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      Ellie Schwartz was playing a game on her iPad when her father burst into the living room. He grabbed Ellie and pulled her to her feet. Her mother rushed in next, cell phone to her ear. It had been a quiet Friday evening at home so far. The way her dad was acting scared Ellie, as he’d never so much said a harsh word to her. Her arm hurt a little where he’d grabbed her.

      “What’s happening?” Ellie asked.

      “I want you to go up to your room,” Dad said. “Lock your door and don’t come out until we tell you.”

      She heard her mother on the phone with someone. Mom sounded frantic.

      “Yes. Someone’s definitely out there. Yes, I saw him out the window. Please send help.”

      Sweat slicked her mother’s brow. Her skin was pale, like raw dough. The odor of sour sweat drifted from her father. In her eleven-years, Ellie had never seen them like this. She didn’t like it. “Tell me what’s happening.”

      Dad took her hand. “Up to your room. C’mon.”

      Ellie resisted. “I want to stay with you guys.”

      “No arguing,” Dad said, dragging her along. “There’s a man in a mask outside the house.”

      When they reached the stairs, he placed his hands on her shoulders and looked her in the eye. “Upstairs now. Go on. You’ll be safe there. Don’t come out until we tell you.”

      Jesus, they were scaring her. She didn’t want to go to her room. Nor did she want to see the supposed man lurking outside the house. Mom said a guy had a mask on. What if he had a crazy slasher mask like Jason or Michael Myers? Ellie hurried upstairs. Once in her room, she shut the door and locked it.

      Despite being afraid, she peered out the window. It was just past eight o’clock. Plenty of dark spots out there for someone to hide. The garage spotlight illuminated the driveway. The wind rustled the tarp Dad had thrown over the patio furniture.

      No sign of a creepy man lurking outside. The police would be here soon. Things would be okay. She’d go back to her iPad. Dad would watch Stephen Colbert, and mom would read a romance novel.

      She went to the door and listened. Her parents chatted downstairs, although she couldn’t make out the words. Ellie’s stomach fluttered. The same way it did before a big math test. Math was important, but she liked it about as much as Grandma Kate’s split pea soup. She missed Grandma Kate. The soup, not so much.

      She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Opened them after a moment.

      Things happened when she got worked up. Things that scared people. Last year, when Jaden Wilkerson called Ellie a bitch, she made his nose bleed just by thinking about it. Jaden had run from their history class, hands slapped over his nose and blood dribbling on the floor.

      That little act had earned her detention and a trip to the school counselor’s office. She now had weekly appointments with the counselor.

      A loud bang echoed from downstairs. Ellie flinched and backed away from the door. “Mom? Dad?”

      “Stay up there Ellie! Get out of here!” Dad said.

      Glass smashed. More yelling arose from downstairs. Ellie put a hand on the knob. The pulse in the side of her neck throbbed. Her breathing accelerated.

      I have to see what’s happening. Don’t be a coward.

      Her mother’s scream pierced the air. She sounded like someone getting killed in a horror movie. She’d snuck and watched Hostel while her parents were out shopping one night. That gave her nightmares for two nights straight. The screams coming from downstairs reminded her of that movie.

      She turned the knob and eased the door open. Snuck to the top of the stairs. Downstairs, Mom pleaded, “Stop. Why are you doing this?”

      “Mom?”

      “Ellie! Run!” Mom cried.

      And then her mother came into view, stumbling onto the stairs. Blood stained her pale blue hoodie. A deep, red gash had been cut in her cheek. Her hands were sliced up. Blood covered her fingers. Mom crawled up the stairs, gasping.

      There was no sign of her father.

      She locked eyes with Ellie. Then the man appeared and plunged a knife into Mom’s back. A raspy, hollow noise escaped her, and she fell forward on the stairs.

      Ellie fixated on the man, a nightmare come to life. The man was dressed in black. He wore a ski-mask that covered all but his eyes, and those were covered by dark sunglasses. Monsters didn’t only exist in horror movies, where awful men tortured people with power drills.

