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CHAPTER ONE

 


When I walked out to the courtyard of the
hospital one autumn morning, there he sat with his hand
outstretched, subtly curling and uncurling his fingers as if
caressing the wind.

"Good morning." I didn't expect an answer.
Just short of a week ago he was checked in as a John Doe. A young
police officer brought him, thinking Gracewood was affiliated with
the county, but it's a private psychiatric hospital.

He was somewhere in his early twenties with
no name, no history, and he spoke to no one. Apparently a lady
reported a madman in her yard drinking from her garden hose. The
officer said he found him curled up in the woman's shed, gently
rocking and humming a monotonous tune.

I asked Dr. Mann to keep him here. I'd take
care of his expenses. Besides, the doctor owed me a favor. I
couldn't bear to see the poor thing moved to the county facility
where it's so cold and detached.

He dropped his arm and surveyed the yard with
his angel-blue eyes, the same shade a child might color the
sky.

The maple trees still held a few crimson and
gold leaves and the asters were blooming, but those eyes found
nothing worth taking in.

"Same as yesterday," he said.

"Yesterday was nice."

"You had a son."

My heart caught in my throat. I could only
nod.

I expected a pleasant nothingness before
group therapy and wasn't prepared to face my grief outside, without
the four solid walls and squashed-pillow sofa of the therapy room.
Not that I talked about my grief even there. I find it easier to
cluck sympathetically about other people's pain.

He slumped down like a scolded boy. "I'm
sorry. I shouldn't have said anything."

"It's fine. It's just hard to talk about
Owen... and my husband." There, I said it and the sky didn't
fall.

He motioned with his eyes. "Sit."

I tried to keep space between us, but he was
centered on the bench. The edge of his white robe touched my
sweater. He arrived at the hospital in dirty jeans, a tattered
Hawaiian print shirt and an expression of desolation. After that
day, he'd worn nothing but pajamas and a robe.

I looked at the side of his face. He reminded
me of my son, just a little bit. He too had a hint of freckles on
the bridge of his nose and such expressive eyes.

"What's your name?" I asked.

"Can I tell you a story?"

"What sort of story?"

"A true one."

He'd been silent until now. How could I
refuse? Besides, I was curious.

"All right," I said.

"Once upon a time there was a girl named Bea
and a boy named Finn. That's how to begin a story, isn't it?"

"If you like."

He nodded and began again.

 


* * *~ ~* * *

 


Once upon a time there was a girl named Bea
and a boy named Finn. They were both on a commuter rail-train in
San Francisco, but the train wasn't moving and they were each
alone.

An antiseptic female voice announced over the
intercom that the train would not proceed until all passengers were
clear of the doors. Bea sighed and slumped down in her seat on the
train. She shoved her sunglasses on and watched the grungy guy
leaning out the doorway to look toward the rear end of the
platform. She figured he must be the cause of the delay.

He wore camouflage pants, a denim jacket
looking like it was once used as a throw rug in a rhinoceros pen,
and a black T-shirt with no band names, logos, or sayings that
would tell her what, if anything, he stood for. He didn't appear to
stand for anything. He was just standing.

He pulled his head in and the door slid shut.
The train lurched back into its journey through San Francisco.

He wasn't bad looking, if you liked that
type. Bea certainly did not. His scruffy excuse of a beard told the
world he hadn't shaved in several days and his brown tousled hair
looked surprised its owner had actually gotten out of bed that day.
No, not her type at all, broad shoulders and warm brown eyes aside,
no, definitely not.

Oh crud, he was staring right at her. She
flumped her big purple messenger bag onto the seat beside her in an
attempt to say, no room for you here.

He smirked and slowly shook his head.

Self-important jackass. I'm not even
looking at you. She turned and pretended not to be watching him
through her sunglasses.

He glanced backwards at the windowed door to
the rear of the car. This was one of the connector doors leading to
another train car. Good, maybe he'll leave.

The next thing Bea knew, the man was standing
over her. She blinked, thinking she must have dozed off. It had
been a late night.

"Get up." His voice was low and guttural. He
was staring back at that end door.

Bea didn't move.

He looked down into her upturned face. "Get
up."

He jerked her up by the arm. She gasped. He
handed her bag to her and shoved her toward the connector door
opposite the one he had been so interested in.

"Don't scream."

She tried catching the attention of the other
passengers with her eyes, but nobody ever looks at anybody on the
train. People not on their laptop or reading, always wear a glazed
commuter expression.

He reached around her to slide open the door
with one hand and pushed her through. Even on the best of days, Bea
felt panicky in the little rubber enclosed annexes between the
cars. They were confining and thunderously loud, and the doors were
hard to open.

She struggled with the second door.

The guy reached around her and opened it,
saying, "I got it," like he was doing her a favor instead of
kidnapping her.

The train lurched to a stop. Bea stumbled as
she stepped out of the annex. Using it to her advantage, she threw
herself into a cluster of people, wove her way around a man with a
bicycle, and out the door of the train. She practically flew from
the platform and up the stairs to street level and slipped into a
sandwich shop.

She slumped into a booth seat by the window
and peeked over the flyers papering the lower half of the window.
She didn't see the guy from the train. Her heart slowed to a mere
gallop as she blew her black bangs out of her eyes with a sigh.
Lucky escape, but what a story to tell her friends.

Bea pulled out her cell phone. Drat, two
missed calls. She dialed her voice mail. A message from her boss
said that since Bea obviously found it too stressful to come in on
time, he thought it only compassionate to relieve her of the burden
of coming in at all... ever. A second call was from her worried
uncle saying Bea's boss called the house to ask why she wasn't at
work today.

She gritted her teeth and seethed at herself
for losing yet another job, seethed at her uncle for calling all in
a tizzy, and then seethed at herself again for seething at her
uncle because he was just showing concern. She began to call
home.

That's when a certain somebody thrust himself
into the booth beside her making her knock her sunglasses askew
with her phone. She turned and saw the guy from the train. Her
mouth dropped open as she flipped her phone shut.

He set down a tray with two sandwiches and
two drinks. Bea wondered how he came in and ordered food without
her noticing. Her eyes darted around for a weapon. She slowly set
down her phone and picked up the stainless steel napkin
dispenser.

He didn't even look at her. "Eat," he said,
ripping the waxy paper from his hot pastrami. He glanced over his
shoulder before taking a bite.

Bea felt silly holding a napkin dispenser
while the guy just sat devouring his lunch. She decided to be
annoyed instead of afraid. She slammed it on the table and pushed
her sunglasses onto the top of her head, narrowing her eyes at
him.

"I'm vegetarian."

"I got you hummus," he said with his mouth
full.

Bea's glare waned as she looked down. On the
paper wrapping of her sandwich were the words "Hummus w/o
Tomatoes." Her lips parted and her brow furrowed. How did he know
what she liked? This was getting creepier by the minute.

He garbaged down his sandwich and took a
slurp of soda. He shook the ice while scanning the restaurant and
slurped again. Wiping his mouth with the back of his knuckles, he
let out a satisfied sigh. Bea hadn't touched her own food.

Turning to her, he moistened his lips as
though preparing to say something, but Bea spoke first.

"What now?"

Then she groaned when her phone rang.

She reached for it, but in a blur the guy had
it in his hand. Her eyes must still be sleepy.

He looked at it, gave a half grin, and put
the phone into Bea's impatient hand.

"Thanks," she snapped, flipping it open. She
shot a glare at him before looking down. "Hi Uncle... I know... I'm
sorry... No, I'm fine, really. I was just at Lizzy's... We'll talk
later. I'll be home soon. I'm sorry... Don't worry... goodbye."

She shut the phone and gripped it
tightly.

"Beatrice."

Her eyes flew open. "How do you know my
name?"

His smile widened and he scratched the back
of his head.

"Never mind," she said. "I don't even want to
know. You come barreling into my morning-"

"Afternoon," he corrected.

"-in a melodramatic whirlwind like some bad
action movie, then sit down to a leisurely meal, thank you by the
way, and have the impudence to know my name! Get out of my
way."

But she didn't wait for him to let her out of
the booth. She stood up on the seat, leaped over the back, and
stormed out of the restaurant. Then stormed back in, grabbed her
sandwich, and stormed out again.

 


* * *~ ~* * *

 


A breeze stirred up the leaves in the
hospital courtyard, breaking the spell of his story. The young man
turned to me.

"That was Finn and Bea's first meeting."

"Finn was the man from the train?" I
asked.

He nodded.

"Are you Finn?"

The corner of his lips twitched. "You think
I'm Finn?"

I gave a tentative shrug.

"Miriam, how could I be Finn?" His tone was
suddenly cold. "How could I be Finn, Miriam? I'm not in love with
Bea."

Maybe it was just the breeze, but I
trembled.

"I should go inside," I said.

His eyes dropped to his lap. "Don't go."

Something about his manner unsettled me, but
he seemed so lost. I felt compelled to stay.

His gaze rose to my face. "You remind me of
my mother."

"Really?"

"No, not really."

I smiled, not sure if he was joking. "I'd
like to hear more of your story."

He tipped his face up and squinted at the
blue morning sky. "Does it ever seem like somebody else said the
things you said and did the things you did?"

I nodded. "Yes. I know that feeling."

"Then you're just crouching in shadows
too."

 


*


CHAPTER TWO

 


Finn waited a beat before getting up to
follow Bea. He kept several people between them so she wouldn't
notice him, just as he had when he tailed her from the train to the
restaurant. She went down the stairs into the station.

He was entranced with her coal black hair,
lips like rose petals, and her funny walk. She was twenty with the
body of a grown woman, but she carried herself like a girl. She
walked with a sort of bouncy strut. He watched the way her polka
dot sun-dress hugged her figure. He'd seen her on the computer, but
in the flesh...

Finn was oblivious to everything but Bea
until a hand grabbed his shoulder. He turned with a start.

"Tom!"

The twenty-three-year-old in a pin-striped
shirt and suspenders lifted his fedora to run a hand through his
blond hair. He looked like he fell out of an old-time gangster
movie.

"Calm down, Finn. Hey, I saw you with her on
the train. Did you lose her? It sure looked like you were trying to
lose me." The two were supposed to be partners in the
kidnapping.

"No, I didn't know where you were. She ran
out of the train. I followed her, but lost her in the crowd." Finn
looked at the toe of his black leather boot. Lying to Tom wasn't
easy. He'd known the guy his whole life. "I looked for her."

Tom stuck his nose right in Finn's face. "How
come you smell like pastrami?"

Finn pulled away. "I don't."

"Hmm." Tom simpered at him with half-mast
eyes. Finn recognized the look as the one Tom practiced in front of
the mirror trying to appear sinister. "I called you."

"I guess my ringer was off." Finn pulled his
phone out of his back pocket. "Yeah, see, it's off," he said
quietly. Finn had a habit of muttering that made him sound like he
was talking to himself. "Look at that. Missed a call."

Tom's hard expression cracked as he laughed
loudly. "Yeah, you did. Mine." He gave Finn a punch on the arm. "No
problem, buddy. It's your first gig. It's nothing compared to that
caper Martin and I pulled off in Arizona."

Tom and another agent had hijacked a truck
with a load of copper which had already been hijacked by another
criminal gang. The driver nearly blew off Martin's face with an
Uzi. Tom returned from that heist bragging how he snapped the guy's
neck like a pretzel. Finn had never killed anyone.

"We'll get her next time," said Tom. "Don't
sweat it."

"Sorry. Guess my dad was wrong. I'm not ready
for this."

"Naw. You're ready. Just bad luck this time.
We wouldn't even have a lead on her if it wasn't for you and your
fancy detective work." Tom rocked on his heels. "Come on, let's get
out of here."

They walked away from the trains, away from
her.

Tom leaped backwards up the stairs ahead of
Finn, skipping steps as he went. "The Fir Na Gealaí never fail,
right?"

Finn nodded.

"Come on, buddy, this gig doesn't even
involve killing anybody. Probably! Ha-ha."

Finn turned away, scratching the side of his
face. "Settle down, would ya? You stand out like an iguana in a dog
show."

"So, you wouldn't want me to do this." Tom
whooped loudly and jumped with catlike grace over the last five
steps. Then he did a singlehanded cartwheel. The other hand held
his hat on his head. Style: remarkable. Execution: less than
precise, for one of the Fir.

 


* * *~ ~* * *

 


"Fear?" I asked.

My young narrator turned to me. "Fir Na
Gealaí, Miriam," he said. "Feer nah Gyah-lee," he repeated,
pronouncing each syllable slowly. His eyes scanned the yard before
leaning closer. He spoke in a hoarse whisper. "The F.N.G. is the
most effective criminal organization in the world. Think Mafia with
extra testosterone. But it's a secret," he hissed.

I recoiled.

"Miriam, you understand? They wanted Bea.
Finn didn't want them to have her, but he couldn't... wouldn't tell
anybody, not his dad, not Tom, nobody."

He took a deep breath, sighed, and sat back.
I thought he would speak no more, when he suddenly sputtered back
to life.

 


* * *~ ~* * *

 


Tom and Finn walked down the sidewalk. The
air smelled smoggy and briney from the traffic and the wind off the
ocean.

"Come on," Tom said, "you can't spend your
whole life computer hacking and messing with gadgets. There's a
world out there beyond computers, my friend. A world you can really
sink your teeth into." He grinned wide like a cartoon cat.

Finn forced a smile.

"Besides, your dad got us this job and put
you in charge. He's counting on us, buddy." Tom's eyes
widened and a little too much of the white showed when he repeated,
"He-is-counting-on-us!" He put a hand on Finn's shoulder,
which Finn shrugged off. "Yes?"

"Yeah," Finn grunted.

Tom gestured wildly like a carny declaring
you can't win if you don't play. Three throws for a buck. "The
enclave is counting on us to bring in that girl. Finn, you know
what this means? We could be back in favor with Europe. We could be
back in Europe. Maybe Italy!"

None of the Fir in the U.S. were there by
choice. Tagged as pariahs for being incompetent or uncooperative,
the F.N.G. in America formed small enclaves throughout the
country.

Finn stopped walking and rounded on him with
a scowl.

"What the fuck do you care about Europe?
That's my dad's dream, to go back. You and I haven't lived in
Europe since we were babies. I don't remember Europe. I don't care
about Europe. What the fuck do you care about it? What do you
fucking care about Italy?" Finn turned and stalked away, his hands
stuffed firmly in his pockets.

Tom jogged to catch up. "I'm sorry. I
shouldn't have mentioned Italy, your mom and all. It's just...
damn. It's almost like you -"

"What?" Finn glanced at him, but turned away
quickly.

He felt like he had a rock in his gut.

"Nothing," Tom said.

 


* * *~ ~* * *

 


Wind fluttered dry leaves through the
hospital courtyard.

His eyes stared ahead, taking in the expanse
like a child in a desert. I brushed a wisp of hair behind his
ear.

"What's your name?" I asked.

"What's a name to a life with no
meaning?"

I didn't know how to respond. All I could
think was, Oh, this poor child. Then he threw back his head and
gave a short mirthless laugh that dispelled his vulnerable
aura.

"I'm no philosopher, Miriam. Don't look at me
with that intense leer." He shrugged and brushed off his shoulder
like he was brushing off my gaze."

 


* * *~ ~* * *

 


As soon as Bea opened the front door to her
house, the warm toasty smell of cookies wafted over her. She
breathed deeply.

"Bea, is that you?" called her uncle from the
kitchen.

"Yeah. I'm home and still alive."

She pulled out a large book and dropped her
bag to the floor. She walked into the sunlit kitchen. Bea's Uncle
Lucas, tall, lean, gray-haired, and good looking despite the scar
across one cheek, was removing a batch of cookies from the oven.
Bea smiled casually, trying not to look like a girl who'd nearly
been kidnapped.

"Hi, Uncle. I'm sorry my boss called and
freaked you out. I was just at Lizzy's apartment. My ringer was
off."

"It did give me a fright, not knowing where
you were." Her uncle's English accent made all of Bea's friends
swoon. He kissed her head as he walked by.

Bea grabbed a cookie from a cooling rack and
took a bite. "Oh!" she exclaimed, sucking in air to cool her
mouth.

"Careful, they're hot."

She laughed. "Yeah, I noticed." She wrinkled
her nose. "Raisins? I thought they were chocolate chips."

"They're not for us. The church potluck is
tonight."

"No, I'm so sleepy. I only slept for like
three hours. Plus I got fired," she added quietly.

"Hmm." He slid more cookies onto the cooling
rack. "It's unfortunate you're tired, but you agreed to attend the
potluck. Perhaps going to a midnight book release in the city
wasn't a good idea after all." He smiled in that annoyingly smug
way of his.

"Oh my gawd, but it was totally worth
it!"

"I'm not God."

"Oh my gosh. Lizzy and I stayed up all
night reading. I can't believe it's the final book of the series!"
She hugged the thick book to her chest. "It's over," she declared
in melodramatic breathlessness.

"Good. Perhaps we won't have to hear about it
anymore."

She opened the fridge. "Wishful
thinking."

"Wait a moment." He turned slowly toward her
and cocked his head. "Did you say you were fired?" He gasped in
mock incredulity. "Now I wonder why that could be?"

Bea gritted her teeth and looked at the
ceiling. It was the third job she'd lost this year and it was only
August. She shut the fridge without taking anything out. "There was
a weird guy on the train."

"No kidding?" Lucas chuckled and slid a
cookie sheet into the oven. Saying there was a weird guy on the
commuter train was like saying there were dust bunnies under the
bed. It's to be expected and endured.

Bea flipped through a stack of mail and dared
herself to reveal more. "I think he was homeless or something, but
he was sorta cute." She smiled at her uncle who was wide eyed at
the comment. "I'm kidding. You take everything so seriously."

"And you, Beatrice, take nothing seriously."
He always called her Beatrice when he was in a lecturing mood. He
scrutinized her with narrowed blue eyes. "Did you speak to this
man?"

"You know what? I should make my next vlog."
Bea was obsessed with making video logs for her YouTube channel.
Before her uncle could protest, she skedaddled to her room.

 


*


CHAPTER THREE

 


Finn sat before a desk littered with empty
soda cans, a radio currently in pieces, a stopwatch, a collection
of small solar panels, some small tools, and a laptop computer. He
wore headphones while watching Bea's latest video.

"So I got the final book." Bea aimed a
dimpled smile at the camera and held up the book. She even gave it
a kiss. She talked about going to the bookstore with her friend who
lived in San Francisco and staying up all night.

"Oh, and there was this guy on BART. That's
the train that takes you to the city, anyway, he was totally
checking me out and I was so tired and mad because my favorite
character died in the end. So, I thought the guy was going to
kidnap me or something, but he didn't."

Bea turned toward her bedroom door, looked
back at the camera, and lowered her voice. "I hope my uncle isn't
listening. The guy bought me a sandwich and I'm like -what the
heck? But I ate it. My uncle would fall over in a dead faint if he
found out."

Finn leaned forward, unblinking, and chewed
his thumb nail.

"The guy was kind of scary looking at first
but also a little bit cute. Okay, a lot cute."

Finn bit his bottom lip as he grinned, arched
his back, and raised his arms triumphantly. When he noticed his
father standing in the doorway, he turned it into a stretch and
pulled his headphones off. He tapped the Stealth Switch at his
feet, causing the video window to hide. Only the sports page
remained visible.

"I said," his father growled, "have you found
anything hinting of the Elwes girl's whereabouts?" He walked around
the desk to stand behind his son. Finn's father, Collin, was a
large, imposing figure, with a strong Irish accent and gray hair
tinged with traces of ginger.

