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Chapter One: True
Purpose




(Oscar)

 


 


“This place sucks,” I
mutter under my breath. The dust is irritating, aggravating. Grime,
everywhere. Dirt. Trash scattered around like my thoughts often
are. It’s not like the hospital. I don’t want to be at the
hospital, refuse to go back to that place, but it was clean,
orderly, pristine. It smelled of chemicals, though. I don’t hate
the smell of chemicals, but I don’t like it either. I can’t decide
if it’s better than the mildewed, dusty smell of this place. Maybe
it’s worse.

It’s not a good place for a baby, either
way.

Thoughts snap like twigs,
warning me not to think about him. Not yet. It’s too…frightening.
Yes, too scary to think about him…my son. He’s safe for now.
Because I’m not with him. Because he doesn’t know me. What I am.
What I’ve done. He is still pure. I want him to remain that way as long as
possible. Not be infected by the hunger, the power it promises so
falsely, the addiction it breeds. No, he must stay safe from all of
this.

“Oscar,” Zander
says.

He doesn’t touch me.
Because he knows I’m am struggling to hold my mind together in this
place. He knows how important it is that I stay sane. He knows
about them. I’m
better than I once was, saner, more in control of hunger and
obsession both. It will take time to be in control completely.
Maybe too much time. It’s difficult to gauge time sometimes. Like
right now. How long has it been since I killed David? It happened
soon after he tried and possibly succeeded in breaking Van. Almost
immediately after foolish, stupid Zander tried to kill him in my
place. He thought he knew the secrets I had discovered years ago. A
baby bird with no feathers trying to fly. He was an idiot to think
he held enough pain. No one holds as much pain as I do. Not after
killing my own parents, after being locked up with the insane,
after being forced to abandon the only woman I knew how to love…and
with her, our son.

Days. It has only been days since I twisted
the consumed pain I held and turned it into a weapon. So much pain
and suffering swallowed over the years, all unleashed on the man
who tried to use my little sister, snap her mind and heart, crush
her into subservience so he could use her…use her power. David has
been dead two days and the rest of the Godlings are floundering
without a leader.

No. They have a leader. Stupid lemmings.
Power doesn’t equal leadership skills. They are too blind to see,
or maybe care. I should not be leading anyone. My mind is too
broken to lead. But they chose me. Because I killed David. I saved
them. Or so they think. David was not the real enemy. A small one,
yes. But not who they should truly fear. That is reserved for the
soul-sucking power-whore known as Isolde Zara.

“Oscar,” Zander says
again. “What do you think? Will this work for now?”

Scraping my thoughts back under control, I
scowl. “It stinks in here. It’s a filthy place.”

Zander sighs. “Yeah, I know. We’ll clean it
up. Will it work, though?”

Why is he asking me? What do I know about
real estate? It will work as well as any other run down, abandoned
building. I suppose it helps that it was once a school. The Godling
infants running around pretending to be adults and have knowledge
on things are the ones who need a school. What else are they
supposed to do with the real children bumbling around now? They
can’t stay at the compound.

All those loyal to David ran as soon as I
burned away his life and ended his reign. Those not completely
twisted into sadistic, amoral, power-hungry lunatics, are trying to
pick up the pieces. Get the students to safety before David’s
cronies return and kill them all. Or take the children. I’m not
sure what they plan. The compound is unsafe, regardless of what
idiot plan the sheep of now-dead David intend to execute.

“It is not sufficient,” I
say, possibly in answer to Zander’s question, “but it will
work.”

Zander closes his eyes and
breathes out slowly, as if I’m the one to blame for all of this. Am
I? It’s hard to tell sometimes. My lips press together as I force
my thoughts into order and ponder the question. No. This isn’t my
fault. I may have helped escalate the madness, but I did not begin
it. The true beginning is too far back to comprehend. The more
recent beginning, that is less complex. David and Isolde are
responsible. They are more mad than I will ever be.
Were, in David’s case.
His mind is now ash and no danger to anyone.

Isolde, however…

She is more clever than most. More evil, as
well. Intelligent and vile is a bad combination. One of the worst.
She will never stop until she has what she wants. Eradication.
Every Godling life snuffed out like a spent candle. Most of these
imbeciles running around, I couldn’t care less about. Even Zander,
with him I am on the fence sometimes, but leaning toward the idea
that he will one day be the man he is capable of becoming. He has
made very good progress lately. The rest could rot and I wouldn’t
be troubled much.

Van is different. Emily is different, though
she’s not Godling. Joshua…he is most different of all. He is
Godling and perfectly pure. People like Isolde have not yet had the
opportunity to corrupt my son, and she will die before she has the
chance.

