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A brief note from the
author:

 


Welcome, readers, to the first book of
Jenny/Marcus Wrigley’s series, Chronicles of the Bard, yet
another side-story arc in my constantly growing lineup of
Mystical World Wars tales. Before we get started, I want to
take a moment to introduce you to the narrator, who never takes the
time to introduce herself in this tale, or in her past storytelling
efforts. She’s worked as the narrator in Touched, Blood
Relations and Shadow Walker, and this will be her last
story with Jenny/Marcus before Apollo takes over the role in the
next book.

(Yes, there already is a next book, and
you’re either going to love the new narrator or call for my slow
burning death.)

But this narrator, objective and distanced,
is Shiva, a demigod of death and destruction. In this world, Shiva
used to be a male demigod, but he castrated and then transformed
himself into a female.

He did this after his followers stoned
another demigod to death, Mars. Mars could partially be blamed,
since he refused to transubstantiate to avoid physical injury. In
effect, his stubborn male pride kept him fighting even after he’d
been grievously wounded with a cold iron blade.

Shiva decided that wasn’t how he wanted to go
down, and he became a she. Shiva stepped away from the Earth as a
physical presence, but she remained behind as an insubstantial
observer. She follows people of interest to her, people who lead
lives of extreme violence or darkness. You might say that bloody
death is her fixation.

This is how she stumbled across Amber, and
how she met Jenny. She’ll tell you the story of how Jenny uncovered
her genetic heritage and discovered her true calling as a bard.
Shiva won’t mention herself, but she is present in every scene. She
is omniscient, knowing everything as it happens.

This is her last book with Jenny. So Shiva
wanted me to pass along this message to you: “For the last time,
there’s no such thing as head hopping if I know everything! It’s
not my fault if you get confused following the thoughts of multiple
characters in the same scene. If I’m confusing you, I hear Barney
has picture books with little words.”

Uh...Shiva doesn’t get out often.

Sorry about that.

Right, on with the story...

 



Chapter One

 


 


Thursday, February 5, 1998

Amarillo, Texas

 


If the biggest spell you can cast is water
the size of a baseball, you’d better pray for an invasion of
sprites. Marcus Wrigley stopped humming to snort at the
thought, and with his focus lost, the ball of water floating in
front of him dropped.

It splashed on the grass before he could
capture it again.

Sighing, Marcus straightened up and glanced
over the top of his narrow, oval-shaped sunglasses to survey the
back yard. The high wooden fence surrounding the property ensured
that no one except for two neighbors could see into the yard, and
then only if they were in one of the back rooms on the second
floors of their homes.

The neighbors who could look in on him from
their houses weren’t home during the day, but Marcus still felt
paranoid about checking the windows of the house on his right, and
then the house directly behind his parents’ home.

For the time being, he had to practice in
secret. Most normal humans thought magic was myth. Marcus had
counted himself among the normal people despite his unique traits
and in spite of the unique company he’d kept.

He’d lived with witches and vampires, and
many, many magi. He’d known halflings and mutants. He even knew a
kitsune.

But in spite of his connections to the
mystical ranks, Marcus thought of himself as a cross-dresser with
severe schizophrenia. He played a mage or a wizard in role playing
games, and Jenny collected stuffed unicorns and costumes. They were
both fantasy loving nerds and proud of their hobbies.

Marcus thought of Jenny’s persona as a
feminine extension of himself, an imaginary little sister who he
protected and nurtured into a delusional role with her own charming
quirks to set her apart from him.

When it came to his having magical
abilities, Marcus had been clued in by his older brother, who in
turn had been educated in magic by a wandering halfling.

But the truth did not set Marcus free. On
the contrary, it tied him down to more obligations to be carefully
observant. He had to make sure nobody was watching him while he
practiced summoning water.

The task of enlightening the humans would
fall to other races, or to other people, Marcus thought.

He was half right, anyway.

No one watched Marcus from either vantage
point, and he started humming to himself while he formed another
water drop.

His intended aim was to make something big
fast. He had a theory about how to use one baseball-sized drop of
water as a defensive move. It would require an emergency situation
arising before he could test his theory. But since he only knew how
to cast one spell, he was determined to improve upon it. He wanted
more water, and he wanted to generate it faster, perhaps in
something less than one second.

The tune he hummed, Raindrops Keep
Falling on My Head, helped him to focus and push away all other
distracting thoughts. It was a discovery he’d made after his older
brother Felix had called him back to Amarillo to live with their
parents again.

Felix had told him to focus on the sound of
water to summon it, to listen for a splashing sound. Marcus didn’t
hear anything at first except for a tune inside his head.

The melody often changed, depending on his
mood, and he’d discovered that if he started humming, he could hear
the splash of the water element. Humming also honed his
concentration, and certain songs allowed him to turn a tiny
raindrop into a much larger globe.

Aside from water, Marcus couldn’t hear the
other elements. No matter how Felix tried to describe the sounds,
Marcus got nothing. Felix and Simone could bend reality to their
whims, and all Marcus could do was summon water.

Marcus didn’t complain because he was happy
just being able to cast one spell. A longtime gamer, he’d often
wondered what it was like to be a mage. Which was funny, because
he’d been a mage all along. He just didn’t know it.

Only a few days after he’d first learned to
summon water, Marcus noticed how important humming a melody in his
head was for maintaining his focus, and he began going through the
songs he knew in an effort to find out which tunes gave the best
magical results.

He’d also discovered a new file format on
the Internet, a nifty compression technique called MP3. He’d spent
many long nights downloading songs using his parents’ dial-up
connection, his finger hovering over the mouse button while he
waited for the ding that announced another file was finished.

He hunted the MP3 newsgroups for everything
from the fifties up, and he often went to bed with the computer
churning through huge lists of songs to download. In the mornings,
he burned CDs to play throughout the day. From these CDs, he’d
developed an internal catalog of songs, a “mental playlist” that
dominated his thoughts.

He could change the current song if he was
in the mood to hear something else, but from the moment he woke up
to the moment he fell asleep, Marcus had two obsessions; music and
magic.

Since Felix had woken up the magic inside
Marcus, he’d also stirred something else, something primal that
Marcus didn’t understand yet. But he felt certain the answer was in
finding the right song, and being a nerd who loved research, he
committed himself to studying as much music as he could to find
that one perfect melody.

His research didn’t always yield the desired
results. Many of the songs he downloaded made him want to sing,
even to improvise new lyrics. In his opinion, that would be bad for
his concentration.

Marcus pushed away those tunes and their
siren calls to join in the music, to merge with it and become a
part of the song.

The water drop swelled to the largest size
that he could manage. He still needed two seconds, but he was able
to keep it suspended without problems. Raising his voice, Marcus
held out his hand and forced the ball to hit his palm.

He intended to maintain control, making the
surface stiff for a “water punch.”

Holding together the globe after the initial
impact required more energy and focus than he could muster, so
instead of a punch, the best he could manage was a wet slap.

This was slightly less effective than
hitting someone with a water balloon.

Marcus thought, But if I hit someone on
the bridge of their nose, I could temporarily blind them.

He wasn’t entirely sure of this idea. He was
summoning pure water, and it would probably only grant him the one
or two seconds it took for his victim to wipe their eyes.

Whether or not the idea would work in
practice, he wouldn’t find out until he needed to blind somebody.
If it didn’t work, there likely wouldn’t be a chance to come up
with a backup plan.

Marcus cast aside his doubts. They would
only make summoning the element harder. He changed to a new tune
from the “playlist” in his head, I Love a Rainy Night.

He continued to cast water as fast as he
could, each time attempting in vain to hold onto the surface to
deliver something harder than a light slap on his palm.

He sat with his legs crossed underneath
himself in an Indian style, and his baggy dark blue jeans had
become warm in the late morning sun. His oversized black T-shirt
was even warmer, and the sun had heated his long, light blond hair,
which spilled down his neck and over his slender back.

Despite being early February, the north
Texas area had already returned to Spring weather, allowing him to
spend more time outside.

With his return to spending time in the sun,
his mood improved. Everyone noticed it, commenting that Marcus
should spend more time on the day shift, and less time at night in
the glow of the computer monitor.

He still stayed up late, but he made a point
to spend more time outside during the afternoon.

Smiling, Marcus thought, I’m a lizard
now.

Which dropped another water globe on the
grass.

Sighing, Marcus changed tunes and hummed
louder.

He was not uncomfortable despite baking in
the heat for several hours, and the sunlight made his task of
focusing easier. The warmer he got, the more relaxed he felt.

He entered a zone, not noticing that the
size of his spells were increasing with his every effort.

The next song he pulled up in his mental
playlist brought the urge to make up new lyrics for the familiar
tune. The desire became so strong that he couldn’t resist swaying
his shoulders as he listened to the first bars of the song. He
started to hum them, and the surface of the globe rippled,
responding to his voice.

He smiled and started to sing, “Long as I
remember, I’ve wanted to cast spells. Instead I was a gamer. I
racked up role-play sales. Along comes my big brother, he says I’ve
come of age. So I wonder, yes I wonder. Am I a mage?”

The globe expanded, much bigger than he’d
managed on his last attempt. He stared uncertainly at the
grapefruit-sized sphere before he decided to see what a second
verse would do. “I only know one spell, but bro knows thousands
more. Took his lessons from a halfling—”

The patio door behind Marcus slid open, and
he stopped singing. He was just turning his head to see who was
coming outside when the water globe exploded. After weeks of trying
to make a water punch, the water slap was shocking because of the
flaring pain in his cheek and the frigid temperature of the
water.

The water turned icy because the energy he’d
expended to cast the spell had become negative when he stopped the
song. With the reverse of the energy’s alignment, the spell’s
intended effect also violently inverted, casting away the water at
a high rate of speed.

This should have been an obvious clue to
Marcus in how his powers worked.

It wasn’t. Marcus knew that music helped him
to concentrate, but neither he nor his alter ego, Jenny, had yet
made the connection that they needed music as a component of their
spells.

Marcus and Jenny both trained under the
assumption that they were the same kind of mage as Felix, but in
reality, they were magic users of vastly different classifications.
Felix trying to teach Marcus and Jenny magic was as useless as an
opera instructor giving vocal lessons to a fledgling street
mime.

Which explained why, even months after he’d
started training, Marcus’ best efforts blew up in his face.

His cheek still stinging, Marcus shook his
hand as he swiveled his head around the other way to see who was
coming out from the kitchen. He’d needed to turn his head because
his vision was still blurring in his other eye.

He made a mental note: Yes, if I hit
someone with pure water that hard, I’ll blind them for more than
two seconds.

Dean Wrigley, Marcus’ father, was dressed in
his usual unfashionable way, with tacky plaid pants in a checked
purple theme, and an argyle pattern polo shirt with diamond shapes
in shades of neon green and yellow.

Some people dressed to impress, but Dean
always looked like his intention was to offend. He wasn’t color
blind, so he understood what hideous combinations he wore, and he
reveled in being “bad.”

Marcus felt it proved that Dean was evil,
but in a light, fluffy kind of way.

He had almost grown used to his father’s
habit for bad clothing, but the troubled frown Dean wore as he
crossed the patio was out of place for him. He was always smiling,
always joking.

Dean’s worried frown pulled at Marcus’
nerves and made him feel cold in spite of the warm weather.

Behind Dean was a woman in a pastel lavender
polyester pantsuit and a white blouse. She wore a clunky silver
chain necklace, and dangling chains of silver hung from her
ears.

She wore makeup, too much in Marcus’
opinion. The foundation and bronzing powder she’d spackled on hid
her natural color, giving her a fake orange tone. Her cheeks were
dusted in a plum blush, and she wore lime green eye shadow.

In short, her makeup was as badly chosen as
Dean’s outfits.

Marcus didn’t recognize the woman, but when
she saw him, she recognized him. Her rouge-painted lips faulted in
a partial smile, and then she covered her mouth with her hand.
Every finger was wrapped in gaudy silver jewelry.

Marcus thought, She wouldn’t be very
popular with vampires.

He got up and rubbed his palm over the back
of his jeans while he watched his father and the unknown woman
approaching.

Dean spoke first, his voice filled with
shame. “Marcus...” He dropped his head. “I’ve been meaning to tell
you the truth for a while now, but somehow, I kept getting
distracted by other things.”

Marcus frowned with confusion while his gaze
swept back and forth between Dean and the woman. “It’s okay, Dad.
I’ve had that happen to me before.”

“Yeah.” Dean coughed and turned his head in
a sideways gesture toward the woman, but he wouldn’t make eye
contact with Marcus. “When you told us about Jenny, that was
something Carmen and I were supposed to be watching for. In the
event that you started changing genders, there were people that we
were supposed to call.”

When Marcus glanced at the woman, she picked
up the explanation for Dean. “Marcus, my name is Lisa Beaumont. I’m
a doctor, and I work for Hidden Treasures.”

Marcus quipped, “Sounds like a day-care
center.”

A soft smile stretched Dr. Beaumont’s lips
before she said, “It’s a specialized adoption service. Our job is
to take on babies that no one else can care for, and who we believe
will be harmed by placing them in traditional state services for
orphans.”

Marcus barely had time to come up with an
objection when he thought, I am the only person in the family
who can change personalities.

So instead of asking as a question, Marcus
said, “I’m adopted.”

“Yes,” Dr. Beaumont said.

“And...you’ve found my parents?”

Dr. Beaumont shook her head, glancing at
Dean. “No, not exactly. Maybe we should go inside and sit
down?”

 


***

 


Marcus huddled over the dining room table,
resting his weight on his forearms while he waited for Dr. Beaumont
to say something.

She and Dean were still exchanging anxious
looks. Marcus could guess that there was bad news in store for him
and he didn’t want to rush anyone.

His nerves were jangled by their
apprehension, and he decided to end the silence by asking, “Why
isn’t Mom here for this?”

“She’s taking Felix and Simone out for the
afternoon,” Dean said. “When they stop for lunch, she’s going to
tell them the truth.” Raising his hand, he waved toward Dr.
Beaumont. “I called her after you told us about your alter ego, and
since then, Carmen and I were waiting for her before we could say
anything.”

Dr. Beaumont spoke up, leaning forward in
her seat while she clasped her hands in her lap. “Until today, your
parents were told only what they needed to know. They had no idea
of what race you really are, but as Dean said, my predecessor left
instructions that they were supposed to contact our office if you
began showing any feminine traits.”

“So what am I?”

“You’re a shapeshifter.”

“A changeling?”

Dr. Beaumont shrugged. “I’ve never heard any
of your people use the term, but I suppose you could call yourself
that.”

Marcus decided not to mention that a vampire
had given him the label. He wanted to bring up a more pressing
concern. “Do you work for the government?”

“No, our agency works with the government,
not for them. We have to work with them, because they alert us when
unique children are found all over the country.”

“Then Hidden Treasures isn’t some
mom-and-pop operation, is it?”

“No, I’m just one counselor in a large-scale
orphanage that spans three properties in as many states. The branch
I work for in Austin was opened first, in the sixties.” Dr.
Beaumont offered Marcus a strained smile. “We’re one of those crazy
hippy ideas that hasn’t died yet.”

“Did my parents drop me off on your
doorstep?”

“No, and no child has ever arrived at our
orphanage in such a way. The government refers children to us in
specific cases, like yours.” Dr. Beaumont’s smile vanished, and she
shifted in her seat.

Dropping her gaze to her hands, she said, “I
didn’t read your files until Dean called me several months ago.
They didn’t bring this up to you sooner, because I asked for time
to research your case. Even so, if you have questions about your
past, I’m afraid that I probably can’t answer them. All I know is
what I’ve read.”

“This is going to be bad,” Marcus
guessed.

“You were found in a farmhouse near Akron
Ohio. An anonymous call was made because someone who lived at the
house hadn’t reported to work for several days. When the police
arrived, everyone else in the home was dead, and most had
been...”

Dr. Beaumont swallowed and tried again, but
her voice still failed her. She fidgeted with her rings, lining up
the gaudy jewelry so that they were all facing out and
centered.

“The bodies of all the adults were hacked
apart and burned in a bathtub. You were found in your crib,
screaming and covered in bruises. The hospital staff found that all
of the marks were caused by needles.”

Marcus shuddered and hugged his arms to warm
himself. The mention of needles made his skin crawl, like
centipedes had just run up his spine. “You never found any of my
other relatives?”

“No. The police couldn’t be sure who your
parents were, and they went to the press in an effort to find your
extended family. The media labeled you as ‘Baby John,’ but they
focused on the murders because no one living at the house left
identifying records behind.

“There was speculation then that perhaps
they were killed for being illegal aliens, but it was eventually
dropped because there seemed to be no way to sort out where any of
the victims came from.”