Finn shook his head. "No. I was just checking
the um... scores."

His father leaned down, putting his wide hand
on Finn's shoulder. He frowned at the screen and grunted. "Hmm.
Well, I've got some business at the port. Don't just dick around
while I'm gone." He strode to the doorway.

"Okay." Finn shifted in his chair. "I'll call
if I learn anything." Then he paused because his father just stood
staring at him.

"We can't fuck this up, lad. It's too
important. You got it? Tom took the blame for the other day, but he
won't keep –-"

Finn cut him off, "I know!"

"This is important. All right?"

"Yeah. All right, Dad."

"Good lad." Collin thumped on the door frame.
"Take care."

Finn waited to hear the front door shut, let
out a breath, and relaxed in his chair. He ran his fingers lightly
over the keyboard. Maybe he should write to her.

 


*

A few days had passed since the incident on
the train and it had sunk into the realm of Bea's brain reserved
for curious-but-irrelevant events. Her best friend, a lanky blond
named Sam, sat at the kitchen counter reading the manual for a '66
Ford Mustang and eating a bowl of ice cream. Bea scrolled through
her email while on speaker phone with their friend, Lizzy.

"Guess what Lizzy," Bea said as she pulled
her feet up onto her chair. "I applied for a job at the juice
shop."

"Blending fruit, how fun." Lizzy's
voice lilted a note of sarcasm.

"A boring job is better than no job." Bea
went to her YouTube channel.

"Your problem is you don't have any skills.
Maybe you should go back to school."

"You sound like my uncle. He's always going
on about college. The other morning I found a pamphlet about
choosing a good Catholic university sticking half way out of the
corn flake box. Just a subtle hint."

Sam laughed.

"And meet a nice religious boy, settle
down, and pop out a few kittens" Lizzy said. "Hold on. Is
Sam there? Never mind. Of course he is. Am I on speaker
phone?"

"Yes." Bea peered at the computer screen. "I
got a message from someone called Fatal Widget." Both girls laughed
at the user name. "Oh wow. He says he's the guy from the
train."

Sam walked over to look at the message.

"Do you think he really is?" Bea asked.

"No," Lizzy said. "Does he have any
videos?"

Bea went to his page. "No. It looks like a
brand new account. Lizzy, did you send this message to trick
me?"

"No. What's a widget?"

"I don't know."

"I didn't send it either," Sam said.

Lizzy snorted. "Didn't think so."

"It can't be the guy from the train," Bea
said. "How would he find my page? What if he's stalking me?"

"It depends. Is he hot?"

"Lizzy!" Bea glanced at the clock and her
concern was tossed aside. "Drat. It's getting late. I've got to
make dinner. Uncle Lucas will be home soon." She logged off the
computer.

"Are you going to tell him about your
mysterious stalker?" asked Lizzy.

"No way. Are you nuts?"

"Completely. I've gotta go anyway. I have
projects that need finishing. Some of us work for a living. I'll
talk to you later, Bea. Bye Sam."

"Bye Liz." Bea clicked off the phone and
looked at Sam. "Don't tell my uncle about the message."

"I won't. I didn't tell him about the train
guy, did I?"

"No."

He got up. "I have a class tonight."

"You said you were having dinner here."

"I did." He held up the empty ice cream
bowl.

 


*

That evening, Bea swept into the dining room
and placed the roll basket on the table with a flourish.

"Dinner is served."

"Looks delicious," Lucas said.
"Sausages?"

"They're soy."

"Oh." He eyed them with suspicion.

"Don't be such a carnivore. They're heart
healthy."

"Moderation in all things, Honey Bea. There's
a delicate balance between taste and health."

"You haven't even tried them." She plopped a
sausage onto her uncle's plate. "Eat."

"Yes, mum." He helped himself to vegetables
and a potato. He smiled wide. "So, Beatrice, what did you do
today?"

"I know that tone. You mean, did I look for a
job?"

"Well, did you?"

"As a matter of fact, I did. I applied at the
juice shop." She grinned and grabbed a roll.

"Splendid. Not a solid career, but it's a
start."

Her smile deflated and she put down her
butter knife. "Why did you have to say that?"

"What?"

"It's just a back handed compliment. It
sounds like you're praising me, but what you're really saying is I
could do better."

"Well, you could do better."

"Oh, like you? A human resources director?
Ooh, so exciting."

"It's a decent profession, Beatrice.
Excitement isn't as jolly as it seems. Neither is this soy
sausage," he added, attempting to slice it.

"How would you know about excitement, Mr.
Adventure? You think growing a zucchini the size of a baby seal is
a well spent summer." When he didn't respond, she softened her
tone. "I'll admit, the juice bar isn't a great career, but it's
just temporary work until I make enough money to... " She tipped
her head. "Hmm."

"To what?"

"To... go to beauty school," she blurted.

He let out a short laugh.

"What?" she asked. "I'm serious."

"That's your grand plan?"

"Sure. Why not? You know, that's a pretty
good idea. I'm already good at cutting hair."

He nodded.

"I mean, I'll never be a scientist like my
parents, but it could be cool."

"Honey Bea, they would be very proud of
you."

She poked at her carrots with her fork.

"You're smart and funny. Maybe you haven't
consistently held down a job, but you've been volunteering at the
crisis nursery for, what is it? Almost two years now? You're
compassionate like your mother. You look so much like her." A
wistful smile brushed his lips.

Bea remembered her mother. She had the same
small upturned nose and large brown eyes as Bea. Lucas said Bea had
inherited her mother's laugh and height, or lack of, and also, Bea
suspected, her unfortunate hips. Lucas assured her she was slender,
but she felt like every potato chip found its way to her hips.

Bea only knew her father through photos. He
was tall and lean with piercing blue eyes like her uncle. He died
in a fire when Bea was just a few months old. That was back in
England. Lucas brought Bea and her mother to America soon after and
her mother died when Bea was only three years old.

"You think I should do it? Beauty school, I
mean?"

"Yes, I think you should. To beauty school."
He offered a toast with his glass of lemon water.

"To beauty school!" Bea said, touching her
glass to his.

 


* * *~ ~* * *

 


I watched as the young man mimed raising a
glass to an unseen dining companion. He dropped his hand and turned
to me. I flinched, it was so abrupt. "You use computers much?"

"No."

"Can you picture a computer screen with um...
" He flicked his fingers. "Typing on it?"

I nodded.

 


*


CHAPTER FOUR

 


Mr. Fatal Whoever You Are, there's no way I
would meet you, even in a public place. I'm not an absolute
idiot.

I guess you must be the guy from the train.
You know things about that day I didn't mention in my video, but
that doesn't make me trust you. It just makes you look like a
stalker. You know, a guy who messes with a girl's head should feel
remorse.

And the answers to your questions are as
follows: purple & green, mint chocolate chip (but only the
green kind), lilacs, and crayons.

 


Bea ~The girl who does not like strange men
stalking her. :/

 


p.s. (Black walnut?!?! What kind of flavor is
that?)

 


* * * *

Dear Bea,

 


You have not blocked me and you keep
messaging me back, in spite of my deplorable taste in ice cream. I
think you must not completely hate me. I'm not trying to mess with
your head. If you'll let me explain in person. It will become
clear.

 


Fatal Widget

* * * *

 


"Dad! What are you doing?" The blood drained
from Finn's face as he stood in his bedroom doorway with Tom.
Collin sat at Finn's desk smoking an unfiltered cigarette. He
didn't look up from the computer.

"Good god, lad! You didn't tell me you were
making contact with the girl. That's fucking brilliant! Do you
think it'll work?"

"I don't know."

Tom pushed past Finn and went to read the
YouTube messages over Collin's shoulder. "Ha!" He aimed a crooked
smirk at Finn.

Collin squinted at his son through a cloud of
cigarette smoke. "Couldn't you just locate her using the computer
network? Isn't that the sort of thing you do? This is taking longer
than you said it would, longer than the insurance network hack you
did last summer that was supposedly so difficult."

"I already explained it to you, Dad. You can
only trace an IP as far as the ISP that owns it and IP addresses
are dynamic, but I can't even identify her IP because I don't have
her email address, only her YouTube page. If I were working for the
NSA or YouTube, it might be a different story, but I'm not." Finn
swallowed, not sure his dad and Tom would buy it.

Collin's brow creased. "If I didn't know
better, I'd say you weren't taking this seriously."

"Don't worry, Dad. Anything for the
Organization."

"Don't give me your lip."

"Jeez, Dad, I'm not a kid."

"You act like one." Collin dropped his
cigarette into an empty soda can. He stood up and pointed a thick
finger at Finn. "Everything you are, everything you have, is thanks
to the Fir Na Gealaí. If you were smart, you'd remember that."

"Fuck the Fir," muttered Finn.

Tom's eyes grew wide.

Collin stalked over to Finn, grabbed a
handful of his shirt, and yanked him off his feet. "Say that
again."

"Fuck the Fir!"

Collin dropped him and shoved him away. "I
don't know what to do with you. I raised you better than this. I
raised you to be loyal to the Organization."

Finn straightened his shirt and puffed up,
jutting out his chin. "Loyal? Is that what you call it? The
Organization is all you ever talk about. It was never, 'How was
your day, Finn?' or 'Let's play that computer game you designed.'
You always cared more about the F.N.G. than mom and me." Finn
narrowed his eyes. "No wonder she left."

Collin's nostrils flared. "Your ma was always
loyal to the F.N.G. Before we had you, she was one of the top
agents. The Organization was her life."

"So it's my fault she flipped out and
left."

"It's nobody's fault." Collin's shoulders
sagged. "If it's anybody's fault, it's mine."

When Finn was sixteen his mother left after
an ugly incident that neither Finn nor Collin ever spoke of and
they never saw her again.

Finn frowned at his boots and ground his
teeth.

"Listen son," said Collin, "the Organization
wants the girl."

"No. Malum wants her and you don't even know
why."

Dr. Malum was the head of Collin's enclave in
the U.S. He was a disturbed narcotics manufacturer who called
himself a scientist. He had high ambitions if not the means to
fulfill them. Finn considered him a slimy psycho.

Collin shifted his weight uneasily. "He'll
perform tests on the girl's blood to see if it's the same as her
mother's. He wants to formulate a drug to quell the madness," he
said, referring to the temporary insanity that overtakes the Fir
monthly.

"Bullshit," Finn said under his breath.

"What?" Collin barked, though clearly he
heard his son.

"Malum's bullshitting you. He couldn't make a
sandwich in a peanut butter factory."

"Dr. Malum is one of the best minds in the
Organization."

"Then why's he here instead of in Florence,
or London, or Moscow, or even some podunk village in Bulgaria? If
he wasn't cast out of Europe like the rest of us, then he's an
imbecile. The only Fir the Organization sends to the U.S. are the
rejects."

"What the- " began Tom, but Collin waved him
down.

Finn's words had dimmed Collin's fire. "Son,
I know you can find the girl. I know you won't fail us."

Finn stared at a random speck on the carpet
as his father walked out. Then he threw himself into his chair and
glared at the computer screen. "Tom, do you mind?"

"Later, buddy." Tom tipped his fedora back
and strolled out of the room, but turned to look at Finn from the
doorway.

Finn brushed off his desk. "Thanks for the
fucking cigarette ashes," he muttered.

"Sorry 'bout that!" his father called from
the other room.

Finn's jaw tensed. Collin's acute hearing
made Finn feel secure when he was little. Now it was just invasive.
He kicked over the trashcan.

"Shut the door," he barked at Tom.

 


* * *~ ~* * *

 


I tucked my hands into my sweater sleeves. It
was chilly in the courtyard. "What were the questions?"

"Questions?"

"The questions Bea answered. Presumably, Finn
asked her a series of questions in a previous message."

"'What's your favorite color, favorite ice
cream, favorite flower,' and 'Would you rather write with a pen or
pencil?'"

I laughed.

"Does it really matter?" he asked.

"I was just curious."

"They wrote a few dumb little messages like
that back and forth," he said.

"If you won't tell me your name, then what am
I to call you?" I don't know why I brought it up again out of the
blue, but it was like I'd attacked him, the way he hunched down and
bowed his head.

"I'm telling you a story, Miriam. Isn't that
enough? It's all I have left inside me. Everything else fell
out."

"Fell out? I don't understand."

He watched his hands clench and unclench
several times. He took a deep breath, or rather, it seemed as if
the breath suddenly took him. Hs voice shook when he began
speaking.

 


* * *~ ~* * *

 


Finn reread his message to Bea and thought it
sounded stupid because, let's face it, it did. He put on his
headphones, turned the volume down, and lost himself in one of
Bea's old videos from December.

It was no great piece of performance art, but
it was his favorite. It mainly involved Bea looking cute in her new
hat, her friend Sam blabbing from off camera about X-Box, and then
the two of them dancing to the music a local group called Cold Hot
Crash.

"Bingo," Finn whispered.

That band had fliers up all over the place.
They were playing in the city on Friday. Damn, how could he be so
stupid not to think of the obvious? But of course he didn't. He'd
been deliberately slack in looking for her. To think about her,
watch her videos, and even write to her was safer than actually
finding her. Safer for her.

Did she still like that band? He'd better not
ask. He would go to the show and if she was there, he'd corner her
and make her listen. This time Tom wouldn't be around to spoil
it.

Finn still didn't know exactly where Bea
lived. Her house was somewhere in the East Bay, but he couldn't
very well wander the streets calling her name like an abject lover.
Now there was an idea. He smiled faintly. It was better to meet her
away from her home and that uncle of hers anyway.

Finn leaned back, tipping his chair. Bea had
a smile that could take your breath away. The chance to see her
again sent a rush through his body like a sonic boom. There was so
much he knew about her from watching her videos, but he still had a
million questions having nothing to do with whether or not she'd
consent to a Fir biologist in New York making an antiserum from her
blood. He didn't even know what last name she was living under.

Less than a year ago, they heard a rumor
Lucas Elwes might be in California and he might have Helen Elwes's
daughter, Beatrice, with him. That was why they moved to California
from New York. Yes, on a rumor, Dr. Malum relocated his entire
enclave. Nobody questioned him on why this was so important. There
were no orders from the top to find her.

At Collin's urging, Malum put Finn in charge
of locating Beatrice. Having little to go on, Finn took it on faith
Lucas and Beatrice didn't change their first names. He ran a bunch
of searches with various combinations of names and key words.

He searched text, images, databases, but
nothing concrete came up. Then he searched videos. Bingo! Beatrice
at her high school graduation party. Collin agreed the girl
resembled Helen's picture in the old Elwes file and she was the
right age to be her daughter. The odds were thirty-three million to
one, but it looked like he found her.

This was on her friend's web page, but a
little poking around led him to Bea's own YouTube channel. Another
bingo! She lived with a British uncle and no parents.

At the time, Finn was still just doing it for
the Organization. No, that wasn't true. He was doing it for his
dad. Finn became disillusioned about the Fir years ago. He hated
being one of them. They weren't merely an organization. One was
born into the Fir Na Gealaí and would not, could not, break from it
until death.

But finding Bea made him think he could break
free and live a normal life.

 


* * *~ ~* * *

 


My young narrator's voice trailed off. With
the fingertips of one hand, he caressed the palm of the other.

"Her blood, you see, could be the key to a
cure for the pathogen that made him one of the Fir. That's why he
wanted her, or that's what he told himself whenever he felt a stir
of something personal. He figured once she found out what he was,
she could never love him anyway.

"Finn didn't think Dr. Malum's motive was as
pure. Certainly the doctor didn't see the antiserum as a cure and
he didn't want the antiserum for the benefit of the Organization,
no matter what he claimed."

 


*


CHAPTER FIVE

 


Bea turned Sam toward her bedroom mirror
after fixing his hair.

"See, much better, right?" she asked.

"Guess so." He brushed a blond lock out of
his eye.

"You're messing it up."

At the sound of a familiar chuckle, they both
turned to see Bea's uncle standing in the doorway.

"You don't have to put up with her fussing,"
Lucas said.

Sam shrugged.

"I'm only trying to help," Bea said.

Lucas frowned. "You can't wear that to the
city."

"Me?" Sam looked down at himself. He wore a
gray striped button-down shirt. Green Converse All Stars poked out
from under the long legs of his faded jeans.

"Not you," Lucas said, "Beatrice."

Bea wore a white blouse, a striped green tie,
and a plaid skirt. "Why not?" she asked, failing to sound
innocent.

"That hemline would need binoculars to see
your knees," her uncle said.

"You're so mean! Anyway, I'm twenty, a grown
woman. I can wear what I like." She put one hand on her hip.

"Are you, then? Adult benefits come with
adult responsibilities. Are you ready to pay half the mortgage,
half the electric bill, half the water bill, half the grocery
-"

"I get the point." Bea grabbed a pair of
jeans off the bed. "Go, go." She made sweeping motions with her
hand to shoo them out of her room.

As they walked down the hall to the kitchen,
Lucas asked Sam, "Are you driving or taking the train into the
city?"

"I'm driving."

Sam worked as a stock boy at a drug store and
put every cent he could spare into an elderly Mustang that only ran
intermittently. He was slowly getting it into shape at the auto
shop class he was taking at community college. The car was light
blue except for the driver's side door, which was white. The
rearview mirror swiveled freely each time he rounded a corner and
the trunk was tied shut with a bungee chord. Blue smoke puffed out
of the exhaust pipe whenever the car was asked to accelerate too
quickly.

"It's working properly?" Lucas asked.

"Yeah." Sam grabbed an apple form the fruit
bowl and took a bite. "I just redid the brakes."

Lucas sat down at the table with his hands
folded and one brow raised. "I see. And you're making good marks in
class?"

"Uncle," Bea whined, walking into the
kitchen.

"Merely conversing," Lucas said.

"You worry too much. Well?" Bea twirled. She
had on jeans under her short skirt.

"Odd, but acceptable."

"Oh." She giggled. "I see." She wiped a bit
of apple from Sam's cheek. He pulled away.

"Come on," he said, wiping his mouth on his
sleeve. "Let's go."

Lucas walked them to the door. "Be
careful."

"We will. Love you." Bea stood on tiptoe to
give him a kiss on the cheek.

After they left, Lucas made himself a
sandwich and a cup of Earl Grey, the proper way, a good five-minute
steep. He sat down to spend a quiet evening with a good book and
Chopin. Not knowing what would later befall his precious niece, he
switched on the stereo.

 


* * *~ ~* * *

 


I touched my new friend's arm. "Dear one,
it's time for group therapy."

Immediately his face grew blank and he
wrapped his arms around himself. Without a word, he shuffled back
into the hospital.

I had to gather my bearings after his abrupt
departure. What had just transpired? A confidence between friends
or a look into the hallucinatory world of a disturbed mind?

He didn't speak at group and he gave me not
even a glance. He was a virtual stranger and yet his sudden
indifference widened the emptiness in me.

He hung in my mind all through the night. I
didn't expect to see him in the courtyard the next morning, but
there he was.

He sat hunched over on the bench, his knees
together and his feet splayed apart like a marionette waiting for
someone to pick up the strings.

I sat beside him. "Good morning."

I noticed something on his wrist. He allowed
me to take his hand and pull up the sleeves of his robe and
pajamas. I went breathless. Several parallel cuts went from his
wrist to halfway up his forearm. I watched the side of his face
while he simply studied the cuts as if they were a mere
curiosity.

"What have you done?" I asked.

"They heal so slowly and grow a sort of
crust."

"Scabs," I said. "You shouldn't do this. Does
Dr. Mann know?"