      The man drove the knife into Mom’s back again and again. Blood splashed on the beige carpet. Ellie tried to scream. A horse chirp escaped her throat. Her mouth had gone dry.  Mom had ceased moving.

      When the man was done stabbing Ellie’s mother, he looked up at Ellie. As he stepped over Mom’s body, Ellie bolted down the hallway. She considered opening a window and climbing on the porch roof. No time. She’d be caught, for sure.

      No good hiding spots in her room.

      There was the trunk in the spare room. Mom used it to store a few of Grandma Kate’s quilts. Ellie burst into the spare room. The trunk was under the window in the corner. She flipped it open. There were two quilts in the bottom and plenty of room for her to hide.

      Ellie climbed inside, lowering the lid. The smell of cedar filled the hot air inside the trunk. For a moment, she struggled to breathe, then reminded herself it was in her head. Plenty of air in the trunk.

      She heard his footsteps in the hallway. It sounded like he headed into one of the other rooms, maybe hers.

      You should have helped them. Should’ve gotten mad and made the man bleed.

      Ellie pressed her face against one of the quilts. It had a pleasantly woodsy smell that reminded her of Grandma Kate. Whenever she was sick, Mom pulled out one of those quilts for her. Now it seemed like Mom was gone. Or terribly injured, at best.

      The footsteps drew closer. She heard the floorboards in the room creak. Ellie trembled inside the chest.

      His footfalls shooshed on the carpet.

      “I know you’re in here somewhere.”

      The closet door creaked open. He was looking for her in there. She considered popping up like some crazy jack-in-the-box and surprising him. Then running down the hallway. That would never work, as he would use his size advantage to catch her.

      She clutched the quilt, which had been sewn from scraps of paisley fabric. Ellie pressed it to her cheek and used it to blot a tear that ran down her cheek.

      The footfalls drew closer. Light peeked in as the man raised the trunk lid. Ellie lay on her side. She looked up into those dark sunglasses. He looked like some sort of angry insect who’d come to hack her to pieces.

      The man reached a gloved hand into the trunk.

      Ellie bit the man’s hand, the taste of leather in her mouth. He drew his hand back. She squeezed into a ball. The man growled and grabbed Ellie’s shirt. He hauled her out of the trunk, ripping her shirt.

      Ellie kicked at him. She eyed the bloodstained knife. Slicked with her parents’ blood. The two people she loved more than anyone in the world were hurt or dead.

      The man tightened his grip. “You’re a little pain in the ass.”

      She saw her reflection in his mirrored glasses.

      The son of a bitch killed Mom in front of you. Dad is probably dead too.

      She summoned all the rage she could muster. Stared into those sunglasses. Ellie imagined blood pouring from the man’s nose and eyes. Visualized it oozing from his mouth as if he were puking blood.

      At first, the man raised the knife. Then he dropped Ellie and the knife. He clamped his hands over his head and hunched over.

      She continued the visualization. Blood streaming down his face. Blood clogging his throat and nostrils. The bastard could drown in it for all she cared.

      The man ripped off his sunglasses. He had frosty eyes. They reminded Ellie of a crocodile’s eyes. Blood trickled from the sockets. The trickle turned into a steady flow. She imagined rusty spikes driving into his skull. He clutched his head and screamed.

      He ripped off the mask. “What the fuck! Jesus that hurts!”

      Blood poured from his nose. It dribbled down and blotted the carpet.

      The man fell to his knees. The river of blood continued, pouring from his mouth. He made a gurgling noise. Ellie took the opportunity to run, the man’s choked screams filling the house.

      

      She reached the top of the stairs and paused. Her mother lay on the stairs, face up, one arm extended away from her body. There was so much blood. Ellie didn’t want to proceed, but the dying intruder was back the other way. She had to go forward.

      Ellie descended, and when she reached Mom’s body, she closed her eyes and eased the rest of the way down the steps. She hoped she hadn’t stepped in blood.

