
		
			
				
					[image: Touch%201600px.tif]
				

			

			

			
				

				A Denazen Novel

				TOUCH

				Book One

				JUS ACCARDO

			

		

	
		
			
				

				This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental. 

				Copyright © 2011 by Jus Accardo. All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce, distribute, or transmit in any form or by any means. For information regarding subsidiary rights, please contact the Publisher.

				Entangled Publishing, LLC

				2614 South Timberline Road 

				Suite 109

				Fort Collins, CO 80525

				Visit our website at www.entangledpublishing.com.

				Edited by Liz Pelletier

				Cover design by Liz Pelletier

				Ebook ISBN	978-1-62061-014-5

				Print ISBN	978-1-62061-013-8 

				Manufactured in the United States of America

				First Edition June 2012

				The author acknowledges the copyrighted or trademarked status and trademark owners of the following wordmarks mentioned in this work of fiction: Hello Kitty, Taser, Vans, FML, Subway

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				

				For Kevin…

				Every miracle in my life is because of you.

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				

				1

				I couldn’t see them, but I knew they were there, waiting at the bottom. Bloodthirsty little shits—they were probably praying for this to go badly. “What do you think—about a fifteen-foot drop?”

				“Easily,” Brandt said. He grabbed my arm as a blast of wind whipped around us. Once I was steady on my skateboard, he tipped back his beer and downed what was left. 

				Together, we peered over the edge of the barn roof. The party was in full swing below us. Fifteen of our closest—and craziest—friends.

				Brandt sighed. “Can you really do this?”

				I handed him my own empty bottle. “They don’t call me Queen of Crazy Shit for nothing.” Gilman was poised on his skateboard to my left. Even in the dark, I could see the moonlight glisten off the sweat beading his brow. Pansy. “You ready?”

				He swallowed and nodded.

				Brandt laughed and tossed the bottles toward the woods. There were several seconds of silence, then a muted crash, followed by hoots and hysterical laughter from our friends below. Only drunk people would find shattering bottles an epic source of amusement. 

				“I dunno about this, Dez,” he said. “You can’t see anything down there. How do you know where you’re gonna land?”

				“It’ll be fine. I’ve done this, like, a million times.”

				Brandt’s words were clipped. “Into a pool. From a ten-foot-high garage roof. This is at least fifteen feet. Last thing I want to do is drag your ass all the way home.”

				I ignored him—the usual response to my cousin’s chiding—and bent my knees. Turning back to Gilman, I smiled. “Ready, Mr. Badass?”

				Someone below turned up one of the car stereos. A thumping techno beat drifted up. Hands on the sill behind me, drunken shouts of encouragement rising from below, I let go.

				Hair lashed like a thousand tiny whips all along my face. The rough and rumbling texture of the barn roof beneath my board. Then nothing. 

				Flying. It was like flying.

				For a few blissful moments, I was weightless. A feather suspended in midair right before it fluttered gracefully to the ground. Adrenalin surged through my system, driving my buzz higher.

				The crappy thing about adrenalin highs, though? They never last long enough.

				Mine lasted what felt like five seconds—the time it took to go from the barn roof to the not-so-cushy pile of hay below.

				I landed with a jar—nothing serious—a bruised tailbone and some black and blues, maybe. Hardly the worst I’d ever walked away with. Stretching out the kink in my back, I brushed the hay from my jeans. A quick inspection revealed a smudge above my right knee and a few splotches of mud up the left side. All things the washing machine could fix. 

				Somewhere behind me, a loud wail filled the air. Gilman. 

				Never mix tequila and peach schnapps with warm Bud Light. It makes you do stupid things. Things like staying too long at a party you were told not to go to or making out in the bushes with someone like Mark Geller. 

				Things like skateboarding off the roof of a rickety barn… 

				Well, that’s not entirely true. I tended to do these things without the buzz. Except kissing Mark Geller. That was all alcohol. 

				“You okay?” Brandt called from the rooftop.

				I gave him a thumbs-up and went to check on Gilman. He was surrounded by a gaggle of girls, which made me wonder if he wasn’t faking it—at least a little. A scrawny guy like Gilman didn’t warrant much in the way of female attention, so I’d bet all ten toes he’d run his mouth tonight to attract some.

				“You are one crazy ass, Chica,” he mumbled, climbing to his feet.

				I pointed to the pile of hay I’d landed in—several yards farther than where he’d crashed. “I’m crazy? At least I aimed for the hay.”

				“Wooooo!” came Brandt’s distinctive cry. A moment later, he was running around the side of the barn, fist pumping. He stopped at my side and stuck his tongue out at Gilman, who smiled and flipped him off. He punched me in the arm. “That’s my girl!”

				“A girl who needs to bail. Ten minutes of kissy face in the bushes and Mark Geller thinks we’re soul mates. So don’t need a stalker.”

				Brandt frowned. “But the party’s just getting started. You don’t want to miss the Jell-O shots!”

				Jell-O shots? Those were my favorite. Maybe it was worth…no. “I’m willing to risk it.”

				“Fine, then I’ll walk with ya.”

				“No way,” I told him. “You’re waiting for Her Hotness to show, remember?” He’d been trying to hook up with Cara Finley for two weeks now. She’d finally agreed to meet him at the party tonight, and I wasn’t ruining his chances by having him bail to play guard dog.

				He glanced over his shoulder. In the field under the moonlight, people were beginning to dance. “You sure you’re okay to go alone?”

				“Of course.” I gestured to my feet. “No license needed to drive these babies.”

				He was hesitant, but in the end, Cara won out. We said good-bye, and I started into the dark. 

				Home was only a few minutes away—through the field, across a narrow stream, and over a small hill. I knew these woods so well, I could find home with my eyes closed. In fact, I practically had on more than one occasion.

				Pulling my cell from my back pocket, I groaned. One a.m. If luck was with me, I’d have enough time to stumble home and tuck myself in before Dad got there. I hadn’t meant to stay so late this time. Or drink so much. I’d only agreed to go as moral support for Brandt, but when Gilman started running his mouth… Well, I’d had no choice but stay and put up so he’d shut up. I had a rep to worry about, after all.

				By the time I hit the halfway point between the field and the house—a shallow, muddy stream I used to play in as a child—I had to stop for a minute. Thumping beats and distant laughter echoed from the party, and for a moment I regretted not taking Brandt up on his offer to walk home with me. Apparently, that last beer had been a mistake.

				I stumbled to the water’s edge and forced the humid air in and out of my lungs. Locking my jaw and holding my breath, I mentally repeated, I will not throw up.

				After a few minutes, the nausea passed. Thank God. No way did I want to walk home smelling like puke. I shuffled back from the water, ready to make my way home, when I heard a commotion and froze.

				Crap. The music had been too loud and someone must have called the cops. Perfect. Another middle-of-the-night call from the local PD wasn’t something Dad would be happy about. On second thought, bring on the cops. The look on his face would be so worth the aggravation.

				I held my breath and listened. Not sounds coming from the party—men yelling. 

				Heavy footsteps stomping and thrashing through the brush. 

				The yelling came again—this time closer. 

				I crammed the cell back into my pocket, about to begin what was sure to be a messy climb up the embankment, when movement in the brush behind me caught my attention. I whirled in time to see someone stumble down the hill and land a few feet from the stream.