The other Godlings, they
all think I am the One. The person meant to save them and restore
the balance. They are wrong. Killing David doesn’t make me a
savior. It makes me a weapon. The pain must be twisted and bent to
become a tool of destruction. That was not its original purpose. A
handy thing, but not natural. Not meant. I am not the leader they
need. But I am who they want…for now. Until someone else discovers
the true purpose of the hunger and ends the killing for
good.

After I destroy Isolde, that is. It would
not do for the truth to be discovered too soon.

 



Chapter Two:
Gifts




(Zander)

 


 


I have finals next week. Instead of
studying, which I sorely need to do, I’m playing at being Oscar’s
speaker. Why the Godlings think he’s sane enough to lead them, I’ll
never understand. All you have to do is look at him to realize he’s
on the brink of losing it.

In the weeks leading up to David’s death at
Oscar’s hand—or more accurately, his power—my brother had been as
close to sane as he’s been since before his hunger erupted. He was
focused, clear-minded, perceptive, and deadly. He had to be. The
need to protect Van, and to a lesser degree me, forced him to take
control and do what needed to be done.

We still have very real goals, ones that
need to be met in order to avoid a full out war and the deaths of
potentially hundreds of innocent lives. I know he’s trying to stay
focused on those. It’s not easy, though. Not when he’s facing the
possibility of being reunited with Emily and meeting his son for
the first time. Oscar is desperate to see them both, but afraid he
won’t be able to protect them from our enemies…or himself.

Honestly, I don’t know if he’s capable of
being the kind of person who can handle a relationship and raise a
child. Not without help. I walk down a hallway littered with
refuse, knowing help won’t be hard for him to find. I will do
whatever I can to make sure Emily and my nephew, Joshua, are safe
and happy. Van hasn’t met either of them yet, but I know she’ll be
eager as well.

At least, if she survives what David put her
through, she will.

“What did Oscar say?”
Chris asks as I approach him.

I bristle as I face him.
It angers me that he is the Godling I’m having to trust. He was the one who was
supposed to train Van and keep her from falling into David’s hands.
Learning he was one of David’s handpicked assassins didn’t go over
well with me and devastated my sister. I don’t think I’ll ever
forgive him for being the one to lead Van out on her first mission
where she was manipulated into killing three Eroi leaders. He
claims he didn’t know the whole thing had been a setup of David’s
design. My trust in him barely extends past my nose.

“He said it’s not
adequate, but it will work.”

“What does that
mean?”

“How the hell should I
know?” I shake my head. “I don’t think he cares where we house all
the displaced Godlings. If this is available and can be readied
fast enough, just do it. The Eroi will find us wherever we go. This
place is at least defensible.”

Chris nods. “The funds to purchase the
building are ready to be transferred on your order.”

“My order?” I scoff.
“Oscar’s their leader, isn’t he? He’s the one they think is going
to save them all.” Sighing, I lean against the wall. “Maybe he
will. Who knows? Everything’s so messed up, he very well could be
the answer to all the Godling’s problems. You probably
have to be crazy to go
up against Isolde and the Eroi.”

He hesitates, but reaches forward and grips
my shoulder. “Zander, the lay Godlings may be clinging to Oscar
because he has the power to protect them from the Eroi, but it’s
you they expect to lead them.”

A scowl takes up residence on my face. “They
all think I’m weak because I couldn’t kill James. They’d follow Van
before they follow me.”

Chris frowns, then shakes
his head. “They respect Van. They’re all fascinated by her and
abilities, but she’s not a leader, especially not now.” His head
dips and he looks away. Not quickly enough to keep me from seeing
the shame and anger flash through his expression. “Maybe it took
Van helping you to survive Ivy’s initial attack, but you’re the one
who was strong enough and intelligent enough to see through the
lies and find a new path for the Godlings. Oscar can protect them,
and Van may very well be the Gift David believed her to be,
but you are the
one who will lead them back to a life of purpose and away from the
pain and suffering we’ve endured for centuries.”

I don’t say anything for a long time.
Knowing who to trust anymore is like throwing darts blindfolded.
Everyone has their own agenda, their own motivations. Chris used to
be one of David’s top assassin’s, traveling the world to take out
Eroi leaders on command, like a trained dog. The only thing capable
of bringing him back to the compound to train young Godling’s was
the fact that vengeance for dead team members made him sloppy and
he was caught on video taking out his target.

I think about that for a moment, because
even though I saw the picture of him doing exactly that, it seems
out of character for a man who teaches a lethal kind of control
over body and mind. Everything he taught Van helped turn her into
an assassin, yes, but helped her in so many other ways as well. She
truly believed he cared about her, and as I think about how he
spent weeks guiding her through the eruption of her hunger with the
patience and kindness of a father, I find it a little harder to
doubt him.

Plus, he’s the only high-up leader who
stayed after David’s death.

But why?