“Maybe DNA could—?”

“DNA profiling wouldn’t be available to the
police for another decade,” Dr. Beaumont said, cutting Marcus off.
“Even if they could run tests now, there’s nothing left of the
victims. I’m not here to tell you about the murders, Marcus. I’m
not a cop. I’m just trying to shed some light on your past.”

When Marcus nodded, she continued with her
story. “The interest of the media shifted to you once you changed
genders at the hospital. That was how they learned that you weren’t
human.”

“I knew that already,” Marcus said. He’d
meant to sound sarcastic, but he sounded disquieted instead. “What
do you mean, I changed genders?”

“You arrived at the hospital as a male, and
while a nurse was cooing to you and changing your diaper, you
changed into a female.”

“Is that when the hospital contacted you to
take care of me?”

“No, that happened later. Dr. Sinclair’s
notes aren’t clear on specifics, but according to her, the media
coverage on your story attracted the attention of someone who
walked out of the building with you.”

Marcus stared at Dr. Beaumont, his face
filling with irritation. “Someone kidnapped me from the hospital
with the police watching me?”

“Yes. By then the local FBI branch was
handling your security, but someone took you, even with you being
guarded. You were found three months later in a dumpster.”

Dr. Beaumont started to fidget with her
rings again. “You were near starvation and catatonic. You didn’t
look anything like you had when you were first taken in, and no one
recognized you until your footprints were matched to your male
form.”

“To my...” Marcus turned his hand over to
look at his fingertips. “My prints change when I become Jenny?”

“Yes, both your hands and your feet,” Dr.
Beaumont said. “After you were found, the medical staff couldn’t do
anything to help revive you. You defied the medical technology of
the time, so there was no way to look inside you to see what was
wrong.”

Marcus shook his head. “They had x-rays
already.”

Dr. Beaumont said, “Yes, but x-rays didn’t
work on you. There’s a layer of fat under your skin that...it has a
high metal and mineral content, which prevents x-rays from being
taken. A sample was collected from your abdomen using a syringe,
and your vital statistics plummeted. You’d been catatonic until
then, and you didn’t react when a catheter was inserted in your
leg. You didn’t react when blood was taken from the catheter, or
when fluids were administered. But for the next five hours after
they took that fat sample, you convulsed and screamed...no
you...”

Dr Beaumont sighed, looking sorely tempted
to rub her face even if it would ruin her makeup. “Marcus, I’m a
person of science, and so I have trouble believing what was in Dr.
Sinclair’s report—”

Cutting her off, Marcus said, “Will you just
skip to the punch line already?”

“The staff thought you were singing.”

“Do what?”

“Not in words, but in raw notes. You started
off screaming, and your voice got so high that it drove the nurses
out of the room. The electrical equipment began to malfunction, and
one nurse was reportedly looking for ear plugs to go in and attempt
to rescue you from the fire.”

Marcus leaned until he was on the edge of
his seat, his eyes bulging wide with disbelief. “There was a
fire?”

“Yes, but the report never made clear how it
got started. But your screams changed in pitch, and you started to
lower your voice. After that, the staff around your room swore that
you were singing, though they had no idea what song you were trying
to sing.”

“Unbelievable,” Marcus muttered.

“That’s what I thought,” Dr. Beaumont
agreed. “The doctor supervising your treatment ordered all tests to
be halted. The FBI contacted my predecessor, Dr. Sinclair, who
advised that your second discovery be treated as a different case.
Then Hidden Treasures took custody of you, and you remained with us
until you were three.”

Marcus shook his head. “I don’t
remember.”

Dr. Beaumont offered him a reassuring smile.
“Nobody remembers that far back, so it’s okay. As far as the public
was concerned, Baby John was taken from the hospital, and his body
was never recovered. The police sealed your case files, and they
were turned over to the FBI. Dr. Sinclair asked that she be
contacted if anyone else with a similar ability was found, in case
another of your distant relatives could be located.”

Marcus said, “You found someone else.”

“Yes, but not someone related to you. Three
years after you were placed with the Wrigley family, the FBI found
another couple burned in the tub of their home in Arkansas, and
they found an eight-year-old boy. Like you he was covered in needle
marks.”

“They were taking samples,” Marcus said
grimly.

“No, they were poking him with needles as
part of a witchcraft test.”

Marcus scrunched his cheeks up, his eyes
narrowing in disgust. “They were torturing him?”

“Yes. I’m not sure what he said to convince
his tormentors, but they let him live. He told the police that his
name was Tommy Grifter, but he had no identification. The names he
gave for his parents didn’t show up in any records searches. Just
like your parents, his family didn’t exist according to the
government.”

“What happened to Tommy?” asked Marcus.

“The FBI turned him over to our Nevada
office,” Dr. Beaumont said. “Our agency hired a private
investigator, and he was able to track down Tommy’s next of kin, an
aunt and uncle who were living in Colorado.”

She stopped again, and her face filled with
awkward tension. “None of the Grifters were on the grid, so to
speak, but our agency was more concerned with placing Tommy back
with his own people.”

His own people. The words echoed in
Marcus’ mind, and then he felt a keen longing that he’d never had
before.

He’d been cast off from his family with the
revelation of his adoption, and he was pushed away from the human
race by the stunning details of his past. The only life line away
from solitude that Dr. Beaumont offered was that he wasn’t alone,
and there were other people like him.

Dr. Beaumont shook him from his thoughts
when she started to speak again. He realized that she was starting
to squirm more often. “We kept the family’s location on file,
though we didn’t share that information with the FBI.”

Dr. Beaumont fell quiet to gather her
thoughts, but Marcus didn’t push her to hurry. He was already
having trouble absorbing what she’d said, and her squeamish
behavior gave him the dreadful feeling that he was still waiting
for the other shoe to drop.

“I wish I could tell you about Dr. Sinclair
or send you to her to answer your questions. But she died before I
was hired for the position. All I have are her notes and her tape
recordings on the cases she oversaw. While going over her material
to learn more about you, I found the address for the Grifters and
wrote to ask them some questions about Tommy’s case.”

“You told the Grifters about me?” Marcus
guessed.

“Not directly, but once they returned my
call, they wanted to know if I’d found another shapeshifter. Or,
Tommy and Lana did. I’m sure that you can understand that I’m
referring to the same person when I say ‘they.’”

Marcus nodded, waving his hand impatiently.
“All right, but did you tell them about me?”

“I didn’t give them your name or your
location, but when I described your traits, Tommy was very eager to
meet with you. He...he showed up in my office yesterday with his
aunt and uncle, and they talked me into riding with them this
morning.”

Dr. Beaumont frowned as she leaned back,
expecting Marcus to be angry. “They’re at a local hotel, and Tommy
is waiting to find out whether you’re willing to meet them.”

Marcus relaxed, slumping his shoulders as
tension drained from his back. “Is that all?” Laughing, he nodded
and said, “Sure, you can invite him over. I thought you were going
to say the people who killed my parents had located me, or
something really bad.”

Dr. Beaumont opened her mouth. She meant to
object that he’d failed to understand her if he hadn’t heard
anything bad.

But she decided against it, and she rose
from her chair, wiping the wrinkles out of her pants. “I’ll be back
in an hour with the Grifters, unless you have any other
questions.”

“Was there any other bad news?” Marcus
asked.

Dr. Beaumont relaxed as she thought, he
knows his past was bad, but he isn’t ready to acknowledge the truth
yet. Leave him be, for now.

She shook her head. “No, probably not.”

 


***

 


Two hours later, Marcus was still fretting
over Dr. Beaumont’s choice of words before she left. No,
probably not. He sat on the side of his bed, staring at the
carpet while the memory replayed in his mind in a loop.

Probably? What else could go wrong?
Yes, it was a bad idea to ask. Life had developed a habit of
showing Marcus how it could get worse, even if it was already
bad.

He’d lived through being stabbed by a
daemonically possessed giant, and he’d been rescued from having
rifle rounds put through his back by rogue soldiers.

But more recently, Marcus couldn’t complain
about his life. Sure, he’d been dumped by his girlfriend, but Amber
was probably right for doing so, since he’d left without writing or
calling for several months.

Aside from being single again, his life was
going smoothly and quietly, and he wanted to keep it that way.

Something about meeting the Grifters might
be bad. Or, maybe it would just be awkward?

He worried over nothing until the doorbell
rang, and then he sat up stiffly, freezing in that awkward pose
while his mind flipped over last minute ideas. Are the Grifters
psychos? Do they worship daemons and sacrifice kittens? Do they
play banjos at the weekly tourist hunt?

The door to his room opened, and Dean
stepped inside. An unfamiliar older couple stood behind him,
remaining in the hall.

Both were attractive, even if they looked to
be nearing their fifties. Neither bothered to dye their grey hair,
and both were still well-built. They filled out their clothes, and
they exuded appearances of perfect health.

The man wore dark blue jeans and a
red-checked flannel shirt. She wore dark jeans as well, and her
white blouse was a western-style cut with pearl buttons down the
front and closing the breast pocket flaps. Both wore work boots,
and they looked like typical rednecks to Marcus.

He felt disappointed at their mundane
appearance, but he admitted that it was much nicer than the
clashing outfit that Dean wore.

Dean stepped farther into the bedroom and
turned to make introductions. “Marcus, this is Henry and his
companion, Diana.”

“Oy, you use the term companion too?” Marcus
asked as he started to cross the room.

Henry smiled and asked, “You know someone
else using the term?”

“Yes, my brother and Simone use it too. It
drives me nuts.” As he got closer to the couple, Marcus knew that
they were his people.

He couldn’t pin down why he’d come to the
conclusion so soon, but most of the nervous tension that built up
in his chest due to nerves had left with his subconscious
recognition of the couple.

He was stepping into the hallway to offer
his hand to Henry when he heard footsteps of someone coming up the
stairs. Marcus turned his head and saw a man who was not much older
than himself, but taller and more thickly built.

Marcus guessed that he was Tommy
Grifter.

He wore a blue work shirt and black jeans,
and his limbs filled the sleeves and legs of his clothing easily.
He was definitely a redneck, and he had the proud swagger down to a
mesmerizing art form, even as he was ascending stairs.

Tommy was darker than Marcus, both for his
deep bronze tan, and for his dirty blond hair. His face was angular
and rugged, and his deep set green eyes glimmered with good
humor.

Marcus went to draw in a breath, and then a
curious thing happened. He was yanked away from his senses by
Jenny.

The chain of events that followed in his
head took only one second in the outside world. In the time it took
Marcus to finish drawing in a breath, Tommy set his foot on the
final step onto the second floor.

Dean was still unsure of what else to add to
the conversation, and he looked down to think of something nice to
say.

Henry started to offer his hand, but he
stopped when he’d realized that Marcus wasn’t paying attention to
him anymore.

All of this took less than one second.

But inside Marcus’ mind, there was a dimly
lit mental corridor, an imaginary meeting ground where he and Jenny
“passed each other” when they swapped places.

Inside the mental corridor, that same one
second exploded out to a much longer span of time.

Marcus’ sense of self leaned against the
left corridor wall, his hand held over his throat in a symbolic
gesture of his agitation.

He asked, “What are you doing?”

“Let me meet him,” Jenny said.

Once their gazes locked, they couldn’t hide
their thoughts from each other. Then Marcus understood her
interest, and he felt uneasy with Jenny’s eagerness to present
herself to Tommy. She was so excited that even the mental
representation of her form was trembling with giddy enthusiasm.

Marcus glanced right, out of the exit
through his tunnel-vision at Tommy, who was still rising up on the
last step in slow motion. “Shouldn’t I check him out first?”

“I trust him,” Jenny said. “It’s okay,
really. Just, let me meet him first. Then you can talk to him
later, and we’ll compare notes.”

Sighing, Marcus pushed away from the wall
and walked toward the private room at the end of the corridor. It
was where he hung out whenever Jenny wanted time to play.

Jenny’s sudden interest in Tommy worried
him, but he wasn’t in the habit of arguing with himself.

Tommy stopped walking when Marcus shifted
forms to become Jenny. His already warm smile broke into a full
grin, and he tilted his head ever so slightly while he regarded her
body with an appraising glance.

Henry said, “I guess this must be
Jenny?”

“Hmmm?” Dean looked up and blinked without
recognition. Then he noticed Jenny and nodded. “Oh, yes. As you can
see, she can change fast.”

Tommy shook his head, again moving up the
hall to stand in front of Jenny. His gaze drifted to Dean, who
hovered in the doorway of Jenny’s room. “It isn’t a complete
transformation, but it is very nice.”

Jenny frowned, slighted by his comment. “I
like how I look.”

Tommy’s laughter was contagious, causing
Jenny and his relatives to smile with him. “You look very nice, and
I said that. But to demonstrate what I mean—”

Tommy’s transformation was just as fast as
Jenny’s, but he made a more radical shift in forms. His blue work
shirt swelled at the chest as breasts bulged where a masculine
chest had been an instant before. Tommy’s clothes fluttered as his
body became a female form, and his muscles contracted. His
shoulders slimmed and then sloped downward, and his waist made an
odd gurgling sound as it drew into a sloping hourglass figure.

His wide lips softened and filled out. His
broad nose became slim for her face, and her chin was rounder. The
shapes of her eyes were more open than his, giving her a doe-eyed
appearance. Her brows arched higher than his, and they were
thinner.

The changes to her face became even more
stark when her hair lengthened and darkened to brunette.

She was still much taller than Jenny, by
seven inches. Her warm smile became highly amused when Jenny’s only
reaction was to gawk with an open mouth.

“I call myself Lana in this form.” Lana put
her finger under Jenny’s chin to close her mouth. “This is what a
full transformation looks like, and you should be able to do this
already.” Jenny blinked, and Tommy was standing in front of her
again. He stepped back and politely offered his hand. “Tommy
Grifter. Nice to meet you.”

Jenny shook his hand timidly, still awed by
the speed and the amount of variation between Lana and Tommy.

“How did you fold your jaw and chin like
that?” she asked. “I can’t flatten my muscles down that far.”

Tommy shook his head, another laugh erupting
from him. It was good-natured, and the tone wasn’t mocking. “I can
explain it later on.”

He stepped back, then pointed toward Jenny’s
room. “Did you want to give us the free tour first, or is it not a
good time?”

Jenny shook her head, already walking back
into her room around Dean while she waved an invitation. “No, it’s
clean, but Marcus and I split the room evenly.”

“Except the closet,” Dean remarked.

Jenny spun around to object, but Tommy was
already crossing the room to check the walk-in closet. He looked up
to search for a light, and his attention locked on the upper shelf.
Every square inch of the wooden shelves were covered in stuffed
unicorns.

He turned to watch her again, this time with
a whimsical expression that made Jenny fiddle with the hem of her
T-shirt. She was almost relieved when he looked away and ventured
into the closet to pick through her things.

Then she realized that he was picking
through her things, and she felt extremely vulnerable. She’d
just invited a complete stranger to walk into her closet, and even
if he shared the same abilities as her, she felt awkward with him
appraising her possessions.

Tommy tugged the cord to turn on the
overhead light, and he started to work through the hangers. He
evaluated outfits for a few seconds each, working through one side
before he stopped and said, “You have good taste.”

“Uh, thanks,” Jenny said.

She shuffled closer to the closet, halfway
hiding behind the door while she waited for a joke about her toy
collection.

When none came, she said, “I’ve been
collecting clothes for a while. When I had to move out of my
apartment in Tucson, I dumped all of my clothing into boxes and
rented a storage closet. I couldn’t let go of my clothes after it
took me so long to get them.”

Tommy nodded, stepping around Jenny to walk
out of the closet.

As he passed her, she felt a strange urge to
reach out and touch him. Not as an affectionate gesture, but just
to confirm that he was real. She suddenly felt herself getting much
warmer, and the room took on a fuzzy, dreamlike quality in her
vision.

She resisted the urge, and Tommy kept his
distance as he moved to the dresser. He said, “So, this is where
Marcus keeps his stuff?”

Jenny stammered, and Tommy opened the top
drawer. He looked long enough to register that it was full of
panties and bras, and then he shut it. “No, that was your drawer, I
think.”

Jenny started blushing. “Yes. His clothes
are in the two middle drawers.”

Tommy nodded, his smile softening as his
expression became thoughtful. “When did you become the dominant
personality?”

Jenny laughed, dropping her gaze while she
shook her head. “No, I’m not—”

“Was it before college?” Tommy asked. “Or
did you start coming out in high school first?”

Jenny started to make another objection, but
it sounded like a lie to her before she said anything. “I started
showing up in middle school, when Marcus was thirteen. But I hid in
my room, and I couldn’t tell anyone.”