				“Jesus!” I jumped back and tripped over an exposed root, landing on my butt in the mud. The guy didn’t move as I fumbled upright and took several wobbly steps forward. He’d landed at an odd angle, feet bare and covered in several nasty looking slices. I squinted in the dark and saw he was bleeding through his thin white T-shirt in several places as well as from a small gash on the side of his head. The guy looked like he’d gone ten rounds with a weed whacker. 

				Somewhere between eighteen and nineteen, he didn’t look familiar. No way he went to my high school. I knew pretty much everyone. He couldn’t have been at the party—he was cute. I would have remembered. I doubted he was even local. His hair was too long, and he was missing the signature Parkview T-shirt tan. Plus, even in the dark it was easy to make out well-defined arms and broad shoulders. This guy obviously hit the gym—something the local boys could’ve used.

				I bent down to check the gash on the side of his head, but he jerked away and staggered to his feet as the yelling came again. 

				“Your shoes!” he growled, pointing to my feet. His voice was deep and sent tiny shivers dancing up and down my spine. “Give me your shoes!” 

				Buzzed or not, I was still pretty sharp. Whoever those guys yelling in the woods were, they were after him. Drug deal gone south? Maybe he’d gotten caught playing naked footsie with someone else’s girlfriend? 

				“Why—?”

				“Now!” he hissed. 

				I wouldn’t have even considered giving up my favorite pair of red Vans if he hadn’t looked so seriously freaked. He was being chased. He thought having my shoes would somehow help? Fine. Maybe as a weapon? Rocks would have worked better in my opinion, but to each his own. 

				Against my better judgment, I took several steps back and, without turning away from him, pulled them off. Stepping up, I tossed him the sneakers—and teetered forward. Instead of trying to catch me, he took a wide step back, allowing me to fall into the mud. 

				My frickin’ hero! 

				I struggled upright and flicked a glob of mud from my jeans as he bent down to snatch the shoes—without moving his gaze from mine. His eyes were beautiful—ice blue and intense—and I found it hard to look away. He set the sneakers on the ground and poised his right foot over the first one. A giggle rose in my throat. No way he’d be jamming his bigass feet into them.

				He proved me wrong. Cramming his toes in, heels poking obscenely over the edges, he wobbled with an odd sort of grace to the embankment and wedged himself between a partially uprooted tree and a hollowed-out log. He teetered slightly as he walked, and I remembered the nasty gashes on his foot. Great. Now on top of borrowing my kicks, he was going to bleed all over them.

				My gaze dropped to the spot he’d been standing. It was dark and the moon had tucked itself behind the clouds so I couldn’t see very well, but something about the ground didn’t look quite right. The color seemed off—darker than it should be. 

				I squinted, bending to brush my fingers along the dark spot, but more rustling in the woods had my gaze swinging hard left, heartbeat kicking into high gear. The next thing I knew, a group of four men exploded from the brush and came storming down the embankment like ravers on crack. Dressed in dark blue, skintight body suits that covered them from fingertips to toes, little was left to the imagination. Mimes. They reminded me of mimes. 

				Mimes with what looked a lot like Tasers. 

				“You!” The one in the front called out as he skidded to a stop. Looking at the ground, he surveyed the trail leading to the shallow water. “Has anyone been past here?”

				From the corner of my eye I saw the boy, face pale, watching us. All the men would have had to do was turn to the right and they’d surely see him. 

				“Some punk came barreling through a few minutes ago.” I stomped my sock-clad foot. Mud sloshed through the material and oozed between my toes. Ick! “Stole my damn shoes!”

				“Which way did he go?”

				Was he serious? I was about to make a joke about not being allowed to talk to strangers, but the look on his face made me think twice. Mr. Mime didn’t seem like he was rocking a sense of humor. I threw my hands up in surrender and pointed in the direction opposite the one I planned on going. 

				Without another word, the men split into two groups. Half of them heading the way I’d directed, the other half taking off opposite. Huh. Guess they didn’t trust a semi-drunk chick with a nose ring and no shoes.

				I waited till they were out of sight before making my way over to where the boy crouched, still hidden behind the brush. “They’re gone. I think it’s safe to come out and play now.” 

				He held my gaze and maneuvered out of the hiding spot. When he made no move to remove my sneakers, I nodded to his feet. “Planning to give my kicks back anytime soon?”

				He shook his head and folded his arms. “I can’t give them back to you.”

				“Why the hell not? Because seriously, dude, red is not your color.”

				He looked at the ground for a moment, then let his gaze wander over the path he’d traveled earlier. “I’m hungry.” He was staring again. “Do you have any food?” 

				He gets my shoes then asks for food? The guy had some serious nerve.

				The gash on his head still oozed a little and the faint bluish-purple of a bruise was beginning to surface across his left cheek, but it was the haunted look in his eyes that stood out above everything else like a flashing neon sign. He kept flicking his fingers, one at a time. Pointer, middle, ring, and pinky—over and over. 

				An owl hooted and I remembered the time. Dad would be home soon. This might work to my advantage. I knew bringing the guy home would royally piss him off. He’d have puppies if he found a stranger in the house. Hell, he might even have a llama. 

				But while the thought of pushing Dad closer to the edge gave me warm tingles, it wasn’t my only motivation. I kind of wanted a little more time with the guy. Those arms… Those eyes. We were all alone out in the middle of the woods. If he’d wanted to go serial killer on me, he would have made a move by now. I didn’t believe he was dangerous. “My house isn’t far from here—Dad went to the grocery store the other day. Lots of junk food if that’s your thing.” 

				The look in his eyes made me think he didn’t trust me—which I didn’t get. I’d given him my shoes for crap’s sake. “I don’t know who your friends were, but they might double back. You’ll be safe at my place for a while. Maybe they’ll give up.”

				He looked downstream and shook his head. “They are not the type of men who give up.”

			

		

	
		
			
				

			

		

	
		
			
				

				2

				It was a straight path through the woods and across to Kinder Street. The small cul-de-sac bordered the Parkview Nature Preserve and was home to five houses, all painfully similar except for their color. As we walked, I tried to get the guy to talk a few times, but all I got were simple, one-word answers that told me jack-shit. Eventually, I gave up and settled on counting the heavy fall of my shoes—still on his feet—as they clomped against the earth.

				By the time the house came into view, I was dying of curiosity.

				“So, ready to fill me in yet? Who were those guys in the fruity leotards?” I fought with the front door lock. Damn thing always stuck. “Did you piss off a herd of male ballet dancers?”

				Silence.

				The door finally gave way and I stepped aside, waving him in. He didn’t move. “Well?”

				“You first.”

				Alrighty then. Someone had a serious case of paranoia. I stepped in and waited. It took a few moments, but finally, he crossed the threshold. 

				“Can you at least tell me your name?”

				He wandered the room, running his fingertips along the edge of the couch and over some of Mom’s old knickknacks. “Sue calls me Kale,” he mumbled after a minute of hesitation. He picked up a small crystal horse, held it to his ear, then shook it several times before setting it back down and continuing on.

				“Kale what?”

				The question halted his inspection and earned me a funny look. In his hand was the tile ashtray Mom made at an arts and crafts fair the week before I was born. It was cheesy and cheap looking, but I was still afraid he might drop it. 

				“As in your last name?”

				“I don’t need one,” he said, and returned to his surveillance. It was like he was searching for something. Picking apart each item in the room as if it might contain the clues to a mass murder—or maybe he was looking for a breath mint. 

