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CHAPTER ONE
James could feel his blood pulsing through his head. With each beat of his heart, the pressure built behind his eyes. He wondered how long he’d been hanging upside down. Twenty minutes? Maybe thirty? 
His captor's fist connected with James' side sending a powerful jolt of pain racing up and down his spine, rattling his teeth. With a sputter, James’ mouth filled with blood. He involuntarily spit it out. The lingering pain told him a rib or two had broken.
“I want you to know,” James’ purple eyed captor said in a soothing voice. “I don’t enjoy this. I would imagine it’s much like when you crush a bug beneath your foot. You do it because you have to, not because it brings pleasure.”
Blood mixed with saliva and stomach acid ran freely from the corner of James' mouth, up his cheek, across his temple, past his eyebrow, and into his hairline where it pooled and dripped to the floor.  
“If you aren’t keeping up human, in this analogy I’m the foot and you are the bug,” the captor said as he delivered another powerful blow to James’ ribs. The monster knelt down so he was eye-to-eye with the upside down James. “Now, bug, I was told that you know where everything in this plague-ridden worthless pit of a city is. So I’m going to ask you again.” The monster's sharp white teeth gleamed in the dim light. The beast picked up a roach off the floor and placed it gently on James’ forehead as he said, “And like the weak, small-minded cockroach you are, you are going to answer me truthfully. Now, where is the box?” 
James spat out the blood and fluid that was pooling in the roof of his mouth and then licked his teeth. He could feel the roach scurrying through his hair. “I got a lot of boxes,” James said. “Like I said before, There are all kinds of boxes in B-more. I'm going to need more details.” 
The next blow struck James in the solar plexus, simultaneously knocking the wind from his lungs. James choked on the vomit and blood that filled his nose.
“Strategically, your hesitance is a fascinating thing,” James’ captor said, taking a step back from where James was suspended. “You don’t plan to use the Tinker’s box. You have no strategic reason to keep it from me, yet you still refuse to cooperate. It is a foolish decision on your part that has no benefit to you. It would be wiser, when faced with a superior aggressor like myself, to seek to negotiate and hope to prove yourself useful so that I might find a reason to let you live.”
James had never seen anything like his captor. Tall, strong, and pale-skinned, it was enchanting and terrifying at the same time. James made a mental note that, if he survived, he should find where the guy got his purple contacts because they were like nothing James had ever seen before.
“I don’t know the Tinker,” James said, spitting again. The cockroach was running up his neck toward his collarbone. 
The purple eyed monster stood in front of James. The beast pulled one of the daggers from his belt. “Of course you don’t. Few do. Even I have never met him.” 
James winced as his captor slowly traced James’ abs with the tip of sharp knife.  The cuts were enough to hurt but not enough to seriously wound. 
“But the box is special,” the captor said, tracing James chest muscles with his knife. “If you saw it, you would remember. Now, let's talk about how you are failing to fulfill your role in our partnership.  I was told that you are the man who gets things.” The monster slid the knife along James’ extended right arm, slowly tracing James' bicep, leaving a small trail of blood in the knife’s path. “I have done my part. I have brought my need to you. I need the Tinker’s box. But you. You are not doing your part.” 
James swallowed. The pounding in his head was intensifying with each breath. His muscles continued to twitch with each new cut. He could feel the cockroach by his ear. He wanted nothing more than to scream and cry, but he held it in and tried to maintain his cool. “Listen, yo,” James managed. “If you want drugs, guns, girls, maybe boys? Then I’m your man. I can even put them in a box if you want. But if you want a specialty item, you are going to have to give me more information and more time.”
The purple eyed man took a step back and squatted down so he was at James’ eye level. With his right hand, he cupped James’ head. With his left, he held the knife to James’ throat. Softly, he whispered, “You don’t get to tell me what you need. You don’t tell me to bring you more information. I bring you my needs. That is all you should need to motivate you, bug.” He pushed the knife down, pressing it into James’ neck. “Am I clear?” he said. “I can’t hear you,” he screamed in James’ face. “Am I clear?” 
James was afraid to speak, worried the edge of the knife would cut his windpipe if he moved too much. “Okay. Okay. Listen, yo. I’m sorry. I’ll get you the box. Okay. The box. I’ll find it.”
“Excellent,” the captor said with a smile. “Now, I’ll need it within the next-”  
“Chris is here,” an old and gruff voice interrupted from behind James. 
An old man stepped into James’ line of sight. He had a white beard, his head was shaved, a black patch concealed his right eye, and he reeked of cheap booze.   
“You’ve got two minutes at best,” the old man said. “And don’t count on me to slow him down. I can’t be here when he arrives.”  
The purple eyed man sighed. “Thank you, Carl,” he said as the old man left the room and headed up the stairs to the roof.
The monster returned his gaze to James. “I don’t believe I have introduced myself yet,” the monster said with a polite nod. “My name is Bose, third in command to the Great General Azo, commander of the Riptride, and renowned hero of the battle of the Cliffs of Ives. I’ve been sent by the Great Azo to retrieve the Tinker’s box. It’s very special to him. He needs it. And I like to please him.”
James spit again. “What does it look like? I’ll tell my boys to keep their eyes out for it.”
Bose laughed again. “I’m afraid James, that if you don’t have it, you won’t find it. And we are now out of time.” 
Bose put the knife to James’ stomach again, but this time, the blade cut deep. James gasped in shock as the blade entered him and withdrew. His blood ran down his chest, down his neck, and to the floor. 
