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Prologue: The Hunter


“Death is not the greatest loss in life. The greatest loss is what dies inside us while we live.”—Norman Cousins

Saturday, April 9 
0800
The Hunter stabbed the needle into the shai, holding on tight. They always seemed to know when it was their turn and fought like lions. If it were him, he would fight against such a horrible fate too.
What an awful beginning to the workday.
The light above him flickered, buzzing like a bug being zapped. It would be a relief to leave these bright fluorescent bulbs and never-ending sea of puke-green hospital halls for his next assignment. At least he was coordinated; his scrubs matched the walls.
He held on tight until the shai went limp. There would be no quick death for this one.
He shuddered, glad today was his last day in this infernal place. People weren’t fired from this hospital when they messed up.
Instead, a much more permanent end awaited him if he didn’t complete his time here on a positive note. Which he would, as long as nothing went wrong with his arrangements later.
The wails of the inhabitants commingled, layering one over another. He enjoyed the howl of defeat, but these anguished cries were incessant. As a second part-time job, it wasn’t so bad—he’d had worse.
He dropped the shai onto the stretcher and grabbed the smooth leather, strapping down its arms and legs. Each one reacted differently to the anesthesia, and he didn’t want to have to try again with the shai on the alert. This was the last time he would have to prepare one for Dr. Sherri Gianni, so hoity-toity.
In his opinion, the stupid woman was doing everything wrong. But while he knew about chemistry, he didn’t know much about genetics. He just needed to make it through today.
Though his new assignment was not the promotion he’d hoped for, it was a step up from being under the thumb of the scientists in this crazy place.
That stupid old man had been chosen to be the Cleaner instead.
He slapped the shai. It made a nice, loud smack, but it wasn’t enough. He hit it again. Harder. Again.
Tom’s voice cut through the fog of anger. “You’re not supposed to do that.”
He turned to face the Judas, who would sell his own mother for money.
Tom leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed. His black hair was slicked into a pompadour, and though he wore the same bile-green scrubs, his shoes were worth an entire paycheck. The useless loser was here only because his daddy had pulled some strings.
“I was checking for consciousness.”
“Hmm.” Tom smirked.
A closer look showed the other orderly’s eyes were constricted to pinpoints from his usual opioids. The guy thought he could get away with anything because he was the Director’s son. No one else would dare touch him.
Well, he’d been preparing a surprise for Tom, and he would give it to him before he left.
He turned his back, ignoring Tom for now, and finished checking that he had properly restrained the shai before rolling the stretcher through the doorway and down the hall. His hand flicked out undetected—palming Tom’s prized possession as he passed. He slipped it discreetly into his shirt pocket and patted it with a sly grin.
Just a little while longer.
Dr. G herself accepted the shai at experiment room 3 with barely a glance at him. Her focus was all on her work and the shai’s imminent medical procedure. He liked to keep as much distance from her and her experiments as he could, so that suited him just fine. A sharp chemical tang emanated from the room, propelling him to hurry back to the main part of the hospital and finish his daily tasks. Anything to be away from there.
He sat in one of the chairs staggered along both sides of the empty hall, resting from the morning of menial duties, swirling a lukewarm cup of coffee, and thinking about what his new job would be like.
He wouldn’t miss the sterile chemical smell poorly covered with the aroma of coffee.
It would be underground, but he would be the only Keeper. No more noise and people.
While it would be more dangerous than this job, he would be left alone to do it in peace.
Another perk of the new job was the extra space down there, and he had already moved all his trophies. He had easy access to it, while the entrance remained hidden. Perfect.
Tom interrupted his thoughts by ripping the cup out of his hands. “Taking a break, are you? Dr. Gianni wants to see you.”
The unholy glee in Tom’s gaze made him want to tear the man’s eyes out, but if he was careful with his next words, the payoff would be even better. Tom had already done more than half of the work.
“But that’s the last of the fancy beans Dr. Weston brought in for the staff. I never got to taste it.” He infused the words with frustration, then set his feet and stood up to come face-to-face with Tom.
As quick as a rabbit with a fox after it, Tom gulped down the contents of the cup and grinned. “I guess you never will.”
The Hunter’s face softened, and he clicked his tongue, pulling a medicine bottle from his shirt pocket. He rolled it like an orange grenade under the chair a few steps across the hall, behind Tom.
“You took the bait so easily. I’m surprised you didn’t notice these missing. I mixed them into the coffee, but you gulped it down too fast to notice the taste. Or maybe you’re just used to it.”
Tom blinked obviously trying to focus, but he was already losing control. His muscles appeared to relax. Tom barely whispered, “Why?”
He stepped forward into Tom’s personal space. “Because of her.”
“Who?”
He pushed Tom, who collapsed into the chair. “You shouldn’t have gotten her involved with your foul drugs.”
Tom stuttered before expelling a quiet “Oh, her.” Then he sank further into the chair.
Tom was too far along to be saved, even if the dying man was found by a nurse.
He turned and walked down the hall, toward his alibi, entering Dr. G’s realm for a second time that day—and, feasibly, the last. On the wall next to her office hung a large painting. Ornate gold framed a single Egyptian woman standing calf-deep in water covered with lily pads. She was bent over, collecting the shoots from the surrounding reeds.
Something about the painting felt sinister. Every time he passed it, he thought he could see eyes watching from among the stems.