“Why did you leave
fieldwork and start teaching?” I ask slowly. “Even after blowing
your cover, I find it difficult to believe David wouldn’t send you
back out. You’re good enough to avoid detection even when people
are looking for you.” Crossing my arms over my chest, I stare at
him. “Which begs the question of why you were spotted in the first
place. I’ve seen the images. It’s almost as if you were
trying to get
caught.”

Chris offers me a grim smile. “As smart as
David thought he was, he never even considered that might have been
an option. He came to the conclusion that the deaths of my team
members enraged me to the point that my hunger overpowered me and I
lost control. It never occurred to him that he might be wrong.”

“Then you weren’t angry
about losing members of your team?” I ask.

Sighing, Chris leans against the dirty wall.
“Of course I was. I hate the Eroi and I do believe they need to be
stopped, but I don’t believe in wasting lives. The mission I lost
my men on never should have happened. It was suicide from the very
beginning. I barely managed to survive, but I was the only
one.”

The muscles of his forearms tighten as his
mouth thins. “David knew the likelihood of success and sent us in
anyway. Yes, I was angry at losing men, but that anger was directed
at David for carelessly dooming them to die. I knew all too well
how David reacted to failure, so I took my revenge on both the man
directly responsible for the deaths of my team and the one who sent
them into his hands.”

Not sure I completely understand, I’m forced
to ask, “How did that get you revenge on David?”

“David had no choice but
to pull me from the field in order to follow his own protocol,”
Chris said, his mouth turning up in knife-edged smile. “He hated
losing his best assassin, though, and hated it even more when I
proved to be too valuable of a trainer to release back to fieldwork
when my suspension was up. As much power as David held over the
council, even he couldn’t force me back into action when they
opposed him. They all thought I could find the Gift faster than
David, and that trumped everything.”

It’s not that I think he’s lying, but I’m
not sure I understand the assessment. “As important as this war
with the Eroi is to the Godlings, I would think a highly trained
assassin would be more valuable than a trainer.”

Chris laughs, but it’s mirthless. “Even with
as many Eroi operatives as I’ve killed, the only real good it does
is keep the leadership in flux. There is always someone else to
take their place.” He shakes his head. “Identifying those with
potential, and training them to not only control their power, but
to unlock gifts they didn’t even know they had, that’s how you
build an unstoppable army capable of ending the Eroi threat
forever.”

“Gifts, as in
gifts,” I question. “If
you could actually identify true gifts, seems like there would be
more than Annabelle and that one girl who sees the source of
inflicted pain and blabs it to everyone.”

Something between a smirk and amusement
settles onto Chris’s features. “Most gifts aren’t as flashy as
Annabelle’s emotional healing or your sister’s visions.”

Startled, I try to hold back my shock that
he knows about either of those, but it’s completely beyond me.
“How…?” I stop talking, because even though David knew the nature
of Annabelle’s gift, he had no clue how strong it was or what she
could really do with it. Van’s visions, I have no explanation for
how he knows about those.

“How do I know?” Chris
taps his chest. “That’s my
gift.” Seeing I’m still skeptical, he doesn’t
hold back an explanation. “I trained with Annabelle for over a
year. Even though she kept her gift carefully hidden, I knew her
strength the first session we had together. Only a truly powerful
Godling has a gift that works latently and without conscious effort
like hers did.”

What I know about gifts and how they work is
limited, but I have a hard time doubting him. Not only because it
makes sense that what he’s saying is true, but because he knew
about her potential but apparently never shared that information
with David.

“What about Van?” I ask.
“I had no idea about her visions until she told me
herself.”

Chris doesn’t seem surprised by that. “For
one, I witnessed her having one, though I don’t think she had any
idea I saw it happen that first day you were all at the compound.”
He pushes away from the wall and faces me squarely, as if
challenging me to call him a liar about any of this. “Secondly,
there’s no way Van should have been able to get through the sensory
challenges as fast as she did. She doesn’t even realize her gift
was working latently as we trained, and I didn’t tell her because I
don’t want her to rely on it.”

I consider everything he’s said, trying to
poke holes in it, but failing.

“Oscar is a more
interesting case,” Chris continues. “He hides his gift very well,
so I didn’t understand what he could do when I met him at the
hospital. It wasn’t until he showed up at the compound and he went
after James that I realized he could see and manipulate other
people’s hunger.”

“What?” I ask.
“Manipulate? What do you mean?”

Chris doesn’t gloat, but he does explain.
“As you know, James was not easy to kill. He honestly didn’t have a
gift, but he learned well from David how to protect himself. He
knew how to store his hunger to such a level that it shielded him
from brute force attacks, yet Oscar snapped his neck like it was
nothing.”

“How?”

“By tearing down James’
shield,” he says. “From what I can tell, Oscar can’t do anything
more permanent than push someone’s hunger around, but it was enough
to break James’ shield and leave him vulnerable.”