      She found her father by the door. He sat slumped against the door in the front hallway, glasses cocked at an angle on his face. The lenses bore blood splatters. Dad’s shirt had been torn in several places, and through the ripped fabric Ellie saw the stab wounds. Like gaping, bloody mouths.

      She clapped a hand over her mouth, stifling a scream. Then she turned and ran out the door, tears stinging her eyes.
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      Ellie sat in the back of a police car. She wasn’t a criminal and didn’t know why she had to sit here. She supposed they were trying to keep her out of the way. Cop cars were parked all over. The lights from the patrol cars strobed like some weird red and blue Christmas display.

      Some of the neighbors stood on their front steps and porches, gawking to get a look. News vans had parked across the street. An army of police, EMTs and crime scene people swarmed in and out of the house.

      They didn’t belong there. None of this should’ve happened.

      As she’d bolted from the house, the first patrol car had come screaming down the street, its lights flashing, but no siren. Ellie had flagged down the officer, who then pulled over in front of the house. One cop went inside while his partner waited with Ellie.

      Now, a man with a badge dangling from a lanyard approached the police car. He opened the door.

      “Ellie? Please come with me. I’m Detective Arbor.”

      Arbor wore a dark gray suit and smelled like aftershave.

      Ellie got out of the car. Arbor looked to a uniformed policeman who stood at the front door. Then Arbor held up his hand, indicating they should wait.

      “Let’s go over by my car across the street. You cold?”

      “No.”

      “I can have one of the EMTs bring you a blanket.”

      “I’m good.”

      They crossed the street, where a dark Ford was parked. Arbor ushered her to the other side of the vehicle. He towered over Ellie. Well over six feet with a poofy blonde haircut that added to his height.

      “Don’t look at your house, okay?”

      Ellie crossed her arms. “You don’t want me to see them bringing my parents out.”

      “You’re a bright young lady.”

      It was nice of the detective to consider her feelings. “I wasn’t going to look anyway.”

      “For the best. Are you up to answering a few questions?”

      Ellie nodded.

      “Unfortunately, you know your mom and dad are gone.”

      Her throat tightened. She bit her lower lip. “I walked past their bodies.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss. Do you have other family in the area? Someone we can call?”

      “Just my Aunt Bri.”

      Arbor took a small notepad and pen from the inside of his suit. “Her full name?”

      “Brianna Schwartz. She lives in Clarence.”

      Arbor jotted it down. “Know her number?”

      Ellie didn’t, but she gave the name of Aunt Bri’s street.

      “I’ll have someone call her. Can you tell me what happened?”

      Ellie recounted the events of the past hour, starting with her parents panicking and telling her to go upstairs. She then told Arbor about seeing Mom get stabbed, the bad guy finding her, and him collapsing. Arbor took notes while she talked.

      Arbor said, “So he just fell over? He was bleeding. Did you notice that right away?”

      “I made it happen.”

      Arbor looked puzzled. “You made it happen?”

      “By thinking about it.”

      “Thinking about it?”

      “I got upset and pictured blood gushing out of him. I wanted him to hurt.”

      Arbor knelt so he was eye level with Ellie. “You’re a smart kid, so I’ll level with you. It looks like he had some sort of massive hemorrhage. It just happened, which was sort of lucky after he found you in that trunk.”

      “It wasn’t random.”

      “My guys told me he bled from the inside out. You couldn’t have caused that.”

      “I could hurt you right now if I wanted.”

      Arbor stood up. Looked puzzled. “Why would you hurt me?”

      “I don’t want to, but you don’t believe me.”

      Arbor tugged at his suit coat to straighten it. “I know this was traumatic. You’d like to think you stopped that man, but it was coincidence.”

      Ellie stared Arbor in the face. She imagined his head in a vice, like the one that’d been in Dad’s workshop. Arbor winced at first, then dropped the notepad. He slapped his hands against the sides of his head. She let the vision of Arbor’s head being squeezed go on for a few more moments.

