?”

“Talking.”

Hahn shook his head before ruffling Ari’s hair. Ari looked at him like he was crazy, but accepted the arm he slung around his shoulder.

“Come on. Let’s get you something to eat,” Hahn said. “Mom made some kind of salad with twigs in it for dinner.”

“Salad,” Ari groaned.

“Yeah, with sticks,” Hahn sighed. “I think I saw some fried chicken legs in the fridge.”
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Ari called Arwyn’s house and let it ring once before hanging up. He sat by the phone in the hallway to wait. Neither of them had a phone in their rooms, but they had a system.

He’d eaten all four chicken legs cold and then an apple. The salad wasn’t so bad. The twigs were actually some kind of dried noodle thing, and the dressing was sweet. Overall, it wasn’t bad, just didn’t keep you full long.

He pulled an oatmeal cream pie from his pocket. It was warm from being close to his body and fell apart as he tried to eat it. The phone rang and he snatched it off the hook. His mother answered at the same time he did.

“I’ve got it, Mom,” he yelled. “It’s for me.”

“Don’t stay on too late, Ari. You’ve got your Christmas program tomorrow and winter pictures. Did you already lay out your clothes?” Dani Maxwell called.

“Yes, Mom. I know,” he called back. “Clothes are out, and I’ve gone over my part.”

“Good boy!” she yelled. “Hahn?”

“Mother,” Hahn said. “I am almost grown.”

“Son, if you’re grown, you can pay bills,” Grover Maxwell said sternly.

There was a pause, where both Ari and Arwyn waited.

“Yes, ma’am,” Hahn finally said contritely. “My term paper is done, too.”

“Thank you, son,” she called.

Ari waited to make sure there weren’t any more questions before he pulled the phone into his room across the hall with him. Hanh had helped him replace the short line with a long one that would reach either of their rooms.

“Are you okay?” he whispered for no reason other than he didn’t want to get her into trouble.

“I’m okay,” she said.

Ari plopped onto a squashed bean bag chair. His head smacked the wall behind him, and he let out a huff of pain.

“Are you?” she asked.

“Yeah. Hahn covered,” he said. “Probably want me to write his next term paper, too.”

“Probly,” she sighed.

“Is Leia okay? Was she upset?” he asked softly.

“Not when she saw the book I brought home,” she said, and he could hear the smile in her voice. “We already read the first chapter.”

“Already?” he laughed.

“Yes. It’s just the background stuff,” she said. “You know, building the world so you can see it.”

“Of course,” he said, closing his eyes and saying a silent thanks to God they’d gotten away with it.

“Thank you, Ari,” she said, almost too soft for him to hear in his distracted state.

“For what?”

“The library, the books, getting me home,” she said.

She sounded as if she wanted to add something. He let the silence grow until it was uncomfortable.

Ari picked at the loose carpet fibers. He reached up to turn off the overhead light so his mother wouldn’t stop to check on him. He’d taken the Christmas lights they didn’t want last year, combined them, and hung them in his closet. They gave him colorful light to contemplate her silence.

“You’re....”

“...and listening,” she finished.

“Welcome,” he said. “I can tell Uncle Mandy. I want to tell him, Arwyn.”

“No! Don’t do that,” she said in a rush. “It’s fine. I’m fine. Promise you won’t.”

“Promise,” he said, crossing his fingers.

“Don’t you cross your fingers, Ari Maxwell,” she chided.

“Fine, Arwyn Parker,” he rolled his eyes. “Promise not to tell Uncle Mandy.”

“Thank you,” she sighed, and he heard Leia in the background asking if
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