He fingered them lightly but didn't
answer.

"How did you do this? Where did you find a
blade?"

From his robe pocket he withdrew a broken
plastic spoon, filed to a sharp edge.

"Oh, for goodness sake." I snatched it from
him and slipped it into my sweater pocket.

"They'll search you," he said. "They'll find
it and up your dosage."

"They don't search me and I'm not on
medication."

"They search me sometimes."

"This is the reason," I said, patting my
pocket. "I don't want you to do this again. Is this because I
interrupted you yesterday?"

He gnawed on his bottom lip and pulled his
sleeve back down. "You wanna know what happened next?"

It took me a moment to realize he meant the
story. "Yes."

 


* * *~ ~* * *

 


The music hadn't begun, but the murmur of the
crowd filled the club. The air was a noxious mix of alcohol breath,
stale smoke, and hair gel. Finn threaded his way through the crowd
to the edge of the balcony and looked down. He instantly located
Bea. She stood below with one of her friends, a tall blond in her
early 20's. He watched them for a minute, then stepped back when
her friend noticed him.

 


*

Lizzy poked Bea and pointed up toward the
balcony. "That guy's totally checking us out."

Bea looked up. "Who?"

"Never mind. He's gone."

Sam walked up and handed Lizzy a beer and Bea
a soda.

Bea smiled at him with her head to one side.
"Oh Sam, you didn't get anything to drink?"

Sam shrugged. "I only have two hands." He
took a candy bar from his shirt pocket. "I'll share if you
will."

Bea giggled and gave her soda to Sam and
plucked the candy from his hand. She ripped it open and took a
bite. "Mmm." She tucked the bar back into Sam's pocket and licked
her lips. "Look at me, diet cola with candy. Do I have chocolate on
my face?"

"Yeah, all over," Lizzy teased.

Sam took a drink from the straw.

"Give me a sip," Bea said.

"Gross," Lizzy said. "Have you never heard of
germs?"

Bea stuck out her tongue.

Lizzy rolled her eyes. "Well, that's
mature."

The lights dimmed and everyone turned to the
stage.

Bea stood on tip-toe. "I think they're going
to start."

 


*

With their attention on the stage, Finn felt
free to place himself at the edge of the balcony again. While he
watched Bea with her friends, his mouth went dry and his heart
quickened. He wiped his sweaty palms on his jeans and leaned on the
railing. He scanned the dance floor.

"Shit." Collin and Tom were moving through
the crowd. Finn's eyes darted back and forth between Bea and his
dad. "Damn." Finn didn't think. He just jumped from the balcony and
landed at Bea's side. Lizzy screamed, but so did the rest of the
crowd. The band had come on stage.

Sam's eyes widened. "Did you see that?"

"What?" Bea turned and her eyes met
Finn's.

He took her hand. "Come on."

Her shriek was drowned out by the opening
guitar riff. Twang! People began jumping and shouting to the
music.

"Let her go!" Lizzy grabbed Bea's other
hand.

Sam gaped at them, with a soda in one hand
and a candy bar in the other. Finn reached across and removed
Lizzy's hand from Bea's.

"Hey!" Lizzy yelled.

"Beatrice, come with me!" Finn shouted above
the music. Sam and Lizzy exchanged surprised glances.

Finn pushed through the crowd, dragging Bea
by the hand. He pulled her out a side exit. He glanced both ways
down the alley, then looked upward.

"You're Fatal Widget?" Bea asked.

A smile jerked the edge of his mouth.
"Yeah."

"Let me go." Bea tried to pull away, but it
was futile. She hit him with her free hand.

He let go, but in a blink his arm wrapped
around her waist. She yelped when he jumped with her to a dizzying
height. They landed on the roof of the neighboring building which
was a good thirty feet tall.

Bea's knees buckled, but Finn held her up. He
noticed her wide eyes.

"Uh. Please don't go into shock or anything."
He led her across the rooftop and stopped on the other side. "Hold
on to me."

Bea didn't move.

Finn took her wrists and wrapped her arms
around his neck and repeated, "Hold on to me." He lifted her up and
took a couple of steps back and then did a sprint and leaped to the
next roof over a street width away. They stumbled to a landing.
"Are you all right?"

"This isn't happening," she said, her voice
trembling.

Finn leaned down to look into her face. "It
is, but you're safe." He led her behind an aluminum air-conditioner
housing and pulled her down with him as he crouched. Perfectly
still, he listened.

The sun had already set and the last rays of
twilight were fading. The steady swish of the traffic below and the
monotonous hum of the air conditioner didn't alleviate the eerie
stillness on the roof.

Bea shivered in the cool breeze and blinked,
looking around. "What-" she began, but he put a finger to her
lips.

Finally he whispered, "I don't think they're
coming.

"Who?"

"Beatrice, listen to me." His voice was
strong and low. "You need to trust me."

"I don't even know you."

"Well... " His eyes dropped down. "I guess
you don't." He swallowed. "The people who are after you -"

"The only person who keeps trying to abduct
me is you." She got to her feet a bit shakily. He stood up and put
his hand out to steady her, but she pushed it away. "You're just a
freaky internet stalker."

"I'm not." He shoved his hands in his pockets
and mumbled, "My name's Finn and I'm trying to protect you from the
Fir Na Gealaí."

"What?"

He sighed and repeated, louder this time,
"I'm Finn Wilde and I'm protecting you from the Fir Na Gealaí."

"Fern Gully?" She wrapped her arms around
herself against the breeze. "That's just a movie."

"Not Fern Gully. Feer nah Gyah-lee,"
he said slowly. "The F.N.G." His brow creased. "Look, you're not
having the appropriate response. You are Beatrice
Elwes."

"My name's Beatrice Jones."

"But Jones isn't your real name." His deep
voice cracked.

"It's the only name I've ever had, thank you
very much."

"Really?"

"Really."

He pulled his hand from his pocket to scratch
the back of his head with a grimace. "No," he said. "Everything
fits. You have to be her."

"You're crazy." Her phone rang. She took it
out and flipped it open. "Hi Sam. I'm okay. I'm..." she looked at
the sky, "outside. Look, I'll call you back in a bit. Bye." She
turned back to Finn. "What's with the jumping?"

He gave a little smile and shrugged.

"That wasn't even possible, except clearly
you did it, so I guess it is. Don't the laws of physics apply to
you?" She put a hand on her hip.

"A lot of laws don't apply to me."

She nearly laughed. "What's that supposed to
mean?"

"Listen, we've got to get out of here before
they find you."

"Why should I trust you? Just because you can
leap onto rooftops and across buildings like some kind of super
hero?" Her eyes traveled from his disheveled hair, which he started
smoothing down, to his ripped jeans and scuffed boots. "You don't
look much like a super hero. You don't even have a cape. I'm really
too rational for this. I have to go now... Finn."

When she said his name, it felt like a slow
caress. He smiled ever so slightly and watched her walk to the
rooftop door. She jostled the handle, then crossed her arms and
shivered.

"I'll get you down. Come here."

She followed him to the edge of the
rooftop.

"You ever been on a motorcycle?" he asked,
watching her as she looked down at his Honda Shadow Spirit parked
below.

"No." Her eyes shimmered and her jaw was
tense as she held back tears.

"Don't be scared." He snatched her up smooth
and quick and leaped off the roof. He landed on the sidewalk and
set her down.

Bea disengaged her clutching fingers from his
jacket, stumbled back, and smoothed her skirt with trembling
hands.

"Don't do that again," she said.

"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to frighten
you."

"I'm not frightened." Her voice quavered.

Finn climbed onto his bike. "You'd better get
on." He started the engine.

"No."

He put out his hand. "If you want to live,
come with me."

Bea gave a forced laugh and tossed her head.
"You've got to be kidding."

"Beatrice!" he shouted as his dad and Tom
rounded the corner. He jumped off the bike.

Tom charged at Bea, but Finn threw himself
between them. Tom collided hard with Finn and fell to the ground.
Finn picked him up and threw him at Collin, who caught him and set
him on his feet.

When Finn looked back, Bea was gone and a
taxi was pulling away. He turned in time to see his dad's fist
connecting with his nose with a crunch. Finn got his dad
good with a sidekick. As Collin stumbled backwards, Finn leaped on
the bike and sped off. He didn't know if they followed. He didn't
look back.

 


*


CHAPTER SIX

 


Bea looked out the back window of the taxi
until she could no longer see Finn. She told the driver Lizzy's
address and with shaking hands she opened her phone and called her
friends.

"I'm okay, Sam. Would you come get me? I'll
meet you guys at Lizzy's."

All the way to the apartment, Bea watched out
the window to be sure Finn wasn't following. She waited in the taxi
in front of the building until Sam's Mustang pulled up.

Inside the apartment, Bea wiped the makeup
streaks from under her eyes and blew her nose. Then they drank tea
as she told Lizzy and Sam what happened and made them swear not to
tell her uncle.

"He'd fall down in a dead faint if he even
suspected I was being stalked by a delusional wannabe movie action
hero boy. You know how he is."

"You should tell the police," Lizzy said.

"No, Liz. It's over and I just want to go
home."

 


*

When Bea walked into her house, she noticed
the living room light on and her uncle asleep on the couch with a
rosary in his fingers and a less than angelic snoring sound issuing
from his nose. Bea snickered. "I'm home."

"Knnk! Oh, hello, Honey Bea. I must
have fallen asleep." He sat up and rubbed his eyes.

"Praying?" she asked.

He fingered the beads in his hand. "Yeah." He
put the rosary into its little white bag. "I don't know why, but I
was a tad anxious about you tonight." He glanced at his watch.
"You're home early."

"Oh, yeah. The concert was sold out so we
just kicked back at Lizzy's for a while."

"How unfortunate, but you're home safe." He
yawned and stood up. "I'll retire now."

"Night," she said when her uncle kissed the
top of her head.

Bea looked at the little bag on the coffee
table before shutting off the living room light and going to
bed.

 


* * *~ ~* * *

 


My young friend looked at me from head to
toe. "Miriam, do you pray?"

I examined a loose button on my sweater. This
was an uncomfortable topic for me.

"Well?" he said.

"I prayed constantly while my son Owen was
sick."

"Then?"

"He died."

"So you stopped?"

I rubbed my hands together for warmth. "It's
chilly."

"Miriam, are you so spoiled?... If someone
doesn't give you what you want, you refuse to talk to them?" He
leaned down and looked up into my downcast face. "Hmm?" He
straightened and became silent a moment before speaking again.

 


* * *~ ~* * *

 


Finn sped down the road on his motorcycle
half hoping to spot Bea's taxi. With the cold wind biting his face,
he merged onto the bridge, believing she'd take the taxi to her
home in the East Bay.

He hadn't gone far when he said "Screw it."
He knew it was a useless pursuit. She was long gone.

He made an abrupt left off the bridge onto
the Treasure Island exit and drove a ways before pulling over.

He cut the engine, swung off his bike, and
felt his phone vibrate. He took it out of his pocket, threw it to
the ground, and crushed it with the heel of his boot. He kicked its
little electronic carcass into the gutter.

Finn rolled his bike through some bushes down
an embankment to his favorite spot. He flopped to the ground to
look at the bridge all lit up like Christmas against the night sky.
An equal and opposite bridge shimmered in the black water. Finn
considered the Bay Bridge a marvel of human ingenuity. Treasure
Island too. Both man-made, beautiful, and dead useful.

He loved San Francisco, maybe even more than
New York. He was indifferent when they first got word they were
moving to California. He didn't know how his life would be turned
upside down. How he would turn it upside down.

Finn stared into the distance and recalled
the night Tom and Dr. Malum showed up at their New York apartment a
little over a year ago. When he saw who it was, Finn clicked off
the TV and got up to go to his bedroom, but as he passed the front
door, Malum grabbed him by the shoulder.

"You don't greet your elders? Collin, your
boy needs manners." Malum's voice was high and nasal. Finn always
thought if a rat could talk, it would have that voice. He even
looked like a rat: small eyes, a wispy gray mustache, and a
perpetually red nose. His thin frame was deceptive. His vice-like
grip on Finn's broad shoulder was beginning to ache. Finn glowered
at the doctor's hand.

"Son," rumbled Collin.

"Good evening Dr. Malum," Finn said through
clenched teeth. He turned to Tom and nodded. "Hey."

"Bud," Tom said with a lopsided grin.

"Come sit down, Doctor. Care for a drink?"
asked Collin.

"No, thank you," Dr. Malum said, as they
walked into the living room. "I'll get right to the point. Helen
Elwes is dead, but -"

"She's the woman who was immune," interrupted
Finn. His father threw him a sharp look.

"Yes, young Mr. Wilde, she was," Malum said.
"There's a rumor about where her brother-in-law may be. Helen's
daughter is probably with him. I want her. She may have inherited
her mother's immunity."

"Then there's still a chance to develop an
antiserum," Finn said, causing his father to wince and shake his
head slightly.

The doctor narrowed his already beady
eyes.

"Sorry, Doctor. The lad's as impetuous as a
gust of wind," Collin said. "Pipe down, Finn."

"The lost notebook of Charles Elwes has come
into my hands," continued the doctor. "It's been damaged by fire,
but it still contains much of his research."

"Did he find a cure or a drug to control the
madness?"

"I quite enjoy the madness," Tom said,
twirling his tweed cap on his finger.

"Elwes was close to developing a cure for the
pathogen. Though I would call it a weapon rather than a cure,"
Malum said.

Finn's mouth dropped open. He glanced at his
dad and Tom. They didn't appear bothered by the comment, but it
triggered Finn's suspicion that the doctor intended to further his
own position within the F.N.G. by holding the only known antiserum
for the Lunar Virus. Perhaps he'd stage a coup, using it to take
out the top dogs in Italy. If the leaders were suddenly as
powerless as mere humans, the chaos that would follow... But
that's ridiculous. Who'd follow that maniac bastard into a
revolution?

Malum was always prattling about "ineffectual
leaders" and saying, "If only the F.N.G. had joined the Third Reich
earlier in the war, the Axis Powers would have won and the Fir
would dominate the world stage." Like he'd know. Malum was just a
boy during the Second World War.

Malum stroked his meager mustache. "I sent
word to Forza that we may have the girl in our sights. We'll wait
for his reply." Forza was the Head of North American F.N.G.
Operations. Malum leaned toward Collin and hissed, "If my plan
succeeds, the Fir in Europe will welcome us back with open
arms."

Finn's father nodded, a faraway look in his
eyes like he was seeing the future, or wishing for the past. Finn
knew his father didn't share Malum's thirst for power. Collin just
wanted to be accepted back into the folds of the organization that
gave his life meaning.

 


*

Finn laid back with his arms under his head
and remembered a day several weeks after Malum's visit. It was the
day Finn's life changed course, but he didn't know it at the
time.

Tom bounded into his bedroom like an
overgrown spaniel. "Guess what, buddy!"

"What?" Finn didn't take his eyes off the
computer. "No, let me guess. The Yankees won or else you tried the
new spareribs at The Barbecue Barn." He was used to Tom's reckless
enthusiasm for everything under the moon, especially nearing the
time of his madness.

Finn wouldn't have called Tom his friend, but
he was the one constant in Finn's life. They moved a lot: Florida,
Nevada, Chicago, Alabama, New York... But they were always with
their Fir enclave and since Tom and Finn were of similar age, they
wound up spending a lot of time together, whether Finn wanted to or
not. Tom was like a rash that wouldn't clear up.

"Did your dad tell you?"

"Tell me what?" Finn asked with all the
enthusiasm of an elderly tortoise.

Tom leaped onto the bed. "We're going to
California! Woo hoo!" He did a one-handed handstand on the head
rail of the bed and flipped onto the floor.

"Watch the computer." Finn put a protective
hand on the corner of his laptop.

"That's all you can say?" Tom laughed. "I
haven't even told you the best part." He shut the laptop and leaned
over to get right in Finn's face. "You and I are teaming up to
snatch the Elwes girl." He made a grabbing motion in the air in
front of Finn's nose. He didn't flinch, but gave Tom an indulgent
smile.

"You work your magic." Tom mimed typing on a
keyboard. "And together we'll scoop her up, deliver her to the
insane Dr. Malum," he said with an exaggerated squeaky voice
mimicking the doctor.

"And bingo," Finn said, rolling his eyes,
"Malum gets his prize and we're heroes."

Tom's face lit up. "You got it, buddy!"

Finn opened his computer and sighed
impatiently.

"I understand you're feeling low energy," Tom
said. "I get it. But that's why we'll be great partners. We
culminate in opposite phases, you in the new moon and me in the
full, so when one of us is feeling low, the other will be at
maximum power." Tom swept a blanket off the bed and threw it over
his shoulders like a cape and whooped loudly.

Finn laughed. "All right, Tom, I'll do it.
It'll make my dad happy anyway."

"Of course you'll do it. Was there ever any
doubt?"

Tom pounced but landed on an empty chair. His
friend had dodged in time. Finn grabbed the back of the cape and
threw it over Tom's head. Tom slammed into him, but Finn flipped
him onto his back. Tom tossed off the blanket and grinned up from
the floor.

"Damn, Finn. Even at my strongest, you can
best me. Mister Mighty Man!"

"Naw, you're just too careless." Finn grabbed
Tom's arm and hauled him to his feet. "You should think before you
move." Finn made a slight and sudden movement and Tom's arm flew up
in front of his face to block. "See, I wasn't even taking a swing."
Then he kicked Tom in the butt before he even saw it coming. Finn's
eyes crinkled up when he laughed. "See?"

"Yeah, I see. Man, you never even spar and
I'm in the gym every week." Tom picked up a lone red Skittle from
the desk, sniffed it, then popped it in his mouth. "Hey, I'm
starved."

"There's pizza in the fridge."

"No, I need meat."

"It's pepperoni."

"No. Real meat. Steak!" shouted Tom as they
made their way to the kitchen.

That seemed like a lifetime ago. As Finn lay
alone on the island, his father and Tom seemed like strangers
now.

 


* * *~ ~* * *

 


My friend became quiet.

"Is that the end of the story?" I asked.

He watched me with steady eyes. His voice was
quiet and cold. "No, Miriam, that's not the end. Why would it be
the end?"

The hairs on the back of my neck prickled. It
was as if he did a Jekyll and Hyde flip. It took effort to keep my
voice calm.

"In that case, I'd like to hear more."

"No Miriam, it's time for group."

He stood up and walked away. I think he was
paying me back for interrupting him the previous day.

 


*


CHAPTER SEVEN

 


The next morning I hurried through breakfast.
When I reached the courtyard, my friend was already sitting on the
bench.

"You didn't go to group therapy yesterday,
Miriam," he said, eyes fixed straight ahead.

"I didn't feel like talking." I sat beside
him. "You're here early. Didn't you go to breakfast?"

"I don't eat."

"You have to eat," I said.

"I don't eat breakfast. The food tastes like
cardboard."

A mocking bird perched on a maple branch and
pranced back and forth, trilling at us.

"You don't go to the dining hall," my young
friend said.

"I eat in my room," I said. "If you don't go
to breakfast, how do you know when I'm not there?"

"I didn't say I don't go to breakfast. I said
I don't eat breakfast."

"Please stop. You're making my head
spin."

He looked sideways at me. "Your head looks
fine to me, Miriam." He looked up at the bird. "When I was a kid, I
wanted to be a pirate."

I tried to conceal a smile.

"You think it's funny?"

"Not at all. It's just you alter the course
of a conversation rather abruptly."

"I like boats."

