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Chapter One

ON THE RUN

 


~

 


Calvin woke with a start and reached out to
find her missing. He bolted upright and hit his head on a canvas
wall. Groping blindly for the zipper in the dim light of the new
morning, he pushed open the flap just in time to see Caledonia come
into view, her arms stacked high with firewood, her breath white
clouds in the cold mountain air.

He exhaled, feeling relieved and a little
foolish. Weeks had passed since the awful morning he’d woken up to
discover that she’d been taken, but he still had a difficult time
letting her out of his sight.

She knelt to lay down her burden, brushing
her arms off and turning her attention to the fire pit. Calvin
settled back down, spying on her through a crack in the old tent
they’d picked up at a roadside swap meet. He watched her break up
some twigs, digging in the grey ashes for a live ember. She got on
her hands and knees to coax the fire back to life.

When it came to camping, Caledonia knew what
she was doing. Calvin would still be shaking off the road,
stretching out his legs, only to turn around and find the tent
already pitched and firewood stacked. She slept on the hard ground
without complaint, and could start a campfire in the blink of an
eye, banking it at night so it flared up swiftly in the cold damp
of the early morning.

She was a lot stronger than she looked,
climbing high into the pinon pines to harvest the cones that she’d
roast over the fire to extract delicious nuts. He’d watch her
scramble up like a squirrel, laughing down at him as he stood
dodging a rain of pinecones with his heart in his throat, scarcely
able to breathe until she was safely on the ground.

Her sense of direction was phenomenal. Calvin
would find himself disoriented as soon as they entered the tree
line, but Caledonia never got lost when they went on hikes. Her
sharp eyes darted all around, and he was amazed at how many
different kinds of edible plants she could identify and forage from
their surroundings. She was resourceful enough to cook anything
with only a flat rock and a tin can, and yet she laughed with
delighted surprise when he showed her something as simple as how to
toast marshmallows on sticks.

In the woods she was on guard, with her knife
always at the ready, but she dismissed noises in the night that
spooked Calvin. She went to great lengths to stow away their food,
pointing out the signs of scavenging raccoons and possums in the
morning. He thought she was being overly cautious until a marauding
bear shuffled through their campground one night, passing them by
to plunder someone else’s unattended cooler and carelessly secured
trash.

They’d been camping out more often lately,
trying to make their dwindling money supply last as long as
possible. It was a new experience for Calvin, but spending time in
the woods made Caledonia homesick, and filled her dreams with
visions of the land she’d gain control of on her eighteenth
birthday.

“I can’t wait to see it again,” she told him.
“I want to show you everything.”

“Soon,” he promised her, genuinely curious to
see the mysterious wilderness she’d materialized from.

Calvin was unwilling to stay in one place for
more than a few days, afraid to attract any attention that might
lead Professor Reed to them. He knew the lengths the madman would
go to get her back, and he wasn’t about to take any more chances.
He discarded his cell phone, fearful that any calls he placed might
be used to track them down, and they never gave their real names to
anyone they met along the way.

They crisscrossed the state of California
that summer, doing their best to keep an unpredictable pattern of
movement. They camped on sandy beaches or in shady forests, hugging
the coast for a few days at a time before moving inland to pitch
their little tent in one park after another. The two fugitives
cuddled together in one sleeping bag, whispering their hopes and
dreams into each other’s ears on their almost unbearably sweet
nights together.

Ever since the accident that left his mother
dead and his father in jail, Calvin had spent his teenage years
careening recklessly from party to party and girl to girl, never
allowing anyone to get close enough to really know him. He put up a
front, acting like he didn’t have a care in the world while his
life was spinning completely out of control. He’d been headed for
real trouble, and even though he knew it, he simply didn’t
care.

Calvin didn’t care about anything until
Caledonia came along. From the moment their eyes first met he’d
been captivated by the strange girl, and before he realized it,
she’d crawled deep inside his heart and taken up residence. He
suddenly found himself head over heels in love with someone he
couldn’t get enough of, and it wasn’t until he was completely under
her spell that he discovered just how unique she really was.

Caledonia had been born with an unusual
skill—the ability to detect and influence the emotions of others.
She could literally see right through Calvin, making him vulnerable
in a way that took some getting used to. She solemnly swore that
she’d never use her powers to manipulate him, and she never had. It
was important to her that the one person on earth she trusted
should be able to trust her back; the faith he had in her was the
most precious thing she possessed.