He picked up his pace, sure of his story, but unsure of the unstable doctor’s reaction. “Dr. Gianni, you wanted to see me?”
“I heard you were abusing the shai this morning.” She continued typing on her computer and didn’t look up. “It is important they all receive exactly the same doses and exactly the same treatment to avoid any outside variables.”
A few more hours and he would be gone from here, but only if he could endure or deflect her wrath. If he acted like he did nothing wrong, she’d likely overlook him. People usually did. “Yes, Doctor. I think Tom was confused about what he saw, though. I just checked for a response. Sometimes the shot doesn’t work well.”
Dr. G looked up. In this lighting, her blond hair had highlights of red. She would almost be pretty if it weren’t for the constant tight twist to her lips and the flatness in her gray eyes.
A nurse burst into the room, distracting Dr. G, her voice high and fast. “Doctor, there’s activity in experiment room two.”
He followed them both to the observation room—to prove how helpful he could be—and later wished he hadn’t been there to experience firsthand the birth of one of Dr. G’s successful experiments.
“I think I’m going to be sick.”
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Chapter 1: Leon


“No man chooses evil because it is evil; he only mistakes it for happiness, the good he seeks.”—Mary Shelley

Thursday, April 14 
0815
The world was mocking Officer Leon Rook.
The spring sun shone down, bright-yellow warblers sang, and purple hyacinth called to passing pollinators. Leon sat on a park bench, sketching, on the worst day of the year.
His fellow park-goers walked, jogged, and meandered by, enjoying the beautiful weather in a way he couldn’t.
Why did he have to prove he could shoot a gun every single year? He looked down, the glint of his badge catching the light, and he tried not to think about what it would be like to be anything other than a cop.
Instead, he focused on the sketch he had made.
The chief had said this was his last chance to pass or . . . Leon shook his head.
His sketches weren’t anywhere near as good as they had been back in school. He needed to practice. If he failed the weapons test again, he could at least replace the precinct’s aging sketch artist. Though that meant his dream would die. Someone needed to protect those no one cared about.
Chatty laughter made him squirm, and of their own volition, his eyes followed the sound.
Children with backpacks strapped on both shoulders flowed down the sidewalk toward the jackal-topped brick stair rails of the elementary school, the stream of students parted by one of his fellow officers. Leon nodded to her, and she returned his greeting with a raise of her chin, continuing to control the flow of both pedestrians and vehicles. A brother and sister held hands as they crossed.
Leon’s hand froze, mid-drawing, and his heart pinched. Not today . . .
Past the crowd, the biggest landmark—a pyramid-shaped building—loomed over the downtown. Was Osiris Biotech protecting the townsfolk, or was the corporation involved in animal testing?
The pharmaceutical company had rebuilt the town a decade and a half ago in an Egyptian Revival style. But weird Egyptian obsession aside, Robur Copse was a great place to be a cop. Small town, lots of jobs, great atmosphere.
Directly across the street stood the courthouse and Robur Police Department, where the Egyptian theme continued inside. The cells were few, with no separate jail. They rarely had any of the serious crimes associated with large cities. And that was just the way Leon liked it.
To the right of the RPD, the library, fire station, and high school created a triangle on a jut of land, leaving a small park in the center.
There the more fashion-savvy teens, if they carried a bag at all, hung it off one shoulder as they milled about in front of the high school.
He recognized the tall Black boy already built like the football player he was. That was Zane, but Leon didn’t know the skinny, dark-haired White boy next to him. They made an interesting contrast that caught his rusty artist’s eye. He used a few lines to make a quick sketch of the juxtaposition, outlining the silhouettes and filling in the details of their clothing and hair.
Zane was the culprit of Leon’s current case.
He smiled as he sketched.
The boy’s grandmother had come to him when a bicycle with sentimental value had been stolen. Her grandson hadn’t realized she would miss it during the couple of weeks it took to repair it. Leon had interviewed the kid yesterday and discovered that the restored bike was the teen’s birthday present to her.
Another case had solved itself.
Leon focused on the page in front of him. His sketch wasn’t what he hoped. While the faces looked all right, the proportions of the bodies were a bit off. And the hands . . .
Hands—squeezing the trigger.
Leon gulped in air, and the bell rang, emptying the streets.
He shook off the chill running down his spine and turned the page, searching for someone new.
Walkers and joggers, mostly women in groups or with properly leashed pets, passed by, and he nodded politely at their greetings. The few men he saw stood out.
A tall, thin man about six one with reddish-blond hair was headed in Leon’s direction. Leon’s pencil started to move almost of its own will to create the outer shape. The man’s hands were hidden in pockets as he meandered, lost in thought.
His height and coloring led Leon to believe the man had Scandinavian blood somewhere in his veins. As did the straight nose and thin lips Leon drew with a few strokes.
Leon’s hand moved across the page as he cataloged the details.
The man’s T-shirt and jeans were stained and well worn, like he had a blue-collar job or a hobby that required working with his hands.
Leon would like to get a good look at those hands. Did they have calluses on the fingers or palms? Scars?
He could be from one of the farms along the outskirts. Or one of the hidden houses within the sprawling forest. Or work at the Osiris Biotech lab outside town.
Either way, Leon didn’t recognize him. Though Leon had been away from Robur Copse during his growing-up years, he’d been back and serving on the RPD long enough to know most of the residents by sight.