"So did my husband. We had a little sailboat.
We'd go out on the bay to just glide around. It's been a long time
since I thought about that."

"Maybe I should get a boat."

"They won't release you unless you talk to
them. Dr. Mann knows you speak to me. He wants to know what you
say."

His jaw tensed. "He threatened to send me to
the county hospital."

"He won't," I assured him. "I told Dr. Mann
we talk about the weather. I don't think he believed me."

The mocking bird took flight and disappeared
over the hospital roof.

"Do you believe me, Miriam?"

"I... I believe you experienced or witnessed
something and now you are... unhappy."

"What I tell you is true. If I say somebody
scratched his head or smiled in a certain way, it's because I know
them and how they behave, but the facts are real. I'm not
crazy."

I nodded and pressed the back of my fingers
to my mouth to keep my lips from trembling. What was I to do with
this strange story?

He slouched on the bench and continued the
tale.

 


* * *~ ~* * *

 


As Finn dozed on the bare ground, he tumbled
headlong into a dream.

He sat cross-legged on a silver sand beach
watching Bea stroll toward him. The waves licked her ankles and the
wind blew her pale pink dress so it clung to the front of her body
and fluttered out behind her. Finn stood up. Were the water
droplets on Bea's cheeks tears or spray off the ocean? He saw the
whole world reflected in each drop.

With a crash of thunder or maybe it was the
waves, Collin dropped down out of nowhere and grabbed Bea by her
black hair, jerking her head back. He held the broad blade of his
cutlass to her throat.

Finn tried to yell, but couldn't make a
sound. He stumbled as he ran toward them and fell just as the blade
sliced through her neck. Scarlet drenched his vision.

Finn awoke with a jolt, his hair soaked with
sweat. He lay on the ground panting. Dreams could be vivid just
prior to his culminant phase. He glanced at his watch. Half past
three. He sat up, took a deep breath, and let it out slowly, but
his adrenaline level wouldn't go down.

He pushed his bike up the hill and climbed
on. He would have to find Bea. He wasn't sure how, but that was a
minor detail. He had to warn her of the danger and convince her to
come with him to New York. Okay, that was a major detail. He'd deal
with that later.

After Professor Sparen created the antiserum
from Bea's blood, Finn would become normal and Bea would fall madly
in love with him. Yeah right. But the professor could make the
antiserum. Finn was sure of that much.

 


*

Bea lay staring at her bedroom ceiling
replaying the evening in her head. It seemed to begin normally
enough. She and Sam drove to San Francisco. Well, Sam did the
actual driving. Mostly Bea fiddled with the radio.

They went to Lizzy's apartment for dinner.
Lizzy made Chinese food.

Bea's fortune cookie said, "Opportunity will
come your way." Was that supposed to be some sort of omen?
No, she thought, reminding herself she didn't believe in
fortune cookie wisdom. The day she found out they don't actually
eat them in China was the day they lost their mystique.

The food, Bea thought. Maybe something was in
the food to make it seem like Finn was jumping so high. She assumed
Lizzy was kidding when she said she picked the mushrooms herself.
But Sam and Lizzy ate the same food as Bea and hadn't
hallucinated.

Maybe the dim lighting of the alley caused an
optical illusion or perhaps Finn was some sort of acrobat. He
wasn't built thin and wiry like the members of Cirque Du Soleil. He
was all broad shoulders and muscle, strong hands, timid smile, and
eyes a girl could just fall into.

Bea rolled onto her side and smiled. She
drifted from memory to sleeping dreams.

 


*

It was sunrise when Finn parked his
motorcycle in front of an abandoned movie theater. Two elderly men
with worn coats and matted hair stood in the doorway. "Hey," Finn
said. He got off his bike and walked over.

"You got a light?" asked one man with a
crumpled cigarette in his lips.

"Yeah." Finn felt his pockets, then pulled
out his firesteel. He scraped the little metal blade across the
steel to produce a 3,000° C spark. Overkill, perhaps, but it got
the job done.

"Nifty little gadget," the old man said,
exhaling a curl of smoke. He offered the cigarette to Finn, who
shook his head, so he handed it to the other man. Finn gave the
firesteel to the first man, who turned it over in his hand to
inspect it.

"Keep it if you want," Finn said.

"Thank you, friend."

"I'm Finn."

"I'm Gabe. This here's Homer."

"Good to meet you. You two know any place I
could hole up for a while?"

Gabe nodded. "You can stay at our place."
Their place was the old theater.

 


*

Bea spent Saturday at the juice shop,
training for her new job - memorizing smoothie recipes and learning
to use the blender. Blending was simple. She'd been using blenders
since she was small. On Father's Day when Bea was six, she got up
early to surprise her uncle with breakfast in bed - a cornflake and
peanut butter milkshake, a cup of tepid and weak Earl Grey tea, and
a bowl of raisins. Fortunately, her cooking skills had improved
since then.

Memorizing the recipes for over twenty
blended drinks was a more daunting task. Her mind kept drifting to
thoughts of Finn. She was all at once intrigued and afraid of him.
He was clearly insane, but she had to admit, he was quite
athletic.

 


*

Finn sat on the sidewalk, resting his back
against the wall chewing his lower lip and wondering where to look
for Bea. A passerby mistook him for a homeless man and tossed a few
coins at him.

"Hey, I'm not..." he began, but the
pedestrian was gone.

Finn picked up the coins and got to his feet.
He walked a few blocks to a pay phone and called information,
because of course he now knew what name Bea was living under. He
threw a dirty look at a well-dressed elderly man standing nearby
staring at him. Then he felt dumb because the man was just waiting
for the bus and was, in fact, blind.

"Damn," Finn said. Bea's number wasn't
listed.

He hung up and stood rocking on his heels a
moment before trotting down to the library to use one of their
computers.

He searched for Bea's name crossed with the
year she graduated high school. Bingo, he found her class. He
hacked into the school records and found her address and, the moon
be willing, they hadn't moved.

Finn wanted to rush right to her, but decided
to wait out his madness which would occur on Sunday. That was
tomorrow. Crap, he hated waiting.

He remembered his flash drive still in his
bedroom. It contained a copy of most of the pages from Charles
Elwes's notebook, which Finn had secretly scanned with his little
handheld scanner. He regretted he couldn't scan it all, but Dr.
Malum guarded that notebook like a scrub jay with a peanut. Finn
wanted that flash drive.

 


*

That evening, Bea lounged on one end of the
living room couch with her feet up. Sam sat on the opposite end.
Lucas was in his recliner working a crossword puzzle in ink. An
adventure movie was playing on the TV.

"Pass the popcorn," Bea said, nudging Sam
with her toe. He leaned over to hand her the bowl, then licked his
fingers and rubbed them on his T-shirt.

"Nice manners," Bea said.

"Look who's talking, Miss
Give-Me-The-Popcorn."

"I said pass."

"But you didn't say please," Sam said.
"You're such a hypocrypt."

Bea laughed. "The word is hypocrite and I'm
not one."

"Are you two watching this? Because I'd
rather see the news," Lucas said.

"Sorry," they both chimed. They exchanged
glances and snickered.

Lucas just shook his head.

On the TV, one of the characters took a
tremendous leap from a scaffolding and landed with the grace of a
panther onto a narrow girder several yards away.

"Wow!" exclaimed Sam. "Hey, Bea. Just like
that guy who took you to the roof."

"Sam," hissed Bea.

He turned to her with his mouth partially
open. A bit of popcorn hung off his bottom lip and he looked like
he was getting ready to cry or get kicked really hard. They both
turned to Lucas. He stared at them over the top of his glasses.
"What's this about a roof?"

Sam and Bea looked at each other, then Bea
turned back to her uncle.

"Nothing." Her voice sounding pinched.

"Hmm," Lucas said. He went back to his
crossword.

Bea looked at Sam and cringed, but he just
shrugged and went back to watching TV. Bea blew her bangs out of
her eyes. Close call. She swiped a stick from Sam's pack of red
licorice and chewed fretfully.

After the movie, Bea got up to go to the
bathroom. Sam put out a long skinny leg to block her way.

"Password." He grinned.

"Hmm." She thought. "Please?"

"Nope."

"Sam's a nerd?"

"No!"

"Fried eel brains?"

"Fried eel brains? Where did you get
that?"

"It was the first thing to pop into my head,"
Bea said with a shrug.

"Well, that happens to be the password." Sam
tucked his leg back in to make room for her to pass.

"It must be my lucky night." She sprinted off
to the bathroom.

Lucas carefully folded his paper. "I think
I'll be off to bed now."

"Good night, sir."

Sam took up the habit of calling Lucas "sir"
when he was ten and had been watching a lot of old 60's TV shows.
It began as a sort of joke, but it stuck. It could be Sam wished he
lived in that idyllic world where everything works out in the end
and fathers called their boys "son" and gave them sage advice
instead of screaming cuss words before leaving for good. "For
good," an ironic phrase.

Lucas studied Sam's face before saying
casually, "Oh Sam, did you mention earlier that Bea went up to a
roof with a boy?"

"Yeah," Sam said. Then he clapped his mouth
shut.

"Interesting. Where was that, then?" Lucas
took off his glasses and tucked them into their case.

"At the club in the city last night."

"Why do you suppose she went up to the roof
with him?" Lucas's voice was hypnotically peaceful.

"Well, he just sort of grabbed her and
jumped, I guess. Pretty amazing."

"Sam!" Bea walked into the living room.

A startled Sam looked at her. Then his face
relaxed. "It's okay, Bea. He's not mad."

She glared at her uncle and pursed her lips.
"You're taking advantage of him. You always do and it's not
fair."

Bea's uncle was always able to get Sam to
spill the beans on whatever scheme Bea came up with. The most
catastrophic time was in high school the day she convinced Sam to
cut class and go to the movies to see the new Tim Burton film. Sam
enjoyed it so much, he started babbling on about it at dinner. It
didn't take Lucas long to coax it out of him that they had seen it
during school hours.

"Sam and I were just having a cordial
conversation," Lucas said.

Bea moved her lips a little, but had no
words.

Sam turned from one to the other and couldn't
reconcile Bea's horrified look with Lucas's serene gaze.

"I think it's time for me to go home." He
stood up and several bits of popcorn fell off of him.

Bea jumped up. "I'll walk you to your
bike."

"No, I think I'd rather go by myself." He
dashed to the door. "Night!" He slipped out, shutting the door
behind him.

Lucas sat looking at Bea and waited. His face
was calm, like he was having a pleasant conversation about tofu
recipes. How on Earth could he remain so composed when she was
racing around wildly inside her own head trying to come up with a
good lie, or at least a milder version of the truth?

It's not that Bea enjoyed lying. It was just
that her uncle simply couldn't handle anything strange or out of
the ordinary. He never enjoyed fantasy or science fiction - and
horror films, forget it.

He always discouraged Bea from doing anything
remotely dangerous. She wasn't even allowed to get a skateboard
when she was a kid. She had to sit and watch Sam at the skate park.
He sometimes let her borrow his board until the day Lucas found
out. She was grounded for a whole week. He'd never have known,
except she fell and scraped most of the skin off of the palms of
both hands. Thus, she learned the first rule of skateboarding-
"Never underestimate the force of gravity." Now she'd been on the
roof with a guy literally breaking the law of gravity.

Bea smiled stiffly. "Well, I'm going to bed
now. You can watch the news if you want."

"We need to talk." He clicked off the
television and put down the remote.

"About what?" Her voice was a bit too high to
sound casual.

"Beatrice, you were gnawing that licorice
like a teething beaver. You never eat red licorice. Sit."

Bea dragged her feet back and perched on the
edge of the couch.

 


*


CHAPTER EIGHT

 


Finn didn't want his father hearing his
motorcycle, so he parked a few blocks from his house and ran in the
shadows the rest of the way home.

They lived in a light green two-bedroom house
in the Sunset District of San Francisco. The living area was
upstairs and the garage at street level. All of the houses on their
street looked pretty much alike. Finn liked that. It made him feel
normal. This wouldn't take long. He just needed a few things. He
jumped up to his window ledge, pushed up the sash, and slipped into
his bedroom. Good, the door was shut and he could faintly hear his
dad's fiddle somewhere in the house. If the world crumbled away
while Collin played, he wouldn't notice until he himself fell into
a chasm, or so it seemed to Finn.

He surveyed his ransacked room and noticed at
once his computer was gone and wondered what else was missing.

He stepped carefully over the glass-littered
carpet. His Geochron world clock was smashed. This was the most
indulgent thing Finn owned. It was a huge world map covered in
glass showing time zones and lit up the part of the world that was
currently in daylight. The Smithsonian Institute described it as
"the last significant contribution in timekeeping." Finn came home
one day and there it hung in all its fluorescent, cam-driven,
full-color glory. He never asked how his dad got hold of one. Now
it was destroyed by some idiot thug. Probably Duncan.

The drawers were pulled out and his closet
rummaged through, but his flash drive was still in the desk drawer.
Finn figured the fools had no idea what it was. He held the wafer
thin device in his hand for a moment before slipping it into his
backpack. Then he moved it to the inner pocket of his jacket where
it would be safer.

Finn opened the hidden desk drawer. Someone
had been in there too. He thought he was the only one who knew
about it. Finn made it himself and felt quietly proud it was so
well concealed. Nothing was missing from it, but there was an
envelope with his father's writing on the back: "Get the fuck out
of here." Collin was as eloquent as a drunken pirate. Finn felt a
nagging guilt when he saw how much money was in the envelope, but
he stuffed it in his pocket, muttering, "Thanks, dad."

He picked up a photo of his parents on their
wedding day, the only picture he had of his mother, but it was so
unlike her. This woman appeared happy.

He slid the picture into his pocket behind
the one of Bea's uncle. He shoved two photos into his other jacket
pocket. One was of Bea. The second one was folded and he
deliberately didn't look at it.

He foraged for spare clothes and made a
mental note to do a load of laundry, then paused. Scratch
that. This wasn't home anymore. He shrugged off the encroaching
melancholy and put a towel, a few gadgets and other items into his
pack. The moon chart on the wall reminded him the new moon was
tomorrow.

Shit. What would he do at his culminate
phase? Normally he'd be strapped to his bed. The frame was made of
titanium and had arm and leg straps made of Vectran, a fiber spun
from a liquid crystal polymer with strength enough to keep… well,
to keep even a Fir on his syzygy restrained. Finn chuckled,
recalling that once Tom had proposed they pitch that line as an ad
to the Vectran company.

Finn leaned on the head rail and absently
tapped it with one finger while looking around the room. His gaze
rested on an empty beer bottle. He added to his mental to do list:
buy alcohol and burglarize a pharmacy in order to steal lots of
very serious tranquilizers.

He'd have to sedate himself. There was no
other way to keep himself from going on a killing spree when the
madness hit. He could chain himself to something and throw away the
key, but he'd be stuck like an animal in a trap even after the
madness passed.

He knew some Fir sedated rather than
restrained themselves, but it was unusual and frowned upon,
especially for men. Their kind considered it weak. Finn hated the
Organization, being what he was, and especially the madness, but he
didn't like the idea of sedation.

After a quick visual sweep of his room, Finn
shouldered his pack and slipped out the window. He shut it with one
hand while hanging from the ledge, then dropped to the ground.

 


*

"Who was the man at the club?" Lucas
asked.

Bea swallowed hard. "Just some guy."

"How did you get onto the roof?"

"The stairs."

"Why?"

"To look at the stars."

"Beatrice, you can't see stars in the city
and you're lying."

"I'm not."

Lucas sighed. "Honey Bea, this is important."
He sat down beside her on the couch, cupped her chin in his hand
and looked into her eyes. "What happened at the club?"

"Nothing." Bea squeezed her eyes shut, her
stomach in a knot. "I went up to the roof with a guy to look at the
stars. It was dumb, but it's over and nothing happened." She opened
her eyes. "It's not like I did anything trampy."

Her uncle dropped his hand. "That's not what
I'm implying." His gaze softened. "Honey, tell me what
happened."

Bea nodded, realizing he wouldn't let it go.
She figured if she told him everything- about the day on the train
and the sandwich shop, the YouTube messages, and the rooftop
incident- he'd brush it off and tell her she had an overactive
imagination.

He didn't.

After she told him all, he rubbed his eyes
and frowned at the carpet.

"Uncle, I'm not crazy."

"I know." He took her hand. "Honey Bea, I
hoped I'd never need to tell you what I must tell you now."

Her stomach clenched at his tone. "What is
it?"

"Back in Europe, your parents and I belonged
to an agency called The Paladins of Gorlagon."

Lucas waited for Bea to stop snickering.

"This is very serious and very true."

"Sorry Uncle."

"The purpose of the P.O.G. agency is to root
out and destroy an organized band of criminals known as the Fir Na
Gealaí."

Bea gasped. "That's the name of the people
Finn said he was protecting me from."

"They aren't ordinary people. The Fir are
thieves and murderers with extraordinary abilities, such as speed,
strength, and incredible healing capacity. You witnessed a little
of their power the night of the concert. They are monsters, and
judging from the behavior you described, Finn is one of them."

Had she heard this from anyone other than her
uncle, Bea would have thought it was a joke. "Finn's a monster? He
was just an ordinary guy... jumping impossibly high and far and...
Oh."

Lucas nodded.

"He said he was protecting me."

"Honey Bea, one cannot trust the Fir."

She looked at the scar on his cheek, one of
many old injuries he'd said were from a car wreck. "You fought
these people?"

He nodded.

"My parents too?" Her voice rose as the
reality sank in. She took her hand from his. "You said dad worked
for a pharmaceutical company. You lied."

"I didn't lie. Your father only conducted
scientific research for the Paladins for a short time and he and
your mum never fought with the F.N.G. But I'd been in the Paladins
for years, fought the F.N.G., did interrogations, and other work."
His voice trailed away.

Bea would never have guessed in a
giga-billion years that her uncle once belonged to a secret agency
and fought super villains. He always appeared so calm, so stable,
and so normal. This didn't make sense. "Mild-mannered English
gentleman, my eye. How could you pretend all that never
happened?"

"I hoped to leave it all in the past."

"Well, it's come back to bite me in
the butt. Had I known who I really was..." She stood up and turned
away from her uncle. "I feel so dumb. Finn knew more about me than
I did." She spun around to glare at him. "How could you do this to
me? How could you lie all these years?"

Lucas sighed. "I merely withheld certain
facts for your own good. I swore to your mum before she died I
wouldn't tell you any of this." He leaned his elbows on his knees
and buried his face in his hands. "We shouldn't have stayed in one
place. We should have moved around."

"What about my dad? Was he really killed in a
fire or was that a lie too?"

"The fire was caused by an explosion set off
by the F.N.G."

"He was killed by those freaks? You said the
fire was an accident." She stomped her foot, fists all balled up.
"I don't even know what to say."

"I did what your mum and I thought best. And
Honey, you mustn't tell anyone about this, not even Sam. Especially
not Sam."

"Yeah." She blew her bangs out of her eyes
with an annoyed huff. "He's not as good at keeping secrets as you
apparently are."

"Does Finn know where we live?" Lucas
asked.

"I don't think so."

His eyebrows gathered. "I want you to delete
all of your videos from the internet. We'll cancel our online
account. You mustn't leave the house alone. I need to contact some
people, see if anyone knows something."

She unclenched her jaw long enough to ask,
"Wait. Why do they want me?"

The clock ticked away the seconds.

"Uncle?"

"I won't answer that at the moment."

"Because you don't know or you just won't
tell me?"

"I'm not going to answer that," Lucas said
firmly. "You haven't heard a word from this Finn since last
night?"