				“How very Hollywood of you.” I hefted the laundry basket off the floor, set it on the couch, and rummaged through it till I found a pair of Dad’s sweatpants and an old T-shirt. “Here. The bathroom is upstairs—second door on the right. There should be clean towels in the closet on the first shelf if you want a shower. Take your time.” Please take your time. 

				This would be the perfect payback for the ass-chewing Dad gave me for sneaking out last week. That, and it didn’t hurt that Kale was a total hottie.

				He made no move to take the clothes from me.

				“Look, no worries, all right? Dad isn’t due home for awhile and you’re covered in mud and gunk.” I set the clothes down on the seat in front of him and took a step back to grab a pair of my jeans from the basket. 

				Without taking his eyes from me, he gathered the clothes in his arms and stared. His expression was so intense I had to remind myself to keep breathing. Something about the way he watched me caused my stomach to do little flips. The eyes. Had to be. Crystalline blue and unflinching. The kind of stare that could make a girl go gaga. The kind of stare that could make this girl go gaga—and that was saying a lot. I wasn’t easily impressed by a pretty face. 

				He seemed to accept this because he gave a quick nod and slowly backed out of the room and up the stairs. A few minutes later the shower hissed to life.

				While I waited, I changed out of my muddy clothes and started a pot of coffee. Even if Dad didn’t find a strange guy in the house when he got home, he’d be pissed about the coffee. I couldn’t count the times he’d told me the El Injerto was strictly hands off. He even tried to hide it—as if that would have worked. If he wanted me to leave his coffee alone, he should go back to drinking the Kopi Luwak. No way—no matter how much I loved coffee—would I drink anything made from a bean some tree rat crapped out.

				I’d almost finished folding the laundry when Kale came down the stairs.

				“Much better. You look almost human.” The pants were a little baggy—Kale was a few inches shorter than Dad’s six three—and the shirt was a bit too big, but at least he was clean. He still had his feet crammed into my favorite red Vans. They were soaked. Had he worn them in the shower?

				“Your name?” he asked once he’d reached the bottom, the sneakers sloshing and spitting with each step. He had worn them in the shower!

				“Deznee, but everyone calls me Dez.” I pointed to the soggy Vans. “Um, you ever gonna take my sneakers off?”

				“No,” he said. “I cut myself.”

				Maybe something wasn’t screwed on right. There was a mental facility in the next town—it wasn’t unheard of for patients to get out once in a while. Leave it to me to find the hottest guy in existence and have him be a total whack job. “Oh. Well, that explains it all then, doesn’t it…?”

				He nodded and began wandering the room again. Stopping in front of one of mom’s old vases—an ugly blue thing I kept only because it was one of the few things still in the house that belonged to her—he picked it up. “Where are the plants?”

				“Plants?”

				He looked underneath and inside, before turning it over and shaking it as though something might come tumbling out. “This should have plants in it, right?”

				I stepped forward and rescued the vase. He jerked away. “Easy there.” I carefully placed the blue monstrosity back on the table and stepped back. He was staring again. “You didn’t think I was going to hit you or something, did you?”

				In eighth grade I’d had a classmate who we later found out was being abused at home. I remembered him being skittish—always twitching and avoiding physical contact. His eyes were a lot like Kale’s, constantly darting and bobbing back and forth as though attack was imminent.

				I expected him to avoid the question, or deny it—something evasive. That’s what abused kids did, right? Instead, he laughed. A sharp, frigid sound that made my stomach tighten and the hairs on the back of my neck stand straight up. 

				It also made my blood pump faster.

				He crossed his arms and stood straighter. “You couldn’t hit me.”

				“You’d be surprised,” I countered, slightly offended. Three summers in a row at the local community center’s self-defense classes. No one was hitting this chick.

				A slow, devastating smile spread across his lips. That smile had probably ruined a lot of girls. Dark, shaggy hair, tucked behind each ear, still dripped from the shower, ice blue eyes following every move I made. 

				“You couldn’t hit me,” he repeated. “Trust me.”

				He turned away and wandered to the other side of the room, picking up things as he went. Everything received a quizzical, and almost critical, once-over. The trio of Popular Science magazines sitting on the coffee table, the vacuum I’d left leaning against one wall, even the TV remote sticking between two cushions on the couch. He stopped at a wall shelf full of DVDs, pulling one out and examining it. “Is this your family?” He brought the box closer and narrowed his eyes, turning it over in his hands several times.

				“You’re asking me if”—I stood on my tiptoes and looked at the box in his hands. Uma Thurman glared at me from the cover, wearing her iconic yellow motorcycle suit—“Uma Thurman is a relative?” Maybe he wasn’t loony. Maybe he had been at the party. I’d missed the Jell-O shots, but obviously he hadn’t.

				“Why do you have their photograph if they’re not your family?”

				“Seriously, what rock did you crawl out from under?” Pointing to a small collection of frames on the mantle, I said, “Those are pictures of my family.” Well, except my mom. Dad didn’t keep any pictures of her in the house. I nodded to the DVDs and said, “Those are actors. In movies.”

				“This place is very strange,” he said, picking up the first picture. Me and my first bike—a powder-pink Huffy with glitter and white streamers. “Is this you?”

				I nodded, cringing. Pink sneakers, Hello Kitty sweatshirt, and pink ribbons tied to the end of each braid. Dad used it on a daily basis to point out how far I’d fallen. I’d gone from fresh-faced blonde with perky pigtails—his sunshine smile girl—to pierced nose and eyebrow with wild blonde hair highlighted by several chunky black streaks. I liked to think if my mom were alive, she’d be proud of the woman I’d become. Strong and independent—I didn’t put up with anyone’s crap. Including Dad’s. That’s how I imagined her when she was alive. An older, more beautiful version of me.

				I looked at the scene in Kale’s hands again. I hated that picture—the bike was the last gift Dad ever bought me. The day he gave it to me—the same day the picture was taken—had been a turning point in our lives. The very next day my relationship with Dad started to crumble. He started working longer hours at the law firm and everything changed.

				Kale set the picture down and moved on to the next. His hand stopped mid-reach and his face paled. The muscles in his jaw twitched. “This was a setup,” he said quietly, hand falling slack against his side. 

				“Huh?” I followed his gaze to the picture in question. Dad and me at last year’s Community Day—neither of us smiling. As I recall, we weren’t happy about taking the picture. We were less happy about being forced to stand so close to each other. 

				“Why not let them take me at the water’s edge? Why lead me here?”

				“Let who take you?”

				“The men from the complex. The men from Denazen.”

				I blinked, sure I’d heard him wrong. “Denazen? As in the law firm?”

				He turned back to the picture on the mantle. “This is his home, isn’t it?”

				“Do you know my dad?” This was priceless. Score another point for my megalomaniacal Dad. One of his cases, no doubt. Maybe some poor chump he’d sent to the happy house, because that’s clearly where he belonged.

				“That man is the devil,” Kale replied, lips pulled back in a snarl. His voice changed from surprised to deadly in a single beat of my heart and, crazy or not, I found it kind of hot. 

				“My father’s a shit, but the Devil? A little harsh, don’t ya think?”

				Kale scrutinized me for a moment, taking several additional steps back and inching his way closer to the door. “I won’t let them use me anymore.”

				“Use you for what?” Something told me he wasn’t talking about coffee runs and collations. Acid churned in my stomach.