But their newfound love was in real jeopardy,
because Caledonia was being hunted by an evil man who would stop at
nothing to possess her. Professor Reed was her legal guardian until
she came of age, and he wanted her back under his control. He was a
man obsessed, and there was no telling what lengths he might go
to.

So Calvin and Caledonia were on the run,
determined to stay together and hold onto the one true thing they
had—each other. Calvin gave false names every time he paid cash for
cheap rooms and campsites, and there was never a problem when
Caledonia was by his side. She disarmed suspicious minds with ease,
and more than one motel clerk found themselves glossing over their
ID policy when they looked into the unusual eyes of the pretty
girl.

Park rangers monitoring the campgrounds all
got the same treatment, and if anyone ever thought to question them
further the idea just seemed to fly out of their heads, replaced by
an overwhelming sense of trust and well-being. Calvin was
constantly surprised to see Caledonia in action, amazed by the
things she could do.

She also amused him every single day, both
with what she knew and what she didn’t know. Caledonia could
predict the day’s weather better than any forecast, and tell the
hour simply by looking at the sun, but she was skeptical about the
reliability of digital clocks. She developed an obsession with
motel ice machines, hoarding ice in their little cooler like it was
a precious commodity, even after Calvin reassured her they could
pick up more at every gas station they passed.

“A bird in the hand is worth two in the
bush,” she would say, shrugging off his sideways glances. There was
nothing to do but go along with her little quirks.

Calvin found himself mightily impressed by
her knowledge of motorcycle maintenance, amused by how she
constantly inspected the tires and fluid levels, pointing out to
him when to change the fuel filter and stressing the importance of
making sure the chain was properly lubricated.

“Did your dad teach you that?” he asked
her.

She shook her head no. “I read manuals … I
needed to know how, because if our bike broke down, Papa couldn’t
trade anything for food, or bring me anything new to read.”

Hardship had made her resourceful, and she’d
learned to apply all the knowledge she could glean from books to
contribute to her odd little family’s survival. She described
scrounging together whatever she could get her hands on to keep
their family dirt-bike running.

“We had to make our own parts, or take them
from something else. I used to send Papa to town with a list, but
sometimes …” her voice trailed off.

“Sometimes what?” he asked.

Her eyes clouded over and she looked away.
“He’d forget,” she said, with a finality that meant she was done
talking about it. There were things about her parents that she
didn’t like to remember.

The more Calvin came to know Caledonia, the
better picture he got of her strange childhood. It seemed as though
her parents had left her on her own a lot, withdrawing into their
paranoia and staying indoors for days at a time. They’d tried to
hide their terror from her while at the same time hiding her from
the outside world. In many ways, she’d been forced to grow up even
faster than he had.

“Jarod is really good with bikes,” Calvin
changed the subject, telling her how his brother used to dream
about opening a repair shop someday.

Caledonia liked to hear stories about
Calvin’s childhood, and he obliged her, recounting all kinds of
little details that would have bored the average person. She made
him recall happier times, reminding him that things weren’t always
so bad.

“Yeah,” he laughed. “Jarod was going to build
custom choppers, and I was going to airbrush designs on the gas
tanks. He was going to school for it when the accident happened …
But he quit talking about all that stuff when he started riding
with the gang,”

Caledonia looked up to see Calvin ringed by
melancholy blue, and she tasted the bittersweet flavor of abandoned
dreams. She reached out to take his hand, squeezing it when he
smiled wryly at her. She was always trying to comfort him in spite
of her own sorrow, and it made him love her more than he ever
thought possible.

Just being around Caledonia opened up his
scarred heart, and he started to see beauty everywhere. When they
wandered through an art gallery in a small beach town, he had a
sudden urge to start drawing again. Caledonia could see his rosy
peach enthusiasm, and she ducked into an art supply-store to buy
him a set of colored pencils and a sketchpad.

She inspired him, and soon the tablet was
filled with sketches of her sleeping or reading. She’d look up from
her book to catch him watching her intensely, making her smooth her
unruly hair self-consciously.