"No. Nothing. You're still not telling me
everything."

"We need this month's moon chart," Lucas
said.

"Why?"

"And pack a bag."

"Ugh!" She stomped her foot and stalked
away.

 


*


CHAPTER NINE

 


"Miriam, you're so quiet."

I turned to my friend beside me on the
courtyard bench. I was so wrapped in his story, I nearly forgot
where I was. "Superhuman criminals tracking down that poor girl.
It's all so very alarming."

"It's going to get worse. Have you ever
spread your blanket on the beach only to have the tide come in
quicker than expected and all your gear washes away?"

I absorbed his words. Yes. I knew exactly
what he meant. "For you know neither the day nor the hour," I
whispered, not realizing I even said it aloud until he spoke.

"Yeah, like that," he said.

 


* * *~ ~* * *

 


Of course Collin heard his son in the house.
The lad made more of a ruckus than a billy goat discovering its
horns.

After he heard the window shut, Collin went
into Finn's room. He wasn't stupid. He regularly checked the
browsing history on Finn's computer. The damn boy was as smug as a
dog with two tails and never realized the need to delete it.

The F.N.G. had suspected for some time Finn
was a traitor. Collin convinced Dr. Malum he could control his son
and Malum let him try because the boy was an asset, but now Finn
had gone rogue and the Fir considered him an enemy.

Collin could no longer protect his son from
the F.N.G. He pressed his thumb and forefinger to his eyes but the
tears flowed anyway.

 


*

The time was 3:03 a.m. Sunday morning,
according to Finn's watch. His watch also told him the new moon
syzygy would begin in twelve hours. It could have also told him his
current latitude and longitude and was water resistant down to 333
feet, but he seldom used those features.

Finn had approximately six hours of sanity
left and he was already beginning to tremble. He stood fidgeting
beside a pharmacy as a derelict with a shopping cart passed by.

Finn kept tapping his foot and rubbing his
face and neck. He knew anybody watching would think he was what
drug addicts call "jonesing." He thought about Bea's last name and
laughed at himself and muttered, "I'm jonesing but she's no Jones."
Then he groaned. "Shhhit."

He grabbed the padlock on the storefront
security gate, which was specifically put there to prevent people
from doing exactly what Finn was about to do. He snapped the lock
in two with his bare hands and slid the gate open.

He went to work on the door lock, then lost
patience and dropped his lock pick. He wrenched the door off the
hinges, breaking the dead bolt. He made more noise than he
intended, but the street was deserted. He shut the gate behind him
so nobody would notice the broken door.

He didn't bother with a flashlight because
his eyesight was keen in the dark. He passed shelves of band-aids,
cough syrup, and vitamins. When he got to the prescription counter,
he leaped over and went to work foraging for tranquilizers. He
wanted to pretty much shut down his central nervous system. Under
his breath, he sang bits of Pink Floyd's "Brain Damage" and
"Eclipse."

When Finn found what he needed, he left the
pharmacy and shut the gate, muttering, "We don't want no stinking
thieves in there."

 


*

Homer and Gabe greeted Finn at the theater.
Finn wasn't in the mood for small talk and told them not to disturb
him on any account or he'd kill them. As he walked inside, Finn
heard Homer say, "Probably on drugs, poor kid." Finn thought it an
odd response to his threat.

Inside, he crept to the corner he claimed
earlier. In it stood the little den he'd constructed out of
burgundy theater seats he had yanked out of the floor. The door to
his den was a shred of mildewy red velvet curtain. The structure
looked like a post-apocalyptic hermit cave.

Finn crawled in, frightening away a portly
rat, and removed the pill and liquor bottles from his pack. He
lined them up in a neat row, but he would not take them just yet.
He needed to be out for at least twelve hours straight. He'd wait
until the last half hour or so before the madness began.

He put on his headphones and started his MP3
player. Then he pulled his legs up, hugged his knees and waited,
rocking himself to the rhythm of the music.

A Fir's culminant phase is his or her most
powerful time. Their strength and agility are at their height, but
they're out of their minds during that time.

The Fir live in a constant cycle 29.53 days
long. Finn postulated that it was merely a coincidence that their
cycle was precisely the same length as the moon's synodic month,
but he could never explain why then they each reached their
culminant phases at either new or full moon.

This detail's important to the way of life of
the Fir. It's especially a factor in choosing a mate. If you phase
at opposing syzygies, when you go into your madness your husband or
wife can restrain you and keep you from eating the kids or ripping
up the new sofa. Then, during your mate's madness, you do the same
for them.

This phasing with the moon led to their
title, Fir Na Gealaí. That's Irish Gaelic for Men of The Moon. It
also led to a cliché pickup line among the Fir, which was this,
"Hey baby, what's your syzygy?"

Finn set his watch alarm to 9:03 pm., the
time his madness would end. He always did this. His father said it
was as pointless as a chocolate teapot, but it was a ritual Finn
found comforting.

He rapidly consumed enough alcohol and
tranquilizers to kill an elephant the size of a Volkswagen bus. He
barely swallowed the last pill before slumping over, plummeting
into a drug induced oblivion.

 


* * *~ ~* * *

 


My face must have revealed my horror, for my
friend paused.

"What's wrong?" he asked.

"I've never imagined such a thing."

"I knew you wouldn't like this part. But this
is nothing. If you saw one of the Fir take no drugs and experience
the madness outright, you'd freak."

"Finn's so alone."

"He was always alone for his culminate phase.
Nobody can stop it from coming. His dad would just strap him down
and leave the room. That's just how it's typically done."

"Barbaric."

He folded his arms and looked down.

"Are you cold?" I asked.

"Miriam, you won't mind this next part." He
gave me a puckered frown. "It's nice, I promise."

I'm not sure if he was trying to be sweet or
sarcastic.

 


*


CHAPTER TEN

 


At 9:03 a.m., Sunday promised to be a
nice day. The sun had risen one hour and forty-eight minutes
ago into a true blue sky inhabited by the tiniest whiffs of cloud
that only served to enhance its absolute blueness.

The moon had risen too, but couldn't be seen
because it was in the same part of the sky as the sun. It was the
new moon, though officially the new moon wouldn't occur until 3:03
p.m. Most people don't care about that sort of detail. Finn did,
but he was oblivious to everything astronomical and
terrestrial at the moment.

All Bea knew was that it was a beautiful day
and she was glad her uncle had talked her into going to 8 a.m.
Mass, even though it seemed blood-curdlingly early at the time,
because now she had the whole day ahead of her to do whatever she
wished.

Bea didn't tell her uncle she would start her
new job at the juice shop tomorrow. If he could keep a secret, so
could she.

Bea stepped out of the church with Sam and
her uncle. Sam stretched his arms out and gave a tremendous yawn.
Bea whacked him lightly on the side.

"What's that for?" he asked. Bea just rolled
her eyes.

"I'm famished," Lucas said as they walked
through the parking lot.

"Let's get donuts," Bea said.

"No," Sam said. "I want bacon, sausage,
eggs-"

"Blah!"

"Do either of you know the meaning of
healthy?" Lucas asked.

"Yeah, Bea," Sam said. "Just because
something doesn't have meat, doesn't mean it's good for you."

"Thanks for the advice, Mr. Bacon and
Sausage." She pressed her nose and did her best pig grunt. "Oink
oink"

"You know, if the wind changes, you'll stay
like that," Lucas said.

"Too late, she already has!" Sam said,
sprinting away. Bea followed closely, pretending to be miffed, but
smiling. She wasn't as good at deadpan humor as her British
uncle.

After Helen passed away, Lucas was prepared
for many difficult nights with Bea, but he had the nightmares while
she proved resilient. Lucas had seen death before, many times, but
watching helplessly from a bedside was tougher, in a way, than a
friend going down while you're both in battle. Or maybe it was that
he was left alone to care for a three-year-old. Fatherhood was
never on his agenda.

Before the Finn incident, Lucas kept thoughts
about those days tucked away in the alcoves of his mind. Now those
thoughts dwelled alongside the worries of the present. Today they
were safe. Today was the new moon. The Fir never made a move on a
full or new moon.

Tonight Lucas and Bea would have to be out of
the house. Tomorrow they'd leave the area. He hadn't told Bea yet.
Lucas knew she would be crushed, but thought perhaps it would be
harder on Sam to be left behind. He was like a member of the
family.

He remembered Bea's first day of kindergarten
and staying to make sure she would adjust to school. He need not
have worried. He recalled how she comforted the blond haired boy in
the corner.

"Why are you crying?" asked five-year-old
Bea.

"I miss my mommy."

"I miss mine too." She sat down beside him.
"What's your name?"

"Sam," he sniffed.

"I'm Bea."

"Like a bumble bee?" Sam stopped crying and
looked at her.

She giggled. "I'm not a bumble bee. Just Bea
or you can call me Beatrice if you want to."

"I like Bea. It's a good name."

She beamed. "I know. You wanna play with
me?"

"Yeah," he said, smiling back at her.

"Come on." She took him by the hand and off
they went to play. Not much had changed.

"Come on, Sam. Let's go to a restaurant," Bea
said.

"We'll make something at home," Lucas said,
giving Bea a sober nod.

They climbed into Lucas's Volvo. He drove an
older white station wagon in excellent condition with low mileage.
In all ways, a respectable and practical car.

At home, Bea cooked french toast and eggs.
Sam was still hungry after and followed up breakfast with leftover
pizza. Nobody knew where the skinny kid put it all.

"My mom's new boyfriend's moving in," he
announced between bites. Bea put down her coffee cup. "So,"
continued Sam, "I'm moving out. Russ doesn't think there needs to
be two men in the house."

"Oh Sam, I'm sorry," Bea said. "I told you
that guy seemed like a jerk."

Sam just shrugged.

Her eyes glistened. "Where will you go?"

He shrugged again. "Guess I'll rent a room or
something. I don't know if I have enough saved to get into an
apartment."

Lucas didn't react to the pleading look his
niece gave him. She wrinkled her nose and turned back to Sam.

"Oh no, Sam. You'd better come live with
us."

"Beatrice," Lucas said, "you're insulting Sam
by assuming he's unable to get a place of his own."

"No, I'm not insulted. I think it's a great
idea," Sam said.

"Let's consider this carefully. We don't want
to rush into anything before we weigh all the options," Lucas
said.

"I have until six o'clock Friday night."

Lucas nodded. "So, you have time."

Bea pushed out her lower lip to pout at her
uncle.

 


*

3:03 p.m. found Bea walking among oak trees
with Sam as he whistled "Hedwig's Theme." They had slipped out of
the house after Lucas fell asleep on the couch, exhausted from lack
of sleep.

They came to the tree stump with letters
carved in it. They sometimes tried to guess whose initials they
were.

Sam put out his hand, Bea took it, leaped
onto the stump and then back down. Routine, familiar,
comforting.

In this, their secret grove, they were like
children again. The other world of school, jobs, mothers who
ignored you, mothers who were dead, superhuman gangsters, and
clothes that made your hips look wide was held back and became
fiction and because it was fiction, it was easier to talk
about.

"Sam?"

"Yep?"

"Did you ever hear of the Paladins of
Gorlagon?"

"Is it a band?"

"No."

"Some kind of aliens from Doctor
Who?"

"No." She giggled.

"Something from Lord of the
Rings?"

"No."

"Then I haven't heard of them." He picked up
a light brown oak gall and tossed it into the creek.

"It's an agency my parents belonged to."

"Your parents were Paladins?" Sam glanced at
her.

"Apparently so."

"Okay, I guess that's kind of cool. Did they
wear Renaissance costumes or something?"

"I don't think so. They fought, well my
parents didn't fight, but my uncle and the Paladins fought against
these criminals called Fir Na Gealaí. They have super powers. That
guy Finn is one of them. Sam, I wasn't supposed to tell you this.
You swear not to tell Uncle Lucas I told you?"

"You're serious about this Paladin
stuff?"

"Yes," she said.

"Okay, but why aren't I supposed to
know?"

"Well."

"What?"

"Uncle Lucas thinks you'll tell people."

He picked up a stick and swatted at a low
branch. "I wouldn't tell anyone if it's a secret."

"Sam." She cocked her head to the side.

"Hey, I tell your uncle things I'm not
supposed to, but he's the only one who can get me to do that.
Otherwise, I'm good at keeping secrets. Did I ever tell on you at
school? No. Did I tell Penelope when you said you liked her
boyfriend? No." He threw the stick off the path. "Did I tell Lizzy
you said she was a -"

"All right Sam. I get the point. I'm sorry."
When he just frowned and stared down the path, she put her head on
his arm. "Please forgive me?" She tried making her eyes very wide
and puppy like.

"Yes, Bea, I forgive you. You know I always
do."

"Thanks." She stood on tip-toe and kissed him
on the cheek. He rubbed his cheek off with his shoulder, making her
laugh. Then she told him everything her uncle told her.

 


*

3:03 p.m. Sunday found the crushed body of a
rat in Finn's left fist because at 3:02 it bit him on the face.
This, however, did not cause him to become conscious.

 


*


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 


Tom strolled into a top floor office at the
F.N.G.'s San Francisco Field Headquarters. He tossed his hat onto
the coat rack, threw his fast food bag on the desk, and slumped
into the chair. He stuffed a few fries in his mouth while booting
up Finn's purloined computer.

Tom's syzygy happened to be the full moon.
Since it was the new moon, he felt low on energy, or what the Fir
called, "at opposites." Of course being low on energy for the Fir
meant one could only lift a small narwhal, not toss it over a fire
truck. They were also less aggressive than usual. Tom preferred to
call it "mellow."

While finishing his meal, he logged onto the
internet and read the sports news before getting down to business.
He was in no hurry. Half the Fir in his enclave were in their
madness, and therefore tied up at the moment... literally.

"Let's see what our Miss Elwes is up to." He
took a sip of his mocha latte. "What the... ?"

Bea had deleted her YouTube account, but Finn
had taken a few screen captures of her page. Tom located them in a
folder entitled, "Screen Caps." Not very imaginative.

"Aha, or as our buddy, Finn, would say,
Bingo!" Tom could see her first eight friends on the
screen.

He spent the better part of the afternoon
going to their pages and watching their videos. After being
thoroughly bored to the point of eating a long forgotten half
carton of pecan ice cream that tasted suspiciously like ham, it
finally paid off.

When he clicked on Lizzy's latest video, he
grew intrigued by her long blond hair and lips like red satin. She
had the sort of voice that sounded like she just woke up after a
long and passionate night.

Tom grinned. "Whoa, who's this? Hey baby,
what's your syzygy?" He sat sucking his teeth and watching Lizzy
chatter on before she finally said something worth hearing.

"And a big congrats to Bea. You got the juice
bar job! I have Tuesday off. I'll come on down to Concord and order
the biggest, most complicated smoothie you sell, with a
power boost!"

Tom grinned. "I've got you now, my little
Miss Elwes."

 


*

At 9:03 p.m. Finn's alarm signaled the end of
his madness, but Finn slept on.

 


* * *~ ~* * *

 


Another patient came out to the courtyard
just then, so my friend became quiet. That was all the story he
told that day. It was agony for me, worrying what would happen to
Finn and Bea. Maybe it was my seclusion in the hospital or the
sincerity in his voice, but the characters in his tale were
becoming as real to me as they were to him.

 


*

The following morning, I brought a basket
with me to the courtyard bench and waited.

He came out of the door, down the steps, and
stopped. I waved. He approached, shuffling through fallen leaves,
his eyes fixed on the basket.

I smiled. "I thought I'd bring some
refreshments."

"Like a picnic?" His eyes shifted from the
basket to my face.

"Yes. My goodness, it's chilly. A morning
picnic in October. People will think us mad." I laughed.

The corner of his mouth twitched, but he
didn't exactly smile.

"I brought cinnamon buns, milk, apples, and
coffee."

He sat down, looking very serious for one in
pajamas, robe, and slippers and tousled hair. "I'm not hungry."

I put my hand, still warm from the coffee
cups, to his cold cheek. "Have something. For me, please."

The expression around his eyes softened.

"Take this." I put a paper cup of coffee into
his hands.

"Miriam, you're not going to like this part,
but it must be told."

I wrapped my hands around my own warm cup,
took a sip, and nodded. "I'm ready."

 


* * *~ ~* * *

 


Finn woke up early Monday morning with a
honking headache and a fly-ridden rat corpse, the latter of which
he flung out of his makeshift cave. He glanced at his watch and
made a mental note regarding future opiate doses.

 


*

Meanwhile, Tom walked into headquarters
whistling and skipping steps as he went upstairs to the office. Not
only did he sense his energy returning, but he felt proud that soon
he'd accomplish what Finn couldn't. He was about to nab the girl.
Never mind that Finn had already done most of the investigating or
that he likely could have caught her long ago if he actually wanted
to. The fact remained that, he, Tom, was going to get the
credit.

He sat resting his feet on a desk littered
with paper cups and crumpled fast food bags. He got set to call the
juice shop in Concord only to learn there were, in fact, three of
them.

He called the first and asked to speak to
Beatrice. They didn't have a Beatrice. He called the second one.
They had a Beatrice.

A bored gum-chewing female voice on the phone
said, "Yeah, Bea's here, but she's kinda busy."

"That's all right, sweetheart, that's all I
needed to know."

Tom hung up, shoved his felt fedora onto his
head, and went downstairs. Walking into the lab, he yelled,
"Doc!"

"Mr. Laith, I am on the phone," Dr. Malum
said.

Tom mouthed the words, "I found her."

Dr. Malum covered the mouth piece. "What are
you jabbering on about, Mr. Laith?"

"I know where she is, Helen's daughter."

Dr. Malum gave a grin like a malnourished rat
falling off a roof into a vat of marshmallow cream. He spoke into
the phone. "Mr. Forza, I'd like permission to go ahead with the
plan." He hung up and turned to Tom. "Take Winston and go."

 


* * *~ ~* * *

 


"No," I protested. "Lucas wouldn't allow her
go to work."

"He didn't allow her, Miriam. Lucas told Bea
to remain in Sam's apartment while he took care of a couple of
things. They'd leave from there. He didn't know Bea had already
blabbed everything to Sam, otherwise he might have told Sam to keep
Bea there."

"But Sam knew the danger."

"He worried, but Bea argued that since Finn
only ever approached her in San Francisco, she was safe to go to
work right there in town. Sam agreed and said maybe Finn was like
the Headless Horseman or a vampire and couldn't cross the
bridge."

I smiled behind my hand.

He pounded his fist on the arm of the bench.
"It's not funny, Miriam."

I shrunk from him.

"It was dangerous and stupid of them and Sam
would give his life to change what happened. His life, Miriam.
Would you give your life for anybody?"

I didn't answer.

As suddenly as he flared up, he calmed and
his posture relaxed. He stared into his cup for a moment before
speaking.

 


* * *~ ~* * *

 


Finn was glad he'd brought a spare set of
clothes. He yanked off his reeking shirt and was just unbuttoning
his pants when he heard a shout. He ducked out of his cave and ran
across the theater lobby. Homer sat against the wall clutching his
chest. Finn knelt beside him.

Gabe ambled over. "What's wrong?"

Homer had a pained look on his face and
didn't answer.

"I don't know," Finn said. "I just heard him
yell and ran over."

"Is it your heart?" asked Gabe.

Homer nodded and let out another yell.

"Shit, we need a doctor," Finn said. He tore
out of the theater in filthy jeans, no shirt, and smelling like a
liquor store. He jumped in front of the first guy to walk by.

"You have a cell phone?"