“He got the days, and you got the nights and
weekends?”

“Yeah,” Jenny agreed. Then she shook her
head. “No, not at first, but later on, yes.”

Tommy turned in a slow circle to take in the
decorations on the walls, a combination of fantasy and Japanese
anime posters. When he returned to looking at Jenny, he was smiling
again. “It’s a nice room. I can see both of your influences
here.”

Dean coughed to get everyone’s attention. He
had begun to realize how uncomfortable Jenny was with Tommy picking
through her things, and he decided to end the inspection early.

“We should head downstairs, perhaps to the
dining room for some iced tea?”

“Sure, that sounds good,” Henry said.

Tommy waited to walk in step with Jenny out
of her room, but he never got so close that she might feel like he
was invading her personal space.

He halted at the door to let her pass, and
then he lengthened his stride to bring himself alongside her
again.

She was scared of him, or more truthfully,
she was scared of his interest. She was scared because on a primal
level, his interest excited her; and she was scared because at that
same base animal level, she felt intimidated by him.

The fear and intimidation forced her to
reassess her first opinion of Tommy. He’d dazzled her by
transforming completely into Lana, and then he’d taken advantage of
her bemusement to ask her loaded questions.

Sure, she had transformed to meet him, but
it was easy to explain as loneliness. She was eager to talk to
someone near her own age, someone who might understand how she
felt. Marcus had probably wanted to talk to Tommy too, and she
couldn’t let him. She had to be the one to meet Tommy first.

She thought about changing back into Marcus,
just to show Tommy that she wasn’t that eager for his
company. Except, she was eager to talk to him, and she was
excited just to be walking near him.

Instead of retreating back into the mental
corridor to swap places with Marcus, Jenny asked, “Are you planning
to stay for a few days?”

“Yes, just a week,” Tommy said. “We’ll have
to get back home and help my cousins take care of my great-aunt
Matilda.”

Jenny’s eyes narrowed. Her bullshit meter
had spiked into the red zone. “That’s very nice. And, do you rescue
stray puppies every day of the week, or only on Sundays?”

“We have rescued one stray dog. We
also have one half tame squirrel, and one slightly retarded cat.”
Tommy laughed, pausing at the bottom of the steps to let Jenny
choose which side of the main hallway she wanted to walk.

He sped up to stay in step with her, still
talking while he let her lead the way. “But we don’t go to church,
and Diana is a lousy cook.”

Diana shouted, “Hey!”

A second later, Henry chuckled and said,
“Preach it, brother.”

They were both behind Jenny, but when she
heard a loud pop, she didn’t have to guess who’d just been hit. She
giggled and turned to look around at Tommy’s aunt and uncle.

Sure enough, Henry was rubbing the back of
his neck, his mouth twisted in a rueful smirk.

“Are you always this loving as a family?”
Jenny asked.

“No, nor are we always so honest,” Tommy
said.

He followed Jenny into the kitchen, but he
veered off to seat himself at the table in the middle of the
massive room. “You could say it’s our job to lie for a living.”

Jenny chose to stay up and help Dean fill
glasses with ice, and then with tea.

When she looked up at the dining room table
over the breakfast bar, she couldn’t stop herself from
frowning.

Henry sat on Tommy’s right side, but there
was one open seat between them. There was another empty chair
between him and Diana on his left.

Again, Tommy was presenting her with a
loaded question.

She could choose to sit across from him, and
she would have more excuses to look directly at him. Then he could
try to use his charming smile more often. Or she could sit at his
side, and he might take that as interest. Or, finally, she could
sit in one of the opposing chairs from Henry or Diana, letting him
know that she wasn’t so interested in him.

Jenny chose the open chair between Tommy and
Diana, and Tommy beamed like he’d learned another secret about
her.

She chose to spite him by making small talk
with Diana during the next few hours.
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After dinner, Tommy leaned over and
whispered, “We should go to your room to talk privately.”

It was not a question, and Jenny wanted to
be angry with him. Instead, she blushed and started nodding. She
had no idea what he had in mind, but there were no coherent
thoughts in her head, only two jumbled masses of loosely related
chaos. One stream of sentiments was driven by her excitement to
learn more about Tommy, and the other by her fear of him.

The fear didn’t stop her from getting up
from the table. She excused herself, muttering that she wanted to
talk to Tommy in her room. Her throat dried up, and her voice came
out as a squeak.

She risked a glance around the table and
confirmed that everyone was shocked by her behavior. Even Simone
was surprised by her sudden interest in Tommy.

Jenny followed Tommy into the hall. He
slowed down again to match his pace to hers as they walked to the
stairs.

At the bottom of the steps, he asked, “Are
any of the plaques on the wall yours?”

“Aside from my high school diploma, no.”
Jenny shrugged. “Felix is the athletic one, and...”

Jenny laughed and dropped her head. “I was
going to say that I didn’t inherit the family trait for being
athletic. I’m still trying to get used to the idea that they’re not
really my family.”

Tommy nodded, stuffing his hands in his
pockets. “I guess it must be pretty shocking to find out that you
were adopted.”

Jenny started to nod, stopped, and then
shook her head. “No, it really wasn’t. I knew I was different for
some reason, so what I’m trying to adjust to now is—” Jenny stopped
herself, glancing at his curious expression.

She wasn’t ready to admit the truth, that
she was stunned more by how quickly she responded to Tommy than she
was over being adopted.

She shrugged and tried to fake a thoughtful
look. “Well, my real parents are dead, and I don’t think they ever
caught the people who did it.”

Tommy said, “They didn’t catch the humans
who killed my parents and tortured me, either.”

Jenny stopped in the hallway, and she had a
sudden awful thought. “The killers weren’t all dressed in black
padded bodysuits, were they?”

“No, though there was one guy who dressed in
mostly black. I think he was the designated pastor of their group.”
Tommy’s expression fell into a brooding look, and he shook his
head, as if he were denying himself from saying more.

They both fell silent until they got to
Jenny’s room.

Tommy shut the door and wandered around the
room to examine the posters more closely. He glanced at Jenny,
asking, “Aside from shapeshifting, do you have any other special
talents?”

Jenny sat down on the side of her bed “I can
cast water.”

Tommy spun around to stare at Jenny with
sudden interest. “Really? How much?”

“Roughly a baseball, but I can’t control the
surface tension yet.” Jenny hesitated before she asked, “Can you
cast any elements?”

“That depends. Does hair count as an
element?”

Jenny snorted, her face filling with
disbelief. “That’s your one trick?”

“Yeah, and I showed it to you when I turned
into Lana.” Tommy smiled and raised his hand in a waving gesture.
“Go ahead.”

“With what?” Jenny asked. Before he could
answer, she said, “Oh, right. Water. Let me get focused, and I’ll
try to go for something big.”

Tommy squatted in the middle of the floor,
and then he set his hands down to settle himself into a more
comfortable reclining position.

By the time he was ready, so was Jenny. She
started to hum the tune to Blue Bayou, and then she drew
together a ball as fast as she could.

She was surprised when the water swelled to
the size of a large grapefruit.

Tommy said, “That’s bigger than a
baseball.”

“It’s the biggest size I’ve ever summoned. I
wonder if I could keep the surface tension on this spell.”

Tommy asked, “Why would you want to?”

He listened to her explain her idea for
using the water as a defensive spell, his eyes lit with keen
interest. He let her ramble, nodding in all the right places.

Long before she finished, Tommy’s face had
pulled into a thoughtful expression. He raised a hand to rub his
index finger in the cleft between his chin and his lower lip.

After a few seconds of silent thought, he
said, “Is humming the music important?”

“I don’t know if it is or not, but it helps
me focus.” Jenny shrugged. “It still isn’t enough to keep the
surface tension on the globe for a water punch.”

“Maybe you might have an easier time
maintaining the surface tension if you held onto a smaller amount
of water,” Tommy suggested. “For instance, you could stretch one
water drop out to the same size, and the interior will be hollow,
but it will be much less water to focus on holding.”

Jenny nodded, but her feelings of suspicion
returned. “Who in your family taught you that?”

“Matilda does similar tricks with air magic,
and both Henry and Diana share the same ability for summoning
electricity. They use their power to ‘molest’ ATMs.”

“Do you?” Jenny asked.

“No, but I can’t work with either element.
Diana was able to show me how to make my hair grow or shorten. I
could probably teach you that spell.” Tommy pointed to the window.
“Should I open the window to let you get rid of that?”

Jenny chose to answer him by dispelling the
water. She hummed to help her concentrate, smiling when Tommy began
to sing along.

“I'm going back some day, gonna stay, on
Blue Bayou. Where the folks are fine and the world is mine, on Blue
Bayou.”

The globe had boiled away by then, but Jenny
kept humming while Tommy sang, “Oh, that girl of mine by my side,
the silver moon and the evening tide.”

She stopped humming to sing along with him.
“Oh, some sweet day gonna take away this hurting inside. I'll never
be blue, my dreams come true on Blue Bayou.”

Tommy nodded his approval as his lips split
in a Cheshire grin. “You have very good focus. I think I could show
you how to grow your hair. But we should get your first
transformation out of the way today, if you’re willing to trust
me.”

Jenny smirked, unable to help herself.
“Right, and this is the part where I take my shirt off and let you
play doctor?”

Tommy laughed, getting to his feet. “It
might be easier if you take it off, but I don’t think you put on a
bra. So you can get by with raising your shirt too.”

Jenny hesitated, and Tommy held up a hand.
“Here, I’ll go first.”

He unbuttoned his shirt to his stomach and
exposed his chest. Raising a hand, he pointed to his stomach.
“Inside your abdomen, there’s a pocket of fat. You can move that
fat anywhere in your body that you want with enough focus, but by
default, this is the fat intended to make your natural curves in
your female form.”

While he talked, fat began to fill in under
his skin. It happened only on one side, and the end result was not
exactly feminine looking.

In fact, it looked a lot like a
man-boob.

Tommy said, “When you go into your male
form, most of that fat will return to this pocket, below the
diaphragm, and above the body cavity.”

The fat drained away from his skin,
returning his chest back to normal.

“But a lot of your fat is devoted to making
that false waist. You should let that fat go when you’re in your
female form, but then again, it’s possible that you just don’t know
how to move your body fat around yet.”

Jenny nodded, but her face was filled with
confusion. “How do I summon fat?”

Tommy sat down on the edge of the bed close
to Jenny. “It isn’t magic, and instead of listening to an element,
this is like tensing a muscle in your body. But your analogy still
partially works, because first you have to know what your fat
sounds like when it is moving. Then you can direct it and tell it
where to go.”

Skeptical, Jenny said, “It sounds
complicated.”

Tommy laughed and said, “Raise your shirt.
I’ll show you how easy it is.”

Jenny took her shirt off. There was nothing
for Tommy to see, since Jenny was only able to make smaller breasts
by reshaping her chest muscles.

Tommy raised his hands, just as she
expected, but he didn’t clasp her chest. He set one fingertip at
the top of each pectoral muscle, and then he drew his fingers down
her skin with a feather-light touch.

The skin on her chest rippled in goosebumps,
and Jenny’s mouth fell open as her breath rushed into a fast
pant.

Tommy stopped moving long before he could
have touched her nipples, and yet the sides of Jenny’s stomach
swept into an hourglass figure an instant later. A muffled whoosh
sloshed inside her as the fat stored around her waist and stomach
rose up and bubbled to the surface of her chest through the
pectoral muscles.

Her face started to itch and feel dry as the
fat drained from her cheeks. The process took two seconds, and
while there was a heavy pressure on her chest, what started making
her pant and whimper was the intense burning sensation that came as
her skin stretched.

One instant, Jenny had an almost flat chest,
and the next tears were welling in her eyes as Tommy “caught” her
expanding breasts.

She expected a snide comment, but what she
got was, “Whoa! Ease it back a notch.”

Tommy laughed and pulled his hands away
before he made a light cough. “Well, that worked for me when I was
training, but I didn’t expect you to try and move every ounce of
body fat to your chest at the same time.”

Laughing again, he reached out to tap a
finger on one of her sunken cheeks, and then the other. “You can
put some of it back in your face, where it belongs.”

Fat flowed back into her cheeks, making the
skin throb.

Her voice a pained whine, Jenny asked, “Do
you enjoy teasing me like this?”

Tommy shrugged. “This is how I got trained
when I was younger, but I didn’t respond to my trainer as strongly
as you’re responding to me.”

Jenny looked down, pouting before she said,
“I haven’t met anyone else like me before.”

“I know.” When Jenny looked up again, Tommy
offered her a sympathetic look. “If you think this is awkward for
you, I had to have my cousin’s help to pull off a full
transformation; and yes, it was humiliating to have to ask him.
Thankfully, he moved away, so I don’t have to deal with him
anymore.”

Tommy suppressed a shudder, and Jenny
realized that he was sincerely troubled by his admission.

He said, “I’ve got two cousins left at the
house, and I don’t respond to either of them. Maybe that’s a good
thing.”

“We have to go through training with someone
who we physically respond to?”

“Yes, but only for the basics like
manipulating fat and muscles.”

“Why?”

“It’s very simple. Because you respond to my
touch, I can help you learn to focus and move only certain muscles
or pockets of fat. You also need someone you respond to in order to
swap your sex organs.” Tommy frowned and added, “It hurts too, so,
like sex, it’s not all it’s cracked up to make your first full
change. But, fortunately, there is a surefire method to make a
change without doing anything too involved.”

“What?” Jenny asked. “Kissing?”

Tommy started to say something before he
shrugged. “Only if you wanted to. There is an even less involved
method, but it will hurt. That’s going to be really shocking for
you if you transform as fast as you moved all of your fat to make
that double-D rack.”

Jenny pouted at Tommy. He offered her yet
another choice where either way, he would have what he wanted, but
choosing would force Jenny to reveal her level of interest in
him.

She chose to cut him off for once, and she
said, “Let’s just go with the less involved method.”

“Okay,” Tommy said.

He rested his finger on her kneecap and slid
the tip of his finger to the inseam of her jeans. He moved his
finger up to the middle of her thigh, and Jenny drew in a sharp
breath and clamped her legs together.

Having her genitals withdraw into her body
cavity was an unexpected pain with many sources. There was the
wrenching throb of having her testicles compressed and stored in
her body cavity beside her ovaries. There was the burning sensation
of having her outward facing genitals stretched and reshaped to
become the exterior features of a vagina. But the worst pain was
when both the skin and her perineum muscle popped and opened,
completing her transformation to her proper female form.

The transformation was not quite
instantaneous, and if it had been, Jenny probably would have passed
out. But the pain lingered after the process was complete, and the
rest of her body felt almost as sore as the muscles between her
legs.

The pain in her lower stomach faded, and
then her chest started to throb again as fat drained from her
breasts and seeped back across her body.

She hadn’t realized how much fat she’d moved
until she had to return six pounds around her entire body. Every
muscle ached from the effort, and within a few seconds, Jenny’s
legs no longer had any strength to trap Tommy’s hand.

But he didn’t move his hand, and he didn’t
back away. He watched her intently, his gaze trying to track the
changes that she made to correct herself back to her normal
appearance.

The effort had her panting and whimpering,
even though he hadn’t done anything to her.

The pain subsided into a dull ache, and then
the presence of Tommy’s hand on her leg started to bring an
entirely different set of feelings.

Through her change, he never moved, and the
look of fascination on his face never changed to anything
stronger.

He gave nothing away with his perfect poker
face, and Jenny knew she was sending mixed signals with her face
and eyes, and with her actions.

She hadn’t asked him to move his hand, and
even if she hadn’t volunteered to kiss him, he had still gotten an
easy confession out of her.

Did she want him? Of course she did.

But her eyes were also filled with fear,
creating a conflicting image if he was paying attention.

Tommy was, and he leaned back, easing his
hand off of her lap. “That’s much nicer now. Check the mirror and
see for yourself.”

Then it dawned on Jenny that she might not
have agreed to a kiss, but she had happily taken her shirt off to
show him her new breasts.

Which were starting to itch.

Jenny hunched forward and Tommy said, “No,
don’t do that. It’s bad for your posture.” He laughed at her
irritated expression. “You want to stick those out like you’re
proud of them. Otherwise, you can always trim down the excess and
add it to your ass.”

 


***

 


Jenny stood in front of her closet, her gaze
unfocused while she tried to think over the events of the day.
Though she was staring at her reflection in the mirror, she saw
nothing until Simone’s knock on the door drew her out of her
thoughts.

Simone’s hair was dyed light blue, where it
had been hot pink when she’d left the house that morning. The
bright cobalt shade was Jenny’s favorite because it brought out the
silver color of Simone’s irises.