But since he mostly patrolled the downtown, the store owners were the people he knew best.
On that thought, Otis Bailey—from the downtown pharmacy and health-food store that catered to the locals—speed-walked past on his daily constitutional.
Avoiding eye contact, Leon kept his head down. The man was a talker. Leon practiced drawing him again, edging him into the upper corner of the same page with the unknown man.
Otis’s pale hair had receded even farther, and his propensity to being overweight was barely held in check by his healthy eating and daily walks.
Leon examined his drawing. The sketch he had been working on had morphed into one of his sister. Blood bloomed from her chest. With the test looming over him, she was on his mind again.
I can’t do this.
He tore out the page and stood to throw it away. Betty passed by, her familiar blond curls bouncing and a little fluffball of a black dog leading her.
Leon’s already-tight stomach cramped. Yesterday, a different Pomeranian had been reported missing. Reaching for the trash can, Leon was brought up short by another lost-dog poster. The dalmatian was larger than most animals that vanished around here.
Recently there’d been an increase in the number and size of animals disappearing. The country roads accounted for a fair share of wandering pets that never made it back home. However, the forest felt more menacing lately, as if somehow it was hunting stray animals.

      [image: image-placeholder]Leon rubbed his face in exhaustion. And the twisting in his stomach that had kept him from breakfast continued.
Leon’s hand brushed his badge on the way down, reminding him of the test, and he checked the time.
Tossing the crumpled paper first, he straightened his uniform and pocketed his sketch pad before crossing the street to the RPD. The concrete staircase to the main entrance didn’t even warrant a glance as he turned the corner. His goal was the officer-only side entrance—much more discreet, tucked next to the belowground parking garage exit.
While Leon considered guns a necessary evil to being a cop, he could barely force himself to use one. No matter how much he wanted to stay on the force. Not after what had happened to his sister. It would be fine once the test was behind him.
He extracted a lanyard from his pocket. A small green three-leaf clover, or club (if you were playing cards), was printed next to his photo on the badge card, giving him access to the entrances, the garage, and certain rooms within RPD headquarters.
Shaking off his nervousness, he rolled his shoulders back and unlocked the door by holding the key card next to the mechanism. The door shut firmly behind him.
Leon meandered to the elevator, an ostentatious brass carriage with fading green carpet. They should really replace it with blue. Blue carpet would be calming. When that didn’t distract him, he imagined his stun gun test. It didn’t help. The physical pain of being tased didn’t compare to the anxiety he felt.
He swallowed hard when he was joined in the elevator by two members of the Force Operations Rescue Extraction Special Tactics unit. Their distinct vests meant they must have already been out on assignment or training this morning. Leon shook his head. He liked the simpler cases of a uniformed officer and wouldn’t want to be on the exclusive FOREST team for any amount of money.
They worked as narcotics and homicide units, taking all the more dangerous cases. Danger was not Leon’s middle name; it wasn’t even in his name.
“Sanchez. Lieutenant Durban,” he greeted them.
Please don’t let them be going to the lower level. Lieutenant Durban was an imposing man, more because of his personality than size, though he was taller than Leon by several inches. His brown eyes held a solemnity that gave weight to his authority, and his tan skin probably came from South American ancestry. Lieutenant Durban truly shone with a firearm in his hand.
How humiliating would it be for Lieutenant “Bullseye” Durban to know Leon had failed his weapons test again? He would find out eventually—he always did—but hopefully not until Leon either passed and was allowed to continue his duties or after Leon had quit and moved far away from Robur Copse, out of shame. If only he wasn’t reminded of his sister every . . . single . . . time he pulled his weapon.
“We’re having a little competition with some of the Kaira forest rangers later. Bullseye here thinks Ranger Tompkins can beat me three out of five on the mat today. What do you think, Boy Scout? Should I take his lunch money?” razzed the pint-size female officer.
Leon let out an imperceptible sigh of relief. They were going to the gym—and he was glad she wouldn’t throw him around the mat, though that would be preferable to what he actually had to do.
Because of her petiteness, she was often underestimated by those who didn’t know her. Though Ranger Tompkins was a well-known martial artist and probably the best overall fighter in Robur Copse, Sanchez’s knowledge of joints, physics, and pure aggressiveness were enough to overwhelm any man.
“You know I would never bet against you, Sanchez. RPD all the way!” Maybe if he kept this conversation going, they wouldn’t ask where he was headed . . .
The two elite officers threw their heads back and laughed, leaning against the left corners of the carriage until the elevator dinged and took its sweet time opening. Leon pressed toward the door, blocking more attempts at chitchat and stepping out as soon as the gap allowed.
Before he could make good his escape, Lieutenant Durban clapped Leon on the shoulder, chuckling. “You’re all right, Boy Scout.”
They turned and headed down the gray carpeted hall. The white cinder block walls indicated the direction of the gym with a green painted line.
Leon turned the opposite way and followed the red line on the wall to the indoor shooting range, ignoring the other colored lines that led to the other rooms in the underground maze.
At the checkout desk, the officer’s face remained impassive (which Leon found reassuring) as he signed his name in exchange for a box containing ear protection, magazines, and bullets for his sidearm.
Tucking the box under his arm, Leon wound his way past the empty practice ranges to the last area, where a small obstacle course was set up with targets. At the barrier, he took a shaky breath and laid the box on the shelf protruding from the wall.