I’m never surprised when I find out Oscar
has hidden something from me. It’s a little ironic given his hatred
for lying, but to him omission is a separate thing, particularly
when done to protect. Of course, sometimes his mind simply isn’t
capable of sharing certain pieces of information.

I’m still far from trusting Chris, but he
has given me a lot to think about. I’m about to tell him as much
when his next words stop me cold.

“Don’t you want to know
about your gift?”

 



Chapter Three:
Taking




(Vanessa)

 


 


It feels good being back in the kitchen,
cooking my favorite dishes again. The reason behind why I’m
stirring potato soup could definitely be better. Grandma doesn’t
have long left now, but she’s still managing to eat small amounts.
So I’ve taken over cooking for her the last two days. I feel
helpless to do anything more, though I’m desperate to save her.

David may be gone, but my fate when Grandma
dies is no more certain than it was before. I haven’t got a prayer
at emancipation given my school disciplinary record. Will the state
really turn me over to Zander? He’s eighteen, almost nineteen now,
but Oscar is on the loose—as far as the majority of the world
knows, and Zander doesn’t even have a job. Not that he needs one.
My parents weren’t wealthy, but they knew there might be a time
when they wouldn’t be around to protect us and made sure both had
life insurance policies that gave us enough to not only live, but
go wherever we needed to in order to be safe. I know Grandma is
similarly prepared.

It’s still questionable, and I’m just as
scared of facing that uncertainty as I am of losing my grandma.

My phone buzzes, and I jump and splash a few
drops of soup on the stove top. Reaching for where it sits on the
counter, I bring up a text from Zander and feel a little of my
anxiety drop away.

Annabelle and I found a new apartment. Needs
some cleanup, but should work.

With everything as
questionable as it is right now as far as future living
arrangements go, I know it would be ridiculous for them to consider
moving in together in the middle of all of it. If anyone moves, it
will most likely be Annabelle into our house. Hopefully it’ll still
be our house. If
I’m allowed to stay. We’re probably going to need a lawyer to make
that happen. Which Chris has promised to provide. I shove away
thoughts of him violently.

The text is code, just in case anyone is
spying on us, which is likely. Knowing Zander found somewhere to
house the displaced Godlings is a relief on some fronts. They can’t
hide from the Eroi. They’ll discover the new headquarters soon
enough. The ones we have to protect them from are the Godlings who
bailed after David left. All his most loyal and vicious
lemmings.

It’s not a large group, since most of the
Godlings either hated or feared David as much as we did. The seven
members of the council are in the wind, as well as a dozen or so of
those who used to be part of David’s inner circle. The creepy,
skin-crawly group of wackjobs I was supposed to be attempting to
infiltrate. That’s one failure I’m not too upset about. I do worry
about where they are and what they’re planning to do. Will they go
after the students? What’s left of the leaders—mostly teachers and
trainers? Or will they come after me?

I think that’s the most likely possibility,
but I’m still debating whether they want to capture me for their
own purposes, or just kill me and be done with it.

I also wonder if Zander and I will be
expected to join the Godlings still here. Even though it would be
safer, I balk at the idea. If we don’t all die in the next few
months from either the Eroi or Godling deserters, the plan is to
turn this new HQ into a real school, like the old compound was,
except less assassin oriented. They have to get their teaching
licenses and permits or whatever transferred to New Mexico, but
they think they can have it done over the summer. Thanks to
whatever favors and influence the Godlings are owed, and lots of
lawyers.

It would mean getting back to normal for
most of the Godling students. For me, it would mean leaving my
friends behind. It would mean being surrounded by Godlings,
accepting them as some kind of extended family, and it would mean
training with Chris again. No one would force me. Zander will back
me up if I refuse. He’s the best, though, and he’s the only one who
can help me unlock my full potential.

He might be the only one who can fix the
damage David did to me, too.

Part of me believes him when he says he had
no idea David purposely botched my first “observe only” mission so
I would have to be the one to assassinate the Eroi leaders planning
to attack the Godlings. Deep down, I think Chris is a good person,
and that’s why I couldn’t bring myself to kill him when I had the
chance. There’s this other part of me that simply shuts down when I
think of training with him again. The emptiness I first experience
that night in the tunnels under the Eroi compound sweeps back in
and steals any trust or compassion I might feel for him.

The emptiness terrifies me more than
anything else I have faced.

“Thank you for taking care
of lunch,” Cynthia, the hospice nurse helping with Grandma says
when she comes into the kitchen. “I think it’s lifted your
grandmother’s spirits knowing you’ve been the one preparing her
meals the last few days. It means a lot to her.”

I shrug, though her thanks
do affect me. “It’s the only thing I can do for her.”

Cynthia walks toward me and leans against
the counter. “I don’t know. I think you’re more capable than David
realized.”