				His eyes narrowed and radiating such hatred, I actually flinched. “If you try to stop me from leaving, I’ll kill you.”

				“Okay, okay.” I held out my hands in what I hoped was a show of surrender. Something in his eyes made me believe he meant it. Instead of being freaked out—like the tiny voice of reason at the back of my brain screamed I should be—I was intrigued. That was Dad. Making friends and influencing people to threaten murder. Glad it wasn’t only me. “Why don’t you start by telling me who you think my dad is?”

				“That man is the Devil of Denazen.”

				“Yeah. Devil. Caught that before. But my dad’s just a lawyer. I know that in itself makes him kind of a dick, but—”

				“No. That man is a killer.”

				My jaw dropped. Forget balls, this guy had boulders. “A killer?” 

				Arms rigid, Kale began flicking his fingers like he had by the stream. Pointer, middle, ring, and pinky. Again and again. Voice low, he said, “I watched him give the order to retire a small child three days ago. That is not what a lawyer does, correct?”

				Retire? What the hell was that supposed to mean? I was about to fire off another set of questions, but there was a noise outside. A car. In the driveway. 

				Dad’s car.

				Kale must have heard it too, because his eyes went wide. He vaulted over the couch and landed beside me as Dad’s keys jingled in the lock on the front door and the knob turned. Typical. The damn thing never stuck for him.

				He stepped into the house and closed the door behind him. Eyes focused on mine, he said, “Deznee, step away from the boy.” No emotion, no surprise. Only the cold, flat tone he used when speaking to me about everything ranging from toast to suspension from school. 

				I used to be sad about it—the fact that his career seemed to have sucked away his soul—but I was over it. Nowadays, it was easier to be mad. Trying to get a reaction from him—any reaction—was my sole purpose in life.

				Kale stepped closer. At first, an insane part of my brain interpreted this to mean he was protecting me from Dad. It made sense somehow. According to him, Dad was the enemy, and I, the one who helped him back by the stream—the one who gave him my shoes and lied to those men—was a friend.

				But then Kale spoke; his menacing words were delivered in a cold, harsh tone that obliterated the crazy theory. 

				“If you do not move aside and let me leave, I will kill her.”

				Some friend.

				Despite Kale’s threat, Dad remained in the doorway, blocking his path. “Deznee, I’m going to say this one last time. Step away from the boy.”

				Everything Kale said about my dad rushed bounced in my head like a bad trip, churning in my stomach like sour milk. 

				“What the hell is going on?” I demanded, glaring at Dad. “Do you know him?”

				Dad finally made a move. Not the kind of move you’d expect from a father fearing for his teenaged daughter’s life, but a simple, bold step forward. One that screamed I dare you.

				He was playing chicken with Kale.

				And he lost.

				Kale shook his head, and when he spoke, he sounded kind of sad. “You should know I don’t bluff, Cross. You taught me that.” 

				His hand shot out, lightning fast, and clamped down on my neck. Warm fingers brushed my skin and curled around my throat. They were long and callused and wrapped more than halfway. He was going to snap my neck. Or choke me. In a panic, I tried to pry his fingers away, but it was no use. His grip was like a vice. This was it. I was a goner. All the stupid stuff I’d done and survived, and a random, almost-hookup was going to do me in. Where was the fair in that? 

				But Kale didn’t crush my windpipe or try to choke me. He just turned toward me—staring. His face pale and eyes wide. Watching me as though I was a fascinating first-place science project, mouth hanging open like I’d presented the cure for Cancer.

				On my neck, his fingers twitched, and then he let go. “How—?”

				Movement by the door. Dad reached into his pocket—and out came a gun? Things had gone from really weird to I-fell-down-the-rabbit-hole-surreal. My dad didn’t know how to shoot a gun! He lifted the barrel and aimed it at us, hand steady. 

				Then again, maybe he did.

				“What the hell are you doing, Dad?”

				He didn’t move. “There’s nothing to worry about. Stay calm.” 

				Stay calm? Was he crazy? He was pointing a gun in my general direction! If anything about that situation said calm, I was missing something.

				Thankfully, my normal catlike reflexes saved our asses. Yeah. More like dumb luck. Dad squeezed the trigger and I dropped to the floor, pulling a very surprised Kale with me. I nearly ripped his arm out of its socket in the process, but it didn’t seem to bother him. He wasn’t concerned about the gun either, his attention still fixated on me. We hit the ground as a small projectile embedded itself into the wall behind us with a dull thud. A dart. A tranq gun? Somehow this didn’t make me feel any better. I could console myself with the fact that the dart hit the wall closer to Kale than me, indicating I hadn’t been the target, but still. Bullets or not, a gun was a gun. And guns freaked me the hell out.

				“Move!” I hauled Kale to his feet and shoved him through the door and into the kitchen. He stumbled forward but managed to keep himself upright. Impressive considering he still had on my ill-fitting, soggy sneakers. 

				“Deznee!” Dad bellowed from the living room. Heavy footsteps pounded against the hardwood as he chased after us. No way was I stopping.

				Dad had a specific tone he used when mad at me—which was like, ninety-eight percent of the time—and it never fazed me. In fact, I found it kind of funny. But tonight was different. Something in his voice told me I’d gone above and beyond and it scared me a little. 

				Something shattered—probably the half-full glass of Coke I’d left on the coffee table last night while watching “SNL” reruns. “Get back here! You have no idea what you’re doing!”

				 What else was new? Truthfully, even if the gun hadn’t freaked me out, it was obvious Kale, despite the badass vibe, was afraid of my dad. He’d been through something brutal—and Dad had somehow played a part in it. I wasn’t sure why this guy’s past was so important, but I needed to find out. 

				I propelled him out the back door and into the cool night air. We didn’t stop—even when we came to the property line. And even as we put distance between Dad and us at a breakneck speed, I could still hear my father’s angry words echoing in the cold night, “This isn’t one of your goddamn games!”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				

				3

				“We’re almost there,” I said. We’d stopped running a few minutes ago so we could catch our breath. Kale hadn’t spoken since he’d threatened to kill me, only continued to stare as though I’d grown a second—and third—head. I was full of questions, but they could wait for now. 

				We finally reached the mustard-yellow Cape Cod on the other side of the railroad tracks and followed a small stone path around the back, to a set of bilko doors that had been spray painted black. Written across the front in bulbous white graffiti was Curd’s Castle. I kicked the hatch twice, then waited. Several moments later, with an ear-piercing clatter, the doors opened, and a spiky, blond- and purple-streaked head popped out. Curd. With a nod and a too-eager smile, he waved us inside as if we were expected.

				We descended the dark cement staircase and stepped into a dimly lit room. It was surprisingly clean—none of the typical staples you’d expect to see when walking into a seventeen-year-old guy’s room were visible. No half-eaten plates of food or empty soda cans. No scattered piles of video games or magazines. There weren’t even any posters of skanky women in obscene poses on the wall. Not that Curd wasn’t a dog. The place may have looked clean, but it smelled of sex and pot. 

				Kurt Curday—Curd to his adoring public—was the go-to guy for all your partying needs. Kegs, pot, X, Curd could get it all. A big name on the raver scene and fellow senior-to-be, Curd was one of the organizers of Sumrun. The party, one of the biggest raves in four counties, was a week away, so Curd was a busy guy.