Simone’s eyes widened into saucers as Jenny
turned away from the closet. “Jenny, what did you do?” she asked,
shaking her head in disbelief as she crossed the room. “You
look...”

“I look like a Barbie doll,” Jenny said. She
gestured at the mirror mounted on the closet door. “I think the
change looks so radical because of my waist slimming down. If I
understood Tommy, I’ve been using my body fat to flatten my natural
curves. In my female form, that fat was meant to be moved up.”

While Jenny described her first training
session, Simone moved to sit at the foot of Jenny’s bed, and her
pale, angular face filled with a look of contemplation.

Jenny drifted to sit beside Simone, and as
she started to describe how Tommy helped her make a full
transformation, she was surprised when her heart started thumping
again.

She’d fallen silent, overwhelmed by her
memories.

Simone asked, “So then what happened?”

Jenny looked at Simone and realized that she
was blushing too, and she was on the verge of panting.

Smiling, she tried to feign irritation.
“Nothing, you pervert.”

Simone laughed and playfully slapped Jenny’s
knee. “Oh, you knew you were turned on. I heard it in your voice,
and in the way you look when you talk about Tommy.”

“But I don’t like guys.” Jenny frowned at a
thought and looked down. “Or, I didn’t like human guys, I guess.”
Her eyes glazed again for a moment, and she shook her head. “I felt
so confused about Tommy. I really wanted to trust him right away,
but he also frightened me.”

“Yeah, I can understand that.”

Jenny sighed, her face pulling into a
frustrated pout. “No, I don’t think you do. You didn’t just start
having feelings for a guy out of nowhere.”

“Yes I did,” Simone said. “That’s exactly
what happened when I met Felix, and until that point, I thought I
was a lesbian.”

Jenny’s argument was deflated, and her anger
drained away with her next breath.

Her mouth stayed open for another second
before she said, “Oh. Well...”

Jenny dropped her head, staring at her
lap.

Behind her, Simone asked. “So how do you
know that Tommy is a guy? Can’t he turn into Lana and fix the
problem?”

Jenny didn’t look up. She shook her head and
her voice was soft and disquieted as she said, “No, it’s not so
simple. We can switch genders, but we have a dominant gender, the
one we were born with.”

“Oh, and you were—oh.” Simone’s eyes
widened, and her face filled with a look of dread. “Something
really bad must have happened to you when you were taken from the
hospital.”

“It had to have been bad, because I’m still
scared now.”

“Of Tommy?”

“No, of being fully female.” Jenny sighed,
adding, “Again.”

“You can still be Marcus whenever you like,”
Simone said.

Jenny debated with herself before shaking
her head. “No, something about Tommy forced me to change, and I...I
want to be Jenny when I’m around him.”

Simone smiled and nodded. “So what does he
think of you?”

“I don’t know.” Jenny laughed. “He probably
thinks I’m an idiot.”

 


***

 


Henry snapped his fingers in front of Tommy’s
face. “Yoo-hoo! Anybody home in there?”

Tommy blinked as he asked, “Huh?”

“I said, we’re parked.” Henry grinned. “I’ve
said it twice now, but you looked like you were still busy trying
to eat your own lips.”

He twisted around in the driver’s seat and
looped his arm around the seatback. Propping his chin on the top of
the headrest, he asked, “Which one is the dominant
personality?”

“She is, but whatever happened in her
infancy has scarred her so badly that it’s still affecting her now.
She’s avoided making a full transformation to her birth gender
until today.”

Tommy’s mouth pursed in a tight line, and
his eyes glazed as his thoughts turned inward again. “She was
sending me mixed signals all through the visit. She was ready for
me physically, even to the point that she was flirting with me. But
once I was alone with her, and she was in the proper gender, she
looked terrified.”

He thought over his visit more, but no new
insights came to him. Opening the passenger side door, he got out
and walked through the hotel parking garage behind his aunt and
uncle.

His thoughts were distracted in two ways. He
wanted to think about Jenny, her past and what might have
traumatized her so bad that she’d remained hidden behind her alter
ego until her teens.

But he couldn’t allow himself to think about
her or her problems for too long, because she was trying to hook
his mind in spite of the distance between them. If he began to
think about her, he would become more receptive to her attempts,
and he wasn’t even sure if he could use her for his plan.

He could feel her presence every few
minutes, like a long-legged spider walking down his bare neck. The
touch was light, and her every attempt was gentle. But she was
being relentless in her efforts to reach him, to share herself with
him.

And yet, she was terrified of him.

She was a paradox that he had no way of
understanding unless he opened up to her. But he would be
committing himself to her, and there was no guarantee that she
would be as willing to accept him or his family once she knew what
they did to earn a living.

No one spoke until they got until their
hotel room on the second floor, but Diana had only shut the door
when she asked, “Can we use her for the next job or not?”

“Maybe, but not without intense training,”
Tommy said.

He walked around the bed to drop into a
chair. He was already thinking of going to his room to sleep, but
it was still way too early for him. “Her current form shifts to
Marcus don’t do much to tax her, so she would be fatigued if she
tried to hold a disguise for more than a few minutes.”

Raising his hand to rub the bridge of his
nose, Tommy rolled his eyes up to stare at the ceiling. “I’ve also
got the impression that if we want to use her, it might be best to
lie to her.”

“Okay, so what’s the problem?” Henry asked.
“We can lie to her and leave in five days. Then we’ll find someone
else to do the job. Easy, right?”

“It’s not so easy. If she hooks my mind,
I’ll have to be honest with her. Then she’s going to find out we’re
scam artists, and she’s going to think the only reason we came here
is to use her.”

“Uh...” Henry scratched his head. “Maybe I’m
getting senile, but isn’t that the point of our visit? With her
help, we could pull off something really big. We could reach for
millions, Tommy.”

“It doesn’t matter how much money there is
in the job. She’s a good person, and she doesn’t care about money
beyond having enough to care for herself. She won’t want to be a
part of any scam, even if the money is really good. She’s a lot
like Kevin. She might even be a bit more naïve than him, or Laura.”
Sighing, Tommy rocked his head back.

He slumped in his chair until the back of
his head was resting on the top of the seatback. Then he was more
laying on the chair than sitting in it.

“I’m trying to think of the money. But you
didn’t see the way she looked at me after she transformed, and you
don’t understand how often she’s been trying to—”

Right on cue, Jenny made another attempt to
reach him.

Tommy stopped himself to start thinking,
The square of the hypotenuse of a right triangle is equal to the
sum of the squares on the other two sides. This is a Pythagorean
triangle, also know as a right triangle...

“Look, Tommy, I know how this works, okay?”
Henry said. “She responded to you, and she didn’t respond to either
of us. This guilt you’re feeling now is just an emotional reaction,
because now you’re responding to her. You’ve got to keep your wits
about you and resist her until you know if we can use her or
not.”

“Maybe you could train her instead,” Tommy
said.

“You’ll have to train her on the basics,”
Henry said. “Di or I can handle the advanced topics, but she didn’t
respond to either of us.” Henry’s face wrinkled with a look of
skepticism. “Can you handle teaching the basics and still fend her
off, or should we pack it up and wait for another shapeshifter with
the right figure to show up?”

Tommy shook his head. “I don’t know yet. Let
me work with her tomorrow, and we’ll see what happens.”

 



Chapter Three

 


 


Friday, February 6, 1998

 


Jenny hunched in her seat in front of her
desk. She hoped to distract herself by reading e-mail, and what she
found was a new message from Amber:

 


Marcus/Jenny,

 


You’ve gone and gotten quiet on me. Then
again, what I had to show you was pretty shocking, so I guess this
may be our last message for a while, depending on whether or not
you answer this one.

I’ll just make a brief update. You should be
happy to know that since you’ve left, I’ve mostly been on “pet
supplies” to keep me going. I have had one or two strong cravings
that required going out, but I only ate junk food. I hope you
understand what I mean, and I hope you can forgive me for slipping
even farther away from my old self. Dimitri took something from me,
and there’s no way for me to recover it. For better or worse, this
is who I am now, and if that offends you, I’ll understand.

I hope that even if you don’t want to see me
or Vicky again, you will at least reply to let me know what you
think. Maybe I’m not your girlfriend anymore, but I still care
about your opinion.

Um...so, that’s the news from our side of
the state. How are your magic skills now? Are you still playing
with water? Or have you figured out any other tricks yet?

 


Your...friend?

Amber

 


Jenny sat back, frowning as she read the
letter over. She could guess that junk food meant that Amber had
sought out criminals to kill and feed from.

Amber was carrying a vampire baby, and she
was happy about it, even though carrying the child meant she
suffered cravings for blood. But she wasn’t acting like she was
suffering much. She accepted the role all too easily, in Jenny’s
opinion, and she’d already rejected human food completely.

After Jenny left to take magic training from
Felix and Simone, Amber had gone from being supposedly straight to
having a lesbian relationship with Vicky, and a violent sexual
relationship with an ancient vampire named Emil.

It all went against Amber’s supposedly good
nature, but she was just peachy keen with how her life was going,
even if she did have to kill a human or two every once in a
while.

Jenny thought, Great, now it’s my turn to
go gay and find a guy to settle down with. Tommy seems just about
right, but to make this as perfect as Amber’s life has become,
Tommy needs to be a serial killer. Then he needs to turn me into
one of his kind.

This was ironic for two reasons. First,
because her morbid thought was not that far off from the truth of
Tommy’s goals; and second, because Tommy was reaching for the door
to her room when she had the thought.

The door opened, and she glanced around,
sitting up when she saw Tommy walk in. Before he’d shut the door,
her chest had swelled until her skin was stretching.

Tommy’s eyes dipped to her chest, and he
laughed before he looked at the bed. He pointed and started for it.
“I’ll just sit over there and wait for you to calm down.”

Jenny pouted, though he didn’t look up to
see it. “Are you here for another training session?”

Tommy sat down on the bed, smiling awkwardly
while he tried to make eye contact with Jenny. “Yes. I was going to
teach you a few spells to affect your hair, and if you can master
them, maybe this evening we might progress to changing your facial
features. None of today’s training will require taking your shirt
off this time. ” He laughed, asking, “Are you disappointed?”

Blushing, Jenny asked, “Are you?”

“I enjoyed the view, but only after you
backed off from the super-sized lung-hammers. I like breasts in the
C-to-D range, not double-D to whoa mamma!”

Jenny laughed, and he waited her out before
he said, “If you want complete honesty, you could go back to the
figure you had when I first saw you. Right now, you look like a
Barbie doll.”

Jenny smiled and suppressed a quiet snort as
she let the fat drain from her chest to return her waist and settle
the hourglass curve back to a normal, flatter shape. “So, you don’t
want to get under my shirt again.”

Tommy shrugged. “I’m just here to train you,
and maybe you’ll have an easier time trusting me if I don’t try to
get into your pants.”

Jenny had a mental image of Tommy slipping
his hand into her jeans, and she clamped her legs. Her libido and
her imagination were both working in tandem, and putting her thighs
together had the exact opposite effect from what she’d hoped for.
Instead of snuffing the fire between her legs, she was stoking
it.

She frowned and got up from the chair,
pacing on shaking legs while she watched Tommy’s smile. “You
haven’t said if you want to get in my pants or not.”

“Honestly? I don’t think I should.”

Jenny stopped walking, her expression
curious. “Why not?”

“Because something about me frightens you,”
Tommy said. “I could do a lot of damage to you, because I could
take you easily. I could make you believe that you loved me, and
that you were really offering yourself for the best of reasons. But
in four days, I’ll be leaving, and I won’t have any problems
walking away from you.”

Jenny bristled, setting her hands on her
hips while she glowered at Tommy. “What makes you think I’d be
easy?”

He got up from the bed, and she bounded
back, taking two steps fast until she was up against the wall. Then
she looked like she would try to climb up the surface by crawling
backwards.

Tommy might have found her pose comical if
not for the raw terror flooding out of her bright blue eyes.

He folded his arms over his chest and said,
“That’s why I don’t think I should do anything with you.” He
sighed, waving for Jenny to come over to the bed. “Just relax and
come over here. Tonight’s training will go a lot faster if you stop
trying to throw yourself away from me.”

 


***

 


Jenny giggled and waved her arms out from
under the wall of wavy blonde hair, which spilled off of her head
like a hooded cloak. She was dancing badly to prove that her new
bushy locks could cover her body as clothing, in a pinch.

But dancing, even if it was just swaying,
turned out to be a bad idea. Unused to the extra weight, Jenny
frowned as a headache started to pound her head.

As soon as she rubbed the sides of her head,
Tommy said, “Yes, and that’s why I told you to calm down, silly.
You aren’t used to having twenty extra pounds of hair pulling your
scalp.”

“Okay, I’m clear on that now,” Jenny
muttered.

“Now shorten it to shoulder length, and make
it curly and white.”

Jenny did as he asked. She’d spent the last
two hours alternating between growing her hair out and dispelling
the excess length to magically trim her locks in a flash. The spell
was a summoning, similar to calling on water. But there was no
sound to capture, which made explaining the concept harder at
first.

Once Jenny understood how to focus her will
on her hair, changing the length and shape were just as easy as
reshaping a water drop. She could convince her hair to grow
thicker, or to shrink until it was baby fine. She could use another
spell to change the color, or another to force the strands to take
and hold certain shapes.

No matter how exotic the shape, her hair
held with magical stiffness. Jenny would never need hair gel again,
nor would she need hair dye.

Simone would probably want to learn the
spell, if she could.

Tommy, who had spent most of the training
session joking, suddenly barked in a fake brogue accent, “Feh, ye
call those curls?”

He raised a hand to grab one lock of white
hair and pulled it down. His face was set in an ugly sneer of
contempt that looked very convincing. “I want girly, sissy curls,
and I want to see ringlets that bounce.” He let go of her hair and
folded his arms. “Roight, drop and give me twenty girly curls!”

Jenny laughed and reached out to smack his
arm. The contact was light, but he jumped like she’d slapped the
top layer of skin off his upper arm.

He gasped and covered his arm, but the look
in his eyes wasn’t pain. It was irritation.

“What’s wrong?” Jenny asked. “I didn’t
bruise you, did I?”

Tommy didn’t want to explain that she’d
taken advantage of a momentary break in his guard to attempt mental
contact.

He smiled to cover his annoyance. “Nothing,
I was just messing with you again.”

He moved around to the other side of the
bed, making it harder for her to reach across and touch him. Then
he could lean away and avoid her.

Throughout her training, Jenny had
alternated between flirting with him and interrogating him. She
liked him, but she was sure that his offer to train her led to some
kind of trick.

She was right, but her accusations were
based on the instinctual fear she felt just being around Tommy.
They had nothing to do with the facts, because she knew nothing
about Tommy.

Tommy thought that perhaps it was better if
she never knew the truth about him. He could just tell his
relatives that he couldn’t work with her, and they could go back
home and wait for another mark to come along who could be worked
over by Henry or Diana again. They were getting too old to find
good roles, so perhaps one of them could become the “expert” for
the scam, leaving Tommy free to do the job.

But, he didn’t want to tell his relatives
that the plan was a bust, and he didn’t want to leave early. He
didn’t want to stay either, and he didn’t want to keep his plan
going any further.

He felt just as confused as Jenny did,
because he was responding to her. No amount of mental discipline or
training could help clear his head.

While Tommy mulled his thoughts, they both
sat in silence, staring away from each other until Jenny turned and
got on her knees.

She raised a hand to rest it on his
shoulder, and when he turned to look at her, he felt her trying
again to connect with him.

He glowered at her, unable to hide his
frustration. “Would you please stop doing that? I told you that I’m
leaving, and you can’t convince me to stay.”

“I wasn’t...” Jenny dropped her hand,
looking away from Tommy as she moved back to sit in a kneeling
position. “It doesn’t have to mean anything, does it?”

“What?”

“If I...” Jenny fidgeted, trying to raise
her head to look at him. Instead, she looked around him, unable to
make eye contact. “Maybe you could help me. I just need to know how
to get over this constant feeling of being afraid.”

Tommy sighed. “You really don’t understand
what you’re doing, do you? You’re trying to hook my mind, and if
you do that, there’s nowhere I can go that our bond won’t be able
to pull me back to you.”

“Is that what you’ve been doing?” Jenny
asked, her voice suddenly wary again.

Shaking his head Tommy objected, “I haven’t
been doing anything to you, aside from explaining how to summon and
shape hair.”

Jenny nodded. “You’re really good at dancing
around things that you don’t want to talk about.”

Tommy rolled his eyes. “What do you want to
talk about?”

“Look, just be honest and say what you think
of me?”

Tommy sighed. “I’ve known you two days, and
from what little I know, I think you’re very nice, if a little
neurotic.”