He could do this. Leon took several calming breaths. No real people were involved. Just aim and shoot, while moving. No big deal. Stop stressing.
Leon stepped through the requirements in his mind.
Kneel, shoot. Hide, shoot. Wait, no. He should start with hide, shoot, then kneel, shoot.
Don’t forget to safety before you holster.
Run, draw, fire. Squat, fire. Why was he suddenly worried his dress pants would split? Were they too tight? Should he have put on a different pair this morning? He should have done a few squats to warm up.
Leon squeezed his hands tightly, then relaxed them. He took in a deep breath of damp gunpowder hanging in the air. A metallic tang hit the tip of his tongue as he shook out his knees.
Drop to the ground, fire. On one knee, fire. Remember to run back and to the side, to the other barrier, and fire. Not like last time . . .
Holster, draw, and fire. Reload—It’s better to go slowly and not drop the clip this time—then fire and holster. Move to the center, fire right-handed.
Switch and fire left-handed without dropping the gun. And last . . . holster.
He needed to hit the body mass of the targets with only 70 percent of the shots. Last time he was so close. Instead, he’d received a 66 percent with a .666 . . . a decimal without end—kind of like his humiliation.
The last few weeks had been full of ribbing from the other officers. He needed this.
Leon stood at the firing counter and took a deep breath. His fingers struggled with the bullets that refused to fit into the magazines, which suddenly seemed too small.
Lieutenant Durban’s voice, identifying himself as Leon’s proctor for the test, made Leon jump, and the slippery bullet fell, tinging on the concrete floor. He knows, Leon thought, and swallowed bile.
“Relax, I won’t bite.” Lieutenant Durban smiled warmly as he double-checked Leon’s magazines, lining them up along the counter.
“I—I thought you were going to the gym?”
“The rangers won’t be here till later. You know Sanchez. She needed to warm up.” Lieutenant Durban held out his hand. “Service weapon?”
Leon hunched his shoulders and pinched his lips. He unsnapped the safety strap, releasing the Glock 22 from his holster, and cleared it before handing it over.
Satisfied with the cleanliness of the barrel and the weapon’s functionality, the lieutenant returned it, magazine tapped in and safety on. “You got this.” He squeezed Leon’s shoulder.
Warmth spread through Leon, and his stomach settled at the touch.
Shoulders back, Leon cleared the weapon again before sliding it into his holster and then the extra three magazines into their respective pockets on his belt. He normally filled only one during his duties, but this test required a total of sixty shots.
Leon put in the foam earplugs and donned the earmuffs, as did Lieutenant Durban, who then took one step back and to the left, close enough to be available but out of the danger zone of hot, ejecting brass.
Leon had one more shot at staying a police officer, and he was going to do his best. The badge was his life. There was no other choice.
At Lieutenant Durban’s signal, Leon rolled his shoulders back, stood behind the first barrier, cleared his mind, and pulled the trigger.
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Chapter 2: Gabe


“Evil hiding among us is an ancient theme.”—John Carpenter

Thursday, April 14 
0745
Two sets of blue eyes clashed in a battle of wills—one set framed by smooth bright skin and jet-black strands, the other surrounded by tanned wrinkles and salt-and-pepper hair.
One glare supported by youthful idealism and the other by the wisdom of age.
They stood like gunslingers on the creaky wooden porch. The sky was clear, but instead of high noon, a weak morning sun radiated down on the two of them.
“I just want a truck that works! Is that too much to ask? You promised to fix it.” Gabe Norton ground his teeth. Why did Dad never consider his needs? Last year he got a hand-me-down lighter and this year a broken truck. He just wanted to get away from this messed-up family.
“I’ll help you when things slow down. I will. But you know I need the other one.”
Why couldn’t his dad budge? He was always too busy to keep his promises. “You could pick me up from school and I could drop you off,” he suggested. That was a fair compromise, right? Even if it would be embarrassing for everyone to see the landscaping logo on the doors.
Dad shook his head, unwilling to yield. “You can get a job this summer to earn the money for a new radiator. But during the rest of this school year, you should be coming straight home after school to help with the chores and have time to study before going to bed early. You can get good grades if you keep your focus on school.”
“Good grades? Have you seen my grades? I’m totally average, barely passing. Besides, how are good grades going to help me? It’s not like we have the money for college. And I didn’t get into Kako Academy, so the company won’t help me out.”
“If you had good enough grades, you could get a scholarship or something. You need a college degree to work for Osiris Biotech.”
“I can’t do it. That’s not who I am. I’m going to graduate from high school and get stuck with ten lousy jobs like you.” Gabe's voice rose on each exclamation.
“That wouldn’t happen if you stopped screwing around and worked harder. You sound like a petulant child. You need to grow up and start acting like a man.” His dad's tone swelled even louder.
The screen door squeaked open, and the voice of his older sister penetrated the tense atmosphere. “Dad, Gabe. Your yelling’s upsetting Mom. You know how she has a hard time breathing when she gets agitated.”
Their dad was already inside when Gabe turned around and stomped down the porch stairs.
“Gabe, where are you going? Breakfast is ready,” his sister called after him.
“I’m not hungry. I’ll just go ‘screw around.’” Gabe faced the Ford, more reddish-brown than the original color, a shade darker than his Norton-blue eyes, and just as rusted and falling apart as their family. He kicked the rear of the old truck—parked permanently on the gravel drive these last months—and the bumper fell off, proving his point.