      Then she let the vision fade from her mind. Arbor’s face relaxed, and he shook his head, as if to clear it.

      Ellie picked up Arbor’s pen and pad. She handed it back to him.

      “That’s what I meant. You felt that, right?”

      “You did that by thinking about it?”

      “You just felt it, right?” Ellie repeated.

      “And you did the same thing to the intruder?”

      “I looked at him and imagined blood coming out of everywhere.”

      She noticed Arbor didn’t write that down.

      “We’re just going to leave it at a coincidental hemorrhage. Did you ever see the man before?”

      “Are we almost done?”

      Arbor nodded. “Almost.”

      “Never saw him in my life.”

      “Does anyone else know you can do this?”

      Ellie shrugged. “Sort of. I got mad at school and made a kid’s nose bleed.”

      “Tell me what ‘sort of’ means.”

      “My parents do. I see a school counselor because they think I have some anger issues. My parents had a bunch of tests run at a neurologist. Didn’t find anything wrong.”

      “What school do you go to?”

      “Hillside Elementary.”

      Arbor wrote that down.

      “Let’s get you back to the patrol car and we’ll call your aunt to come get you.”

      

      Later, after the crime scene had been scoured at the Schwartz home and the bodies taken away, Detective Frank Arbor sat in his vehicle outside a Tim Horton’s. He had a medium coffee still steaming in his cupholder. In a bag on the passenger’s seat was a cruller.

      Ellie Schwartz had been a strange kid. His heart broke for the girl. From what he’d gathered at the scene, the double homicide had been a random home invasion. The Schwartz family had been in the wrong place at the wrong time. Unfortunately, that place had been their home.

      That was his preliminary theory.

      He didn’t know what to make of Ellie Schwartz. She’d made his head feel like it was about to explode. He rarely got headaches. His blood pressure was always good, and he ran five days a week. It wasn’t likely that he got a random headache that almost reached aneurism level.

      He had to call the captain.

      Arbor took out his cell. The captain told them to report any cases like this. Cap had had a meeting a few months ago with some government types. Real secretive shit. The whole department had been told to keep an eye out for cases like Ellie’s.

      Arbor had thought it nonsense until he’d met the girl.

      He got the captain on the phone.

      “What’s up Arbor?”

      “I got a case you might be interested in. Ellie Schwartz. Double homicide. Both parents offed in a home invasion.”

      “Go.”

      “She claims she made an intruder bleed to death using her mind.”

      “You believe her?”

      “She made my head feel like it was going to explode while I interviewed her. Weird as hell.”

      The captain let out a long sigh. “I’ll let the Feds who came to see me know. Get me the report ASAP.”

      “You got it Cap.”

      They ended the call. Ellie Schwartz seemed like a good, smart kid. Maybe those Feds could help kids like her. It couldn’t be easy having an ability like Ellie’s. Arbor sipped his coffee, thinking about what he’d put in his report and hoping that girl could have some sort of normal life.

      

      Four Years Later

      

      Aunt Bri stood in the doorway to Ellie’s room. “You have to share your things Ellie.”

      Aunt Bri looked like she could do a fashion shoot. She wore full makeup, black dress pants, and a crisp, white blouse. She looked ready to lead a board meeting at any given moment. She was also drop dead gorgeous.

      Sometimes Ellie couldn’t believe she’d been living here four years. Four years since her parents had been gone.

      “Grace took my earbuds from my room. They were on my dresser.”

      “You can’t share them?”

      “She didn’t even ask.”

      “You called her a bitch.”

      She’s lucky I didn’t get angrier. “She was kind of being one. Plus she threw them in the garbage when I caught her.”

      Ellie had managed to wipe the slimy residue from the kitchen trash off her recovered earbuds. She’d held back her anger and the power it could unleash. The darkness, as she’d like to think of it. Her constant companion. When things got dark in her mind, people got hurt.