“Don’t move,” he’d tell her, “You’re perfect
just like that.”

She’d try to keep still, and keep a straight
face, but eventually she’d crack a smile, and before he knew it
they’d both be laughing. More often than not the book and sketchpad
would wind up getting tossed aside in favor of more physical
entertainments.

As happy as Calvin was, the constant fear of
losing her again was always gnawing at the back of his mind, and he
found himself continually looking over his shoulder. He was
counting down the days until they no longer had the added fear of
the law coming between them.

In contrast, Caledonia found herself
increasingly at ease, no longer sensing the danger that Calvin did.
Given the sheer scale of the landscape they roamed across, she
figured that they’d be as hard to find as a needle in a
haystack.

If there was a dark cloud hanging over her,
it was thoughts of the twins Layla and Michael, still confined in
the opulent cage the professor had constructed for them. Sometimes
she had dreams that she was trapped there too, and she’d wake up
with her heart pounding, unable to sleep for worrying about what
was happening to them.

Apparently she wasn’t the only one who could
read emotions. Calvin would see her brow furrow with concern and
know she was thinking about them. “You did what you could,” he’d
tell her. “They can leave whenever they want to … there’s nothing
you can do about it.”

She could see his irritation when he spoke of
the twins, and she couldn’t really blame him. Calvin had none of
her affection for Layla, and he was still angry with Michael for
nearly ruining Caledonia’s narrow escape. As far as Calvin was
concerned, the twin’s predicament was their own problem.

But it wasn’t that simple, and she knew it.
Caledonia realized that Layla and Michael were hopeless,
brainwashed when they were tiny children by a ruthless manipulator,
and desperately in need of help. If her own parents hadn’t gone to
such great lengths to hide her away she might have been raised by
the professor too, and she felt a powerful kinship with the twins
that was difficult to explain.

Professor Reed was planning to resume human
trials of his Athena drug, and Caledonia had to try and do
something to stop him. Calvin found a remote phone booth and waited
anxiously while she reported the professor’s illegal experiments to
the authorities, calmly telling what she knew and hanging up
abruptly, hoping that the police would raid Reed’s secret lab.

There had to be some justice in the world,
she thought.

Once again, her thoughts were with Layla and
Michael as she started the fire that morning. In just a few short
weeks she would turn eighteen, and at that point, she knew she must
find a way to help them whether Calvin liked it or not. Without any
interference from the authorities, she’d be free to stand her
ground and fight, even if the vicious thugs that worked for the
professor thought they were above the law.

Her hand strayed to her knife
involuntarily.

Calvin sighed, propping himself up on his
elbows to admire her graceful movements as she rekindled the fire.
Even after weeks on the road she still took his breath away, and
just being around her made the sparsest accommodations bearable. He
could learn to love roughing it, he thought, as long as he had
Caledonia in his sleeping bag every night. He reached over to
rummage in his tote for a sweatshirt, and by the time he’d crawled
out of the tent she had a roaring fire going.

“Brrr,” he said, coming up behind her as she
stood warming her hands in the morning chill. He encircled her in
his arms, ducking his head to kiss her cheek. “Good morning.”

She cringed away from his scratchy face. “You
tickle.”

“Sorry.” His breath was warm in her ear. “We
should get a room tonight so I can shave.”

She turned to kiss his cheek with an
apologetic smile. “I didn’t say I minded.”

“We need to clear out of here today anyway,
and I wouldn’t mind sleeping in a real bed tonight.”

She bit her lip, tempted. They’d been at this
primitive campsite for nearly a week, and she was growing weary of
washing in a basin of water. Her hair and clothes smelled like
smoke. She knew they should save their money, but she had to admit
she yearned for a long hot shower. She heaved a breath, afraid
she’d gotten spoiled. She was starting to realize that her dreams
of returning to live in her little house in the woods might not be
entirely realistic.

“We should camp for a few more nights,” she
said resolutely.

“Let’s head back to the beach then.” He
snuggled a little closer. “It’s too cold up here.”

“Okay,” she agreed, imagining a refreshing
dip in the salty sea.

Calvin had taken her to her first beach, and
once she’d gotten her toes into the warm sand she was smitten.
They’d spent days playing in the surf and building elaborate sand
castles like children, oblivious to anything but each other. Calvin
could have stayed like that forever, lying on the beach and looking
into Cali’s eyes, blue and green as the ever-changing sea.