Jenny stiffened and looked down. “If that’s
how you feel, why were you so insistent about meeting me? Did you
want to make sure I had proper training?”

“Well, no. I...I had plans for you. I don’t
now, but I want to make sure you are trained before I leave.”

Jenny frowned. “Are you worried about my
safety? Is that in a general way, because your just looking out for
one of your kind?”

“No, we aren’t good people who look out for
each other. Jenny, we didn’t try to seek you out, okay? Dr.
Beaumont contacted us, and this was a chance encounter.”

“I understand that,” Jenny said, tensing her
hand on her lap. “But you still won’t explain why you rushed here
to see me.”

Tommy said, “You know why.”

“So say it already.”

Tommy’s voice was low and anxious. “I wanted
to see if you could be my companion.”

“But I can’t,” Jenny said.

“No, you can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because you’re a good person, and I’m not,”
Tommy said. “If I try to tell you who I am, you’ll go right back to
thinking that I’m trying to take advantage of you.”

He sighed and looked away, focusing on a
poster across the room. “If I can finish showing you the basics
tonight, it will be better for Henry or Diana to handle the rest of
your training.”

After a long silence, Jenny set her hand on
his shoulder again. “Do you kill people?”

“No, I’ve never killed anyone. I’m a con
artist and a thief, not a murderer.”

“Then in my book, you can’t be that
bad.”

She had him. It was a stupid point to
concede and drop his guard on, but once he did, she was able to
hook his mind.

It was not a fully telepathic link, but he
became aware of her emotions once the connection was made.

Jenny gasped, surprised when she began to
sense him. Then she flinched and shrank away from him, asking, “Why
are you mad at me?”

“Didn’t you hear anything I’ve said to you?”
He got up, intending to walk to the door. But he was only a few
steps around the bed when Jenny huffed. He looked at her, and then
he grimaced when he realized she was on the verge of tears.

“No, don’t...” Moving back to the bed to sit
beside her, Tommy closed his arm around her and pulled her head
onto his chest.

He couldn’t do anything else without scaring
her, so he held her and hummed while he waited for her to stop
shaking. Without thinking about it, he started to hum the melody
for Blue Bayou. She began to calm down, relaxing in his
embrace.

Then she started to hum the vocal parts of
the song over his melody, and he patted her back, making soft
percussion thumps.

Jenny smiled and patted his leg, making a
tap that matched with his lower pitched pats. She felt silly, like
a little kid experimenting with a pot and wooden spoons.

But they were in harmony, and even if she
felt silly, she had to admit that they sounded good together.

A soft tingle of energy built between them.
Jenny fed from the energy subconsciously, and the positive vibes
from their quiet duet eased the cold, hard grip of fear from her
heart.

As her terror abated, Tommy sighed and
offered her a lopsided smirk.

Jenny had formed a link with him for only a
few seconds, and already she was exploiting it to keep him from
following his training or his plans. She wanted him to stay, so he
couldn’t defy her. He couldn’t feel resentment at her either. She
would feel it and get upset again.

But he was frustrated, because the
plan was officially in motion, and there would be no splitting from
town now, not unless he could convince Jenny to leave her adopted
family behind. He didn’t see it happening if she really got to know
him.

What was the alternative? To live a poor but
happy life with Jenny? Maybe they could mooch off of her adopted
parents while he tried to find “clean work.”

Hell no, he thought. He was not meant
for honest work, especially not when dishonest work paid so well.
There were Matilda’s medical bills to consider, and honest work
wouldn’t cover her health care costs for a month, much less a full
year.

Jenny whined, “You’re still mad.”

“But not at you.” Tommy raised his hand to
touch her cheek, but he stopped when it caused a ripple of panic in
Jenny’s mind.

Sighing, he asked, “Am I still allowed to
get angry, or must I always be happy for your sake?” She didn’t
answer. “If you try to demand constant happiness, I’ll have to ask
you to stop feeling afraid all the time. It’s only fair.”

“I didn’t even know that I was afraid until
you showed up.” Jenny sighed. “I wish taking away my fear was as
easy as making long hair go away.”

“I’ll try to help as much as I can,” Tommy
said.

He wasn’t lying then. With his mind hooked
to hers, her fear upset him, just like she had become anxious
because he was angry. Because she didn’t want him to be angry, he
couldn’t be. He could be mildly irritated, at best. He could fight
with her, resisting her will to remain angry. But he didn’t feel
like fighting over something so petty.

He chose to pick his fights and not go to
the mat on every issue simply because he knew he could score a
quick win.

Their link worked both ways, and he was
trying to exploit it by wanting her fears to go away.

Yet his efforts and hers were only partially
successful, and whatever caused her fear, it was rooted so deeply
in Jenny’s psyche that he could not bypass it even with their minds
hooked.

He wondered if he would be able to find the
source after he forced her spirit to rise and took her soul. Would
he have to go so far with her? Or could he settle for touching her
soul and letting go of her?

That would come later. Tommy put the thought
aside, and he held Jenny until she leaned away from him. He brushed
her hair out of her face and said, “Let’s take a break for
something to eat. Then I’ll show you how to rearrange your
face.”

 


***

 


Tommy had a gift for distractions, and he put
off Jenny’s questions even though she sensed his agitation and
returned to asking about his feelings every few minutes.

Tommy tried to lie and convince her that
whatever excuse he made up was the real reason that he was upset.
But within minutes, she would realize that he wasn’t telling the
truth and start the whole process over again.

Being linked with her had another
disadvantage. Because of their connection, Jenny was eager to make
physical contact too, and she kept finding excuses to do so.

But even the slight touch of her fingers to
his arm resulted in both of them jumping. Tommy’s temper would get
the better of him, and Jenny’s fear would send her into a panting
frenzy. Giddy excitement and stark terror both rose up in her
chest, two emotional titans that fought for total control of her
body.

While both sides clashed, Jenny was trapped
in the middle, unable to decide how she felt about Tommy.

Tommy hoped to make it through the rest of
the day’s training, because then either his aunt or uncle could
handle the rest of the lessons. Their touch would not have the same
effect on her, and hopefully, it would make teaching her easier if
she wasn’t so distracted all the time. They were on a tight
schedule, and Jenny was dragging the process out.

When they finished lunch and returned to the
bedroom, Tommy briefly changed over to Lana to point out the major
differences in the shape of her chin and jaw. Lana sat down on the
bed and pointed to her chin first.

She said, “I’ve held off on mentioning this
until now, but the point of a shapeshifter’s chin is not made of
bone. It’s dense cartilage, and by flexing or relaxing your jaw and
chin muscles, you can radically change the shape of your chin. The
same is true of your jaw. The portion that forms the outer ridge of
your jaw is cartilage. It’s hollow, but even so, bending it takes a
lot of effort. Since you’ve never done this before, we’ll take it
in stages to keep you from getting too tired. As it is, tomorrow,
you’ll swear that you were chewing metal for a few hours to feel so
sore.”

Lana shifted back into Tommy, and he said,
“So, let’s make some faces.”

Once he’d explained the basic process of
changing the shape of her chin and jaw, Tommy started to explain
more interesting bits of information about the different muscles
and sections of cartilage in a shapeshifter’s face.

Jenny interrupted him to ask, “Is that why
my face is so sensitive? Because of all these extra nerves and
muscles?”

“Yes, but your face also has more pores and
hair follicles than a human does, and because of those extra pores,
the skin on a shapeshifter’s face is extremely sensitive.” He held
up his hand and said, “Later on, when we get to advanced lessons, I
can show you how to control the skin on your hands, and that’s
going to make them ultra-sensitive too.”

Jenny looked down at her hands. “Mine are
already pretty sensitive.”

“The advanced exercises will make it
stronger, believe me.” Tommy smiled and pointed up at his cheek.
Let’s get back to the cartilage flap under your eye socket, and
we’ll try to make your eye shape more Asian.”

He continued to change his facial features
to emphasize his lessons, and then he would reach out to touch her
face, coaxing her into shifting her muscles. He didn’t change
anything back while he worked, and he didn’t give Jenny permission
to drop any of the changes either. By the time the sun was setting,
he looked like a completely different person.

So did Jenny, but the difference was,
Tommy’s new face wasn’t tensed in a look of pain, and Jenny was
wincing constantly in an effort to hold her new face together.

Tommy announced a break, and Jenny’s face
bubbled as it melted. Low heat filled her cheeks once her normal
appearance returned.

She opened her mouth, popping her jaw before
she heaved a thankful laugh. “If I had to hold that look for much
longer, I was going to pass out from the pain in my jaw.”

Tommy nodded, absently raising his hand to
rub his fingers on the sides of her “jawbone.”

Medically, the term was inaccurate for
shapeshifters, who had multiple bones fused between sections of
cartilage and layers of tendon. The proper term for them would have
been jaw bones, but they never said it as such.

Jenny had been holding her jaw at a much
sharper angle than was natural for her, and the strain on the
cartilage made everything sore. Muscle, skin, and bone all hurt
with an equal pounding.

Under different circumstances, the move
Tommy used might have been erotic. But with her muscles being so
sore and fatigued, the massage inspired feelings of gratitude
rather than excitement.

He smiled when Jenny closed her eyes and
uttered a relaxed sigh. “Better now?”

“Higher, please?” Jenny asked.

Tommy knew what she meant, and he moved the
pads of his thumbs to the backs of her jaw.

Because she understood that his touch wasn’t
romantic, Jenny was also feeling less frightened by him. He wanted
to encourage that a little at a time, even if he could not break
her fully of the constant fear she had of him.

He’d found that she relaxed more if he
hummed, and when he started to hum a melody, Jenny joined him. Her
fingers began to drum on his leg, as though she were playing a
piano. Tommy smiled at her, beginning to time his humming to her
fingers pressing into his thigh.

The music called to her, asking for words to
the song. “I’d like to lose this fright, tonight. Lose my pain as
well. I’d like to feel high as a kite with you.”

Tommy grinned, and Jenny blushed, but she
couldn’t stop the words once she’d started. She was unconsciously
tapping into her spirit, resulting in an honesty that bypassed her
fears.

“Don’t want a ring, or to be a wife. I just
need a friendly face. A man who makes me feel.”

Energy built between them, and Jenny again
fed from it. She applied the energy to her aching muscles and
tendons, healing the soreness with only the smallest fraction of
the energy they summoned.

Tommy surprised her by singing, but she
began humming to accompany him.

“But I think tonight you ought to sleep
alone. Come off this high and I’ll go mope at home.”

He was trapped in her song then, forced to
be completely honest, with her and with himself. He shifted his
thumb up to pet her cheek as he sang, “I’m not the man you think I
am at all, oh no, no, no. I’m a con artist.”

Jenny sang, “Con artist?”

Tommy nodded. “And I’m here to steal your
soul for a job.”

The spell ended, and then Jenny finished the
song on a bad note. She moaned instead of humming when his massage
caused a crick in her jaw on the right side.

The sudden abatement of her pain should have
been a major clue to Jenny about how her powers worked. But the
minor spells she cast escaped her attention, as did the remaining
magical energy that coursed through her limbs and left her feeling
hyperactive.

She wasn’t listening to the cues from her
body and mind, and she was more concerned with what Tommy admitted
than with her method of obtaining his confession.

“You can steal my soul?”

“I can merge mine with it,” Tommy said. He
lowered his hand from Jenny’s face. “How do you heal so fast? You
should still be sore.”

“I don’t know what you mean, but please,
don’t change the subject. What did you mean, you came here to steal
my soul?”

“I was being figurative, for the sake of the
song. Technically, you have to offer your soul to me, and I can’t
take it without your permission. But yes, that was my plan when we
came here, before I met you.”

“But you can’t go through with it now?”

“No, because you’d screw up the plan by
being too honest.”

“Oh.” Jenny nodded, believing him for once.
She sat back and nodded again, repeating, “Oh. Well. I guess it’s
fine that you think I’m so nice.”

“You aren’t nice?” Tommy asked.

“Well, I try to be...I mean, I want to be.
But no, I’m not, not really.”

Tommy decided to play a hunch. “Can I ask a
stupid question?”

Jenny opened and closed her mouth a few
times to make her jaw pop again before she said, “Sure, what’s on
your mind?”

“Have you had many girlfriends?”

Jenny started to answer that she’d had none,
and then she stopped herself. She thought for a second and asked,
“Do you mean me, or Marcus, or was that a general question that
could be taken either way?”

Tommy’s laughter was warm and full of
delight. “I thought I knew, but now you’ve intrigued me. Try to
answer all of them?”

“Sure, ask for something easy.” Jenny sighed
and looked up in thought. “I’ve had only one girlfriend, and that
was Amber. We were a couple for a year and a few months, but we
never slept together. We just went out every night to the same club
with our other roommate. When we got home, Marcus took over. But I
did that because I thought Amber was straight. If I’d know she was
willing to experiment, I might have tried a thing or two. I think
that bridge is already burned now.”

Tommy asked, “How did she break up with
you?”

“Um...she was right to dump me, since I
walked out on her in the middle of a major crisis to come home and
live with my family instead.”

“Really?” Surprised by the confession,
Tommy’s posture straightened, and his eyebrows shot up, stretching
his face in a look of sudden interest. “So, you aren’t quite as
good as I thought.

“No, not really,” said Jenny. “Amber dumped
me to start a lesbian relationship with Vicky, my old
roommate.”

Laughing Tommy started to joke, “Oh, so she
left you for—”

“Vicky is a vampire.”

Tommy cringed, but his smirk made it clear
that the expression was fake. “She left you for a woman, and
she’s getting bitten now?”

Jenny laughed and nodded. “Yeah, it’s a real
knock to the ego. But the reason why I walked away was my family
telling me I was a mage, and I had to train in casting spells.”

She slung her arm in a wave toward the door.
“Now that I’ve had time to think about it, I’m mad at my folks for
lying to me like that for all these months. Felix and Simone
wouldn’t have needed to devote so much time to showing me other
spells, if we’d been told the truth.”

“Yeah, but your adopted parents love you,
and they did contact someone to explain to you who you really are.
They couldn’t have given you much beyond telling you that you were
adopted, and that by itself isn’t helpful. They weren’t even told
what race you are.”

Jenny thought it over and nodded. “Okay, I
suppose that could be true, but they still could have told me
something.” Shrugging off the tangent, she sighed and forced
herself to forgive her parents.

“Anyway, if you meant how many girlfriends
has Marcus had, he’s had...nine. Aside from Amber, I was always the
reason why they left.”

“But you’ve never even thought of looking
for a boyfriend?”

“No, I preferred women.”

“Did you really?”

Jenny frowned in confusion. “What do you
mean?”

“I think maybe you chose to stay around
females because they didn’t require you to revert back to your
birth gender.”

Jenny waved her hand in a dismissive
gesture, but her face drew into an uncertain pout. “We can be
whatever gender we want, so it’s not like what we’re born as means
anything.”

Tommy’s smile had a mocking quality, as did
the gleam in his eyes. “Who gave you your training on shapeshifter
physiology?”

Before Jenny could say anything, he
continued on. “Your birth gender determines your dominant
personality. It also defines your frame size. You might notice how
you’re very slight in either form, while I’m tall and wide in the
shoulders no matter which form I take.”

Jenny didn’t say anything, and he scooted
closer, his confident smile returning. “Why would you suggest that
you aren’t the dominant gender? I’m the first male shapeshifter
you’ve met, and you didn’t hesitate to change forms to meet me.
Even with me trying to behave by locking you out, you still hooked
my mind.”

“It’s no big deal,” Jenny said. “You’ll
leave in a few days, and I’ll have to move on.”

“You say that, but if I get mad, you have to
see why. If you’re in pain, I have to do something to alleviate it.
So if I give in and allow myself to feel anything romantic for you,
guess how you’ll react?”

His suggestion caused Jenny’s pulse to race,
and her fertile imagination conjured a fantasy of him kissing
her.

Tommy groaned, tensing his face in a scowl.
“Knock that off.”

Jenny panted harder, her excitement and his
anger driving her lungs to work faster. “Why? Wouldn’t you want to
take advantage of me?”

“No, I don’t,” Tommy said. “I didn’t want to
link with you, and I don’t want to be distracted every few minutes,
just because you want me to touch you.”

Jenny blushed as her fantasy incorporated
the suggestion, and Tommy grunted as her excitement began to
tighten the front of his jeans. “I said, knock it off!”

Flinching at his irritated glare, Jenny
whined, “I’m sorry! But you say something, and I start thinking
about it, and—”

Tommy set a hand on her thigh, and Jenny sat
up. The residual energy from the spell rippled over her body,
building a tense ache in her limbs.

But in her mind, terror began wrestling with
her excitement.