      “Well you weren’t very nice.”

      “She should apologize for taking them,” Ellie said.

      “I can see we’re getting nowhere.”

      “Can I lock my room?”

      “Absolutely not. I hope you think about this conversation,” Aunt Bri said, and stalked off.

      Aunt Bri was prepared to drop the matter. As usual, nothing would happen. Nothing ever happened to her cousin Grace. Zero consequences.

      Grace had been helping herself to Ellie’s things ever since she’d moved in here four years ago. Ellie had hidden most of her things well, but she’d left the earbuds on the dresser, and Grace had snatched them.

      Grace didn’t even need the earbuds. She had her own Air Pods and a pair of Bose wireless headphones.

      Many times, Ellie pondered packing her bag and taking off. Sure, the house was nice. Three times the size of her old home. They had a huge yard and an in-ground pool. Aunt Bri’s executive job afforded a nice lifestyle.

      But it never quite felt like home. She’d forever be an outsider here.

      She needed some fresh air. Ellie grabbed her sneakers and headed downstairs, where she found Aunt Bri at the massive kitchen island. She was chopping green peppers with an expensive-looking chef’s knife.

      “I’m going for a walk.”

      “Dinner’s in a half hour. Did you think about what I said?”

      She didn’t feel like arguing. “I’ll think about it.”

      “That’s good. Don’t be late for dinner.”

      She was glad to avoid Grace, who was at swim practice.

      Ellie grabbed her jacket on the way out. It was late March and a chill hung in the air. Western New York springs could produce shorts weather, or you could end up having to wear a parka.

      She walked through the subdivision. Streetlights popped on as twilight settled in. Ellie followed a familiar route, taking side streets and ending up at the cul-de-sac on Meadow Lane. Once there, she turned around and headed back.

      Up ahead, she noticed a car with tinted windows parked near the corner. It was parked on the opposite side of the street, facing Ellie. A dark blue car. Generic-looking.

      At least it wasn’t an unmarked van. The kind creepers drove.

      The engine hummed. Maybe they were waiting to pick someone up.

      Ellie glanced at the vehicle. The tinted windows shielded the driver from view.

      As she approached the vehicle, she noticed the words U.S. Government – Official on the license plate. Was it the FBI? The DEA? What would they be doing in the neighborhood? The only crime committed was the godawful golf clothes the neighborhood men wore.

      At least she wasn’t in danger of being grabbed by some perv. The car looked legit. As she got closer, the car sped off, heading in the opposite direction. She watched it go, the brake lights flashing as it rounded the cul-de-sac.

      Her stomach fluttered. What if it’s coming back this way for a reason? She considered running, but that might look suspicious. Running was an invitation to be chased.

      The vehicle raced ahead and blew past her.

      She was just being paranoid. Had good reason to be, especially after what had happened to her parents.

      Probably had nothing to do with her. Still, she broke into a jog and headed home.
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      Kids are stupid, Dax Hunter thought as he weaved the vehicle through the Spaulding Lake subdivision. The girl barely glanced at the car. He’d sped up and roared past her on purpose. As he’d passed, he’d seen the worried look on her face.

      That had been priceless.

      It wasn’t enough to keep an eye on the target. Intimidation and fear were part of the game. Plus, it was just plain fun. The bosses might frown on his actions. No matter, because he always got the job done.

      Boss didn’t see it, I didn’t do it.

      He'd been cruising around Ellie Schwartz’s neighborhood to familiarize himself with it. Lots of money here but no real character in the design of the houses. They were cookie cutter mansions put up by the same builder.

      Plus, people who lived in McMansions thought their shit smelled like a rose garden. Even the subdivision name was pretentious. Spaulding Lake? There wasn’t a real lake within thirty miles of this neighborhood. Just a man-made pond near the entrance to the neighborhood.