If only you could live on love.

“I’m starving,” he said. “Let’s pack up and
go get some breakfast.”

“We should finish what we have,” she replied
firmly. “I’ll cook some marshmallows.”

He laughed. “You can’t have marshmallows for
breakfast.”

She twisted around to roll her lovely eyes at
him, “Is there some kind of rule against that too?”

Caledonia was amused by all of Calvin’s
preconceived ideas about food. They’d stop at a roadside diner and
he’d watch in horror as she squeezed ketchup on her pancakes or
dipped her bacon into grape jelly. She was never afraid to try
anything new, and she went out of her way to experiment with flavor
combinations.

Sometimes he’d look into her laughing eyes
and swear that she was doing it just to shock him. Truthfully, she
couldn’t resist teasing him, watching his colors change when he
realized she was messing with him. She’d often goad him to the
point where he grabbed her and tickled her mercilessly, making her
laugh more than she had in her entire life.

Calvin saw Caledonia transform right before
his eyes, gradually becoming a far cry from the sad girl he’d first
noticed at school. She’d be serious one moment, and then playful as
a kitten the next. She was quick to laugh, and even quicker to
learn, soaking up information about the world like a sponge.

Calvin had changed too, going from a
reckless, thoughtless boy to a determined young man with a singular
mission in life—to keep her by his side. He was clear-eyed and
focused, and his life’s purpose was laid out before him as plain as
day.

Sometimes he’d look over at her and wonder
how he ended up with the most amazing girl in the world, surprised
by how different his life was, amazed at how fast she’d become the
center of his universe.

The sound of the park ranger’s truck rolling
by reminded them that it was time to move on.

“You break down the tent and I’ll make
something to eat,” she said, giving him another quick peck on the
cheek and ignoring his groans as she stooped to rummage in their
tiny cooler.

After a surprisingly tasty breakfast of
toasted marshmallows and peanut butter on crackers, they packed up
and headed back out onto the road. They weren’t sure where they
were going, but they were prepared for a long day of traveling.
Calvin started up the bike and waited for her to climb on,
anticipating the familiar way her body felt pressing into the
length of his back. They rode out of the forest at an easy pace,
heading out onto their next adventure.

The two Cals had been thrown together by
fate, united by curiosity, and forced to run by circumstance, but
now they were bound together by pure true love.

Neither one of them had ever been
happier.


Chapter Two

LAYLA AND MICHAEL

 


~

 


Sprawled sideways across her king-sized bed,
Layla was lost in a book on another bright Southern California day.
She came to the end of a chapter and paused, listening to the faint
strains of high-pitched laughter drifting up from outside the
window. She stretched and crawled onto her knees to pull the drapes
aside and look down at the vast flagstone terrace beneath her
window. Impossibly blue water winked at her so brightly that the
glare hurt her eyes.

Michael was reclining in a lounge chair by
the poolside, his mirrored glasses flashing even brighter than the
water. He was flanked by two giggling girls spilling out of tiny
bikinis, who puffed away on cigarettes while they tossed their hair
flirtatiously. The three of them held tall frosty drinks, and Layla
could see by their colors that they were all relaxed and jovial. It
looked like Michael was drunk again.

She frowned, worried about her brother. He’d
taken to life with Max and his crew eagerly, and whenever she tried
to warn him about the big man’s vicious nature he just laughed it
off.

“He’s only using you. He’s going to turn on
you sometime,” she warned him, “just like he did Teddy.”

“Teddy was the one who was using us,” Michael
reminded her. “All he ever cared about was his stupid experiments.
At least Max lets us have a good time.”

There was no use speaking out against the big
thug, because Michael had never been happier. Max had laid his
groundwork well, playing on her brother’s feelings of inadequacy,
flattering him and throwing plenty of girls in his path. The two of
them were working with Max now, Michael informed her, whether she
liked it or not.

She hated it.

The pair had been moved to a large house in
the hills above Los Angeles, a tiled Spanish style mansion
surrounded by a lavish gated estate. It was every bit as much a
prison for Layla as Professor Reed’s ever was, only Max’s crew had
all been warned about her peculiar talents, so no one in the entire
place would even look her in the eyes.