Heat and a pinching began in his nose and eyes, and he jumped on his secondhand bike, ready to escape. The wheels whirred, and the seat vibrated under him as he built up speed on the downhill, racing into town. He tapped the brakes, barely keeping control.
No one ever cared what he wanted or needed. Be a man.
Gabe rose off the seat as he pumped the pedals down the flat street.
What did that even mean? Living like his dad—too many kids, a sick wife—and working multiple jobs because none of them paid enough? Work, work, work until he couldn’t breathe and life collapsed around him?
No, thank you.

      [image: image-placeholder]The sharp tang of the grass from where his tires had dug in when he braked floated on the spring breeze as it cooled the sweat on his brow. Gabe locked up his bike at the rack on the west side of the school.
What did his dad mean, Be a man? He was responsible. Sure, his grades weren’t the best, but he always did his chores. He patted the outer pocket containing the money for his mom’s meds.
At least he was man enough to go to the pharmacy on his own after school. Maybe Dad could come hold his hand to make sure he didn’t get lost. After all, the dangers of the world were too much for a little boy like him.
“Whoo! I could fry an egg on that head.” Gabe’s best friend and fellow average student Zane Everton clapped him on the shoulder.
“Hey, Z,” grumbled Gabe.
“Got a tick digging under the skin, man?”
There was that word again. “Yeah, I’m not man enough.” As they headed inside the school to waste another day, he reached in his pocket for last year’s birthday present—the golden-hued flip lighter. It was much more useful than the current truck. At least it worked.
“Mmm, daddy issues.”
Gabe snorted. “You a man, Z?” His tennis shoes squeaked on the entryway floor.
“Me? Pfft. I ain’t never growing up. I’m Peter Pan, man.” Z tucked his hands under his armpits, flapping his elbows and crowing while students turned to stare and laugh.
Living up to his other nickname—InZane—and just like that Gabe relaxed.
Except for their hair color and grades, the two friends had nothing else in common. Z was built like this sandstone brick school, and Gabe was more like the wisp of the new tree planted out front. Gabe was as pale as the linoleum, and Z was as dark as the picture mats lining the hallway walls, framing a rotation of student artwork. Z was the life of the party, and Gabe was . . . forgettable.
Why did Zane still hang with him? But they’d always been a mismatched pair.
They entered homeroom—chemistry—and strolled over to their lab station. Gabe swung his bag onto the desktop, still frustrated with his pathetic future in this pathetic town. The scent of dry-erase reached him as their teacher wrote obscure chemical equations on the whiteboard.
“Do you think my dad would consider him a man?” Gabe gestured toward their teacher at the front of the room.
The tall, thin, older man barely acknowledged his class and only droned on and on about the day’s experiment on electrolysis.
“Naw, he’s a robot. Have you ever seen him eat?”
“Good point.”
“You wanna hang after school?” Z asked.
“Can’t. Gotta go to Bailey’s.”
Z nodded in understanding, and they proceeded to watch the demonstration on how to light a light bulb with two electrodes hanging in a container of salt water. Like that would ever be useful.
During third hour, Gabe studied his English teacher as they discussed Shakespeare . . . Mr. Radcliff’s favorite playwright. Day after day, it was only more Shakespeare. Even with his limited knowledge, Gabe knew there were other famous writers out there.
Mr. Radcliff didn’t look that old, but he always wore a suit, and all the girls professed their love for him, even Lissa.
Lissa, with her shiny straight hair that slipped like silk over her face if she didn’t put it back into a ponytail, seemed to like that kind of man. She smiled widely when Mr. Radcliff asked her to read aloud the next two Shakespearean stanzas. Who knew that old man had written so much incomprehensible garbage? Though it sounded nice coming from her.
“Here the anthem doth commence:
“Love and constancy is dead;
“Phoenix and the Turtle fled
“In a mutual flame from hence.”
Maybe it was his imagination, but was Lissa looking at him?
“So they lov’d, as love in twain
“Had the essence but in one;
“Two distincts, division none:
“Number there in love was slain.”
Surprised when Mr. Radcliff picked him and unable to think past the idea that Lissa had just said the word love while looking at him, Gabe stumbled all over his turn at the next stanzas. His hand touched the smooth metal, and he flicked the lighter open and shut. He breathed a sigh of relief when the lunch bell rang, and he sprinted to find Z.
After collecting their food from the outside window, they went to where they always sat. Gabe focused hard to keep his chocolate milk carton from falling off the foam tray.
Z tried to distract him by pointing out the group of girls sitting on the grass.
“I’m not interested,” Gabe lied, unable to imagine the utter humiliation of being rejected in front of the entire school. He plopped down on the cool grass.
“Sure. More for me.” Z shrugged and sent heated looks across the field.
Gabe’s eyes traveled against his will over to the group of laughing girls. His gaze met Lissa’s dark eyes for just a moment before Jason Thatcher—the future dictator of the town—and his two lackeys blocked the view. The guy thought he ruled the school because his dad was mayor of the town. He wasn’t wrong.
One of Jason’s lackeys carried a football under his arm, and the three of them started throwing it back and forth while casting looks at the girls. Show-offs.
Gabe turned his attention to what passed for food at Robur Copse High. Both his and Z’s trays contained soggy cardboard pizza. He dipped a cold fry into the pool of ranch and bit the slimy thing in half, swallowing hard.