The sound of his name being spoken aloud
makes me flinch. All the Godlings know he’s dead and that Oscar
killed him. As far as the larger world knows, he’s plugging away as
usual. He’d always been a bit reclusive from non-Godlings, and
that’s helping us cover up his death tremendously. It’s kind of
weird how all the other Godlings are going on as normally as
possible.

“Why are you still here?”
I ask suddenly.

Cynthia cocks her head to one side. “You
mean, since David’s dead?”

I cringe again, but nod.

“Even though David did
request I volunteer for this assignment, I don’t…didn’t work for
David.”

Staring at her, I try to determine whether
or not she’s lying. “You didn’t come from the compound?”

She shakes her head. “No, I left the
compound after I finished my schooling. I work for a hospice agency
here in Albuquerque. I’m still here, because this is my job, Van,
to take care of your grandmother until she passes. David’s death
didn’t change that.”

There’s so much sincerity in her voice and
expression, I have a hard time doubting her. Being Godling
automatically makes me leery of trusting her, but she’s been here
for a few weeks taking care of Grandma and never done anything to
indicate she has ulterior motives.

Considering motives does make me wonder,
though. Turning off the burner, I move the soup aside to cool and
look over at Cynthia. “How can you do this? All day, every day,
surrounded by so much pain. It doesn’t even seem to affect
you.”

Cynthia’s lips part, as though she’s going
to answer my question outright, but she pauses to consider
something. After a moment, she says, “Would you like me to show
you?”

“Show me what?”

“How I deal with the pain,
how I use it to not only bolster myself but help my parents. Would
you like to learn to do it, too?” The question is an invitation,
one with no pressure behind it, no threat that if I don’t learn and
excel there will be a punishment.

I’m careful of accepting such an invitation.
“What makes you think I could learn to do what you do? Being around
my grandma isn’t easy for me.”

“It’s not easy for me,
either,” Cynthia says, “but I can recognize someone with a healing
touch, and I think you’ll appreciate what I can teach
you.”

Interested, but still a little skeptical, I
ask, “Don’t you need to clear it with Chris or somebody first?”

Cynthia laughs. Shaking her head, she gets a
bowl down from the cupboard and hands it to me. “I haven’t stopped
to ask the Godlings for permission or clearance since I left. I’m
not about to start again now.” She gestures at the soup pot. “Fill
up that bowl over there and bring it up to your grandmother with
me. You can see what I do and decide then, okay?”

Seems safe enough. I nod and ladle a small
amount of soup into the bowl. Instead of handing it off to Cynthia
like I’ve done the last few times, I pick it up in both hands and
turn to face her. Nodding, she leads the way. On the way out of the
kitchen, I spot Ketchup sleeping on the couch in the living room.
Given that he was up sitting with my grandma for about four hours
last night during a bad spell so Cynthia could get some sleep, we
both try not to make a sound as we walk down the hall.

I’m thankful Ketchup’s mom has been
especially distracted lately with her new boyfriend. She wouldn’t
have argued against him being over here to help with my grandma,
but there have been less questions from her about everything. I’ve
needed him here just as much as grandma has. He doesn’t move a
muscle as we walk by and make our way up the stairs.

Before I’m really prepared for it, Cynthia
pushes open Grandma’s bedroom door and I freeze. Every time I even
walk by her door, I feel her pain and have to hurry past. I feel
like running now, but the bowl of soup in my hands stops me.

“Most young Godling’s
first instinct is to push the pain away,” Cynthia says calmly. “It
scares them, or more accurately, the power it has over them scares
them. Those raised at the compound are taught to accept the pain
for what it is at an early age. You’re only learning that now,
which is more difficult, but still doable.”

David drilled it into my head that pain
feeding my hunger meant power. I had to consume everything I felt,
store it up, and hold it until I needed to use the power I was born
to wield. It was a predatory experience most of the time,
self-sustaining. What Cynthia is asking me to doesn’t quite fit,
and I struggle to understand. “What do you mean by accepting
it?”

My hands begin to tremble as I wait for her
answer. Cynthia sees it, but doesn’t comment on the difficulty I’m
having just standing outside the doorway. Instead, she answers my
question. “Pain is a living thing.”

She pauses when I physically react to that
statement. Oscar said the exact same thing once, when we broke him
out of Peak View Hospital and Ivy started sucking up everyone’s
pain to the point I could barely control myself around her. Cynthia
watches me for a moment, but I don’t want to talk about Oscar with
her. Eventually, she continues.

“Pain is born from injury,
illness, or emotional upset. It grows within the person who created
it, and either dies away after the process which created it has run
its course, or it is taken on by someone else.”

Frowning, I’m not sure I understand. “You
mean, when we consume it? Is that how you accept it?”

Cynthia’s features pinch together as she
thinks. “In the most basic sense, yes, but there’s more to it than
that. Any Godling can consume pain. Only a select few are capable
of fully accepting it.”