				“Dez, baby, I’d be much happier to see you if you weren’t towing along a little pet.” He ran a finger up my arm, then curled a lock of my hair around his thumb, “But hey, I’m up for whatever.”

				“This isn’t a social call, Curd.” I glanced at Kale. He stood stiffly by the door, eyes fixed on Curd’s finger running along my skin. His gaze lifted to mine, and I felt a shiver skitter up my spine. Shaking it off, I shuffled away from Curd and into the room. “I got into some trouble with my dad again. I need a place to lay low. You were the closest.”

				He shot me a disappointed frown and flopped onto the futon, kicking his heels onto a small, rickety table. “Not to worry, baby. What’d ya get caught doing this time?”

				I forced a sly smile and shrugged. “Oh, you know, the usual.” I hitched my thumb back at Kale. “What Dad is thrilled to find a half-naked guy in his daughter’s bedroom?” I hoped that would explain the clothing Kale wore—clothing that obviously wasn’t his.

				“Such a little hellcat.” He blew me an exaggerated kiss. A grin that told me he was picturing himself in Kale’s place slipped across his face. “Tell me again why we haven’t hooked up yet?” 

				I sank into the chair across from him. “I don’t like dealers?”

				“Oh yeah, that’s right. How could I forget?” He nodded in Kale’s direction. “Who’s the mute?”

				“Curd, Kale.” I waved in Kale’s direction. “Kale, Curd.”

				“I touched you,” Kale interjected after a moment of silence.

				Curd snickered. “If you were in her bed, I certainly hope you weren’t touching yourself.” He turned to me, right eyebrow cocked. “Is he special?” 

				I glared at him. 

				He shrugged. “You guys thirsty? I’ll go find some soda—or something a little harder?”

				I sighed and said, “Soda’s fine.”

				Kale watched Curd disappear up the narrow staircase leading to the first floor and took a step forward. He repeated his previous statement. “I touched you.”

				“Yes,” was all I could manage. His blue eyes pinned me to the chair. A mishmash of emotion raged inside my head. I was torn between checking the exits for men in weird suits and checking out Kale. And then I remembered Dad and the gun…

				“You’re still alive.”

				“Should I not be?” There was that look again. Like he was standing in the presence of some mythical creature and had been granted a year’s supply of wishes. It made me uncomfortable. It’s not like I wasn’t used to being stared at, and to be fair, I’d done my fair share of staring tonight, but this was different. Intense in a way I’d never felt before.

				He took another step forward, head tilted to the side. “That’s never happened. Ever.” He reached for me, hesitating for a moment before pulling his hand back. “Can…can I touch you again?”

				I probably should have been weirded out by a question like that. Any other day, I would have been, but Kale’s eyes sparkled with wonder and curiosity. Gone was the cold expression he’d worn back at my house. His voice was soft, but there was a fierce longing in it that made my mouth go dry. I pushed my discomfort aside, nodded, and stood.

				For a big guy, he moved surprisingly fast, darting around the coffee table to stand in front of me. Close. Breathing-the-same-air kind of close. I expected him to grab my wrist, or maybe my arm, but instead he brought his right hand up to cup the side of my face. 

				“You’re so warm,” he said in awe as his thumb traced whisper light under my eye—like wiping away tears. “So soft. I’ve never felt anything like it.”

				Neither had I. His thumb, barely skating across my skin, left a trail of warm tingles in its wake that spread throughout my entire body. His breath, puffing out softly across my nose and forehead, was warm and sweet, almost dizzying.

				A loud clanking rang from upstairs—Curd must have dropped something—snapping me out of it. I cleared my throat. “Um, thanks?”

				“You helped me escape Cross,” he said, stepping back. “I tried to kill you, and you helped me escape. Why?”

				I shrugged. “My dad’s a dick. Pissing him off is a hobby. ’Sides, you didn’t really try to kill me. You were scared.”

				“I don’t get scared.”

				“Everyone gets scared.”

				Now wasn’t the time to argue. I needed answers. Things started churning in the back of my brain. Strange, late-night phone calls. Oddly timed trips to the office. All things that, had I been paying attention, might have popped up as red flags. “You said my dad was a killer. That’s some kind of euphemism, right?”

				“I’m one of his weapons.”

				“Weapons?” 

				“He uses me.”

				The way he said it gave me chills. The creepy kind, this time. “To what? Like, spy on the other side’s clients?” Even though I knew it was likely crap now, my subconscious was desperate to hang onto the belief that Dad was a lawyer. 

				 “No.” 

				I folded my arms, getting irritated. “Then give me a hint here. What is it you do for Dad?” 

				Taking two steps forward, blue eyes bright, he spoke softly. “I kill for him.” 

				I blinked and tried to visualize Dad as the big bad. Couldn’t do it. Or wouldn’t. Sure, he was a tool and we hadn’t really talked in years, but a killer? No way.

				Turning his palms upward, Kale raised both hands and flexed his fingers. “They bring death to anything I touch.”

				I remembered the ground he walked across at the stream had looked wrong. Discolored.

				I passed it off on the beer at the time, but…

				He jerked away each time I got close enough to touch him… 

				He wouldn’t take my shoes off…

				The air caught in my lungs and the room began to shrink. “Your skin…?” 

				I would’ve called bullshit, but I of all people knew first hand crazy shit was possible. Plus, there’d been rumors floating through the raver scene for years now, ever since a local boy was arrested during Sumrun seven years ago. Rumor had it, the guy shorted out the electricity with a single touch of his fingers after being chased to the party by police. After they took him away, no one ever saw him again.

				“Is deadly to anything living. Except you. How am I able to touch you? Everyone else would have died a horrible death.” 

				I took a step back. It was hard to concentrate with him staring like that. “Let’s focus here for a sec. You’re trying to tell me that my dad uses you as a weapon? A weapon against what exactly?” 

				His face fell. “Not what, who.”

				“Who?” I really didn’t want to hear his answer. Either my mysterious hottie was crazy or Dad was… Well, either way his answer was bound to throw another bird at my building. 

				“People. He uses me to punish people.”

				“My dad has you touch people? To kill them?”

				“That is correct.” The shame in his voice was like a vacuum, stealing all the air from the room. Eyes rising to meet mine, he reached out and ran his finger along the line of my chin and to my cheek, letting his touch linger for a few moments. I found myself wanting to take it all away. The heavy, sad look in his eyes. The pain in his voice. I could do it, maybe. Tell him something about myself that might make him feel less alone. Less isolated. A secret I’ve never spoken aloud before.

				I opened my mouth, but when the words came out they weren’t what I’d expected. “You’re wrong. My dad’s a lawyer.” The walls that had been in place for as far back as I could remember stood strong.

				“A lawyer kills people?”

				“Are you serious?” This so wasn’t happening. Dad wasn’t part of some super-secret conspiracy theory. He was a stick-up-the-ass control freak workaholic. With weird hours. And, for some reason, a gun. Not a killer.

				Kale’s face remained blank. 

				“Of course they don’t kill people! They put the bad guys away, get rid of ’em so they can’t hurt anyone.” Not the most accurate description, but the simplest I could come up with. 

				“No, that’s definitely not what your father does. That’s what I do. The Denazen Corporation uses me to punish those who have done wrong. I’m a Six. Does that make me a lawyer?”

				Ugh. So much for simple. “What the hell is a Six?”

				“It’s what we’re called.”