With just a glance, no one would know Gabe’s food was provided by the system, a.k.a. Osiris Biotech. But he knew. Money was power, and Gabe’s family had none. Every extra dollar went to his mom’s medical needs.
Jason and his lackeys stopped tossing the football and headed toward the girls, crossing the sidewalk in front of Gabe. Jason blocked his view of Lissa.
“Hey, look what I found,” called Jason, leaning over and picking something up. “A wad of cash.”
The guy standing next to Jason was Ivan Tompkins, who caught Gabe’s gaze. He could be cool, and he hung out with Gabe and Z sometimes. Ivan rolled his eyes and shook his head at Jason’s behavior.
Flipping through the bills, Jason laughed. “That wasn’t worth the time it took me to stop.” But Jason shoved the bills into his pocket anyway before joining the girls in the grass.
He sat next to Barbara Monroe, with Lissa on her other side. Jason leaned too close and reached out to flip Barbie’s hair while Lissa scooted away slightly. Jason was the richest, most powerful kid at school—and he knew it.
“You gonna eat that?” Z asked.
“I lost my appetite.” Gabe shoved the tray onto Z’s already empty one.
The bell rang, and he and Z went to their separate classes.
The smell of the musty, sweaty locker room hit him every time, along with the echoing of the lockers slamming open and shut as everyone changed. Racing the clock, Gabe dressed in record time. He reached into his backpack to replace his clothes and discovered the small front pocket partially unzipped. Feeling faint, he opened it wide, checking for the money he had placed there.
It was gone.
He remembered the scene at lunch. Only Jason would call thirty dollars not worth his time.
“Jason, I think the money you found at lunch is mine.”
“Yeah, is that right? I didn’t see your name on it, so finders keepers.”
“Seriously, dude, it’s for my mom’s meds.”
The coach blew his whistle. “Butts in line. Warm up.”
Coach was reasonable, but no one interrupted his gym class. Gabe would deal with it after.
As he alternated standing and then touching the opposite foot, Jason smirked at him from across the way. Why was the guy such a jerk?
Sweat plastered Jason’s T-shirt tight across his muscles each time he bent over.
Unfortunately, Gabe didn’t have any of those manly physical qualities or athletic skills. The guy could wipe the floor with Gabe, and Jason’s daddy, the mayor, would buy him out of trouble. It was a no-win situation.
No, Gabe looked and felt like a wiry twelve-year-old. He couldn’t even hold on to a measly thirty dollars.
Jason caught Gabe with his shirt over his head after class.
“Here ya go, mama’s boy.”
Gabe escaped from the neck hold to find the money lying on the floor in front of him. The guy was still a jerk, but not hopeless.
At the bike rack, he unlocked his bike and rode down Main Street, taking a right at the pyramid, then passing the orphanage—at least he had it better than them, barely—a yarn and quilting shop his sister liked, and the coffee shop. Braking hard and leaving a tire mark on the sidewalk, he propped his bike outside Bailey’s Health and Wellness and pushed his way through the door.
“Hey, Debbie. Is Otis here?”
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Chapter 3: The Hunter


“The sheep will spend its entire life fearing the wolf, only to be eaten by the shepherd.”—African proverb

Thursday, April 14 
1300
He squatted and looked at the bones piled on the tunnel floor, absently picking up a human scapula. They would soon burn to ash as if they had never existed.
Screams chased the echoes in the shadows, but they would end soon. The new job of Keeper, much like at a zoo, suited him just fine. These creatures were much more natural than those things Dr. G made. The law of the jungle, where the strong hunted the weak, was the way of nature. Like his hunt of Tom.
Not one person had been suspicious of Tom’s death or interested enough to look too deeply. The only one he had been concerned about was the Director, but he, too, had been unsurprised. The perfect crime. Though he considered it more of a good deed. He had stayed hidden behind his blind up to the end. The target hadn’t seen him coming, and he had left no trace.
The Hunter’s finger dug into the crevice of a deep scratch in the scapula’s ivory, following the groove left from the tooth. And he contemplated life—and death.
Everything leaves behind something.
He thought about the lifeless eyes of Tom as he had sat in the chair in the empty hallway. He glanced around. Like those halls, the tunnels reminded him of the mines that the first town was built around. Winding, endless, full of pain and death.
Once upon a time, it was known for its ironworks. Each man, woman, and child contributed. Some entered the mines and wrested the rock from the earth, choking on the dust. Some smelted it, burning and melting from the heat. Others shaped it into intricate and beautiful designs, pounding themselves into exhaustion. Their lives and deaths revolved around the mining operation.
It was beautiful.
He stacked the skeletons in one arm. Each bone emphasizing each thought. One. Clack. By. Clack. One. Clack.
The town’s youth moved away. Older people died or retired. The veins of iron were exhausted. The town gasped its last breath; the ruins abandoned their fight with the vines and saplings. Smothered.
But death was followed by a miraculous rebirth!
Osiris Biotech came. Gutted the remains, tearing them down to the bare bones. Fourteen years ago, they had rebuilt from the underground up—making it their own.
The European pharmaceutical company had named itself after the Egyptian god, who had been returned to life. High aspirations for a pharmaceutical company, even in these modern times of reverse aging in mice. Their success would accomplish what the Hunter strived to emulate.