Her earlier statement
reminded me of something Oscar said, but now my thoughts turn to
Zander and the night Ivy snuck into our backyard. Zander tried to
explain how he had been able to withstand being near Ivy better
after accepting her pain and somehow taking it from her. It was how he was
able to hold enough pain to attempt fighting off James at the
compound. It hadn’t been quite enough, but the blast of pure energy
that had erupted from his hands had come from all the pain he’d
taken from Ivy. I accepted what he told me at the time, but I
didn’t understand what he meant. I still don’t.

“I’m not sure I get what
you’re saying,” I tell her. “I mean, Zander did something like that
with Ivy, but it doesn’t make sense to me. Maybe I just have to try
it.”

For a moment, Cynthia stares at me. Then she
gives her head a quick little shake, like she’s clearing away
something physical. “What did you say about Ivy?”

For a moment, I think I shouldn’t say
anything else. Any interest David ever showed was when he’d
stumbled onto something useful, something that would benefit him,
and usually hurt someone else. Cynthia doesn’t have that same
edginess to her stance or expression. There’s more amazement than
conniving in her eyes.

“Before David took Zander,
he met with Ivy and basically sucked away all the pain she carried
around. He said he had to accept it before he was able to take in
so much, but whatever he did, it worked. When Ivy came to me for
help later that night, I didn’t feel anything around her. No pain,
nothing. It wasn’t until we went to the hospital to get Oscar that
she started…filling back up. Oscar said she was a vessel or
something.”

That all came out in
something of a rush, so I close my mouth and wait for Cynthia to
process everything. She nods slowly as she considers. “A vessel,
yes, I suppose that would be a very accurate description.” She
shakes her head. “Not that I’ve ever been exposed to a
Richiamos, but it would
certainly make sense.”

“The taking part,” I
question, “does that make sense? Because she was literally drained
of pain.”

Smiling, Cynthia meets my
gaze. “That is
exactly what I want to teach you.”

 


 



Chapter Four: No
Solace


(Oscar)

 


 


They keep asking me what to do. I don’t
know. I’ve been locked up for more than a year. I’m not used to
doing anything other than walking back and forth to treatment and
meals. What do I know about setting up a school? Or a hideout.
Whatever this is. Nothing. Nothing. I just want the phones to work.
That’s all I care about. Zander will take care of the rest. Or
Chris. Van? I just need a phone that works and can’t be traced back
to me.

I have one now. It’s cordless, which I like.
I don’t like being trapped to one area with cords. This is better.
Except I can’t pick it up. My fingers won’t let me. Or maybe it’s
my fears. They both start with F. So does another word, one I am
afraid to consider. I try not to think of Joshua. It hurts too much
to know I haven’t been a father to him. Have never even met him. He
won’t know me. I promised Emily, told her I would protect him, be a
good father. I can only do that through staying away, which isn’t
the same as keeping my promise. I don’t like to break promises.
It’s almost like lying.

Reaching out, I touch the phone. It does
nothing. Of course not. It won’t bite. Why is it so hard to pick it
up? I was better before. My mind focused more and kept my thoughts
in the right places. The paranoia couldn’t get in as much.
Sometimes I’m right to be afraid and careful. Sometimes it’s just
tricks, my mind telling me lies, the Godling part of me maybe. They
like to lie.

It’s because of David. Because I killed him.
Killing makes my mind worse, less able to cope.

It’s because Van isn’t here, too. She helps.
She’s always helped.

Snatching the phone up off the dirty table,
I squeeze it in my hand. Pacing. Pacing. I pace as I hold it. Fear
presses on me like the walls of my room at the hospital. They were
close and bare, but they were safe. Here isn’t safe. It’s not
protected. I can’t ask Emily to come here. But I can’t go to her.
If the police suspect she’s still connected to me, they’ll watch
her.

This is Zander’s plan. He says it will work.
A job. Offer. Maybe interview. The compound had a vet clinic. This
one can too. For Emily…and the young Godlings I suppose. It doesn’t
matter which, or why she why she comes. It’s a reason for her to
come here and not have anyone suspect it’s to meet me. To bring
Joshua. I’ve never met my son. He was born after…. He’s never seen
me at my worst. I don’t want him to see that part of me. My hand
lowers. I should wait. Wait until I’m better again.

My fingers tighten around
the phone. Waiting is not easy. I miss her too much. Miss
him even though I have
never held him. They kept me from giving into my Godling desires,
even when protecting Van and Zander wasn’t enough. I was almost
better, almost safe enough. Killing David hurt my mind. It broke
something, took a piece out and crushed it.

Breathe
slowly, I tell myself. Sometimes it works.
Breathe slowly again.

My heart is still racing, but I stare at the
phone. I push a button on the side. The screen lights up. The
number is already typed in. Zander put it there. I can’t remember
how he got it. Did he visit her again? Did he see Joshua? I press
my finger to the screen and the number disappears. It changes to a
blank profile picture and a counter that is counting up.