Tommy frowned, his voice quiet as he said,
“I can’t do anything with someone who’s afraid of me.”

“I’m not,” Jenny said. But she was panting
faster, and her vision was blurring.

“Liar,” Tommy said.

He leaned closer, unable to resist Jenny
when she began to pull at his mind. The abuse she’d suffered had
programmed her to be afraid, and Tommy’s presence made the fear
well up in her chest as a wild beast, rending her heart and lungs
with its powerful claws.

But in spite of her fear, Jenny longed to be
touched by him.

Tommy closed his eyes, letting himself fall
under her influence. His lips brushed over hers, and his hand slid
up her leg, his fingertips riding the inseam of her jeans.

Then the door opened, and they both jumped
away from each other and off of the bed, their heads swinging
around at the same time.

Henry made a grimacing smile as he looked
back and forth between the two, and he said. “I’m sorry, this is a
bad time.” He turned his attention to his nephew. “I had to come by
to get you early. It’s Matilda.”

Tommy’s eyes glazed, and realizing that he
needed to clarify, Henry added, “She’s having lung problems, so she
had to be checked in with Dr. Cavanaugh again.”

Even with the added information and Jenny’s
link to help him, Tommy’s mood crashed.

He raised his hand to rub his forehead. “How
long does he want to hold her at the clinic?”

“A few days to start off with.” Henry
pointed toward the door. “Your aunt and I will need you back at the
hotel to brainstorm for ideas on funding this new stay.”

Tommy inhaled, intending to say something
bitter. But he let the comment go, and he blew out a long breath
before he offered Jenny an apologetic frown. “I’m sorry. I’ll try
to come over tomorrow afternoon.”

“No, it’s okay,” Jenny said.

She was lying, and he knew it. With his mood
crashing, she was falling into a depression too. She was also
turned on with no way to get rid of the energy pulsing though her
body.

Jenny ignored the urges being caused by the
thrumming magical energy and waved toward the door in an invitation
for him to leave. “This is a family matter, and family takes a
higher priority.”

 



Chapter Four

 


 


Friday, February 6, 1998

 


Dropping into the back passenger seat, Tommy
glowered at his uncle during Henry’s fast walk around the front of
the grey Audi Quattro sedan.

As soon as he was settled in the driver’s
seat, Tommy asked, “Were you trying to make a believable
distraction?”

“No, Matilda’s in bad shape again.” Henry
started the engine and pulled the car away from the curb. “I called
to check in with Kevin, and he said that Jasmine went to Goodnight
to cover the bills. Dr. Cavanaugh cleared out our savings account
for the room deposit and to make baseline tests.”

Tommy groaned, slumping back on the seat.
His head lay on the top, and he scowled with a brooding expression
while he stared out through the back windshield.

“Thanks, Henry. I thought I already had
enough problems training Jenny, and now you tell me that we’re so
broke that my cousin has gone back to hooking.”

“Yeah, well...blame Matilda, you know?”
Henry shrugged. “The old bird won’t give up the ghost, so what can
we do but keep paying until she tells us to stop and leave her
be?”

“I can’t think about this right now.” Tommy
rubbed his finger under his lower lip in agitation. “I wanted to
ask you to handle Jenny’s advanced training, so maybe her lessons
might go faster. She’s dragging this out with me as her
trainer.”

Diana frowned, turning in her seat. “Are you
having second thoughts about using her?”

“Di, she hooked me,” Tommy said.

“Oh,” Diana turned around, not needing any
further explanation.

It didn’t matter that they had to remain
committed to using Jenny. Now that Tommy’s mind was hooked to
Jenny, he couldn’t help but have second thoughts about the plan. He
couldn’t harbor thoughts of taking advantage of her without feeling
guilty, and that in turn would draw Jenny to him faster.

He was damned if he did, and damned if he
didn’t.

Henry said, “I’m sorry, Tommy. But if
Jasmine is back to being a call-girl, Di and I are going to have to
pull some smaller scams to send cash home as soon as possible.
We’ll leave the car with you and pick up something tomorrow, and
we’ll make all our meetings with the mark. But you’ll have to train
Jenny on your own.”

Tommy nodded, his eyes rolling up to watch
the sky through the back window again. He had little time to train
Jenny, and he didn’t see a way to do it without first finding some
way to calm her down.

You could just take her, he thought.
It was the simplest solution, and one that required little effort
on his part.

His plan all along had been to take Jenny,
but he wanted her to understand what she was getting into first.
Before he could explain anything, she hooked his mind.

He thought, I’ve never killed anyone, and
if that’s okay with her, then maybe the rest of what I have to show
her won’t be so shocking. She isn’t as good as I thought, so
there’s a chance this could work out.

 


***

 


Saturday, February 7, 1998

 


Jenny woke up feeling unbearably hot. Her
dream about Tommy had become too intense. He was even more eager to
explore then, and his hands wouldn’t stop roaming under her
shirt.

He whispered quiet encouragements that she
was okay, and she was safe with him. But he started to peel her out
of her clothes, and her panic overwhelmed everything else until she
was forced to escape into the waking world.

Sitting up, Jenny tried to swallow in spite
of her dry mouth. She whispered, “What are you doing to me,
Tommy?”

Her body thrummed with a ripple of energy,
the lingering effects of the spell she’d cast. The ripple rose to
her head, triggering the memory of Tommy’s lips brushing hers while
his fingers touched her inner thigh. The contact between their lips
was so brief that it almost couldn’t be called a kiss, but the
memory drew her insides down into a hot, hard knot in her
stomach.

Jenny pouted, shaking her head. “I can’t
come to you. I don’t even know where to find you.”

Even as she muttered the angry statement,
she felt the lie in her words. She didn’t know Tommy’s thoughts,
but she could feel him, and she could sense the distance between
them. If she tried to seek him out, she would know when she was
getting closer.

No, she scolded herself. He was in a
bad mood over his great-aunt, and the last thing he wanted was some
ditzy offer for sex from her.

Her body thrummed again, and then, she could
almost see Tommy in her thoughts. He was in a dour mood, and he was
calling her. She was certain of it.

She let his bad mood affect her and started
to feel angry. Irrationally, she began to think that he could have
at least warned her off of hooking his mind. It wasn’t like she had
any clue of what she was doing.

She got up and shuffled to the wall to turn
on the light. Then she went to her closet and started going through
her clothes until she found a plain black dress. She stepped into a
pair of sandals and decided that she probably looked about as
unsexy as she possibly could.

Checking her reflection in the mirror
mounted to the closet door, she snorted at her disheveled hair. She
remembered the spell, and she used it to flatten her stray hairs
before she shut the closet and went to her desk to grab her
purse.

When she opened her door, another door
opened farther up the hall. Felix leaned out of his room, and when
he saw Jenny, he offered her a confused frown. “You aren’t going
somewhere this late, are you?”

Jenny slung her purse over her shoulder and
dug through it to avoid looking up at Felix. She backed toward the
stairs, hoping for a quick exit. “I’ll be back in an hour or so. I
just need to talk to Tommy.”

Felix stepped out of his room, and he shut
the door behind himself. Padding across the hall, he lowered his
voice to ask, “Did you figure out how to cast a locator spell?”

“What? No,” Jenny said. “Why would you think
that?”

“How else are you going to find Tommy? I
don’t recall him telling us which hotel he was staying at.”

“I...I’ll be able to find him. I’d rather
not explain—”

“There’s no need to explain, Sis.” Felix
smirked and patted Jenny’s shoulder. “If you aren’t home by ten
tomorrow morning, Simone and I will hunt you down.”

 


***

 


Tommy rubbed his lower lip, slumping sideways
in the padded seat while he watched TV.

He’d had to give up on sleep, because each
time he began to dream, Jenny slipped into his thoughts.

His other thumb hovered over the remote, and
he flipped through channels without settling on any one for more
than a few seconds. He wasn’t watching the screen, nor was he
listening to the voices of the announcers and TV celebrities.

“Are you—” Click. “Lost—?”
Click. “Do you—” Click. “Lack—” Click. “a
sense of—” Click. “Direction. She can lead—” Click.
“Kills most fleas dead! Just one dose, once a month, and you can
flick fleas from Fluffy forever!”

Tommy blinked as he sat up, raising his
thumb to click back a channel. On the nature documentary, a mother
bear guided her two cubs across a pasture. The video narrator had
gone silent, and whatever great message he’d been about to deliver
was lost.

Jenny knocked on his door, and he sat up,
snapping off the television before he dropped the remote on the
floor.

He’d been following her progress as she
tracked him down, and he felt more frustrated the closer she got.
At the same time, he also felt nervous excitement once she was
waiting just outside. He’d told her outright what he’d planned, but
it was impossible for her to stay away.

Tommy tried to keep himself calm as he
opened the door. He waved an invitation, but she stood outside with
her hands on her hips, glowering at him like she was spoiling for a
fight.

She was, but once he’d opened the door, she
almost forgot why she was mad when she saw that he was dressed only
in a pair of jeans.

Dropping her head to avoid staring at his
bare bronze chest, she asked, “Why did you call me?”

Cringing at the shrill volume of her voice,
Tommy said, “I didn’t. I felt you seeking me, but I didn’t call
you.”

“Yes, you did. I felt you calling me.”

Tommy stepped closer to grab Jenny’s arm.
“Keep your voice down,” he muttered as he pulled her inside the
room.

“I’m not staying,” Jenny said. “I just came
to—”

“Yes, you are.” Tommy needed only the
slightest force to push Jenny back against the wall, and then he
flattened his body against hers.

The close contact shot sparks of magical
energy from Jenny to Tommy, and they reacted in stereo. Jenny
whimpered, and Tommy’s voice rose in an eager groan.

He tried to relieve the dull ache building
inside him by grinding his body over her, and she squirmed at his
fervent touch.

Jenny’s mouth opened in another whimper, and
Tommy kissed her, muffling her voice. His hand rose to pet her
cheek, and his lapping tongue slipped over her sensitive lips. His
hands and mouth moved together to drive Jenny into a frenzy, and
her moans took on a quivering sound as she bucked her hips under
him.

Her anger had melted, and their link caused
her to feed from his excitement. She panted into the kiss, and when
Tommy’s mouth moved to explore Jenny’s neck, she tilted her head to
offer herself to him.

He resisted the invitation, leaning back to
focus on unzipping her dress.

Trying to help, Jenny dropped her hands to
fumble with the button fly of his jeans. She opened only the one
near the top, and by then he’d finished tugging the zipper of her
dress. Her hands were shaking, and she was fumbling to get the
second button when Tommy grabbed her wrists to stop her.

Tommy urged her to lower her arms, and her
dress dropped off her shoulders, piling on the floor at her feet.
He stepped back to peel out of his jeans. He slipped off his
underwear last, and when he straightened up, he regarded Jenny with
a roguish smirk.

Her eyes dipped, and she swallowed, her eyes
widening as she thought, That’s a lot bigger than mine.

It was an odd thought that made her giggle,
chipping away another iceberg of fear.

Tommy grinned. “What?”

Jenny waved her hand, giggling again.
“Private penis joke.”

“Gotcha.” Tommy nodded, and so did his
cock.

Jenny’s laughter exploded in a squeal, but
she lost her voice when he stepped closer. His hand came up and she
tensed, expecting him to touch her side.

He locked the door.

Tommy snorted at her sheepish expression. “I
almost forgot. Can’t imagine how I got distracted like that.”

Jenny tried to laugh at the joke, but she
couldn’t manage more than a quiet huff.

Tommy’s smile softened, and he rested his
hand on her hip. “Nothing will happen if you want to leave.” He
paused to rest his other hand on her hip. “Do you really want to
leave?”

Jenny smiled and said, “No.”

The confidence returned to his smile.
“Should I carry you to the bed, or can I take you here?”

Jenny’s pulse sped up, and she felt
irritated with him for teasing her. “I don’t care. Y-you can do
whatever you want.”

Tommy shook his head, stepping close to
press his body against hers. “You don’t really mean that. What if I
wanted to take you hard and fast?”

Jenny’s eyes blossomed wide. “You
wouldn’t.”

Tommy laughed, hooking his thumbs into her
panties. “Then, if I promise to be slow, can I take you right
here?”

“Yes.” Jenny’s voice was a dry whisper.

Tommy lowered her panties and tossed them
aside. He didn’t stand up, and Jenny blushed when she realized that
he was admiring her.

His hands moved to the outer sides of her
thighs, and then around the backs, and he bowed her legs, bending
them at the knees to part her thighs.

His hands slid up her legs, and her breath
became a soft, excited hiss.

Tommy hunched over and pulled Jenny’s lower
body away from the wall. He moved his hands between her legs.

She was almost sitting on his mouth and his
hands, and she panted in a loud rush of air. He’d not yet touched
her, and already she felt close to exploding.

Then Tommy opened his mouth and closed it
over her sex. His tongue lapped over her skin to explore her fully,
and he was rewarded with a shuddering moan for his efforts.

Jenny shut her eyes, her hands falling to
lay over the sides of Tommy’s head, and she had to focus not to
grab his hair and pull. His tongue explored her, coming oh-so-close
to touching the sore bundle of nerves that had seemingly become the
center of her body. His lips nuzzled her now wet skin, which was
slick from his lapping tongue, and from her body reacting to his
loving attention.

His hands kneaded her thighs, and he guided
her to keep her legs closer together to put more of her skin in
contact with his cheeks. His face was just as sensitive as hers,
and the feeling of her silken thighs rubbing his cheeks had him
stiff and ready. The only reason she still tried to resist him was
that it was too much pleasure all at once, and he was overwhelming
her.

When her knees buckled, Tommy caught her and
slipped her thighs over his shoulders. The move pushed her sex more
firmly against his mouth, granting him another inch of depth with
his delightfully long tongue.

Then he was licking the knot inside her,
making it feel hotter and wetter every time he flicked the tip of
his tongue.

Jenny rested her shoulders and head on the
wall, her eyes snapping open. She gaped at Tommy in awe, and she
whispered his name, trying to tell him to wait.

Her voice came out as a shuddering moan, and
she splayed her arms wide against the wall as her body tensed over
his. Her voice returned to full strength, but all she could do was
moan his name over and over.

She thought she would collapse when he let
go of her, but she leaned weakly against the wall while he stood
up. She was still gasping for air and shivering, but Tommy pulled
her close.

His mouth was warm and wet as he lingered in
kissing her again, flashing ripples of pleasure across her face. He
left one hand patting her cheek while he dropped the other to clasp
her thigh. Nothing he did hurt, but he was making most of her lower
body tremble until she was on the verge of collapse.

She gasped as he raised her leg. The
brushing contact of his fingertips electrified her skin, and he
didn’t have to force her leg up. She raised it herself as an
instinctual reaction to his touch.

His other arm snaked around her waist to
pick her up. Jenny panicked as her weight was shifted off of her
feet and onto her back and shoulders on the wall.

His cock brushed against her inner thigh,
and she wanted to tell him to wait. It was too soon, and she was
too sensitive.

She clamped her thighs over his waist, and
her hands went to his shoulders for support.

All she could manage was a warbling voice as
she stammered, “T-Tommy?”

Tommy leaned in close to brush his cheek
over hers. His lips flitted against her earlobe before he laughed.
He knew the effect his warm breath would have on her skin, and he
enjoyed making her squirm.

She shuddered in his arms, leaning her head
over so that his lips trailed on her ear.

He sank into her easily, and Jenny’s voice
left her in a long whine. Her mouth hung open, and her eyes spread
wide with confusion. The friction of his shaft sinking into her
felt wonderful, but the sensations inside her body were so intense
that they were almost painful.

Tommy moved with a creeping pace, but once
he’d eased her hips to rest on his pelvis, she could swear that she
still felt him moving.

But he wasn’t moving, exactly. He was
growing inside her.

She whimpered his name again, and he
whispered, “Almost done. Don’t worry, I’ll be gentle.”

He was getting thicker, and just when she
started to feel a tense ache from being too full, he lifted her at
the same time that he drew his hips away from her.

Jenny’s arms tightened around his neck, and
she whined his name again. She pulled herself away from the wall,
pressing her chest into his.

Tommy was almost ready to explode inside
her. He was panting from keeping Jenny’s weight supported, and from
his efforts to keep himself under control.

But he sounded quiet compared to Jenny, who
was wheezing in hitching gasps and calling his name between every
breath.

The last icy remains of her fear melted, and
he drew his head back to watch her blushing face. She opened her
eyes to stare at him with glimmering irises. The light was becoming
more intense, washing out the blue color.

Nodding his approval, Tommy asked “Are you
sure about this?”