      After scoping out the neighborhood, Hunter drove to a nearby restaurant. They advertised the best steaks in Western New York. He parked and headed inside, where the hostess sat him at a booth near the bar. A group of guys in button downs and dress pants gathered at the bar. They drank amber beers. One of them joked about the waitresses' tits. He ignored the idiots and studied the menu, deciding on the fourteen-ounce New York strip.

      The waitress, a brunette of about twenty, came to his table.

      “I’m Kelsey and I’ll be taking care of you tonight. Start you off with a drink?”

      “I’m set to order. New York State Strip, medium rare. Water to drink.”

      “Great choice. Did anyone ever tell you that you look like the James Bond guy?”

      He knew she meant Daniel Craig. “Who, Sean Connery?”

      “Sean Connery?” she said.

      “I’m messing with you. You mean Daniel Craig.”

      She pointed at him. “That’s the one.”

      “If you’re nice, I’ll sign an autograph.”

      “I might take you up on that.”

      She took his menu and headed off to her next table. She got paid to flirt, but it still pumped up his ego. It had been almost ten years since he’d dated. The job didn’t allow for it. If he let what he did for a living slip to anyone, he’d find himself in Federal prison.

      No parole. No chance of seeing the free world again.

      So he’d remained single, flirting with the occasional waitress or cute bank teller.

      His steak came fifteen minutes later, and he dug in. He had to admit it was a damned good. When he’d finished, he paid, leaving a generous tip.

      From the restaurant, he drove to the Marriott. He parked and headed inside, where jazz piano drifted from the first-floor lounge. Hunter headed to his room on the sixth floor.

      Once inside, he removed his suit coat and shoulder rig that carried his Sig Sauer. He sat at a desk at fired up the laptop, intent on reviewing Ellie Schwartz’s file again.

      There were surveillance photos of the girl taken as she left school. Hunter noted she was almost always alone, which was convenient for his team. She walked to and from school.

      There were a few shots of her entering a convenience store, where she routinely bought a bag of Doritos and an Arizona iced tea.

      The file indicated she lived with two other people. Her aunt, Briana Schwartz, 38, and her cousin Grace, 16. Briana Schwartz was divorced.  No dogs in the house. No registered firearms. Ellie and the cousin were always the first ones home. The aunt didn’t typically get home until five or so.

      The Schwartz family turned off the lights at eleven every night.

      He’d been over this dozens of times, but once more never hurt. He believed in preparation. Missions went smoother when things were second nature.

      They’d been watching the girl for a year. The agency had known about her for four years. Took them that long to work through a list of kids they were watching. Kids with abilities like Ellie’s.

      His recommendation was grabbing the girl while she was alone. A nighttime extraction in the home was too risky. A nighttime home invasion also left witnesses to deal with. He had no reservations about putting a bullet in family member’s heads. A subdivision wasn’t the best place for it. Too many nosy people around.

      After reading the file, he shut down the computer. The room had a small wet bar and a mini fridge. From the stocked fridge, he grabbed a mini bottle of Crown. After taking a tumbler from the bar, he poured himself a drink and sat on the bed.

      He’d unwind and wait for his orders to come.

      

      Hunter awoke the next morning and worked through a routine of push-ups and bodyweight squats. He wasn’t about to hit the hotel gym. Didn’t really want to talk to anyone this early. The squats and push-ups were better than nothing.

      After the workout, he showered. When he was out of the shower, his phone rang. He picked it up from the counter.

      “Hunter. Go ahead.”

      “We’re ready for it.”

      It was Director Sullivan. The boss lady herself was calling.

      “I’m cleared to go?” he said.

      “One hundred percent. What’s your recommendation?”

      “There’s a stretch of road where she walks bordered by woods. We’ll do it there.”

      “You’re confident you won’t be seen?” Sullivan said.

      “Again. One hundred percent.”

      Sullivan said, “Don’t get cocky.”

      “Confident and cocky are two different beasts.”

      “Well said. Head to twenty-three-fifteen Decker road. There’s an abandoned industrial laundry there. Go behind the building.”

      “Got it.”