The guy put his head down and walked around
Finn without a word.

Finn tried another guy. "You got a
phone?"

"Back off," the man said.

"I need a phone!"

"Maybe there's a pay phone -" began the man,
but Finn shouted in his face.

"Mother-fucker, give me your damn phone!"

"Lay off, dude!" the man yelled back.

A cop stepped out of the bakery next door.
Finn ran his fingers through his tousled brown hair and took a step
backwards. He noticed his pants were still unzipped as the cop
walked over.

"Listen, officer-" began Finn, tugging on his
zipper.

"This bum's harassing people," the man
said.

The cop sized up Finn with his hand on his
club as Finn continued working at the stuck zipper.

"Listen, pal," the cop said, "If you don't
want trouble, just move along."

Gabe came out of the theater just then. "Kid,
get back in here."

"We need an ambulance," Finn said. "It's for
our friend inside. Come in and see for yourself."

The officer lifted a loose graffiti-tagged
board that covered a window and peered inside. "You got somebody in
there?"

"Yes! Call 911."

"Finn, forget it," Gabe said. "Sorry officer,
we don't want any trouble."

"Fuck it." Finn went into the theater and
picked up Homer. He protested through gasps that he didn't need a
doctor as Finn carried him outside. He knelt down and set Homer on
the sidewalk. "He's having a heart attack."

The police officer finally made the call and
they waited for the ambulance. By this time, a small crowd had
gathered. Gabe muttered about having no privacy.

 


*

Parked outside the juice shop, Winston
rumbled to Tom, "I'm tired of all this sittin' around, jackin' off.
Let's do this thing."

He emerged from the unmarked white van, a
veritable giant of a man, both in height and girth. He strode into
the shop and up to the counter. One brave soul politely pointed out
there was a line. He ignored the guy. Winston didn't come here for
juice.

Being absorbed in the task of reading the
proper proportion of fruit to yogurt for a Strawberry Paradise
Smoothie, Bea didn't notice the hulk until he spoke.

"You Beatrice?"

Bea's eyes widened and she dropped the banana
she was holding. Simultaneously, they both looked at her name tag.
Just as she moved to cover it with her hand, he reached out one
mountainous arm and grabbed her wrist. He yanked her up and over
the counter, knocking down a basket of fruit, a few dozen paper
cups, and one industrial grade blender.

The man threw Bea over his shoulder, knocking
the breath out of her. Several people screamed. It was like a slow
motion nightmare, the sort where you can't yell and you can't move.
She'd expected her uncle to come down and rail at her, but not
this. Even as she pounded on the man's back, she mentally chided
herself for being so dumb.

Winston crushed somebody's cell phone on the
way out with his bare hand, or rather, bear-like hand and dropped
it to the floor where it lay crumpled like an empty soda can. With
unexpected grace, the hulk slipped into the side door of the
waiting van taking Bea with him.

"Go Tom," he said to the driver.

They took off just as he slid the door
shut.

"Subtlety and patience, eh Winston?" Tom said
with a chuckle.

Bea lay half curled on the floor of the van.
The back window was heavily tinted and there were no side windows,
nor any back seats. She knew what happened to kidnap victims. They
usually wound up dead. But what happened to them before death is
what scared her most.

She rose up to fight her way past Winston to
get to the door. He merely laughed, grabbed her hands, and pushed
her onto her back.

"You think you could survive a jump at
seventy miles an hour?" He tied her hands and feet with
surprisingly thin string. It was also surprisingly strong. In
addition, it cut into her wrists and ankles with a surprising
amount of discomfort. She screamed.

"Shut it or I'll break your jaw," the thug
said, tearing off a length of duct-tape. He pasted it over Bea's
mouth.

"Relax, sweetheart," Tom said, glancing in
the rearview mirror. "No one's gonna hurt you."

Winston sat on the floor twirling the roll of
tape. "Tom, you think we'll be out of there in time to catch the
end of the game?"

"Don't know. Who's playing?"

"Giants and The Cubs."

Bea rolled her eyes. Baseball, ugh! Guys and
sports.

After what felt like a fortnight, though Bea
wasn't quite sure how long a fortnight actually was, the van pulled
into a covered garage. The driver got out first. In a flash, Bea
stood up and tried to dive head first over the front seat.

Winston grabbed her waist and scooped her out
the side door. He carried her over his shoulder as before and she
could see little except concrete ground. They went up two flights
of stairs and through a door.

"Excellent," said a thin slimy voice. "Bring
her here."

 


*


CHAPTER TWELVE

 


After the ambulance pulled away with Homer
inside, Gabe told Finn that since he caused the ruckus, he was
obliged to help move their stuff.

"Kid, get in here and lend a hand," Gabe
said. "I seen this before. The city'll do a sweep, take our stuff,
and board this place up for sure. Probably burn it down."

Finn laughed. "They won't burn it down."

"I seen it, I tell you," Gabe said.

"Listen, I was just trying to help."

"Them doctors don't do no good. If he's gonna
die, he's gonna die. If you really wanna help, pack his stuff."

 


*

Winston carried Bea into a room with a tile
floor and flopped her onto a gray metal bed. The mattress was thin,
hard, and free of anything indicating comfort such as pillows or
blankets.

Bea took in her surroundings. She was in a
laboratory with shiny black cabinetry and counters filled with the
obligatory bottles of mysterious liquids, jars of pickled creepy
things, a set of scales, and something that looked like a
minimalistic microscope plugged into a computer.

Winston stepped back, making room for a
smaller man, whose shoes clicked on the tile floor when he
approached. He appeared wan, like he'd been kept in a dark cellar
all his life. Bea thought he looked exactly the way a mad scientist
should and she almost smiled... almost. Instead, she recoiled
because of how he looked at her.

"Ah," he said, "this is Helen's daughter?"
She squeaked in pain when he ripped the tape from her mouth. His
smile looked more like a grimace with his thin lips curled. "Well,
well, well, the resemblance is uncanny, aside from the black
hair."

"It's obviously dyed," Tom said.

Bea wrinkled her nose and glared at him.

The door burst open. Five people came into
the lab and made their way toward her.

"We came to see the prize."

"Whoa! Finn finally came through."

"Finally is right."

"Guess the little traitor's investigation
paid off," said the one with a shaved head and a sneer.

Bea shrank back as faces crowded around to
stare at her.

Tom pushed forward through the cluster of Fir
agents. "Give me a little credit. Finn's not the only detective
around here."

Tom was Bea's only peer in age. Among the
rest, none seemed to be younger than late-fifties. And judging from
the varied accents, Tom was the only one of the lot who'd been
raised in America.

The bald one leaped onto the bed and stood
above Bea. He wore a black muscle shirt that said "Built for speed.
Bred for action."

"What are you doing, Duncan?" asked one of
the others.

"This is what everyone's so damned excited
about? Kind of small." Duncan laughed. "She's the one with the
toxic blood?" He grinned down at her, two gold teeth showing. "If I
drink your blood will ya make me weak and slow?" he asked.

"It's not that simple," came the oily voice
of Dr. Malum from somewhere in the back of the crowd.

"No Doctor, I think it is that simple,"
Duncan said. "But I don't think it's her blood Finn was after. I
think he just wanted a good shag." He crouched down and put his
face close to hers. "That'll weaken a man too, won't it little
girl? You know how to bring a man to his knees."

Bea turned away. "Leave m-m-me alone!" she
sobbed.

"Oh-oh-oh-k-kay." Duncan cackled and jumped off the
bed.

"Are we sure she's the Elwes girl?" asked one
of the men.

A thin man with sunken eyes and bony hands
grabbed her face and turned it to get a better look. "I met the
mother. She could be her daughter. She looks a bit like Helen."

Malum pushed through the throng. "She looks
exactly like Helen." He ran his fingertips down Bea's cheek as a
possessive gesture. "Get out of my way, all of you. I have work to
do."

There was grumbling as the Fir agents left
the lab. Tom and Winston lingered near the door.

Dr. Malum pushed Bea onto her back, yanked
her arms above her head and tied her wrists to the head of the bed.
He took hold of her upper arm and squeezed until her vein bulged.
She craned her neck to watch him thrust a needle into her arm and
draw a small vial of blood.

"What do you want with my blood?"

He didn't answer, but went to the
counter.

"What are you doing?" she asked.

"Tom, let's get outta here," Winston
said.

"Mr. Laith, I may need you," Malum said.

"Yeah, the thing is we have a mission," Tom
lied.

"I ordered nothing but to bring in the
girl."

"Uh... It's something Ilsa asked us to
do."

"I'll expect you first thing in the morning,
Mr. Laith."

"Sure thing, Doc," Tom said.

After Winston and Tom left, Malum came back
to Bea's side. "You see this?" He held up a glass vial. "We will
soon see if you have your mother's blood. With it and your father's
notes," he waved a charred notebook, "I can complete my research."
He licked his thin lips. "The F.N.G. of Europe will bow to me."

"You're crazy," Bea said.

Dr. Malum's eyes tore at Bea like claws.
"Crazy, my pretty little petri dish?" He set down the vial and
notebook. "I've been hunting for your mother and you for years and
I finally caught you. Crazy? I call it euphoric."

He leaned over Bea and put his fingers on her
throat. His breath was hot and sour in her face. "You've made me
the luckiest, the most powerful man alive," he hissed in her ear
and slid his hand down her body to her thigh.

"Get away!" she cried.

"Hey Doc." It was Tom's voice.

Still bent over Bea, Dr. Malum looked toward
the door and Tom standing there.

"M-M-Mr. Laith," stammered the doctor.

"Doc, what're you doing?"

Dr. Malum straightened up. His eyes darted
back and forth like a nervous mantis.

"Mr. Laith, why have you returned?"

"I left the keys to my bike." Tom walked over
to the shelf beside the bed and picked up a bundle of keys. His
eyes met Bea's. He leered at Dr. Malum. "Maybe I should stay."

"No need Mr. Laith. I can do without you
until the morning. The results of the tests I'll run won't be
complete until tomorrow. Go do whatever Ilsa asked of you." Then he
added under his breath, "I don't want to hear her shrieking about
it if you don't." He walked briskly to the counter with a
click click click of his shoes, picked up the
notebook, and sat down at the computer. "Well, Mr. Laith?"

"Alrighty then," Tom said, raising his hands.
"Whatever you say. I'll be back in the morning." He took one last
glance at Bea before leaving.

 


* * *~ ~* * *

 


My friend grew quiet and shut his eyes. A
breeze stirred the leaves on the courtyard path.

"Oh, that poor girl," I said.

He ground his teeth. "If you don't mind, I'd
like to continue the story."

"Not without food in your tummy. Look at you.
You're pale and you're shaking. Would you like to go indoors?"

He shook his head.

I opened the basket between us and handed him
a cinnamon bun. He sniffed it and took a token bite.

"That's better," I said. I knew it wasn't
just lack of food that made him look so peaked, but he hadn't been
eating much and so I was relieved he when accepted the food.

 


* * *~ ~* * *

 


Finn finally caved and helped move the two
bums' gear to a homeless encampment across the city. This took most
of the afternoon because Gabe wanted to weed through the piles of
what looked like garbage to Finn and tediously scrutinize every
item before packing it carefully in the shopping cart. By the end,
Finn felt he was going to gnaw off his own arm out of boredom and
frustration.

Soon after they set up at the encampment,
Gabe took off with his saxophone muttering about making a living.
Finn's stomach had been growling at him all day, so he decided he'd
grab a burger on his way back to the theater where his motorcycle
was still hidden.

The sight of over a dozen people bundled in
ragged clothes caused an emotion Finn wasn't accustomed to and
didn't recognize at first. He handed a wad of money to an old lady
in multiple dresses and a dirty towel for a shawl.

"You could use this for everybody to get
something to eat."

"You're giving it to me?" she asked in a
rough voice.

"Well, yeah. For you know, everyone."

"I've got something for you, my dear." She
pawed in one of her many bags and pulled out a dangling thing made
from bottle caps and paperclips. "It's a little good luck charm."
She hung it from the buttonhole in the top pocket of his jacket.
She stepped back and nodded like a mother admiring her son on prom
night.

"Um, thanks," he said before leaving.

 


*

When Collin reached headquarters, he expected
to feel elated. They had the girl with the immunity, so according
to Dr. Malum, they were closer to vindicating themselves to the
F.N.G. of Europe. Even if the doctor made a drug to quell the
madness, Collin couldn't see why Europe would want them back. When
the Fir had Helen all those years ago, they fought over what to do
with her. It seemed to him they were reopening a box of moths in
the moonlight. Not that he'd question the doctor.

Dr. Malum said having the girl meant their
enclave could go back to Europe and it would be just like the old
days. That was enough for Collin to come on board with the plan to
kidnap Beatrice, but with his son gone it felt like a hollow
victory.

When Collin trudged into the lab, he saw Dr.
Malum sitting at a counter writing on a yellow tablet. The doctor
didn't notice him in the doorway, so he made a point of clearing
his throat.

The doctor glanced up. "Come in Collin. I'm
just making a few notes. Help yourself to coffee." He gestured
vaguely to the coffee maker on the shelf beside the little bed.

Collin's gaze fell on the girl. Part of him
wanted to blame her, but he knew Finn would have rebelled against
the F.N.G. eventually. He crept toward her as one approaches a
wounded bird.

She lay staring at a random point in the
distance. Her arms were tied above her head. Black smears down her
cheeks indicated she'd been crying, but her tears had dried.

"Is this necessary?" muttered Collin, untying
her hands. She sat up and straightened her skirt. Then she wrapped
her arms around herself and shut her eyes. The words Finn once
spoke rang in Collin's ears, "The Fir Na Gealaí turn everything
to shit."

"You know my son," he whispered.

"You say something Collin?" asked Dr. Malum
without looking up.

"No," Collin said.

Bea opened her eyes and looked up at him.

"Finn," he said quietly. "Finn is my
son."

Her eyes lit up and she whispered, "Then
you're here to rescue me?"

Collin was at a momentary loss. "Uh. No."

She turned away. "No, of course not." Her
words were so soft it was as if she breathed them.

Collin swallowed and knit his brows. Then he
took off his leather bomber jacket and held it out to her. She
didn't move, so he ventured to put it around her shoulders.

She turned her head slightly to watch him out
of the corner of her eye, then pulled the jacket closer around
herself. "Thank you."

A slap would have felt less painful than the
undeserved gratitude. He suddenly couldn't remember what was so
great about "the old days."

"I want to show you something, Collin," Dr.
Malum said, apparently oblivious to their hushed conversation.

Collin glanced from Dr. Malum and back to the
girl. He walked over to the doctor.

"Oh, and there's the stuff," Dr. Malum said,
nodding to a leather briefcase. "It's got to be delivered
tonight."

Collin opened the case, looked over the
plastic bags of white powder of questionable legality, and shut it
with a click.

"Have a seat," Dr. Malum said.

Collin sat stiffly, setting the case on the
floor. The doctor went on to show him his notes and talk about
Elwes's research. He spoke of retroviruses, secondary viruses, and
a lot of jargon that meant nothing to Collin. He scratched his chin
and casually half turned to watch Bea. Finn had only loved one
other girl, and that too ended badly. When Bea looked over, Collin
averted his eyes.

"What's wrong?" asked Dr. Malum.

Collin pointed with his thumb over his
shoulder. "What's going to happen to her?"

"What do you mean?"

"You can't... you aren't going to keep her
here."

Dr. Malum nodded. "Just until we get what we
need." A sick smile crept across his face. "Collin, you want
this little one?"

"What do you... " began Collin, before
realizing what the doctor was implying. "No," he said in
disgust.

Dr. Malum cackled. Then he grew serious.
"When this is through, we'd best dispose of her quickly. If I... I
mean we, are to be the sole source of the serum, we don't
want an endless supply of antibodies walking about."

"I thought this research was to benefit all
of the Fir."

"I admire your sense of altruism, but you
must remember, Europe won't need us if we hand over the fruits of
my research. I am sick of dealing with this rubbish," he nudged the
briefcase with the toe of his shoe, "as I'm sure you are. It's
beneath men like us. We will conduct this project ourselves without
Europe's input. When the time comes, they will be forced to look
upon us with respect." He practically spat out the word
respect. "Don't fight me on this, Collin. Forza agrees with
me."

They looked over when Bea whimpered, her hand
over her mouth. Dr. Malum laughed when he noticed Collin's jacket
on her.

"Are you getting soft in your old age?
Really." He shook his head before going back to his notes.

Collin got up, grabbed the case, and strode
toward the door.

"Collin," called the doctor. "Uh, sorry about
your son!" he called just as Collin stalked out.

 


*


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 


Finn's shaggy brown hair blew back in the
wind of his speed as he sailed across the bridge on his motorcycle.
The anticipation of seeing Bea again sent his heart bashing against
his rib cage. He would make sure she was safe and convince her to
come with him to New York. When she learned why, she'd go. She just
had to.

He exited the freeway, plugged Bea's address
into his electronic navigator, and watched it produce a route. Then
he sped off.

Bea's house was yellow. It had lilacs, a
well-manicured lawn, and neatly trimmed hedges. Finn stood beside
his bike feeling grimy and out of place. He smoothed his hair and
dusted himself off, but realized these feeble acts of grooming
would do little to improve his appearance. His jeans and shirt were
only slightly cleaner than the clothes he had phased in.

Finn took a breath and marched up to the
porch.

He knocked and waited.

He rang the doorbell and waited.

This is a little anti-climactic, he
thought.

 


*

Collin walked down the street seeing nothing
and no one and felt every cell in his body pulsing. He brushed past
some tough looking teens in baggy pants.

"Watch it!" yelled one kid. "Hey, I'm talking
to you, asshole."

Collin turned.

The kid pulled out a knife.

Collin narrowed his eyes. As he strode toward
the punks, he punched a parking meter. It bent over like a
mis-struck nail.

The kids backed up, but when Collin kept
coming toward them. They turned and ran. Had they known how much
meth he carried, they'd probably have chanced a fight. Lucky for
them they didn't. Collin stood there a moment, but he wasn't really
watching them.

After he made the drop and was free of the
case, he wandered without direction and found himself in the
business district after sunset, around 8:45. He never needed fancy
gadgets to tell him the moon phase or what time the sun would rise
and set. Collin could feel it deep in his bones.

"However long the day, the night must fall,"
he murmured, leaning against the stucco wall of a high-rise. He
shut his eyes and listened to a street musician, letting the notes
of the saxophone wash over him.

Collin never felt more at opposites. Even
after Antonia left... Oh Antonia, never happy, never
satisfied. Collin was surprised she had stayed as long as she
did. The F.N.G. didn't hold Collin's mistakes against his wife, so
she was always free to return to Florence. It seemed she stayed for
the sole purpose of tormenting him. He missed her despite the
fights.

He felt his pockets and remembered he'd given
his jacket, which contained his cigarettes, to the girl.

"Any requests?" asked the sax player,
breaking through Collin's reverie.

"Something to match my mood."

The old man nodded and began with a tone so
low, it bore into the depths of Collin's soul. The melody resonated
so closely with his mood, it would have movie soundtrack editors
giving each other high-fives.

About two thirds of the way through the song,
there was an inexplicable trill and he wondered what it was doing
there. It sounded like a sunbeam escaping through a breach in a
wall of storm clouds. His mind drifted to Bea. Something about her
held his son's fascination and it wasn't just a chance to become
normal, to be cured.

Suddenly Collin knew what to do. He failed as
an F.N.G. agent and as a husband, but he'd be damned if he would
fail as a father. He tossed a fifty into the sax case and muttered
his thanks.