Feeling lonely, she got up to go check on her
brother. The girls with him looked away nervously when she
approached, stiffening in their seats. Obviously, they’d been
ordered to keep away from her. Layla hated that too. She took a
seat at a nearby table.

“Hey Layla, wanna margarita?” Michael called
over to her, sitting up and sloshing a little of the drink onto his
towel.

“Don’t you think you’ve had enough?” Layla
asked.

“Oh, lighten up,” he slurred a little.

She came over to scowl down at him. “You’re
getting sunburned.”

“I’m getting tanned.” He held up his freckled
arm. “You could use a little sun yourself.”

She sighed, squinting in the relentless sun.
“I miss the city. I don’t like it here.”

“What’s not to like?” he laughed, gesturing
towards the sparkling pool.

Layla glanced over her shoulder at the locked
gate leading out to the circular driveway. “Living with Max for
one.”

“Can you girls give us a minute?” Michael
asked the girls. “Hey … can one of you beautiful ladies bring me
another one?” He waved his glass at them, watching their butts as
they walked away. He turned back to Layla with a silly smile on his
face. “I love it here.”

She scowled at him. “I miss our tutors. I
want to go to a real school.”

Michael smirked up at her impishly. “Don’t be
mad at me because you don’t like to have any fun.”

“I don’t consider robbing people fun,” she
was indignant.

“You didn’t seem to mind doing it for
Teddy.”

“That was different. Those people … they
didn’t seem so … so … pathetic.”

She remembered how Cali had called their work
for Teddy stealing, and now she knew it was the truth. Caledonia
had seen immediately that what they were doing was wrong, and Layla
flushed a deep blue with shame at the thought. From the moment Cali
had come into their lives it was like a veil had been lifted from
her eyes, and Layla began to see everything clearly for the first
time.

She sat down on the end of his chaise and
gathered herself, pushing back her annoyance. “Michael, listen to
me … I want to leave this place.”

“And go where? Back to Teddy?” he asked
sarcastically.

“Will you please take off your glasses and
talk to me?” she pleaded with him.

“Why? Are you gonna try to work it on me?
Convince me that I’m not happier than I’ve ever been? I like it
here, and Max appreciates me! He says the professor made me just as
special as you—only my genius is numbers.” He smiled to himself at
the thought.

“Can’t you see that what we’re doing is
wrong?” She shuddered at the memory of the last person she’d been
tasked with breaking, fully aware that it was no longer a
victimless crime. Layla’s eyes filled with tears. No one here would
even look her in the eye, and now her brother—her only
friend—didn’t even trust her.

“Michael … please … I don’t want to do
this anymore.”

“Oh come on,” he sounded as condescending as
the professor. “You have to admit this place is a lot more fun. We
can actually have friends now.”

“These people are not your friends. They’re
only nice to you because of the money,” she said in a low
voice.

“Max says that money makes the world go
around,” he replied flippantly. Lately Michael had been hanging on
every word Max said. He’d even started dressing like him, wearing
gold chains and sporting a ridiculous diamond pinky ring.

“Don’t you ever feel bad about it? Stealing
for him?”

“No, and you shouldn’t either. It beats doing
it for Teddy.”

She sighed wistfully. “I wonder what he’s
doing. We didn’t even get a chance to say goodbye to him.”

“More like good riddance! He never really
cared about us. We were only a science experiment to him.”

“Michael, please look at me … please
listen.”

“No way,” he said firmly. “I’m not going to
let you work your voodoo on me. Max said you would try this.”

The girls came back with Michael’s drink,
skirting around Layla to hand it to him. They stood skittishly in
an anxious chartreuse mist, unwilling to sit back down while she
was there. Layla looked over at the tall locked gate leading out to
the circular driveway.

“Michael—” her voice cracked.

“Why don’t you just go chill out and read a
book?” he snapped.

A wave of purple misery washed over her as
she jumped up, running back to the sanctuary of her room so they
couldn’t see her cry. She threw herself on the bed in frustration,
trying to think of what she should do next. As much as she hated
being there, the thought of striking out on her own was
daunting.