				O-kaay. “And punish those who’ve done wrong? Who says what’s right and wrong?”

				“Denazen, of course.” He frowned and turned away. “And I belong to them.”

				“Where the hell are your parents?”

				Voice barely a whisper, he said, “I don’t have any parents.”

				“You’re a human being, not a weapon. You don’t belong to anyone,” I hissed. “And of course you have parents, even if you don’t know where they are.” 

				Fuming, I ripped the little leather cardholder from my back pocket and tugged out a picture. My mom. I’d found it years ago in Dad’s bottom desk drawer. I’d only known who she was because of her name written on the back in scrawling blue ink. Dad refused to talk about her—he told me her name, gave me a brief, watery description—and that was it. As I got older, I’d started looking more and more like the woman in the picture, which was probably why he hated me. I’d catch him watching me once in awhile. Like he might have been imagining it was her sitting there, and not me. Like he wished it was her instead of me. It made sense. It was my fault he’d lost her, after all. She’d died having me. Sometimes I hated myself, too. 

				“My mom is gone—that doesn’t mean I don’t have one.” I shook the photo at him.

				Kale closed the gap between us and took the picture from my hands. He purposefully let his fingers brush my wrist, giving a quick smile. “This is your mother?”

				I nodded.

				“You don’t visit her?”

				“I can’t visit her, she’s dead.”

				“She’s not dead. She lives at the complex with me.” He wandered away, picture still in his hands, and picked up a pair of Curd’s worn boots. Leaning back against the wall, he kicked off my Vans and slipped on the boots. The sneakers fell to the floor with a heavy thud.

				 The world stopped. The air, the four walls, everything, it all fell away. “What?”

				He held up the picture. “This is Sue.”
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				I snatched the picture from him, gaping. “What did you say?” 

				“I said, that is Su—”

				“I know what you said!” I snapped.

				“But you just asked me—”

				“You’re sure?” I held up the picture, jamming it close to his face. My pulse pounded and I was feeling dizzy again—though not in a good way. My buzz, so happy and peaceful, was totally gone now. “You’re sure this is the same woman?”

				“I’d know her anywhere.”

				“And you’re saying she’s alive? At Denazen?”

				He nodded.

				“Her name is Sueshanna. Are you sure it’s the same woman?”

				“I am sure. She is alive. Why do you seem upset?”

				I grabbed the side of the chair—it felt like the ground was going to swallow me whole. I couldn’t help the shakiness. Dad was a tool, but to lie about Mom being dead? That was a dick move that transcended epic.

				A noise came from upstairs, and the hairs on the back of my neck rose in warning. It was taking Curd way too long. I drew in a deep breath, held it, and looked over at Kale. Putting a single finger to my lips and hoping he knew what the heck that meant, I crept to the base of the stairs and listened. Silence. Gesturing for Kale to watch me skip the first step—I’d been at Curd’s enough in the past to know it squeaked—I started up.

				When I got to the top, Kale was behind me, standing very close. I was about to reinforce quiet, but he zipped past me, taking the lead. I reached out to grab the back of his shirt, but he was too quick, already to the other edge of the room. Heart thumping, and a lump forming in my throat, I followed him across the kitchen. He stood in the doorway, and when I tried to look around him, he blocked my way.

				“No,” he whispered, grabbing my arm.

				“No what?” The air grew thin. Something about the way he was looking at me.

				“We need to leave now.”

				“Leave? Why? What’s wrong?” 

				More silence. Kale was trying to nudge me back down the stairs.

				The thin, icy air drained from the room. I pushed him aside and ducked my head around the corner. Curd lay in the middle of the living room, face down and still as a snapshot. For a few horrific moments, I thought he might be dead, but finally he stirred. 

				I jerked my arm from Kale’s grasp and lunged for Curd. “Oh my God, Curd! What happened?”

				An unfamiliar voice boomed, jarring my attention away from Curd. “Living room!”

				Kale was at my side, pulling me to my feet. We made it to the kitchen as footsteps thundered closer, and before I could blink, there were two men standing in front of us. One of them lunged for us as Kale jerked me backward. His fingertips raked across my shoulder, snapping the edge of my shirt. I stumbled, catching myself before losing the battle with gravity.

				Kale’s fingers were tight on my wrist as the men, one wearing a dark blue suit, the other wearing the same leotard the group by the stream had on, advanced. They matched our steps—us back, them forward.

				I turned toward the staircase at the other end of the kitchen that led to Curd’s room, where a third leotard clothed man stood, tranq gun in hand, blocking our escape. There had to be something—anything—I could use as a weapon. We’d backed into the middle of the room now, trapped beside a center island. I pulled down a large cast iron pan from the rack above my head and swung it in front of us.

				“Subdue and capture them both—Cross’ orders,” the suit said, his face blank. He lunged for me while the man behind us made a grab for Kale. 

				Kale was like a ninja, skating easily out of reach and ducking under the man’s grasp. Pivoting, he spun full circle and brought his right forearm across the man’s chest. He followed hard with an upturned fist, whaling into the man’s hip. His attacker crumpled to the floor, howling in pain.

				The other leotard man sprinted forward as Suit Guy adjusted his grip on my upper arm. I swung out with the frying pan again, missing his head but catching the edge of his shoulder with a satisfying thwack. He released his grip in surprise, and I stumbled away. 

				But not far enough.

				He recovered quickly and lunged forward again. This time, instead of the cold clinical glare, he wore a heated snarl. With a powerful arc, he slapped me across the face. Everything danced and spun. My cheek felt like it had exploded.

				I barely registered the jolt as I landed, jarring my right wrist and knee on the floor. My vision cleared enough to make out the man’s hand darting forward again. I aimed for the back of his legs and kicked out, but Kale was faster. In a flash, he stood above me, hand intercepting the man’s before it closed around my upper arm.

				For a moment, nothing happened. Kale froze. Eyes meeting mine, he wore a horrified expression. Then, like the most high-tech special effect Hollywood had to offer, the man’s skin shriveled and grayed. In a matter of seconds, he collapsed inward until nothing was left but a pile of clothing sitting amidst a mountain of ashlike dust.

				Behind us, the two other men stirred. “Miss Cross—”

				Subdue and capture them both—Cross’ orders… Jesus what the hell was Dad into?

				I climbed to my feet, the room still spinning a little. Kale grabbed my arm, and we sprinted out the door and across Curd’s lawn. Subdue and capture, my ass. “Go, go, go!”

				…

				An hour later, we were tucked under a tree behind my high school. Could it have been this morning I’d been laying out in the sun, enjoying the first days of summer? It felt like weeks had passed. Was it only hours ago my dad had been merely a self-absorbed, coldhearted lawyer in whose eyes I could do nothing right? Now what was he? The head of some super-secret program that used people with strange gifts as weapons? 

				“I need to know,” I whispered, barely audible. My gut already knew the answer, but still…. Without confirmation there was still a small glimmer of hope—and hope could be a dangerous thing. “My dad told me she was dead—does he know? That she’s there, I mean. Does he know my mom’s still alive?” 

				Kale nodded. “I’m sorry.” He looked regretful and sad. Also a little scared. The corners of his lips were turned downward, expression darkening. He stepped closer, taking my hands. “He lied to you. You cannot trust him.”