He walked down the sidewalk, flipping out his
cell. "I need to speak to Farlin," Collin barked into the phone. "I
don't care. Tell him it's concerning Helen's daughter."

Farlin was the Head of Intercontinental
Operations. Collin went over both Malum's and Forza's heads. He
knew they weren't reporting their activities. Even the F.N.G. have
their politics and red tape. If Collin ratted out Malum, he figured
he could buy Bea some time.

 


*

Finn buzzed around town on his motorcycle,
occasionally returning to Bea's house, but saw no sign of life
until he pulled onto her street at eleven that night. A Volvo wagon
and a Mustang were parked out front. He cut his engine and rolled
silently toward her house.

Damn, it was probably too late to go knocking
on her door. He'd like to avoid pissing off her P.O.G. uncle during
at least the first five seconds of their meeting. Finn considered
what to say to him. Probably better to talk to Bea first, he
thought. He'd catch her when she came out in the morning.
Meanwhile, he'd watch over her house.

 


*

Bea spent the night alone in the dark lab.
There must have been others in the building because she could hear
a faint thumping and bumping from the floor below most of the
night. She lay tied to the bed, body aching, but she was at least
permitted to wear Collin's jacket.

She thought about Finn's father and how she
stupidly believed for a brief moment Finn had told the truth when
he said he wanted to protect her. Her uncle was right. These
monsters couldn't be trusted. But if Collin hadn't come to save
her, why had he been nice? No, the real question was, why did Bea
consider him nice when he'd done so little for her?

Even stagnant water in a desert seems
sweet.

Bea recalled a homily a priest once gave. He
said perceptions can change on a whim, because they're based on
what we observe which is limited by our senses.

Right then, Bea sensed her legs were cold and
perceived she'd never again take scratching her nose for granted.
She observed a number of tiny red and white lights on the computer
and other devices, but the only substantial light came from a
streetlight. It entered through two windows and created eerie
shadows and caused a jar containing some squidgy dead thing to
appear as if it were swimming in an amber pool of radioactive
liquid. She watched it as one watches fish in an aquarium, but it
didn't sooth her soul.

Somewhere in the lab a cell phone rang.
"Rang" wasn't really the correct word. It played the theme from
Ghost Busters. Bea found it odd for a mad scientist to like
Ghost Busters. It was incongruent, somehow. He didn't seem
to have a sense of humor. Maybe he wasn't aware it was meant to be
funny.

Bea learned, during her brief stint at
community college, that there were different types of intelligence,
and humor was one of them. She was relieved to learn that, although
she couldn't grasp basic geometry, she wasn't stupid. But since
Monty Python wasn't a major they offered, she quit school to work
at a movie rental shop.

Bea guessed her cell phone was still in her
purse back at the juice shop and wondered if her uncle tried
calling her. No, they'd have contacted him by now - and the police,
but nobody would find her. These were organized super-human
criminals.

She wondered how Uncle Lucas and Sam were
coping. The memory of her uncle at her mother's funeral crept into
her mind. His hands clasped together, pressed to his lips, and
red-rimmed eyes fixed on the casket even when Bea tugged on his
sleeve.

She opened her eyes to dispel the image and
stared at the ceiling. Tears streamed down her temples and into her
ears.

There won't be a funeral for me because my
body will never be found. Or maybe just my bones. She pictured
her skeleton found years later in the woods. Maybe an artist would
do a facial reconstruction with her skull and bits of hair and show
it on TV. Poor Sam and Uncle Lucas would suddenly see it while
watching some forensic show late at night and have to relive this
all over. She blinked to clear away the tears and dispel the
image.

"Now, Beatrice, don't give up just yet," she
said out loud. "Uncle Lucas is looking for you even now."

Clutching that thought tightly in her mind,
she waited in the dark.

 


* * *~ ~* * *

 


I let out a breath. Wanting to do something
mundane to alleviate the tension, I cleared away the picnic things
and set the basket under the bench. "I'm glad you ate something.
Surely that didn't taste like cardboard."

"It was fine, Miriam." His voice was flat.
"Best I ever had."

"I can tell. You're simply leaping with joy."
I put a gleaming red apple into his hand.

He gave me an amused little smile.

"I'm sorry. I'm not typically sarcastic," I
said.

"Sarcasm is the mark that mankind is fallen."
He took a large bite from the apple.

"Really?" I asked.

"No," he answered, a hint of a grin on the
edge of his full mouth.

 


*


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 


Sam toyed with his cereal spoon and watched
Lucas refill the two coffee cups. The sight of the normally assured
man's red rimmed eyes and worry-worn face increased Sam's
anxiety.

"Whatever you're planning, I can help," Sam
said, but Lucas gave no response. Sam rapped on his bowl with the
spoon. It flipped out of his hand and clattered to the floor. Lucas
still said nothing. Sam picked up the spoon and his bowl and
crossed to the sink. "You want me to get the newspaper?"

Lucas nodded. "Thank you."

When Sam opened the front door, a guy
standing on the street beside a motorcycle looked at him. He shut
the door.

"Uh. I think the guy from the club's out
there."

"What?" Lucas hurried to the door, flung it
open, and strode outside.

The guy took a step toward Lucas. "Morning. I
need to speak to Beatrice. I'm Finn."

"Come inside," snapped Lucas.

Finn walked up the driveway and entered the
house. He turned to Lucas. "You're her uncle, Lucas Elwes."

Lucas showed him to the kitchen and jerked
his chin toward the table. "Sit."

Finn sat down and smiled slightly at Sam.
"You're Bea's friend. I've seen your videos on YouTube. And we sort
of met at the club."

Sam glanced at Lucas who was gripping the
doorknob of the broom closet, eyes fixed on Finn.

"Let's cut the crap," Lucas said. "Where's
Bea?"

"What do you mean?"

Nobody answered.

Finn's voice became grittier when he
repeated, "What do you mean?" He stood up.

Lucas drew a saber from the closet. "Sit down
unless you want to lose your head."

Finn dropped back into his seat.

"Uh, Sir," began Sam.

"Quiet Sam and stay away from him."

"Should I call the p-"

"Quiet Sam."

Sam shut his mouth and watched wide-eyed.

Lucas swept Bea's amethyst rosary off the
table and stuffed it into his pocket. "What have you done with
Bea?"

Finn shook his head, "Nothing. Did the Fir
take her?"

"You tell me."

"I only came to warn her and protect her. I
swear."

"Liar." Lucas's blue eyes seemed to penetrate
Finn's brown ones.

"Okay, that's not the whole truth." Finn
gripped the arms of the chair. The wood cracked under his fingers.
"I want to take her to New York." He tore his eyes away and looked
at the floor. "In New York, there's a man-"

"You mean an animal like you," Lucas
said.

"One of the Fir who can produce a serum from
her blood, if she has the immunity. I want to be cured."

"My niece is not your lab rat."

"I don't want to hurt her, I swear."

"Don't swear."

"I'll tell you whatever you want to know. My
name's Finn Wilde, son of Collin Wilde." He stood up as he
spoke.

Lucas raised the sword.

"Fucking kill me if you want," said Finn, "or
let me help you get her back. It's your choice."

Lucas relaxed his stance. "Wilde?"

Finn nodded.

Sam looked from Finn to Lucas. "I think we
can trust him."

"Stay out of it," Lucas said.

"No."

Lucas glanced at Sam, then did a double take.
He rubbed his forehead and squinted his eyes. When he lowered his
sword both Sam and Finn let out a breath. Lucas and Finn sat across
the table from each other.

"When did they take her?" Finn asked.

"Yesterday at the juice shop where she
works," Lucas said. He shot a quick glare at Sam.

Sam's whole face frowned. "I know I shouldn't
have let her go. I'm sorry."

Lucas raised a hand to quiet him.

"I know where they would probably have her,"
Finn said.

"Then let's go!"

"Not yet, Sam. We'll need help. I have
somebody coming from... " Lucas stopped.

"You can trust me. I sw..." Finn stopped with
a cringe when Lucas looked hard at him.

Lucas glanced back and forth between the two.
"A P.O.G. agent's meeting me at the local airport," he checked his
watch, "in half an hour."

The doorbell chimed.

"Sam," Lucas said.

"Yeah?"

Lucas just stared at him.

"Oh, you mean you want me to answer the
door?" Sam asked.

Lucas nodded.

Sam sprinted to the front door and threw it
open. "Lizzy, I'm glad you're here."

Her eyes were red and her eye-liner smeared
from crying. She hugged him. "The police have any luck?" she
asked.

"No."

"Whose bike's that?"

"Finn's. He's not behind Bea's kidnapping
like we thought."

They walked into the kitchen.

"Lizzy's here, sir," Sam said
unnecessarily.

She hugged Lucas. "I'm so sorry, Mr.
Jones."

"Lizzy, I told you not to come."

"How could I not?"

Finn extended his hand. "I'm Finn Wilde."

Lucas stiffened. "Don't touch her."

"Sorry." Finn dropped his hand.

"Lizzy, Lucas is meeting somebody at the
airport to help us rescue Bea," said Sam. "Finn knows where she is.
You wanna come?"

"You two are not coming," said Lucas

"Of course we are, Mr. Jones. With all due
respect, Sam and I are going to find Bea if we have to follow you
on Sam's bicycle."

"My car's working. We can take that."

"Sam, I was trying to make a point."

"Oh."

"Mr. Jones," continued Lizzy. "Bea means as
much to us as she does to you."

"I doubt it."

"Come on, Mr. Jones, you know Sam would be a
total mess if it wasn't for Bea."

Sam's mouth dropped open. "Is that what you
think?"

She rolled her eyes. "Please, Mr. Jones, we
can help."

"All right, but follow my orders. If I tell
you to run, you run. If I tell you to hide, you hide."

They nodded.

"Let's go."

They filed out of the house. Lucas, sword
sheathed, brought up the rear behind Finn. "Would you drive,
Sam?"

"Sure." He walked to the driver side of his
Mustang.

Lucas opened the passenger door and nodded to
Finn. "You'll sit in the front." He tilted the seat forward to let
Lizzy get in, then climbed in beside her. Finn got in.

"You have to slam it hard," Sam said. "Um,
the door that is."

Finn slammed it. Something went
plinking away down the gutter.

"Uh, not that hard," Sam said.

"I'm warning you, Wilde, if you so much as
scratch your nose, I'll take your head off first and ask questions
after."

"Mr. Jones, I've never seen this side of
you." Lizzy leaned forward to look in the rearview mirror. She
wiped her eyeliner with her finger. "And why a sword? Aren't guns
more effective?"

"Not for this animal."

"Where is Bea, anyway?" asked Lizzy.

"The Feren Gayla have her," Sam said.

"Fir Na Gealaí," corrected Finn.

"Lucas is a Paladin and Finn's a Fir Na
Gealaí. Hey, I got it right that time," Sam said.

"Wait! What?" Lizzy turned to Lucas.

"Lizzy, the F.N.G. are an international band
of organized criminals with unnatural abilities and the Paladins of
Gorlagon are an organization I used to belong to. Their purpose is
to root out and destroy the F.N.G."

"So, it's true, what Bea said about the
jumping and stuff that night at the club?"

"Of course it's true. She wouldn't lie," Sam
said.

Lizzy began to snicker, then stopped herself.
"Sorry Mr. Jones."

"It's fine, Lizzy. I'm aware Bea is prone to
exaggeration."

"Yeah, she even said you were nice,
Mr. Jones," Finn said under his breath.

Lizzy shook her head. "He's usually very
sweet."

"I just don't like murderous animals," Lucas
said.

"Sir, I don't think Finn's a bad guy."

"Quiet Sam."

"Yes, sir."

They pulled into the parking lot of Buchanan
Field, a tiny airport serving small aircraft.

"Would you kids meet Cutter, please?"

Sam and Lizzy both glanced at Lucas to be
sure he was talking to them.

"Mr. Wilde and I will wait here."

 


* * *~ ~* * *

 


My friend sighed and slouched down on the
bench. "I don't want to stray from the topic. Suffice it to say, up
until that time, there was probably only one member of the F.N.G.
Lucas ever had an iota of respect for." He tossed the apple core
into the bushes.

"Who?" I asked.

He rolled his head to look at me with half
lidded eyes. "Don't be impatient, Miriam. I'm going to tell you
about Bea now. You wanna hear about Bea, Miriam?"

I nodded.

"Good, 'cause I wanna talk about her." His
eyes sagged shut. "Bea's all peppermint and flannel. Know what I
mean?."

He seemed to lose himself in his own reverie.
I allowed him his daydream and watched the leaves tumbling about
the courtyard in the wind. Steel gray clouds began to gather
overhead. I was about to suggest we go inside when his suddenly
spoke.

"Never mind. Where was I? Oh yeah."

 


*


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 


When Dr. Malum came into the lab that
morning, Bea spoke to him out of desperation. "Please. I really
need to use the bathroom."

He ignored her like so much furniture.

"Well, okay," she said, "if you want me to
make a puddle..."

"Puddle?" Tom asked, sauntering into the
lab.

"Excuse me, I really need to pee."

Tom's gaze wandered from Bea to Dr. Malum.
"What's up, Doc?"

"Good morning, Mr. Laith," the doctor
said.

Tom strolled over to Bea.

"Please," she said.

He looked down at her with his head cocked to
one side, then set down his paper coffee cup and untied her. "Go
ahead."

Bea ran to the bathroom calling out, "Thank
you!"

She slipped off Collin's jacket and dropped
it to the floor with a clunk. Clunk? She looked down, perplexed. It
had seemed heavy. She squatted down and riffled through it.
Sewn inside the jacket was a leather sheath. She slid out a rather
large bowie knife. It had a walnut handle and a long blade, at
least six inches. Bea turned it over in her hand and marveled at
the fact that she could have worn a jacket containing such a large
knife for so many hours and not notice. Well, well, this may change
things a bit.

After washing her hands she looked in the
mirror. Who was that girl staring back at her with bloodshot eyes?
She washed her face, blew her nose, and reexamined herself. Still
red-eyed and sallow, but no more mascara smears. The click of Dr.
Malum's shoes made her freeze. She heard Tom's voice.

"Give her a break, Doc."

"What is she doing in there?"

Tom laughed. "Come on, what do you
think she's doing?"

She heard the shoes clicking away, but kept
listening, suspecting Tom was still outside the door. A caged
feeling crept irritably through her veins. She slipped on the
jacket and picked up the knife. She yanked back the ratty little
curtain and grunted. The tiny window was painted shut. She looked
down at warehouses peppered with graffiti and a passing train. Out
of habit, she counted the freight cars.

"Knock-knock," called Tom. "I'm coming in, if
you don't come out."

Bea held the knife behind her back and thrust
open the door, letting it slam against the wall. Tom sat drinking
coffee and reading the paper, his feet on the table. When he looked
up at her with a grin, she wanted to slap him.

"I'm ready to begin," Dr. Malum said. "Bring
her here."

Bea looked from the doctor back to Tom. A
sick feeling gripped her stomach. She envisioned the blade slicing
through flesh, hitting bone. She couldn't go through with it.

Tom's face grew sober and he put down the
newspaper.

"Wait," Bea said in a panic. "Th-there was a
phone call last n-night. You should check your messages."

Tom pulled his phone from his pocket. "Not
mine. Doc, you leave your phone here last night?" Dr. Malum felt
his pockets and looked around. Tom located the doctor's phone on a
shelf beside a ferret skeleton. "She's right. You have a
message."

Dr. Malum scurried over and snatched the
phone from Tom's hand.

Tom chuckled. "Relax, Doc."

"Mr. Laith, you may begin. I'll be over
directly." He scuttled off to a corner to take his message in
private.

Tom sauntered back to Bea. It may be her last
chance to face just one of them alone. She had to take it. Her
heart zipping along at hummingbird speed and her hand felt clammy
on the handle of the knife.

She screwed up all of her courage and she
slashed at him. In a blur, Tom's hand was wrapped around her wrist.
The expression on his face was a mixture of surprise and amusement
as he calmly took the knife from her hand.

"Clearly stealth isn't your thing." He hefted
the blade. "This is Collin's. Hm. I thought you were just going to
hit me. You looked like a little tiny volcano ready to blow."

Bea's heart sank as she watched Tom set the
knife on a high shelf, out of her reach.

"We don't use those on the Fir. They don't do
much good on us. Those are for humans." He gave a crooked grin.
"You'd need something mightier to take off my head."

Bea still stared at the knife. Would it
really have been useless against him?

"Time to go, little lady. Doctor's orders."
Tom winked.

The way he took her arm and led her to the
little bed reminded Bea of a prison scene in a movie. She didn't
know why she said it, it just popped out. "Dead man walking."

Tom laughed.

Bea sunk onto the bed. "Why is it never, Dead
woman walking? Do they execute women?" Her voice was flat, her mind
not fully in the moment.

Sometimes under stress her mind wandered. In
high school when she took the college board exams, her mind went
blank on the math portion. The entire Tootsie Pop commercial ran
through her head, owl and all. "A one, a two, a three.
Crunch." She left the testing room and decided she didn't need
to go straight to a four-year college after high school.

"You're funny," Tom said. "I can see why Finn
likes you."

"Likes me?" she asked through a fog.

"Yeah and a bit too much. But he's gone now.
Dropped off the map. Vamoose." Tom knelt beside her and helped her
out of the jacket.

Bea shivered, though it wasn't cold.

"You can hold it if you want," Tom said.

With one arm she clutched the jacket to her
chest while Tom tied a strip of rubber around her other arm. He
tapped on the vein. "Finn may be a pussy, but he's not an idiot and
he knows he messed up. Lie down, sweetheart."

She remained sitting. "What do you mean?"
Bea's mind felt fuzzy and her stomach queasy.

Tom stood and turned toward the counter. "I
mean, I've known the guy almost our whole lives. He's smart.
Without Finn, we wouldn't have you. You're a legend around here,
you know. Malum just about wet himself when he heard Finn found you
on the internet."

He knelt back down and opened a tiny packet.
"Whew! That stuff stinks. You don't want that crap on your skin."
He tossed it into the trash and snagged a bottle from a cupboard.
"Good ol' rubbing alcohol." He took a whiff. "Lay down," he said,
but she didn't move. "Or not." He swabbed some of the cold liquid
onto her arm. "Don't worry, it's just a little pin prick." He
unfolded a sheet of paper.

"What's that?" Bea asked.

"Directions. Got them off some website. You
think I do this every day?"

She blinked and shook her head as if emerging
from a dream. "I've been kidnapped by an idiot." She kicked him.
"Go away!"

"Relax. I've killed men more than twice your
size. Breaking your neck would be as easy as snapping a swizzle
stick."

She covered her face with her hands and
sobbed, despondent tears pouring from her eyes.

Tom sighed and sat down next to her on the
bed. "Damn, I hate when chicks cry." He put his arm around her. She
slapped him. He pulled her closer. "It's okay, sweetheart," he
whispered while she struggled against him. "It'll be over
soon."

She felt him adjust his grip on her neck and
put his other hand on her head. With horror she realized he
intended to break her neck. She gasped.

"Damn it!" shouted Dr. Malum. "Bad news from
Forza... " He stopped. "Mr. Laith, what do you think you are
doing?"

Tom loosened his grip. "I didn't want to
torture the girl. She was crying." He let go and she scooted
against the wall to huddle under the jacket.

"I thought we were going to, you
know." Tom mimed a slicing motion across his neck and made a
kkrk sound, "So I figured, why put her through this?"