I watch the numbers. I think I hear the
rings. I’m not sure.

“Hello?”

My heart stops. I can’t breathe anymore.
Maybe that was part of my mind torn away when I killed David.

“Hello?” Her voice is
anxious, maybe scared. “Is that you?”

Suddenly, I remember how to breathe again.
“Emily?” I say it like a question, even though I know her voice. I
could never forget it. I hear it every day. Not really. Just in my
head. She tells me to be strong.

A soft, quiet sob slips over the line and my
fingers tighten. Fear that she is hurt makes me agitated. My pacing
quickens. I want to ask what’s wrong, but the words are
slippery.

“It’s so good to hear your
voice,” Emily whispers. “It’s been so long.”

I stop pacing. I’m still. My breathing slows
and I exhale until there is nothing left. “You sound different than
I remember.”

I don’t know why I say that. It wasn’t what
I thought I would say, what I practiced and told myself to say.

“Do I?” She laughs, a
whisper of a thing. “I guess I hadn’t noticed.” She’s quiet for a
moment, then she says, “You sound different too.
Better.”

“I was more better,” I
tell her quickly. “Betterer? Before. Before David. I was thinking
better. Focusing. I can’t get back to the same level of better
again. Yet.”

“I know,” Emily says. Her
voice is soft, caring. Real care, not the false kind of caring at
the hospital. “Zander told me about what happened at the
compound.”

“That I killed
David?” My voice is
bitter when I say his name.

“That you saved him, and
Van,” she says. “You saved all of them.”

“David’s minions will come
back. They’ll want the children for themselves. They think I can
protect them again. They’re wrong.” The twitchy feeling I don’t
like begins creeping through my body.

Emily waits a moment for me to calm before
speaking. “Why can’t you protect them again?”

“Because of what it does
to me. To my mind. It takes pieces away, Emily. Pieces I can’t get
back. Not easily. Not fast.” Why doesn’t everyone understand this
already? Killing isn’t good. Killing is not our purpose. Killing
twists and breaks. It’s is against what we were meant to
be.

Her voice is calming, peaceful despite my
anxiety. “What do you mean?”

“It happened the first
time,” I tell her. “And the second. Those were bad people who tried
to hurt others. A girl going to her car…he almost got to her. That
man who was waiting for someone by a restaurant, not to have
dinner. Bad people should be punished, but killing is
not what I should do. I
knew it then, but it was so hard to stop with the hunger begging me
to feed it. My parents were different. I was already missing pieces
from those first two. Scared, angry, but I tried to hold everything
together.”

“I know you tried,” Emily
says, but I barely hear her.

“Then David showed up and
he tried to take me. My parents said I should go, that David could
help. He tasted like death. A lot of death. I wouldn’t go. He
wanted more killing and I said no. He tried to force me. I’d tried
to do the right thing. I let my hunger feed before I went to my
parents, so the hunger wouldn’t be so hungry. It helped usually.
They were wrong about that. I tried to be safer for them, but I
didn’t know what to do with all the hunger back then. It built up,
and when David tried to force me to go with him, and my parents let
him, it all came out. I couldn’t stop it.

“I was so angry they
wouldn’t protect me. Angry they had lied and told me we were alone
and there was no better way. David grabbed me. I tried to push him
away, but he was strong. My mom said to be careful. When my dad
tried to grab me next, to calm me down, I kept pushing. I wouldn’t
let David take me and take more pieces of me. They didn’t
understand. They wanted me to go and become more broken and I hated
them for it. They kept arguing, telling me things, forcing me. My
dad reached out and told me not to fight. I pushed him away and the
power my hunger brought pushed, too. It threw him back. It threw
them all back.

“Only David got back up.
Scared. He tried to take me again, but I had power left and knew
how to throw it that time. I learned fast and I used it. He didn’t
stay then. He ran away. I almost followed to make sure he never
tried to take me again, but then I saw them. Then I saw the blood
and the biggest piece of all was taken away, and my mind stopped
working for a long time.”

I take in a deep breath. Confusion scratches
at me. Why did I tell her that? I’ve never told anyone. Not about
David or the power. About the missing pieces. I never said a word.
It was all locked up, stuck behind the missing pieces. Now it came
out. She freed it. Maybe Emily can help, too.

The sound of Emily crying doesn’t register
in my ear for a while. Minutes? When I do here it, panic seizes me.
“I’m sorry,” I say quickly.

“No,” she says, sniffling.
“Thank you for telling me that. I needed to hear the truth, not
what others guessed about and assumed.”

My heart slows as I understand she isn’t
angry at me for what she heard. Just sad. Broken, but not as much
as me.

“Have you told Van and
Zander what really happened?”