				When we’d left Curd’s, I was still debating what to do about Kale. Watching him deal with those guys proved he was more than capable of taking care of himself. So what was stopping me from wishing him luck and shooing him off on his merry little way? At first it was the look in his eyes when he’d demanded my shoes back at the stream. True fear. That same fear was mirrored in his expression when he spoke about Dad at Curd’s and when he told me about Mom being at Denazen. Now that same fear was back, but this time it was for me.

				That was new and made me feel a little tingly—which was totally unwelcomed. I’d been taking care of myself for a long time. I didn’t need anyone watching my back—except maybe Brandt. Still, I didn’t pull away.

				“And she can’t leave, right? He won’t let her?”

				He frowned and nodded.

				What kind of man does that to people? To his own wife? The same kind of man who doesn’t think twice about using a teenager to kill, that’s who. The kind of man who couldn’t be trusted. Kale was right. Going home wasn’t an option.

				Kale had been through hell at Dad’s hands—I couldn’t walk away from him. A part of me felt responsible while another part felt… something else. Something I couldn’t quite explain. Something that, like his concern for me, made me uneasy while at the same time caused my blood to pump a bit faster.

				“Tell me about her.” My chest ached. Did she know my name or what I looked like? Did she know her own husband was the one responsible for keeping her there? “Tell me what she’s like.”

				“A lot like you—kind, but strong. She taught me to survive.” He tilted his head to the side, examining me. My hands still in his, he turned them over. With his thumb, he traced circles across my palms. A shiver ran down my spine. “You have the same hands.”

				“Is she—” I swallowed the lump lodged in my throat. “Can she do what you do?”

				He shook his head. “She can become someone else.”

				“Become someone else?” A shiver of excitement raced through my body. 

				“Change her appearance. They use us as a team sometimes. She becomes someone the target knows, leading them someplace quiet so I can punish them.”

				I got to my feet and turned away. I didn’t want Kale—or anyone for that matter—to see the tears trailing down my cheeks. 

				“How could he do this to her? To me?” I whirled around, voice uneven. Forget the tears—bring on the anger. “How could he lock her away and tell me she was dead! She’s been there this whole time?”

				Kale didn’t answer. When I turned back, he was staring up at the sky, fascinated. “Sue used to tell me of the outside world. Late at night when sleep wouldn’t come, she would come into my room and tell me stories about the things I could do and see—the people I could meet. She cries sometimes, in the middle of the night, when she thinks no one is listening. But I hear her. I’m always listening.”

				The tears came harder now. I’d had it easy. This whole time Mom was nothing more than a ghost to me. A voiceless, bodiless figment of my imagination. How hard must it have been for her to know I was out here, living with the man who kept her locked away like an animal?“I asked her once, not long ago, why, if the outside world held so much wonder, she didn’t go back to it. Why she did not go to her child.”

				“What did she say?”

				His hands fell away and he turned to the football field. A deer and her two fawns were frolicking in the moonlight. He watched them for a moment, mesmerized. “They tell us normal people would not understand. That they’d hurt us if we left. Sue said that’s a lie. She told me we were really prisoners—that Denazen would never allow us to leave.” Fists tight, his voice darkened. “Denazen has always been my home. It’s all I’ve ever known. I didn’t know anything about the outside world or the people in it, but I knew what the word prisoner meant.”

				His voice was so sad. I wanted to reach out and hold him. We made a great pair. The universe had seen fit to screw us both over—big time. “That’s why you ran away?”

				He shook his head. “It wasn’t something I planned. After that conversation with Sue, I started thinking. Started to question things. Prisoner. A single word changed everything. I looked at things more carefully. They gave me an assignment yesterday. It started out like every other. I was given my target’s name and driven to the kill location. I was escorted to the scene and left to enter, do my job, and return. No questions asked.”

				“What happened?”

				He turned back to me, and the muscles in his jaw tightened. “When I entered the house, she was alone. Asleep in her bed. I was confused at first—she wasn’t what I expected. I hesitated. It must have taken too long, because they sent someone in to check on me. When he confirmed that she was the target, I ran.”

				“What made you hesitate?”

				His eyes squeezed closed. Shaking his head, he said, “She was a child—no more than seven or eight. Helpless.” He opened his eyes. “Innocent. There was no crime someone that young could commit to be deserving of punishment.”

				“Jesus.”

				“I ran. Then I found you.” He looked away. “Sue told me once, if I should ever find myself on the outside with no place to go, I should find the Reaper.”

				“The Reaper?” 

				“Yes. She said he would be able to help.”

				“Who is he? How can he help?”

				Kale shrugged. “I only know he is like us—like Sue and me. A Six. She said he was revered among our kind. Powerful.”

				I was about to ask him if he’d thought further then running away from Denazen, but a high pitched, alien-themed hum sounded from my back pocket. Kale tensed, backing away. “It’s okay. It’s only my cell.” I pulled it out, expecting to see Dad’s number.

				“Brandt?”

				“Dez? Where the hell are you? It’s three a.m.! Your Dad called the house. He said you ran off with some dangerous guy? He’s worried for you.”

				I snorted. “Trust me, Brandt. He ain’t worried for me.” As much as I hated to drag my cousin into this, we needed help. “Listen, I’ve got a major favor to ask. Can you meet me tomorrow at noon—at the Graveyard? Bring some of your clothes. Long-sleeved stuff. And a pair of gloves. And something for me to change into. I’m gross.”

				There was a pause. “Dez, you’re scaring me. What the hell is up? Why don’t you just go home?”

				“I can’t really say.”

				Another pause. “Are you okay? Where are you? Are you alone?”

				How much to say? Could someplace like Denazen trace cell phones? “I’m okay,” I answered finally. I wanted to add, for now, but I knew that’d only worry him. “I’m not alone, but I can’t tell you where I am. Not right now.”

				“Okay,” he said cautiously. “What else do you need?”

				I thought about it and realized I was starving. I’d found Kale on my way home from the party. Party equaled no wallet. No wallet meant no cash. No cash meant serious case of the munchies. “Some water, definitely. Maybe something to nom? Some spare cash if you’ve got it, too. I’ll totally pay you back.”

				“Done and done. You gonna be okay till then?”

				“Gonna have to be,” I sighed. We’d lay low until morning. It’d be easy to stay off the radar for a few hours.

				Or would it? Curd’s place was close, but there were a hundred other houses between his and mine. He’d never been to the house and Dad had never met him. How the hell had Denazen found us so fast?

				My fingers tightened around the cell. Duh. GPS. What a moron.

				“Don’t try calling me back. I’m ditching the phone. And whatever you do, don’t tell anyone you talked to me. Not your Dad, and especially not mine.” Without waiting, I pushed end.

				“I can’t believe I’m going to do this,” I said to myself. Looking down at the phone, I only hesitated a moment before throwing it at the tree behind me. The cell crashed into the trunk, shattering into several large pieces, and falling to the ground. “Come on, we have to get out of here.”

				…

				We killed the rest of the night and early next day by trying to lay low—which wasn’t as easy as one would think. Kale, though cautious, was amazed by almost everything thing he saw. Everything from skateboards and takeout food to the outfits people wore was a brand new experience for him. He especially liked how people in the outside world dressed—namely, the girls. He really liked their short skirts and high, spiky shoes.

				The morning slipped away without incident. We hadn’t had any further run-ins with the men from Denazen, leading me to believe I’d been right. They’d been tracking my phone. Without it, we could stay off the grid. For a little while, at least. 