      “Good luck,” Sullivan said. “Keep me updated.”

      “I’m not a rookie.”

      “I said keep me updated.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Get moving. And cover her face immediately.”

      “Not my first rodeo, boss.”

      “Don’t mess this up.”

      With that, the call ended. He didn’t want to get going on an empty stomach, so Hunter ordered room service. Stack of pancakes, bacon, and home fries. Once the meal came, he shoveled it in. After eating, he packed his bag and got dressed, slipping on the Galco shoulder holster and then his suit coat.

      Downstairs in the lobby, he checked out and proceeded to his vehicle.

      

      He took an off ramp from the 190 expressway and weaved through downtown Buffalo. He ended up in South Buffalo, in an area dotted by abandoned warehouses and brick factories. The abandoned laundry was up on the right, and he spotted twin smokestacks rising from the building.

      Hunter pulled onto the property. Two rusted step vans were parked at the side of the structure. On the worn brick of the building’s façade was painted All Pro Linens. Buffalo had thrived once as an industrial giant. Now, the abandoned buildings seemed almost prehistoric in nature, relics to be studied.

      Once around back, he spotted Sullivan’s people. Two men stood near an unmarked white van. Ladders were strapped to the roof. Both guys were in tattered jeans and flannel shirts. The guy on the right wore a backwards baseball cap.

      Trying to play the role of blue collar laborers.

      Hunter parked and stepped out of the vehicle. “Look at these genuine goddamned roofers.”

      The guy with the baseball hat said, “Is there a problem?”

      “Naw. I’d hire you boys to do my roof anytime.”

      The other guy had reddish hair and freckles. “We put some work into this.”

      “I’m sure you did.”

      “You’re Hunter, right?” ball cap said.

      “In the flesh.”

      “Your clothes are in the van,” the red-haired guy said.

      “Hope you guys had them tailored.”

      “You’d better be good,” Ball Cap said. “Cocky son of a bitch.”

      As he found out before he hopped in the van, Ball Cap’s last name was Guiterrez and the red head’s name was Brown. Pretty plain name for a fiery redhead. He’d expected maybe an O’Malley.

      Hunter climbed in the rear of the van, which was stocked with some buckets of roofing tar, a few bundles of shingles, and various tools. They had to keep the illusion complete if someone ever got nosy.

      Inside the van were a pile of clothes and some tar-spattered work boots. Hunter stripped out of his suit and got into the work clothes. After changing, he hopped out of the van, folded his clothes, and set them on the back seat of his vehicle.

      Someone from the agency would be along to collect his car.

      “What did they give you for weapons?”

      Guiterrez said, “Glock 19s.”

      “Hopefully we won’t need them,” Hunter said.

      Brown said, “The kid gets out of school around two-thirty. That puts her at the pickup spot around two-thirty-eight. We’ve got time to kill.”

      “You boys want lunch?” Hunter said. “I’ll buy.”

      “Maybe you’re not so bad,” Brown said.
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      Ellie made it through seventh period, listening to Mrs. Kapinski drone on about the history of the Persian empire. The teacher seemed so old Ellie wondered if she had personally known some of the Persian kings.

      She was at her locker gathering her things when Grace sidled up to her. Ellie hadn’t seen her last night, as she’d spent the rest of her night in her room after the strange incident with the car. Also hadn’t told Aunt Bri. Probably would’ve been accused of being dramatic.

      “Why’d you rat on me about the earbuds?” Grace said.

      Grace was tall and slim. She usually wore a top that revealed her midriff. She always had a group of boys around her. “You didn’t get in any trouble.”

      “Mom gave me a lecture after swim practice,” Grace said.

      “They were mine and you took them.”

      Grace rolled her eyes. “We’re like sisters Ellie. Sisters share things.”

      “We’re definitely not sisters,” Ellie said. “You barely talk to me at school.”

      “I’m busy,” Grace said. “You could come sit with us at lunch.”

      “With that crew? No thanks.”