"For now I need her alive, you imbecile. A
corpse does not produce antibodies."

"Oh."

"Don't do a thing unless you fully understand
my orders."

As the doctor walked away, Tom flipped him
off.

"I saw that, Mr. Laith."

"Eh, bite me," Tom said.

 


*

"How will we know what this Cutter guy looks
like?" asked Lizzy.

Sam just shrugged.

They sat on the steps of the airport terminal
watching a small twin-engine Cessna coming in for a landing.

"Do you think Finn really knows where Bea
is?"

Sam shrugged again.

"I sure hope so." She turned to Sam. "I'm
sorry about what I said earlier about you being a mess. I only said
it so Bea's uncle would let us come."

"I know."

"Do you think we'll be able to rescue
Bea?"

"Of course."

"I wish I could be as sure as you," Lizzy
said. They were silent for a while. "You know, it's weird without
Bea. Besides that night at the club, I don't think it's ever been
just you and me alone without her."

"Yeah," Sam said.

 


*

Tom crouched beside the little bed. "Relax,
sweetheart. No one's gonna hurt you. Just give me your arm."

He finally took hold of Bea's wrist and
pulled her arm out from under the jacket. "Eh, you took off the
tourniquet." He lifted the jacket, then her dress, making her
scream. He finally located the rubber strip behind her."Do you want
me to tie you back up?"

She shook her head.

"Then cooperate with me."

She let him take her arm, but attempted to
kill him with a very unpleasant look. He tried to conceal an amused
smirk and retied the rubber strip around her arm. Bea winced when
he inserted the IV needle.

"Why are you doing this?"

"The catheter makes it convenient to give you
some of my blood. Then you'll make antibodies, hopefully. First the
doc wants to save some of your blood while it's still pure."

He slowly pushed the catheter into her vein
and removed the needle, tossing it behind him. He taped the
catheter in place.

"Pretty good for my first try." He shook his
finger at her. "Now don't pull it out. Doc, she's all ready for
you."

Bea met Tom's smirk with a poisonous
glare.

"Yikes." He stood up with a laugh.

Dr. Malum pulled up a stool and reached for
Bea's arm.

She jumped to her feet and stood on the bed,
her back against the wall. "Don't touch me."

Malum rolled his eyes. "Break her legs or
something. I'm not in the mood for games."

Bea swatted at Dr. Malum with Collin's jacket
but he grabbed it and yanked. She tumbled off the bed and lay
sprawled on the floor. It took a moment before she could put
together what happened. Tom shook with laughter when he scooped her
up and set her back on the bed. He picked up straps to tie her.

"Please, don't. I won't fight, I
promise."

"Too late, baby-doll." Tom held her arms
while the doctor tied her wrists to the head rail. As she knelt on
the bed, the room began swaying. Bea had nothing to eat since
breakfast the previous day and that was just a bran muffin and a
cup of coffee. Her stomach churned. While watching the doctor draw
her blood, Bea's vision narrowed. Tom's laughter echoed in her ears
as the world went dark.

 


*

Finn sat in the Mustang leaning his elbow on
the door and rested his head on his hand. "You know, I didn't ask
to be born like this." Lucas didn't respond, so he continued. "I
hate the F.N.G. as much as you."

"That's not possible."

"Tell me, why do you think I'm here?" Silence
came from the back seat. "I'm hoping for a cure, but if all I do is
protect Bea, I'll live with that. The thing is, I-" Finn turned.
Lucas put a pocket knife under his chin. "You wanna fucking kill
me? Will that help? Go ahead then, because I'm sick of waiting."
Finn's eyes blazed.

Lucas stared into those eyes for a full five
seconds before getting out of the car. He slammed it shut and
leaned on the door. Finn got out the other side and carefully
closed the door. He walked around the car.

"Mr. Elwes."

"Jones."

"Mr. Jones, do you think there's a cure?"

"No." Lucas closed his pocket knife. It
wasn't long enough to take out Finn anyway.

"But your brother's research-"

"My brother was a foolish idealist who
endangered his family and eventually got himself killed. Tell me,
Mr. Wilde, what sort of man takes on a career with an agency whose
members and their families are in constant danger when he has a
pregnant wife and a small child? When you can answer that, we'll
talk about my brother's research."

Finn gulped.

Tension still hung in the air when Lizzy and
Sam returned with a good-looking, well-built man with light brown
hair. He sported a leather jacket and mirrored sunglasses and
walked with a swagger that said he was the guy all the
others were pretending to be when they strutted.

Lizzy beamed. "We had no trouble spotting
him." Then she squealed to nobody in particular "He's hot and he
owns his own plane!"

The man strode up to Lucas and extended his
hand. "Mr. Elwes, I'm Cutter, P.O.G. American division. It's a
pleasure. You've been my hero for years." They shook hands.

"Call me Lucas."

Cutter turned to Finn and sized him up. "You
gone rogue, kid?"

Finn nodded.

"Good for you. You'll be an asset to the
mission." He shook Finn's hand and slapped him on the shoulder.
Then he pointed at the good-luck charm. "I like your bottle
caps."

Sam and Lizzy exchanged little smiles of
amusement.

"Thank you for coming," Lucas said. "Are we
expecting anyone else?"

"Nope. They think we can handle this just
fine, Luke. It's just lucky I happened to be in the country. Just
got back from Florence for a little R and R." He winked.

"You have your sword?" Lucas asked.

"Hand me that apple, kid."

Sam had just pulled a small apple out of his
pocket, intending to eat it, but he handed it over. Cutter drew
what looked like an overgrown pocketknife. He flipped it open to
reveal a wide, twelve-inch long blade, roughly the shape of a
boomerang. He tossed the apple into the air and slashed as it fell.
The apple hit the ground in two neat pieces.

Finn admired it with a nod.

Lucas visibly tensed when Cutter handed the
weapon to Finn.

"Khukuri?" Finn asked.

"A modified version," Cutter said. "It's made
of tungsten carbide and steel. The handle's brass."

"Sweet." Finn balanced the weapon on his
fingertip at the spot right before the hilt meets the blade.
"Perfect."

Cutter took the knife from Finn. "It'll chop
through a man's neck and it's a hell of a lot more portable than a
sword."

Sam eyed the weapon with awe. "Is that why
they call you Cutter?"

He peered at Sam over his sunglasses. "You
really don't want to know."

Lizzy giggled.

"All right, Luke," Cutter said. "You ready to
rescue your Little Red Riding Hood from a den of wolves?" He tossed
Finn a glance. "No offense, kid."

Lucas nodded and turned to Sam. "Do you mind
if I drive?"

"Okay." Sam handed him the keys.

"I'll ride shotgun," Cutter said.

Lucas paused before getting in. "Are you
certain it's wise to put him in the back with them?"

"Aw, give the kid a break, Luke."

They piled in and somehow Finn ended up
between Sam and Lizzy. He sat stiffly and kept his eyes
forward.

"Well, this is awkward," Lizzy said.

Lucas started the engine. "San Francisco,
Wilde?"

"Yeah."

"So, Sam, how's your mom?" asked Lizzy,
trying for casual conversation.

"She and her boyfriend are kicking me
out."

"Tough break," she replied.

"Some people should not be allowed to have
kids," Sam said.

Finn sneered. "Tell me about it. When I was
sixteen, my mom killed and ate my girlfriend."

A brief but awkward silence followed.

Lizzy twirled her hair with one finger.
"Eewkay. T.M.I."

"So, what exactly are the Fir?" Sam
asked.

"Now there's a story worth telling," Cutter
said.

Finn slumped down. "Or not."

 


* * *~ ~* * *

 


An orderly interrupted. "Excuse me ma'am, Dr.
Mann asked me to remind you not to miss group therapy again."

"Oh, bother. Tell him we'll come when we're
good and ready."

After he walked away, I turned to my friend.
"Sending somebody out to fetch me. Who does he think he is? I went
to school with his older sister."

"The orderly's?"

"Dr. Mann's. Don't look at me that way. Do
you think I was born an old gray widow? I had a life before
this."

 


*

The following morning was blustery, but my
friend was on the bench as usual. His head was tilted back and his
eyes were closed.

"Wouldn't you like to go inside for a
change?" I asked.

"I like this weather. I can feel it."

I pulled my white wool hat down over my ears
and sat beside him. "We should have brought coffee."

He opened his eyes and turned to me. "You
didn't bring anything today?"

"Dear, it's so chilly. I didn't think you'd
want to stay outside. Oh, you poor thing. I'm sorry." I touched his
hand. "You're ice cold. What's this?" I pulled up his sleeve. "What
have you done again?" We both looked at the new slashes crossing
the old ones. "Give me your other arm." He obeyed, but that arm was
smooth, pale, and intact.

"It's funny," he said, "the arm of the hand
that did the cutting looks clean and innocent, while the innocent
arm's all wicked looking."

"Give me the blade," I said.

"They took it. What did you do with the other
one?"

"I threw it away."

"They'll find it in your trash," he said.
"They search your trash, you know. I'm not being paranoid. They
do."

"I told you, they don't search me."

"Miriam, do you have regrets?"

"Darling, everybody has regrets."

"That's both vague and cliché."

"Did you love Bea?" I asked.

"At one point, I thought I did."

He raised his hand to silence me before I
could question him further. He continued his story.

 


*


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 


Cutter cocked his head and casually tossed
his words to the back seat. "A long time ago this guy, King
Gorlagon, had a royal bitch of a wife. She was makin' with some
other guy and wanted to off the king."

"Gorlagon? Like the Paladins of Gorlagon?"
Sam asked.

"Yep. The history of the P.O.G. and F.N.G.
are intertwined." Cutter interlaced the fingers of both hands for
emphasis. "So, his wife took this enchanted sapling, the exact
height of the king. It had been growing since his birth, yadda
yadda. She smacked him with it and meant to say the magic words,
'Be a wolf and have the understanding of a wolf,' but she got
muddled and said, 'Be a wolf and have the understanding of a man,'
transforming him into a wolf with human intelligence."

"That part's just bullshit," Finn
muttered.

"What's a sapling?" Sam asked.

Lizzy elbowed him and whispered, "A little
tree."

"Out of revenge, Gorlagon killed a hell of a
lot of people in his wolf form, but some of them survived his
attacks. Those survivors were changed forever. They were inflicted
with the mind of a beast each month, cycling with the moon."

Lizzy gasped. "Finn's a werewolf?"

Finn rolled his eyes. "I'm not a fucking
animal."

"No, no," Cutter said. "The appearance of the
victims didn't change. The only physical transformation was a newly
acquired strength, agility, and for some, a keenness of senses.
These attributes became stronger just prior to the full or new
moon."

"New or full?" Sam asked.

"It's different for each one. Nobody knows
why. After Gorlagon regained his human form, he killed his wife's
lover and ever after forced her to carry around his head on a
dish."

Lizzy puckered her face. "Eww!"

"You must admit, it's a just punishment."
Cutter chuckled. "And to stamp out the effects of his previous
life, Gorlagon formed an order of knights, or paladins, as they
came to be called. They set out to kill those whom Gorlagon had
infected while he was a wolf. He thought they were monsters
inhabiting the bodies of his victims. Nothing would convince him
they were still human."

"They're not human," Lucas said.

"Asshole," Finn said under his breath.

"Those who escaped Gorlagon's Paladins
scattered far and wide. Some gained renown as mighty warriors, as
did their offspring. One of them settled in Ireland. The village
that took him in was raided by Romans. He single-handedly beat them
back. Afterwards, he purposefully infected others in the village so
they could help him guard against future attacks."

"How did he infect them?" Sam asked.

"A bite," Cutter said.

Both Lizzy and Sam recoiled from Finn.

He looked up with a sigh. "It's not exactly
that simple."

Cutter continued. "The infected of the
village eventually left because the non-infected grew distrustful
of them. In times of peace, a warrior is often not welcome."

Finn nodded. "Yeah, but who do you want on
your side when the shit goes down?"

"Exactly," Cutter said. Lucas flashed him a
glare.

"I thought you fight against them," Sam
said.

"Kid, the best way to fight an enemy is to
understand them and with some enemies, once you get to know them,
you can't help but admire them. So, where was I?"

"The infected left the Irish village."

"Thanks Sammy. They formed Fir Na Gealaí.
That's Irish Gaelic for 'Men of The Moon'. They spread throughout
the world and -"

"The P.O.G. are still hunting us because of
shit that happened hundreds of years ago," Finn said.

"The Fir commit heinous crimes against
humanity," Lucas said.

"Maybe that's because humanity still treats
us like animals."

"Your mother ate your girlfriend, not
mine."

"Settle down, gentlemen," Cutter said.

"Can I ask a dumb question?"

"Go ahead, Lizzy."

"Why did they take Bea?"

There was a moment of silence before Cutter
asked, "You wanna field that one, Luke?" Lucas shook his head, so
Cutter explained. "The F.N.G. kidnapped Beatrice's mother, Helen,
when she was a girl, in order to make her one of their own, as some
of them like to do. But she was immune to their venom."

Finn scratched the back of his neck and
sneered. "It's not a venom," he said low. "Helen was considered an
abomination to some and to others, she was a fucking miracle."

Finn glanced between Lizzy and Sam. They were
both staring at him. He shrugged. "I've heard the Helen story since
I was a kid. Anyhow, some thought she could help us understand the
nature of our power and maybe her blood held the key to a drug to
control the madness that takes over our reason each month. But a
lot of superstitious morons just wanted her killed. So, while the
Fir were battling one another-"

"When are they not?" interjected Cutter.

"-the P.O.G. kidnapped her," Finn finished
ignoring Cutter.

"Rescued her," Lucas said.

"It was you. Wasn't it?" Finn asked.

Sam's face lit up. "Sir, you rescued Bea's
mom? I mean, before she was Bea's mom?"

"Way cool, Mr. Jones," Lizzy said. "That's
like so romantic!"

"She married my brother."

Lizzy cringed. "Oh... yeah."

"They took Bea because she's immune like her
mom?" Sam asked.

Cutter turned to Lucas. "Is she?"

"I wouldn't know."

"Um, one more question."

"Go ahead, Sammy."

"Weren't there other guys like the Fir? I
mean, only one infected guy went to that Irish village."

"The F.N.G. eventually exterminated any
infected who would not join them."

Finn chewed his lip and spoke low. "They also
destroy you if you defect from the Organization."

"Oh, poor Finn. Are they going to kill you?"
asked Lizzy.

"Not if I have anything to say about it,"
Cutter said.

Lucas glanced at Finn in the rearview
mirror.

Finn pointed out the window. "You can exit
here."

 


*

"Mr. Laith, can you see the difference
between Charles Elwes's results and ours?"

"Um."

"Look here. Helen had the antibodies to the
Lunar Virus," the doctor said.

"Right. The girl doesn't have those yet. But
how do you know she'll be immune?"

"I've explained it to you, Mr. Laith, and
I'll attempt to yet again, though I doubt you will comprehend. The
girl has the same mutation on her cell receptors as her mother. See
this sample?"

"Yeah."

"This is the daughter's blood exposed to some
of mine. The mutation prevents the retrovirus from invading the
cell."

"Okay."

"Now this is an image of the blood of another
human exposed to our blood. Do you see the difference?"

"I got it. When the retrovirus invades, it
inhibits a normal subject's immune system and they can't create the
antibodies to fight off the Lunar Virus which is the secondary
virus, right?"

"Very good, Mr. Laith."

"Woo hoo!"

"Yes, you may very well woo hoo. Your
explanation is simplified, but you've grasped the general
idea."

"Amazing, given the size of my peanut-like
brain." Tom gave a crooked grin.

Bea sat half curled on the little bed resting
her pale cheek on her hands. Having been given a few sugar cubes
from the coffee set, she was somewhat revived and listened
drowsily. She understood that the doctor was referring to her
father's research and she was curious.

At one point in her life, Bea wanted to study
biology in order to feel a connection to her late parents, but this
romantic notion quickly passed upon discovering how difficult she
found the subject. It was one thing to learn how to spell words
such as "photosynthesis" and "leucocytes" and quite another to
understand what they meant.

Her uncle did little to encourage the
interest. So, when Bea was fifteen, her career as a scientist
passed away before being realized. She shrugged that off and
decided to become a psychiatrist because, as her naive young mind
reasoned, human behavior and emotions are less complicated than
biology.

That career path lasted all of eight and a
half days, ending when her advice to a classmate to "release his
inner rage" resulted in two suspensions, one very strong reprimand,
and the disappearance of most of the school's toilet seats and
their subsequent reappearance as adornments on the car of one of
the history teachers.

 


*

Finn directed Lucas through the city to the
F.N.G. Field Headquarters, an abandoned factory in an industrial
area of San Francisco.

"You'd better pull over here. I'll run ahead
and see if it's clear. I don't want them to see us coming."

Lucas parked the car in front of a building
called "Toilets & More." It looked more like a derelict
warehouse than a store, but the sign indicated they were open for
business. Though who would shop for bathroom fixtures at such a
place, nobody could say. Cutter and Sam climbed out of the car so
Finn could get out.

"You want me to come with you?" Sam
asked.

"No. I'll just go check things out."

"Be careful, kid." Cutter pointed one cool
finger at Finn and winked.

When Finn leapt forty feet to the top of
Toilets & More, Sam gasped. Finn ran to the other side of the
roof and out of sight.

Lucas stood beside Cutter, still watching the
roof. "Do you trust him?"

Cutter tossed him a look. "Up to a point. I
like the kid, but he is one of them."

 


*

Bea was startled out of a doze by a
hysterical barrage of shouts from Dr. Malum.

"I won't let them have her! This is my
research! I've waited years to get my hands on the girl and I won't
let Europe take over."

A thin tube coming from her arm caught Bea's
attention. It contained red liquid. Blood?

"Forza can back down, but I won't! Whoever
has the antiserum, holds the power. One surreptitious jab with a
syringe-tipped umbrella," hissed Dr. Malum, "and even the strongest
Fir is rendered helpless."

Bea followed the tube with her eyes up to the
bag hanging from a hat rack teetering beside the bed.

"When I learn who called Mr. Farlin, that
person will wish he'd never been born under the blessed moon!"

Drawn on the bag was a happy face and the
words "Tom's Magical Fluid."

"I'll destroy the girl and every sample
before I allow some fool to pirate my research!"

"It's not your research," Bea said. "You
stole it from my father."

Before Bea could blink, Dr. Malum stood over
her and she felt a sharp smack across the side of her face. The
phrase "it stung" didn't quite cover it. Her vision went fuzzy and
she tasted blood.

But along side the pain, Bea felt a sense of
satisfaction. She must have hit a sore spot in Dr. Malum's ego and
she wondered if he was as brilliant as he pretended.

Without a word, Dr. Malum scuttled away.

"Doc," began Tom.

"I don't have time for nonsense, Mr. Laith.
Step aside."

Tom crossed over to Bea and crouched down.
"So Finn was right," Tom said quietly to himself. "The old goat
is planning a coup." He examined Bea's cheek. "Ouch," he
said. "I'll get you some ice."

 


*


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 


Leaving Cutter and Lucas deep in hushed
conversation, Sam climbed back into the car. "Lizzy, do you trust
Finn?"

She nodded and then changed her mind and
shook her head. "Oh, I don't know. Do you?"

Sam just shrugged.

"What do you think's going to happen?"

He shrugged again.

"Do we even stand a chance against people
like them?" She waited while Sam thought about that.

"Well, if we have Finn on our side and Lucas
and Cutter seem to know what they're doing... Lizzy, don't cry. I
think it'll be okay."
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