“Yes...take me.” Jenny’s voice was harder to
find with her chest feeling so hot and sore. Her pulse sped up to
an even faster rate, and she was sure that her heart would fail
before she could find release.

Her mouth hung open, and a soft light filled
her mouth. The glimmer in her eyes became a bright white glow that
leaked out of her eyelids and brightened the room.

Tommy let himself go, and his eyes started
to glow. He gave up on trying to be gentle, and he thrust into her
so fast that their skin popped with every coupling.

When Jenny’s mouth filled with light, Tommy
bowed his head to close his lips over hers. His spirit rose to meet
hers, and as their souls merged, Jenny’s moan rattled the window.
The knot inside her tore free, and she began shuddering in Tommy’s
arms.

Tommy’s voice was drowned out by her cries,
but he still groaned loudly. The pleasure he felt merging with her
was more intense than any sexual act he’d tried with any human, and
he didn’t want it to end.

But he could not bring himself to take her,
and he settled for releasing her soul. His life-force resettled in
his chest and tore free the knot in his groin.

Grunting, Tommy bucked his hips erratically
as he came. He almost dropped to his knees, but he stopped himself
by leaning his head against the wall.

Getting to the bed required tapping into
reserves that Tommy didn’t know he had until just then. Closing
both his arms around Jenny’s back, he shuffled to the bed and tried
not to trip over any clothing or his luggage on the way.

Jenny mewled in his arms. Every step he took
swirled his shaft inside her, which in turn drove a tremor through
her legs and her back. By the time he got to the bed, she was
panting and moaning again.

But even if her spirit was willing, her
flesh was not. Her flesh was lumpy goo held together by sweat-slick
skin.

Fortunately for her, Tommy was exhausted
too, and once he laid her on the bed, he drew away from her. She
was on the verge of passing out, but she still moaned a
disappointed protest.

Tommy laughed and said something else, but
she didn’t hear it. She still nodded and hummed a confirmation.

He’d whispered, “You still don’t know what
you’ve done, do you?”

 



Chapter Five

 


 


Saturday, February 7, 1998

 


Jenny woke up aware that Tommy was watching
her. He felt guilty for merging his soul with hers, but now that he
had, she also knew the reason why.

Everything he’d done had drawn her in, and
even if his affection for her was genuine, his sole motivation for
pursuing her was to bring her in on his scams.

Tommy thought, It was a gamble whether or
not I would be compatible with you, but I knew after I triggered
your full transformation.

Jenny nodded. “I gave myself away by
changing personalities when Marcus spotted you.”

“No, I was still guessing then. The desire
to offer yourself as my companion is instinctual, and within
seconds of your full transformation, you started trying to hook my
mind. That’s when I knew for sure that I had you, and it’s when I
decided that I didn’t want you either.”

Tommy frowned at her confused expression.
“Jenny, you’ve been tortured in the past, and so have I. Once I
really take you, I’ll be exposing you to everything I’ve suffered.
I can’t ask you to go through that.”

Jenny pouted. “But your offer of training
made me trust you, so all you had to do was play “hard to get,”
forcing me to make the first moves.”

“It’s a dance, the art of the perfect scam,”
Tommy said. “I step back, and you step closer. I warn you that you
should be wary of me, and you insist that you trust me. If I seem
to lapse in my convictions not to do anything, you get excited at
the prospect that you’re making progress.”

Jenny thought of something her mother said
about courtship. “I chased you until you caught me.”

It had been his plan all along, because now,
even if she didn’t agree with his choice of careers, she couldn’t
do anything to oppose him. She wouldn’t want to leave him, and if
he really wanted her to help him out on a job, she would have no
choice but to give in to his wishes.

The bond between their souls worked both
ways, and in theory, she could try to resist by not wanting him to
be a con artist. But she couldn’t. The money was meant to keep
Matilda alive.

Tommy said, “I was exaggerating by calling
her my great-aunt. In fact, she’s my great-aunt, five times
removed, and she’s nearing her twilight years at four hundred and
twelve.”

“Holy shit,” Jenny whispered. It wasn’t
Matilda’s age that shocked her, but the realization that she would
also live a long, long time.

Tommy nodded. “It’s a sobering thought all
right. As you get older, you’ll start to have health problems, and
there aren’t many doctors who you can go to. There are no other
doctors in this area who can be contacted about my aunt’s ailments,
and no one else who can be trusted to provide care for her. The
rest of the family wanders around the country, and they never check
back in unless they need something. Aside from two of my distant
cousins and my aunt and uncle, no one else will stick around to
care for the family’s oldest relative.”

Too angry to find her voice, Jenny thought,
So you drafted me to help defray the costs.

“Yeah, something like that.” Tommy sat up
and rubbed the back of his neck. “I think caring for her is
starting to make all of us bitter, even if we don’t want to feel
that way. Henry and Diana are my great-uncle and great-aunt. He’s
one hundred and ten, and she’s one hundred and six. They should be
out doing their own thing, and the younger relatives should be
caring for Matilda. But most of the younger shapeshifters...there’s
no sense of responsibility in them. The humans have taught them
that there’s no point in respecting their elders.”

“You harbor a lot of hatred for the humans,”
Jenny said.

“I watched them murder my family because
they thought we were witches.” Tommy refused to let his mind wander
back to his old memories. He wouldn’t inflict that damage on her,
even if she wanted to know more about him.

He forced himself to stay on his original
topic. “My aunt and uncle hang around with Matilda, and they keep
caring for her. They pulled me in on their cons after I turned
sixteen. At first, I wanted to do it. I wanted to make as much
money as I could, because I owed it to her. After Dr. Sinclair sent
me to live with Matilda, she helped me deal with my grief over my
parents.”

Tommy fell silent, going over his memories
of his childhood after he’d left the orphanage.

Jenny saw how he had poured out his grief
through Matilda. Because of that connection, his devotion to his
great-aunt was unfailing. He begged, scammed, and stole wherever he
could to keep paying for her medical treatments, and he always made
his trips away from home brief, to ensure that he could remain near
her as often as possible.

Jenny understood how much he loved Matilda,
and she couldn’t ask him to stop being a criminal when she knew
that his efforts kept his aunt alive. She couldn’t defy him and
refuse to help, knowing where the vast majority of the funds would
go.

Tommy said, “I don’t have any noble
principles about my work. I’m a criminal, and I accept that. When
Matilda...when she dies, I’ll still be a thief and a con artist.
But then, at least, I can start saving up money to plan for my
retirement.” He paused, adding, “Part of my plan involves a little
black pill. The first time I start to feel like I can’t breathe the
way Matilda does, I’m going to kill myself.”

“And where will that leave me?”

“The same place Matilda is now. Her
companion stepped out of window and dropped headfirst onto the
sidewalk. That was in 1978, I think. It took Matilda three years to
recover from the depression.”

“And you didn’t warn me about any of
this.”

Tommy said, “I wanted to.” It was a lame
defense, and he knew it.

His answer infuriated Jenny, and she raised
her hand, slapping her palm in the middle of his back hard enough
to leave a red mark.

She regretted it instantly, and she sat up,
arching her shoulders and her back at the fiery flash of heat in
her skin. “What the hell?”

Tommy nodded, though he was unable to speak.
When he could find his voice, he let go of a pained chortle.

Twisting his arm around in an effort to rub
his stinging skin, he said, “With our souls merged, the connection
between us is more than telepathic. You will always be aware of
everything I sense. If it’s any comfort, this is the reason why I
could never use physical pain to persuade you to go along with my
plans.”

Pouting with a guilty expression, Jenny
whimpered, “I’m sorry.”

Tommy laughed, dropping back onto the bed.
“I’ll forgive you when the stinging stops.” He propped his forearm
under his head and squirmed to rub his back against the
comforter.

He draped his other arm over his chest to
rub Jenny’s back, and she pulled away from him. “I don’t see why
you’re mad at me. What you want is a sense of purpose, or at least
a sense that you belong to someone. Even if I can’t convince you to
take on the same job that I have, you can still help me until you
come up with something that you want to do. Until then, you belong
to me.”

Jenny looked away from Tommy, and he sat up,
cupping his hand under her chin. His touch made her face tremor
under his finger, and she didn’t resist him as he urged her to look
around.

She couldn’t, because he wanted her to look
at him. She did, still trying to pout defiantly despite how much
she longed for him to kiss her.

He did, and his lips lingered over her lower
lip. He nipped it in a wet kiss, lapping his tongue over her
skin.

Tommy leaned back, and his lips parted in a
grin as Jenny whined a protest of quiet disappointment.

He said, “I will never treat you as a mere
possession. In my life, you have only one equal for my love, and
when she dies, there will be room for no one else but you.”

He kissed her again, longer, and more
intimately, lapping his tongue around both of her lips and her
tongue. His hand rose to her face, and he made her pant just by
kissing her and rubbing her cheek.

When he leaned back again, she whimpered in
frustration. “I can’t resist you at all?”

“You can, but not now. The problem isn’t
with me, Jenny. It’s you.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You will, with enough time.” He patted her
cheek. “Now, I know this seems like bad timing to you, but I want
you to change to Marcus.”

Jenny’s eyes glazed as she slipped back into
the mental corridor, and when Marcus came out of his room, Jenny
shrugged as she passed him. “Um...oops?”

“Oh, nice.” Marcus stopped in the corridor,
but Jenny was intent on making a fast getaway to her room.

She wasn’t sitting through a lecture, even
if she had it coming.

Marcus nodded, smacking his lips as she
slammed her door behind her. His head swiveled, his gaze sweeping
from Jenny’s room to the exit of the mental corridor, where he
could see Tommy smiling, waiting to meet him, and probably to
seduce him.

Even if he wasn’t gay.

“Oops,” he repeated, knowing that Jenny
heard him just fine. “I said I should check him out first. No, you
trust him, and now we’re soul slaves to a con man.”

“Sorry,” Jenny called through her door.

“Well, I sure hope the night of hot sex was
worth it.” Silence. Marcus put his hands on his hips. “Was it worth
it?” Still, she gave no answer. “Jenny?”

“Um, maybe...yes?”

“Uh...” Marcus looked back around at Jenny’s
door. “Any last minute warnings that might help?”

“Don’t let him touch your face. He’s got
magic hands, and it feels...my goodness, he can make love to your
face with just his fingers and his mouth.”

Her enthusiastic giddiness created exactly
the opposite, revolted reaction for Marcus. But for this he was
grateful, because it steeled his resistance.

He shuddered and said, “Yeah, thanks for the
info.”

Heading to the exit, Marcus took over the
pilot seat and shifted genders. His mouth fell open in a pained
grunt, and his hand dropped between his legs to clasp his throbbing
testicles.

Tommy chortled and moved his hand off of
Marcus’ cheek. “That’s the one part of swapping genders that nobody
gets used to.”

“Could be worse,” Marcus said, though his
voice was so high-pitched that he almost sounded like Jenny. “It’s
not as bad as having a hole torn between my legs.”

Tommy winced, assaulted by a memory of a
recent transformation. “Yes, that is worse on the pain scale,
probably a seven.”

“No, it’s a six,” Marcus said. “Seven was
getting slammed into a van with a hole in my gut, and ten was
getting the hole in my gut courtesy of an eight-inch knife
blade.”

“Ow. You win for best body piercing.” Tommy
waited for Marcus to stop laughing to see if he had any questions.
But he didn’t, and he had already accepted the situation.

Tommy said, “I didn’t get any chance to know
you before Jenny hooked my mind. I should apologize, since you were
never given the chance to make a choice before I subverted your
free will.”

“I accept your apology,” Marcus said,
falling silent again.

Tommy sighed and asked. “You don’t have a
desire of your own?”

Marcus shrugged. “The only thing I want is
to be a better mage, but I don’t see how your agenda will conflict
with that. You have no desire to suppress me or keep me prisoner.
It was rather sneaky how you pulled Jenny into your scam, but she
forgives you, and I don’t see a reason to hold a grudge.”

“But you know that I’ll still have to take
you.” Marcus nodded, and Tommy’s smile grew. “You don’t care?”

“I’m sure that I could ask you to change
into Lana, but even then, you would be the dominant partner.
Besides, I’m too curious to find out how you will do this. I’m not
into guys, and in addition to getting me over that, you have to
make me feel so good and so safe that my spirit rises. So pain
can’t be a high priority in whatever you plan to do.”

Tommy laughed and nodded. “You have my word
that I will never hurt you intentionally. I might get too excited
and get carried away, but you know what I’ll do then.”

Marcus did, and he spasmed in reaction to
the mental image created by his imagination. “You’ll probably
freeze to make sure I’m all right.” He smiled and asked, “Is there
anything else you need to talk about out loud? Maybe you can’t know
me directly yet, but you’ve already hooked my mind before I had the
chance to put up any def—”

Marcus looked around as someone knocked on
the door. He started to get up, and then he remembered that he was
nude.

The only clothing he had in the room were
Jenny’s things.

Reading Marcus’ troubled expression, Tommy
laughed as he got up. “I’ll get it. You cover up with the
sheet.”

He pulled on his jeans and went to the door
to unlock and open it. He suppressed a cringe upon finding Felix at
the door.

Marcus’ older brother stood with his thick
arms folded over his chest, stretching the sleeves of his black
T-shirt. His long hair, dyed jet-black, was tied in a loose braid
resting over his shoulder, and the bottom tassel of hair covered
the first part of the slogan on his chest, Free Ass Kicking Now!
Ask Me HOW!

Tommy suspected that the choice of shirt was
not coincidental, as Felix looked ready for a fight with his black
jeans tucked into the tops of his leather combat boots.

Deciding not to ask how he could get a free
ass kicking, Tommy said, “Hello. How did you find—?”

“My companion can perform a locator spell,”
Felix said.

“Oh, you have companions too?”

“Simone prefers the term, so it’s what we
use. I think it’s a kitsune thing.”

“It’s a shapeshifter thing too.”

“That’s nice,” Felix said. “Simone is down
in the car, by the way. If I’m not back with Jenny in five minutes,
she’s coming up, and things will get ugly.”

Tommy sighed and shook his head. “There’s no
need for threats.” Stepping back to wave toward Marcus, he said,
“Your brother is perfectly safe here.”

Felix’s face filled with a comedic look of
befuddlement before he stuttered, “M-Mar—Marcus?”

Marcus waved and laughed when he realized
what was going through his brother’s head. “Relax, Bro. I just got
here. He didn’t hurt Jenny, even if he did trick her into coming
here.”

Felix leaned against the doorframe, and the
relief on his expression was mostly sincere. “Do you want to come
home yet?”

Marcus sighed, shaking his head. “No, but I
need you to drive back and forth for a round trip for me. I don’t
have any clothes, and I can’t walk out of here in Jenny’s
clothes.”

“Just change back into Jenny,” Felix
suggested.

“I can’t,” Marcus said, pointing to Tommy.
“For the time being, he wants me to stay out, so he can get to know
me better. Then tonight, it’s probably my turn to find out whether
I’m a moaner or a screamer.”

Tommy snorted and Felix groaned, though he
was doing so to stop himself from laughing. “Bro! That’s way too
much information!”

“No, that will come tomorrow,” Tommy said.
“So, uh—I can pay for the gas, but Marcus will probably be more
comfortable in jeans and a shirt when we go shopping at the
mall.”

“Shopping for what?” Felix asked.

“Marcus will need new clothes in his proper
size, after he’s taken his training today.” Tommy leaned against
the doorframe and folded his arms over his chest. “I’m going to
show him how to fluff his muscles, so he’ll look similar to you
when I get done with him. Only with more of a tan.”

Felix smirked and said, “I like my pale
complexion just fine. Sunlight is bad for you anyway. It can give
you cancer, and you only need a half an hour per day to make your
full supply of vitamin D.”

Tommy laughed and shook his head. “That’s
true for humans. Shapeshifters need at least two hours in the sun
to help keep them emotionally balanced. If we spend too much time
in the dark, we turn into cranky bitches.”

“Ah...and in one sentence, you’ve explained
all of Marcus’ whining streaks.” Marcus growled, and Felix
shrugged. “Well it’s true, Bro.” He returned his attention to
Tommy. “Why do you need to bond with Marcus if you’ve already done
it with Jenny?”

“It’s complicated to explain, but Marcus and
I are linked empathically. I’ve hooked his mind, and so we’re aware
of each other in an empathic way. In order for me to know him as
completely as Jenny does, we have to merge souls, and it has to be
his to mine, not his to Lana’s.”

Felix’s hand snapped up as he covered his
mouth to stop the rude comment that came to mind. But he had always
had poor self-control, and the hand over his mouth didn’t stop him
from remarking, “You have to bang him to know him?”