I balk at answering. They were their parents
too. I can’t tell them. Talking about killing them might hurt them.
What if it takes pieces from them, too? Shaking my head, I press
the phone hard against my head. “No. Only you. Maybe Zander, but
not Van. She’s too hurt by what David made her do. It will make it
worse.”

“I don’t think it will,”
Emily said. “I think it would help them heal and forgive if they
knew the truth. They think…”

“They think what?” I
demand.

“They think you killed
them because they lied to you. They think you did it
intentionally.” I growl at her words, and she quickly continues.
“They know you weren’t well at the time, and they understand that
if you had been, it never would have happened. Knowing the truth
will help them heal and understand.”

I don’t say anything to that. I don’t know
if she’s right. She might be. She usually is. It’s likely she is
right.

“I want you to come here.
Zander has a plan.”

It takes Emily a moment to respond. “Come
where?”

“To the new Godling
school, or base. Whatever it is. It’s here. In town. Close enough
to drive.”

“I can come there?” Emily
asks.

“Yes. I can’t come to you.
The police are looking for me.”

I get impatient when she doesn’t answer
right away, but it’s Emily, so I make myself wait.

“Do you have an address?”
she asks. “I’m done with classes, so I can come any time. I’m not
working at the shelter anymore.”

“You’re not? Why
not?”

Her voice is sad when she speaks again. “It
was too hard to be there without you, and I don’t like leaving
Joshua with a sitter very often. It means more student loans, but
that’s okay.”

“I’m sorry, Emily.” I mean
to say more, but I can’t. The words stick in my mind, confused and
afraid.

Emily sighs. “You don’t have to be sorry.
You’ve done the best you can. I know that. Joshua knows that.” She
waits for me to say something. When I don’t, she continues instead.
“When should I come?”

“Tomorrow.” I say it too
fast, too demanding. But I need her here. “In the morning. Ten.
Zander will text you the address. This phone doesn’t send texts.
It’s too old.”

“Okay.”

“Dress nice,” I remember
to say. “Zander’s plan. You’re pretending to apply for a job here.
Or maybe it’s a real job. I don’t know. It’s supposed to be a
school, maybe. It’s too dirty right now.”

Emily seems to consider something. “Should I
get a sitter for Joshua? It would be odd to take him on a job
interview.”

“No. No, please bring him.
Zander said it was okay. Bring him, please.”

“Okay, I’ll bring him,”
Emily says, a smile behind her words.

“Tomorrow.”

“Yes.”

“Okay.”

Silence. It coats the room. It doesn’t make
me upset. Silence can be good. I liked silence at the hospital.
It’s okay now, too, because it isn’t awkward. I don’t want to say
goodbye. Emily doesn’t either. At least I don’t think so. It’s been
so long since I’ve heard her voice. I fear when it’s gone again, it
will be harder to think clearly.

“I love you,” Emily says
softly.

It’s difficult to answer her. A question I
have wanted an answer to since I was taken away falls from my lips
with no warning. “Can you still?”

“Of course I
can.”

“How?”

Her voice is a balm when she says, “Because
I know your struggles just as well as I know your heart.”

I wonder if that’s true. If she can really
understand me and still love me? It seems impossible. “I love you,”
I say, knowing that is not impossible. The rest I am not so sure
about. Most of reality I am not so sure about. Emily, she is not to
be doubted.

I made that mistake only once. I doubted her
love and sincerity when she called David that day. The fear and
paranoia told me she had meant it to hurt me, wanted David to take
me away. I told Zander I still thought that way, which was almost a
lie, maybe it was, but I knew she was trying to help. He was the
only person she knew to call. She didn’t know his promises were all
lies then. She was trying to save me.

“I already forgave you,” I
say.

She surprises me by crying. “Thank you,” she
says through her sobs. “I’m so sorry I ever called him. I just
didn’t know what else to do. I was so scared.”

“You did your best, too.”
It wasn’t enough like she hoped it would be. My best hasn’t been
enough either. Emily is not false. She is the truest person I know,
except maybe for Van. They might be equal.

“Thank you for asking me
to come,” Emily says. She’s still crying a little, but not as much
now. “I wasn’t sure you’d want to see me again.”

It hurts me to hear her say that. It’s my
fault she would think such a terrible thing. “Seeing you again, and
Joshua, it made me not give up. I had hope.”

Emily doesn’t say this is not the same as me
being better and released legally. I was worried she would. Worried
she would think it might be too dangerous to risk.

“I had hope, too,” she
says. “I’ll be there tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow.”

Emily always keeps her promises.

Much of my mind quiets when the call ends. I
know it will not last but, for the few seconds it does, I will
focus on it, memorize it. My eyes close. The grating noises of
cleaning and furniture moving disappears. Emily is coming.

A harsh wail from the phone snaps me out of
my reverie and I curse the intrusion. Then I think it might be
Emily. Fumbling to press the button, I finally smash my finger
against it and hold the phone
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