Turn right. The volume of the dripping water increased, echoing in the dangerous labyrinth. From the beginning of the rebuild, he had been there. He paused to run a free hand along the rough, slimy concrete. The sewage and water-treatment tunnels were the first to be constructed.
The maze down here was quiet, mostly forgotten. Not many dared to enter its depths. Fewer still returned to the surface.
The growling of the creatures pulsated through this area of the tunnels, announcing their insatiable hunger. These creatures were merely enhanced to be deadly; they weren’t the abominations Dr. G created. That woman was messing with nature in an unnatural way, trying to defeat it instead of working with it. Perhaps he should do something about Dr. G. No one else would. And no one else could get away with it.
There would be more bones for him in a few days. One day he would feed them the nasty old man who had stolen the Cleaner position from him.
He strode through the passages, whistling at the thought, swinging one arm (the other hugging the remains close) and thinking about the town above ground.
Everything up there was built in an Egyptian Revival style. Elaborate architecture and statuary hid their secrets. Columns and walls with vivid depictions in reds, blues, yellows, and greens distracted from the disease pervading the town. Etchings with hieroglyphs and symbols sustained the lie. They restored the old ironwork before repurposing it in decorating and fortifying the newly minted Robur Copse.
He stopped to admire an infiltration of roots, fighting their way through a crack. Like all things in nature, there was a dark side. The forest (like a hunter itself) waited and watched the interlopers, eagerly anticipating swallowing this new town whole . . . just like the last one. More than the forest waited for prey out there. Things might get fun for the Cleaner if Dr. G’s monstrosities got out.
He hugged the skeletal remains closer.
For the past fourteen years, there had been a constant war against the vegetation. Though life continued, the new town looked almost as old as the original town, but a bit like Vegas. He liked Vegas, and a fond smile softened his mouth.
What a great hunting ground. Like the World Fairs of old, where H. H. Holmes built his fun house in Chicago.
Besides the lurking woods, the second problem was the high water table. The town needed to be careful that things buried didn’t pop up to the surface due to water pressure. Which was one of the reasons everyone was cremated in Robur Copse. That and the extraordinary amount of skeletal remains the town produced. It was his job to erase those sins.
He threw the armload of bones into the incinerator, the contrast of the cool underground making the flash of burning heat welcome. It was like how the passion for stalking the greatest game would build to an unbearable crescendo just before a kill, then cool for a while until it built again.
He thought of what the current target would be doing right now.
His breathing escalated.
A red glow illuminated another grin as it crossed his face, the fire reflected in dark, shadowed eyes.
Where would she be?
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Chapter 4: Debbie


“Every worthy act is difficult. Ascent is always difficult. Descent is easy and often slippery.”—Mahatma Gandhi

Thursday, April 14 
1545
Another name had recently come to Debbie’s attention. How was no one else aware of what was happening?
It turned out she had a gift for getting people to tell her things. This investigating had been kind of fun. If she had understood her strengths when she was younger, she could’ve become a journalist. But now it was too late.
Her grades hadn’t been the best. They’d required too much work when she’d just wanted to let go of her cares. So college was out of the question. She was lucky to get this job.
The person on the other end of the call informed her when and where the party would be tonight. Then Otis entered the back room, and she ended the call. Pretending to check stock, she knew she should get back out front. Her job was still necessary for now. She pushed aside the curtain separating the work area from the customer side and walked through.
It was easy, as jobs went, and used her skill set well. A bit of smiling, sometimes a little flirting, guiding people to the more expensive option. All she had to do was hint that cash would be appreciated and she could skim a bit off the top. Not that Otis would notice anyway.
He was already marking stuff up—like 400 percent—and his camera didn’t work very well, if it ever had. A little sleight of hand and ta-da, a little tip for herself. She had learned over the years how to distract and redirect. Besides, if you only took a little, people didn’t notice or thought the mistake was theirs.
Customers browsed up and down the aisles full of ways to waste their money. Promises to reverse aging, herbs and supplements to cure anything that ailed you, and magical weight-loss products were conveniently displayed and brightly packaged. Each sale was an opportunity for Debbie. Those stupid enough to fall for the lies deserved it.
She felt sympathy only for those who came for the help they could find at the pharmacy window.
Speaking of, Gabe entered the shop. School must be over. She didn’t have much longer until she got off work for the day. But she had to take care of this rush first.
Debbie tried to focus, smiling and chatting up the customers. Years of practice maintaining appearances came in handy, but she was crumbling inside.
The hunger for sweet release gnawed at her.
Otis, his terrible fashion sense aside, took care of the prescriptions while she dealt with the more grocery-oriented purchases. At least his white pharmacist coat covered the terrible Hawaiian shirts he wore daily.
A little pat to ensure her blond updo was still picture perfect and then, keeping her red lips stretched wide, she greeted the next customer. And another, then another. She smiled at the final customer and waved him out of the shop—Deborah was pushing at the doors again.
Gabe passed her to the exit and her feelings bubbled up. And just like that, she was no longer sure anymore if she was just doing this investigating for her needs.
His head hung down, and anger flashed briefly in his eyes as he stuffed the prescription bag into his backpack. The boy was probably worried about his sick mom.
She could remember that feeling—could still smell the sick room and the arguments that snaked out of the room and around her heart. The ring of the shop bell as Gabe exited the suddenly quiet shop sounded like the bell her mother had used when she had wanted something.