Marcus blushed, and Tommy laughed before he
said, “It wouldn’t work to ‘bang him.’ It can’t just be sex,
anyway. In order to force his spirit to rise, I’ll have to lay your
brother down and make sweet, sweet love to him.”

Curling over to hide his face, Marcus
groaned in embarrassment.

Felix doubled over too, gripped in a
full-body shudder.

When he got control of himself, he wore a
mocking glare. “I’m going home for the clothes, and I’ll leave
Marcus here if that’s what he wants.” Felix pointed his finger at
Tommy. “But you’re a bastard, and I am billing you for my
therapy sessions.”

 


***

 


Marcus finished his training, but his baggy
clothing hid all of the evidence. Under his shirt, his abs popped,
and his chest looked too big, in his opinion. But Tommy had
dictated the appearance of his new form, and Marcus had to admit
that he did look more like Felix after taking Tommy’s advice.

His chin was flatter, though it was already
sore. There was a high strain on his chin muscle to keep the
cartilage flattened out of its natural pointed curve, and it was
matched by a soreness in his jaw muscles, which were compressed to
make his jaw look square.

Talking was brutal, and his face kept
faltering back to his original face if he talked for more than four
or five sentences. The tan color drained from his face as he lost
focus, and then he would have to sit for several seconds before he
could relax and get his face back into the new shape and color.

Tommy didn’t try to make him talk, but
eventually, the quiet got to Marcus, and he would start to hum.
Then, once he realized he was humming, he would say something
random, like “Um, I was just thinking about that song.”

To which Tommy unfailingly replied,
“Right.”

After two hours, Tommy checked his watch and
said, “Okay, you can go back to your normal face.” He raised a hand
and set a finger under his jaw to emphasize his next point. “If you
reach back and tap your jaw until you feel it pop, you won’t have
as many muscle cramps.”

Marcus did as he was told, and he was
surprised when the pops brought relief from the deep ache.

Tommy said, “It’s the tendons that develop a
memory while you’re holding a new face. You revert back to your
original face, but the tendons want to hold the same shape, even if
the muscles aren’t supporting them.”

Marcus asked, “What does the tapping
do?”

Laughing, Tommy said, “It tells them, ‘now
cut that out!’”

They bantered back and forth while Tommy got
ready to leave. Marcus thought to ask then where Henry and Diana
were, but he cast the thought aside after Tommy finished telling
another joke.

Tommy told one joke after another while he
drove them to the mall, and then he fell silent once he parked the
car at the farthest corner of the northwestern lot.

He watched traffic whiz by, smiling while he
said, “I’ll have to come up with some money to send home. Matilda’s
treatments have eaten through our reserves again, so I’ve got to
put some smaller scams together. That will come tomorrow, but
today, I have to set up the mark for Jenny’s job, and I can’t bring
you with me.”

He looked away from the windshield and
nodded at Marcus’ disapproving frown. “I won’t ask you to help with
the smaller scams, because I don’t have time to teach them to you.
I need some free time to work. So while I’m covering the mark, you
can window shop for clothes closer to your new size. After I get
done, I’ll help you pick out clothing. Please, keep in mind, it has
to be something you wouldn’t normally wear, so don’t take offense
if it clashes with your sense of style. You won’t be wearing
anything for very long.”

Marcus nodded and opened the door. “When
will you be back?”

“Two hours, maybe three at the most. I’ll
buy you lunch when I get back, so just remember one thing while
you’re window shopping. Smile and act happy, no matter what you
feel from me. I’ll be acting anyway, so it doesn’t mean
anything.”

Marcus got out, turning around to watch
Tommy with a troubled expression. “If it’s all just an act, will I
ever know when you’re being genuine?”

“Yes, after tonight, there won’t be any way
for me to be false with you.”

“Then I guess it’s a date, Robin Hood.”
Marcus banged the door shut and walked away.

Tommy sighed at the curt comment. Part of
him wanted to go sort out his problems with Marcus. But he thought
of Matilda being back in the clinic, and worse, Jasmine was back on
the streets to hook for bill money. Accepting the money she made
would give her more fuel in the fights she started at almost every
meal, and he wasn’t looking forward to putting up with her
sanctimonious bullshit either.

No, Marcus and his wounded pride would have
to wait until there was money in the bank account again.

 



Chapter Six

 


 


Saturday, February 7, 1998

 


Tommy bought a newspaper and a large coffee
at the first filling station past the mall, and he ran the car
through the auto-wash to get rid of the layer of road film that had
built up on the body panels of the Audi in the last few days.

He drove across town and past the airport,
until he arrived at the Amarillo Gun Club. In the mostly empty
parking lot, he turned on the radio, unfolded the paper, and
settled back to read while he drank his coffee.

He glanced around at the low-key white
buildings, and then checked the other cars to see if perhaps
someone else was also waiting for their mark.

Someone on the range kept firing a gun, a
large caliber handgun judging from the sound.

Tommy returned to sipping his coffee while
he read. He’d been around guns at the clubs so often that a hand
cannon could go off right beside his head, and aside from needing
to rub his ear, he wouldn’t flinch.

The song on the radio was familiar, and
Tommy started to hum.

He smirked, wondering, Did she already
infect me with her silliness?

Once he’d started humming the urge to sing
came, and he crooned, “Car thief and con man rolled into one. Uncle
Henry taught me to fire a gun. Matilda needs cash for medical care.
So I take my car and I scam everywhere.”

He glanced around, feeling goofy for singing
in the car. He was so focused on that goofy feeling that he didn’t
notice the music on the radio wasn’t being accompanied by the lead
singer.

“Con those humans, take their loot away!
Cause Dr. Cavanaugh says we gotta pay. Take a million dollars from
a mean old man. Drive outta town just as fast as I can. Yeah, so
don’t cross my path.”

He snorted and turned off the radio. He felt
too silly, although a bit hyper suddenly. He’d gathered a trickle
of energy, but without finding a target to direct the energy at, it
began to ripple through him.

In his legs, it made him tap his feet on the
floorboard. The energy flowed down and all the way out to the tips
of his toes, bounding back up. When it floated up through his head,
his brain was filled with notes trying to arrange themselves even
as he tried to push them away.

Crunching his face up in a grimace of
irritation, he muttered, “She didn’t really infect me with a
musical STD, did she?” He chuckled at the idea and said, “Oh dear,
she gave me note-itus! No! She gave me Singyurazoff!”

He launched into a jingle without thinking.
“Singyurazoff it’s the bomb! Croon a song, to your mom! Croon a
tune, to an otter! Just take this pill, with some water.” Tommy
raised his hand, and the energy leapt to obey the unconscious
command from his spell, forming a small marble of water just above
his middle finger.

He was so stunned about casting the spell
that he lost control of the water, and the marble dropped onto his
finger without a sound.

Tommy laughed in amazement, bringing his
hand to his nose. Was it really water? He lapped at his finger.
Yes, and clean water too.

No, not just clean. It was pure water, one
might even say holy water, because it was summoned by his
spirit.

Tommy focused his will, and the energy he’d
gathered responded to him again. He summoned another water marble,
this time much larger. He was able to hold it in place, but the act
drained the energy he had, and the marble’s shape started to
resemble a fat raindrop.

Taking a wild guess, Tommy started to hum,
feeding energy directly into his spell. He was able to return the
water back to a globular shape, and then he began changing it into
different key shapes.

Smiling, he willed the water away and
thought, There’s at least once good side effect to touching her
soul. I picked up her talents. This led him to a tangent:
Maybe that’s why Di and Henry have the same magic ability. Only
one of them is able to summon lightning, but now they share each
other’s talents. I hope that means Jenny can learn how to hold a
better poker face from me.

He made a mental note to ask Henry about the
idea, or maybe Matilda could tell him, after she was feeling
better.

He passed another fifteen minutes humming
and summoning water drops, and he came to the conclusion that using
water might work better for his scam than the canister of pepper
spray in his jacket pocket. He’d used it a few times before without
problems, but it was risky, since it had to be used up close.

Grabbing his cell phone, Tommy called Henry
to alert his uncle of the change in plans. He was just hanging up
when the mark showed up right on time.

In Tommy’s experience, rich people were
rarely late for scheduled events that they wanted to be at, and
Roland Montague adored taking every chance he could to visit the
gun club with his latest toys.

The gun club was one of the few joys left in
Roland’s life. Though he belonged in the class of people known as
“filthy rich,” his money could not buy back the things life took
from him.

Around the gun club, there was a saying:
“It’s amazing Roland hasn’t killed something yet.”

This was due to the fact that Roland was a
major gun collector, but not a hunter. He loved trick shooting and
speed shooting, and he’d been featured in several magazine articles
for his sharp shooting skills.

But the only things he’d ever shot were
paper or clay targets, and when Roland had been confronted by an
armed burglar in his home, he wouldn’t shoot. He had the skills and
tools of a lethal sharpshooter, but not the killer instincts.

The robber hadn’t been so obliging, and
Roland had been hospitalized with a .38 slug in his hip.

His wife Vanessa wasn’t so obliging either,
and she fired once, missing the robber’s head by a fraction of an
inch. Before she could correct her aim, he fired and hit her in the
chest. She was dead before the paramedics arrived.

The doctors had told Roland that he might
never walk again. He thanked them for their opinions, and eight
months later, he proved them wrong. He’d been determined to catch
the man who had killed his wife, but he’d never been successful in
his hunt. All the money he had could not buy him justice.

Knowing Roland’s past, Tommy wondered if it
was cruel fate or poetic justice that the old man could not spend
enough money to find peace within himself.

Roland’s black Hummer rolled into the lot,
and the driver took up two parking spaces near the front of the
clubhouse. The driver didn’t have to worry about anyone
complaining. Who was going to say anything to the man who “owned”
half the guns in the rental cabinet?

Roland donated his spare guns to the club in
order to avoid making a weapons stockpile in his home, and while
his cast-off guns sometimes ended up with other enthusiasts at the
club, most became rentals for the “less fortunate” club members.
Roland’s generosity meant that the club had a wide variety of
weapons to choose from, and so Roland was well known and well liked
at the club.

Roland’s driver stepped out and looked
around warily. He still missed seeing Tommy in his car, parked much
farther down the narrow lot. The driver walked to the back of the
Hummer to pull out a metal case, Roland’s private collection of
handguns.

Setting his paper aside, Tommy got out of
the car, but he held onto the coffee. When he shut his door, the
driver looked around at the sound.

Tommy began to hum Stray Cat Strut
again to focus his will. He summoned water under the driver’s nose,
and the driver inhaled the marble, his head jerking back. He was
trying to get away from the attack, but he’d already pulled the
water up into his sinuses.

Even as he was stumbling back, he began to
cough. It wasn’t nearly enough to drown him, nor even to harm him.
He was disoriented, and he coughed while he waved a hand in
front of himself.

Tommy dropped his cup of coffee and broke
into a full run. When he got to the driver, he pounded on the side
of the Hummer and called, “Hey, call an ambulance!” Then Tommy
dropped to his knees to take the driver’s hand.

He said, “Easy, buddy. Just stay down.”

Instead of calling for an ambulance, Roland
got out of the back seat of the Hummer. His black rosewood cane
proceeded his legs, and he was awkward in getting to the
ground.

Tommy would have wondered why a man who had
trouble walking would raise the suspension on his personal vehicle.
But thanks to the extensive personal information he got from Henry,
Tommy knew the driver could lower the hydraulic suspension on the
passenger side using a control panel on the door.

There was another panel inside the vehicle,
but Roland didn’t bother using it. He was concerned for his driver,
and he dropped awkwardly onto the pavement, setting out his cane to
catch his upper body weight. The drop hurt his hip, but he gritted
his teeth, ignoring the pain.

Getting his balance back, he moved to the
back of the Hummer and sank down on the side opposite of Tommy.

Roland asked, “What happened?”

“I’m not sure.” Tommy pointed back to his
cup laying near his car. “I was just getting out of my car when I
saw him drop and start coughing.”

When Roland turned to look at the cup, Tommy
summoned another globe under the driver’s nose, and he’d inhaled it
before Roland looked back around.

Confusion spread across Roland’s face as he
watched his driver spasm and cough out a mouthful of water. Roland
asked, “What’s happening to him?”

Tommy said, “I’ve seen this before. He’s
probably developed an allergic reaction to something around here.
He’ll need an emergency antihistamine treatment, or he might drown
in his own lung fluids.”

The driver waved his hand. “I’m okay, I
don’t think—”

Humming under his breath, Tommy squeezed the
driver’s fingers to make him gasp, and he summoned a few drops of
water inside the man’s mouth. The driver sputtered and started
coughing hard.

“Don’t try to talk,” Tommy scolded him in an
irritated voice. “You’ll only make the reaction worse. Come on,
I’ll have to drive you to the hospital.”

 


***

 


Tommy sat in the private waiting room,
watching the floor while Roland paced. They were many floors above
the bustle of the emergency room, and Roland had paid to put his
driver up in a room. He pushed the staff to administer an
antihistamine and, at Tommy’s urging, another shot of cortisone,
just to be on the safe side.

The driver was put in a room, and Roland and
Tommy were waiting for the doctor to come back from his
examination.

Roland’s hip started to flare up from all
the activity, and he dropped into the seat beside Tommy. “Are you a
doctor?”

Tommy sniffed and shook his head. “No, I was
pursuing a degree, and I’d got an internship. But I saw a patient
die, and I realized that I wasn’t cut out for the brutal reality of
the work. I shifted over to a major in biology.”

In fact, Tommy did have a degree in biology,
and if forced to prove his skills in a lab, he could handle even
complex laboratory procedures. This was one more reason why most of
his scams worked around the same basic themes.

Roland seemed satisfied by the answer,
nodding his approval. “I and my driver both owe you for your quick
thinking. Is there anything I could help you with?”

“No, I don’t want anything.” Smiling
tiredly, he snorted. “You could help me get a membership at the gun
club, but aside from that, I’m good.”

“You aren’t a member?”

“No, I was just arriving to find out how to
join today.” Tommy laughed self-consciously. “I’ve only been in
town a month, but I’ve already got the urge to shoot
something.”

Roland laughed, but his voice brimmed with
tension. He was still worried for his driver. “With the way people
are so rude these days, who can blame you?” He laughed again, more
relaxed. “Do you hunt?”

“Oh, no.” Tommy made a mildly troubled
expression. “I don’t have anything against the guys who do, but I
prefer to just shoot at paper. Paper...paper doesn’t bleed, you
know?”

Roland’s expression was full of respect
then, and he nodded. “Yes. To each his own, right?”

“Yes, that’s what I think, anyway.”

Roland patted his leg. “Well, you’re a good
person. I think if everything turns out okay for Manny, we can go
back to the club, and I’ll be able to get you a lifetime membership
for free.”

Tommy laughed. “You don’t have to go so far.
I won’t be living here that long.”

“I’ll at least cover your dues for a—” Tommy
patted Roland’s arm to stop him, and then he pointed to the doctor
who had just walked into the waiting room.

Using his cane to haul himself up, Roland
hobbled to the doctor. “How is he?”

“He seems fine.” The doctor checked his
clipboard. “We administered the treatment you asked for, but his
blood tests came back clean.”

Tommy asked, “But of course, after
administering an antihistamine, what would you expect to find?”

“Yes, good point,” the doctor said. “If this
is an allergy, the tests wouldn’t tell us what caused the histamine
reaction, and all we know now is that his sinuses became blocked,
and he coughed up some fluid from his lungs. That’s certainly
consistent with a severe allergy attack, but whatever he was
exposed to at the site, it didn’t stay with him.”

“Oh, pity,” Tommy said. He smiled at Roland
and the doctor, who both looked confused. “We aren’t going to be
able to go back to the gun club today. Whatever the allergen was,
that’s where he had the attack.”

He grinned to indicate that he was joking.
“Maybe it’s possible that he developed an allergy to gun
smoke?”

The doctor’s mouth fell open, and then he
closed it before he nodded. “That might not be so crazy an idea,
sir. Perhaps it might be a good idea to attempt a test by taking
Mr. Barnes back to the range to see if he has a similar
reaction.”

Tommy said, “Yes, that’s a good idea, but
maybe Manny should get some rest today. I expect that you’ll want
to hold him for observation for the night?”

“Yes, I think so.” The doctor looked at
Roland. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay with us holding
him, since you agreed to cover his treatments in cash.”

“Yes, keep him as long as you need to, and
don’t spare him any requests.”

Roland made a few more arrangements, and the
doctor left to take care of other patients. Tommy offered to give
Roland a ride back to the gun range, but the old man couldn’t drive
the Hummer himself. Tommy offered him a ride home next, and Roland
hesitated, reluctant to leave the vehicle in the gun club parking
lot overnight.
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