      “They’d like you,” Grace said.

      “I’m a mutant to them.”

      Grace said, “I’m getting a ride with Brandon after school. Wanna tag along?”

      “I’ll walk.”

      Grace sighed. “Suit yourself.”

      Grace slipped away from the locker, melding into the sea of students all hurrying for the front doors.

      Ellie got her bag packed and slung it over her shoulders. She followed the throng of students to the front doors. Outside, the school buses had lined up. The smell of diesel fumes filled the air. She watched Grace cross the parking lot with Brandon and two other girls.

      Grace fit in so easily. She seemed to be friends with everyone in the school, even the seniors, who looked down on underclassmen like kings did to serfs. Pretty Grace who was always laughing and flirting. Grace who had almost perfect grades.

      She made Ellie want to puke sometimes.

      Ellie crossed the lot and started toward home. The buses were crowded and about as calm as a prison riot. She liked the quiet walk home, especially the wooded stretch near the brook.

      So far in high school, she’d managed to keep the darkness at bay. Ellie remained silent in classes unless the teacher called on her. During lunch, she would eat in a hurry then go to the library for the remainder of the period, getting lost in a thick fantasy novel or a magazine.

      Solitude kept her from getting angry and unleashing the darkness on people. At the same time, she felt like she was living on the surface of the moon with only the cold void of space for company.

      That was the price she paid to keep things inside her at bay.

      After walking a few minutes, she reached the stretch of road near the brook. The water babbled off to her right, unseen in the woods. A woodchuck darted across the road up ahead and disappeared into the cover of the trees.

      An old split rail fence had been built along the road bordering the woods. She often stopped and leaned on the fence just to think. Today would be no exception. The sky was clear and blue. The sunshine gave her cheeks a not unpleasant flushed feeling.

      It would be a good day to eat a granola bar in peace before arriving home. She unslung her bag and set it down. Then she took out the granola bar – leftover from lunch – and unwrapped it. She hopped up on the fence and sat there, feet resting on the bottom rail.

      As she was enjoying the warm sunshine and the distant cawing of crows, a van cruised up the road. It was white and unmarked with ladders fixed to the top. Looked like it belonged to roofers.

      The van came to a halt. The passenger window lowered. A handsome but rough-looking guy said, “We’re looking for Briar Court Lane. Are we going the right way?”

      “You don’t have GPS?”

      The guy grinned. “I’m afraid it put us on the wrong path.”

      Ellie knew the street he was referencing. She gave the man directions.

      “Thanks. Beautiful spring day, huh?”

      Ellie hopped down from the fence. “I guess.”

      “I appreciate the directions.”

      She tossed the half-eaten granola bar on the ground. This guy was hanging around too long. Trying to be friendly. Something about him set her on edge.

      He gave a little salute. “Have a good one.”

      To her relief, the van pulled forward. Ellie breathed a sigh of relief. It was time for her to get going, and she wouldn’t be stopping back here for a while. The man could be harmless, but this stretch of road was quiet. If someone tried to grab Ellie, no one would hear.

      As she looped the backpack over her shoulder, the van’s brakes squealed. Ellie whirled to see the back doors fly open. Two men in dirty work clothes came tearing at her. One of them carried what looked like a black pillowcase.

      She focused on red-headed guy, who was in the lead with the pillowcase. Ellie envisioned his lower leg snapping. A loud pop filled the air. The red-haired guy screamed and fell to the ground. His leg had broken at an ugly angle.

      That gave his buddy pause. The other guy glanced at his friend. From the van, the guy in the passenger’s seat shouted, “Get the bag and get it over her goddamned head!”

      The second guy snatched up the bag and closed the gap before Ellie could cook up a violent vision for him.

      As he reached for her, Ellie slipped through the fence rails and bolted, weaving through the trees.

      There were homes on the other side of the woods. Homes where she could scream for help.

      
      “Goddamned idiots,” Hunter muttered. The plan had been to
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