Deborah was back. Worried Deborah. Helpless Deborah. Annoying Deborah. Her dad was disappointed in her, and her mom was concerned about her. Poor Deborah. Her mom’s sickness was all Deborah’s fault. Her dad knew it and her mom knew it. Mom got sick because Deborah wasn’t strong enough, happy enough, or popular enough. Mom literally became worried sick. Deborah knew if she could be a better daughter, her mother would be fine. So she decided to help her mom. She would change, or at least pretend to change.
She put on a happy face and did things she didn’t like, things that made her uncomfortable. But her family was more content. They seemed pleased. So she continued. Mom had been sick for over two years, giving Debbie lots of time to practice pretending to be cheerful. She put on a happy face at school; there she made friends, her teachers seemed to like her better, and her grades improved. She put on a happy face at home; Dad didn’t bother her as much, and Mom seemed to get better.
Plastering on a false smile and doing what others wanted of her became habitual and seemed to make everything better—for a while.
Then . . . Mom died.
Deborah went into a tailspin. She continued to pretend cheeriness out of sheer habit, trying to hold on to her mom. And then . . . she found alcohol. Alcohol muted the pain, making it easier to be Debbie. She only needed it sometimes, the bad times. But only a certain kind of girl got invited to all the parties.
Debbie learned how to be that kind of girl.
The bell rang again, startling Debbie back to the present. The door clanged shut behind another customer, who entered the pharmacy and headed into the aisles.
She crushed her sympathy down inside.
Be happy Debbie, not depressing Deborah, she scolded herself. It was time for some of the little pills that could make her fly. All her worries, all her cares—gone.
To be free from the chains of life for a while.
The pills were only necessary sometimes. When the alcohol couldn’t take the sting off, couldn’t take her far enough away from herself. But with Deborah back again, it was a must. The problem was, Deborah was surfacing more and more lately, and those little pills weren’t cheap.
Stupid Otis—keeping the door to the pharmaceuticals room locked twenty-four seven.
If only she could get in there, she could trade for as many pills as she desired. When she had started, she’d thought it would be easy. Things hadn’t turned out the way she had expected, and this job wasn’t enough anymore.
But now she had a link to Tom and could use it to get what she wanted, if she was careful. She didn’t want to end up as one of the names on her list of missing people.
Just a little bit longer.
She needed to get out, away. Worrywart Deborah was making her nervous all the time. She was feeling watched and increasingly stressed.
As soon as 4:00 p.m. rolled around, she split. A quick pick-me-up was essential. She turned to her immediate left and entered the coffee shop next door, ordering a double-shot espresso to go. Taking several sips of the bitter brew, she felt back in control.

      [image: image-placeholder]Debbie was skilled at driving while drunk. She’d only had a few drinks to tide her over until the real party started, and no cop had pulled her over, yet. Plus the road was empty. She turned the steering wheel, crossing the railroad tracks, her car bumping over them as the quality of the houses deteriorated. Small houses nestled in among larger houses. Most of the larger houses split into duplexes. Paint flaked, vinyl faded, mortar cracked, and iron rusted. Landscaping was minimal in most yards, with wildflowers or weeds dominating the grass.
Gone were the cookie-cutter homes, perfect lawns, and new cars.
Debbie drove onto a random darkened street and parked far away from the party house. It wouldn’t do for anyone to connect the two. And it would be a backup if Tom didn’t take well to her putting the screws to him. But it was worth the risk.
The sidewalk was cracked and uneven where a tree root had grown through, causing Debbie to stumble. The night was like a cold, dark solitary confinement cell, but she didn’t care. Her goal was in sight. She could smell the damp of ground made soggy from melted snow. The insects were starting to sing, warming up their voices with soft songs—like the beginning of a concert—filled with anticipation. By summer it would be loud enough to wake the dead.
The lights from the house leaked through the cracks of the curtains, illuminating it from within and calling to her. She looked down. White might be the color of innocence, but it showed off what was left of last summer’s tan beautifully. She couldn’t wait until it got warmer out and she could start tanning again, lying in the warm sun and playing on the river. Her phone buzzed and lit up, distracting her. She checked the caller ID, rolling her eyes. Good old Dad complaining again. What did she care? She stabbed her finger at the phone and swiped, sending him straight to voicemail.
“Do you hear me, Dad?” She stumbled again and spoke to the unanswered phone, voicing the thoughts she couldn’t quite force herself to tell him out loud. “I’m an adult, out on my own, making my own choices.” She waved the phone around at her absent audience. “And I’m having a great time. You hear me? A great time. I don’t need to check in anymore, okay? I . . . am . . . not . . . a . . . child!” Dad and Deborah could take a hike. Tonight was about fun and letting go . . . after she got what she needed.
A late-night breeze brought the spring chill with it. Despite the goose bumps, there was no way she was covering her cleavage. I have to get into that party, whatever it takes. Tom’s going to be in there, and he always has what I need. To forget. To just be. To fly.
She reached into her clutch, dropping her phone, and retrieved her compact. After a quick check of her golden waves and her perfect makeup, she puckered her lips and air-kissed her reflection. “Marilyn Monroe ain’t got nothin’ on this,” she murmured, clicking the compact shut with one hand and stuffing it back into her clutch.
Her hands started to shake with her need
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