Cali would be brave enough to run away by
herself, she thought, remembering how she had resisted both Teddy
and Max to make a dangerous escape out of a fourth floor window.
Layla had no idea what she’d do if she could slip away from the
watchful eyes of Max’s security cameras. She’d managed to smuggle a
letter out to Teddy, but she never heard back from him, and the
thought of returning to that cloistered existence without Michael
for company held little appeal.

Layla was feeling more trapped than ever when
there was a knock on the door.

She sat up, wiping her eyes. “Michael?”

The door swung open to reveal Max, wearing
mirrored glasses. His massive hulk filled the doorframe, and he
seemed even more menacing than ever. Layla scrambled to her feet
and backed away a few steps, the blow she’d received from him still
fresh in her mind.

“What do you want?” She tried to sound braver
than she was feeling.

He strutted into her room, “Michael tells me
that you aren’t happy with our little arrangement.”

She took a few more steps back, folding her
arms protectively across her chest. “I want to go home.”

He smiled, but his eyes were cold. “This is
your home. Don’t you like my beautiful house?” The words he spoke
were at odds with the threatening lime green he was radiating.

“I’m just … I only …” She took another step
back.

“Haven’t I been generous with you?”

“Ye-yes,” she stammered.

Max walked over to window and looked out.
“Your brother is having the time of his life,” he chuckled. “He’s
doing great, isn’t he? It would be a real shame if anything were to
happen to him. You wouldn’t want to be responsible for ruining his
life … would you?”

“No,” she whispered, her mouth suddenly
dry.

“He’s a smart kid.” Max laughed again without
mirth. “I’ve seen accountants with years of experience that
couldn’t transfer funds as clean as him. It would sure break my
heart if I had to hurt him … Do you understand?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

He walked out of her room slowly, stopping at
her dresser to adjust his collar in the mirror. He picked up her
comb and ran it through his hair as if to point out how easily he
could invade her territory. He was making it clear that he
controlled her, and there was none of the paternal pride that she
was used to from Teddy. All she saw was menace and veiled threats
of violence.

Violence that she knew for certain he was
capable of.

“I’ll have some of the girls take you out
shopping,” he said, licking his sausage fingers and smoothing them
across his eyebrows. He chuckled. “You ladies always feel better
after you buy yourselves something expensive.”

Her knees started shaking, and she watched
with big eyes as he strutted out of her bedroom. When the door
clicked shut she fumbled for the edge of the bed, sitting down. She
picked up her book, reading the same page over and over without
comprehension, unable to focus. When her tears started to stain the
pages she snapped the book shut.

She wiped her eyes and opened her new
computer, clicking open the familiar pages. Max could care less
about restricting their internet service, and she’d memorized every
last detail about Project Athena. She reached up to touch her
mother’s image on the screen, yearning for some sort of
comfort.

Someone started up some music at the poolside
and Layla rose to see that several more people had joined the
party. Someone threw a girl into the pool and they all laughed,
clouds of peachy merriment rising into the air above them.

She hugged herself, freezing cold in spite of
the warm sunny day outside.


Chapter Three

A DAY AT THE RACES

 


~

 


Road days were always the toughest.

Cal and Cali drove down out of the mountains
and into the central valley, settling into the rhythm as mile after
mile of wide-open freeway stretched out before them. After endless
hours buffeted by wind and weather, dodging lumbering trucks and
the occasional road kill, they were both ready for a break.

The sun was high in the sky when farm fields
started giving way to buildings and they approached a town. They
pulled up at a gas station and climbed off the bike to stretch,
feeling dusty and grimy, their legs vibrating and stiff. After
Calvin filled up the tank he bought a can of soda from a vending
machine, and stopped to read a flyer taped up onto its side.

“Hey … there’s a county fair going on right
now. Wanna go check it out?”

Caledonia paused, but shook her head no. “We
should find a place to stay first.”

He grinned at her. “We can ride a Ferris
wheel …”

She couldn’t help smiling back,
remembering.

“I’ll get you a corn dog … as long as you
promise not to dip it into chocolate or something,” he added,
cocking an eyebrow at her.

“Mmm … That actually sounds kinda good.” Her
eyes sparkled at his. “I wonder how mustard would be on cotton
candy …”

“Oh, you are so on!” He grabbed her,
pulling her close. “I’m holding you to that.”

“I don’t know
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