				The Graveyard was an old junkyard on the edge of town we used for partying. Usually, even in the daylight hours, kids could be found hanging out. Avoiding the home scene, ditching school—when it was in session—and winding down after work. This early, it was a ghost town.

				We made our way around the back to the rip in the fence and slipped through. Brad Henshaw, the owner, died two years ago, leaving the place in limbo. The rumor was his daughter, a plastic surgeon in the city, had yet to take the time out of her busy schedule to come up and deal with the property. This meant we were free to come and go as we pleased, some nights partying till dawn. We were never really loud, not that there was anything much in the area, and we didn’t hurt anything, so the cops pretty much left us alone.

				At the very back of the lot, there was a collection of old vans that had been dragged, cut, and fit together like a makeshift fort. This was where everyone usually met. We made it within ten feet when movement inside caught my eye. I stopped mid-stride.

				“It’s cool,” Brandt called. He stepped from the van into the sunlight. Setting his board down, he ran a hand through his wild, sandy blond hair and nodded. He had on the same jeans he’d worn to the party last night. I knew because of the ink stain above the right knee and the huge gaping hole in the left. He kept saying he was going to toss them, yet he never did. I couldn’t understand why guys found it acceptable to wear things more than once without running them through the wash. At least he’d changed his T-shirt. “It’s only me.”

				I fell forward, wrapping my arms around his shoulders. “Thank you so much for coming.”

				“Like I wouldn’t,” he said, pulling away. His eyes widened when he spotted Kale. “This is the dangerous guy?”

				Kale regarded him with the same cool, but sad, expression he’d given me last night right before he tried to kill me. “I’m not dangerous to her.”

				“My uncle seems to think you are. If you hurt my cousin, I’ll kick your ass from here to Jersey. You what, in a gang or something?”

				“A gang? Seriously, Brandt. Less TV from now on, okay?” I inhaled. “I ran into Kale on the way home from the party last night. Some guys were chasing him.”

				Brandt folded his arms and nudged the skateboard at his feet. He always had to be touching the damn thing. Like a security blanket with wheels. “Okay…”

				“So I bring him back to my place figuring, hey, this’ll piss Dad off something fierce, only I didn’t get the reaction I was hoping for. He knew Kale. Like, knew the guys chasing him down.”

				Brandt didn’t respond. Instead, he backed away and reached into the van. A moment later, he pulled out a small purple duffle and a plastic bag. Tossing the duffle at Kale’s feet, he said, “There are clothes for you in here, and what little cash I could scrounge up last minute. Get the hell out of Dodge. Fast.” 

				Kale picked up the duffle.

				Holding out the plastic bag to me, he said, “These are yours. This morning I snuck into your room. I was planning to get some of your own things and bail. The last time I gave you one of my unclean shirts to wear you spazzed. But when I got there, I heard voices.”

				“Voices?”

				He shook his head. “Didn’t see who it was, but I sure as hell heard enough. They said some really tweaked-out shit.”

				A lump of ice formed in my stomach. “What’d you hear?”

				“Your Dad’s a bad dude. Like, really bad. I heard him saying something about disposing of bodies.” He grabbed my shoulders and shook me. “Bodies, Dez—as in dead people. Corpses! Something about the old dump site being full. Then he mentioned you. Something about finding you and bringing you in. Then they left.”

				I felt kind of sick. Maybe he’d misunderstood something. Dump site could mean garbage. Bodies could mean…okay, I had nothing for that one. “That all?”

				Brandt hesitated. “No… When he left, he didn’t lock his office. Didn’t have long, but I managed to dig up some information.” He nudged the board again, flipping it over and resting his right foot on top.

				“What did you find?”

				“Your Dad’s into some crazy shit. That law firm he works for? Denazen? Yeah, so not a law firm, Dez. They’re something else. They use Sixes—that’s what they call people with weird abilities—as weapons, rented out to the highest bidder. Political scuffles, personal vendettas, hell, even the mob. Assassins. They use these people as assassins.”

				“I can’t believe you went snooping. What if he came back?”

				His expression melted into pure mischief. Lips tilted up, exposing a single dimple. That smile drove girls crazy. “I’ve got Dad’s nose for digging up news. I didn’t endure every father-son career day at the newspaper for nothing, you know. Picked up plenty of mad stealthing skills.”

				Uncle Mark was an investigative reporter at the Parkview Daily News. If there was deeply hidden dirt to find, he’d find it. I stored the thought away for later use. I had no intentions of dragging anyone else into this unless I had no other choice.

				“This is not happening,” I whispered. “What about my mom? She’s alive. Did you find anything about her?”

				His eyes widened. “Your mom’s alive? What makes you think that?”

				“She is alive.” Kale reinforced. “She is a prisoner of Denazen, like I was.”

				Brandt’s eyes went wide and he opened his mouth, but I cut him off. “What about the Reaper? Did you come across anything about him?”

				“Nothing on a Reaper, but I didn’t have a lot of time. Pretty much skimmed the papers on his desk. Trust me, after what I’d heard, your Dad is the last person I want to see.” He sighed. “We should head back to my place. We’ll tell my Dad. He’ll figure out what to do.” 

				“No-can-do. Kale is, um, kinda different.”

				Brandt folded his arms. Shuffling, he switched feet, placing the left one atop the skateboard and rolling it back and forth. “Define different.”

				 “Kale’s important to that place. He’s one of those Sixes. I can’t let Dad find him.”

				“This isn’t a game, Dez.”

				Why did everyone think I thought that, for Christ sake? “I know!”

				“This is bigger than you and me. Bigger than pissing your Dad off. You just met the guy. Why bury yourself in trouble for a stranger?”

				“First off, he knows about Denazen and he knows Mom. I’ll need all the help I can get if there’s any chance to get her out.” I took a step forward. “Second, he was a prisoner at Denazen. They used him to kill people.”

				He paled. “Kill people?”

				“My skin is deadly to anything it touches,” Kale confirmed as he took my hand.

				Brandt stared, horrified. The skateboard stilled under his foot. “Then how come he’s touching you? How is he touching you?”

				“I seem to be immune.”

				“You seem to be immune,” he repeated. “Don’t you get it? They’ll think you’re one of them, too!”

				“I can’t touch other Sixes,” Kale said, voice pained. “They had me try. Over and over again. I killed them all. Every time, I killed them.”

				Brandt whirled on Kale, shooting him a deadly glare. “Back off, dickhead.”

				“I’m not leaving him,” I said, standing my ground. 

				 “This is stupid, Dez.” he snapped, even though I could see from his expression he knew it wouldn’t change my mind. “Come back to the house and we’ll figure this out.”

				“I can’t. Gotta see this through.”

				He pulled out a pen. Snatching my hand, he began to write on my palm. “Go here and ask for this Misha Vaugn chick—but be careful. I don’t know who she is, or what she does, but her name was in a file on the desk that said main targets. If she’s one of these people, maybe she can help you. Stay off the grid, Dez. I don’t want to have to storm this place to drag your ass out.”

				That was Brandt. Always had my back. I pulled him into a quick hug, then turned back to Kale. “We should get moving. See if you can find anything else out about that place—but be careful.”

				He nodded and took a step back.

				We made it halfway to the edge of the lot before Brandt cursed. “Crap. Wait, I’ll go with—”

				Shouting rose in the distance.

				We scattered. No time. We were on our own.
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