Bose ran his fingers across James’ chest. “You can still serve a purpose, though,” he said calmly. He walked over to the blank wall in front of James. “You’ll be my messenger. What an honor for you.” With his bloody finger, Bose began writing on the wall. When his finger went dry, he returned to James’ chest for more blood. 
James could feel the life seeping from him. Everything hurt: his legs, his arms, his chest, his head. It all pounded with the beating of his heart. “I’ll find it,” he managed to say through the pain. “I promise. I’ll find it.” 
“No,” said Bose as he finished his message on the wall. “No. I don’t think you will.”  
The old man appeared again in the stairs. “Time to go,” he said with a serious look. Then he disappeared from James' view. There was a crash below them on the first floor. It sounded like the front door was being kicked in. 
Bose leaned down to meet James’ eyes again. He smiled as he slid the knife across James’ throat. Blood and air escaped James with a gurgle. His captor stepped through a strange pink hole that appeared from nowhere. Hanging upside, alone in the room, blood draining from his body, James spent his last seconds trying to read the words on the wall that were written his blood.
Dear Gracanjo, 
Please bring me the box and no one else will die. 
Sincerely, 
Bose, Commander of the Riptride
CHAPTER TWO
“So, did he learn anything?” Chris said with doubt. The thin sandy-haired warrior in a polo and jeans relaxed against the black iron railing, but his attentive blue eyes communicated readiness. He had yet to look Jose in eye.
“He was great,” Moose replied. “Best student I’ve ever had.” 
Jose smiled at his shoes, basking in the praise.
Chris snorted in reply. “He’s the only student you’ve had.”
“And?” Moose shot back with a smile. Moose, one of the DC-based Gracanjo, was a short, African-American twenty-something with shoulder length dreadlocks. Over the past six months of training, Jose had come to think of her as a big sister, even though they were close to the same height.
Chris, Moose, Jose, and the two other warriors stood in a circle at the entrance to the Greenbelt metro station on the north side of Washington DC. Moose and Jose’s bus from Pennsylvania had only arrived a few minutes before. Chris, Squirrel, and Reggie were already there, waiting in silence. Jose imagined that to the average passerby, the group of five looked like an odd homeless convention - five crazy looking vagrants meeting at the metro to swap panhandling techniques and trade secrets about the art of dumpster diving. 
“I’m just happy to have you home,” Squirrel interjected. “It’s lonely out here by myself.” In contrast to his partner, Squirrel towered over the rest of the cohort at six-foot-six. During the bus ride back from Centralia, Jose had wondered what Moose’s partner was like. Moose had said Squirrel was tall, but everyone was tall in comparison to Moose. Jose wasn’t prepared for the man in front of him who looked like he could play power-forward in the Wizards. 
“Oh, are these big bad streets too tough for you to handle all by yourself?” Reggie mocked with child-like indignation. Reggie, half of the Gracanjo pair from Annapolis, wore a plaid shirt that matched his unkempt, red beard. He hid his thinning hair under a cheap black stocking cap.
“Fuck you, you dumb-ass lumberjack bitch,” Squirrel barked. “Ain’t like no shit ever happens in your piece of shit, wannabe suburb, hipster-ass, bullshit burg. Why the fuck are you even here, bitch? Huh, bitch? Why? Why? You got nothing to say now? Huh? Bitch.”
“Screw you,” Reggie shot back. “We get as much action as you do.”
Squirrel jerked his hand back and forth in the air. “We ain’t talkin’ about that kind of action, you little your-mustache-ain’t-no-Ron-Swanson bitch.”  
“Chris told me to come. He invited me,” Reggie whined.
“Where’s your partner, bitch? You lose another one? Moose or me need to go train a new one for you to guard the dangerous streets of Annapolis, Maryland. Um, excuse me, sir, Mr. Mardock,” Squirrel said in his best professorial voice. “Could you please hold your rampage while I finish my pumpkin spice latte? It’s perfectly frothed and I need time to savor it. Get the fuck out of here you lost-my-axe-in-the-woods bitch, with your little bitch-ass hat. You’re a joke.”
“That’s enough, Squirrel,” Moose said quietly.  
“Whose approach did you teach him?” Chris asked, unmoved by the antics around him, still looking at Moose. 
Jose stared at his partner trying to take him in. He wished he and Squirrel could trade. Moose was kind. She had a gentle smile. The days of training had been hard, but at night they would cook marshmallows over a campfire, drink cool aid, and makeup stories about pictures they saw in the stars. Moose told great stories. Jose had known Chris for two weeks before leaving to train in the woods. He’d never seen the man smile and Chris never told stories. They’d spent most of the time walking around the city in silence.   
“Little of mine. Little of yours,” Moose said. “You know I’m not down with all your silent ninja shit. You’ll have to teach him that yourself.”
“Any live combat?” Chris asked. 
“Nah,” Moose said. “I stuck to protocol. I explained the races to him and we worked the number system, but he hasn’t seen any real action. Just practice.”
“It’s all good, little man,” Squirrel said rubbing Jose’s shaved head. “You already got more experience than Mr. Lumberjack-Annapolis bitch here.”
“Fuck you, Squirrel,” Reggie said.
“You can try, you little bitch,” Squirrel laughed.
“I don’t need this shit,” Reggie said. 
“Did you teach him the commandments?” Chris asked Moose. 
“No way,” Moose said. “That’s your job.”
Chris nodded.
“In Annapolis, they be like, ‘The first commandment is,’” Squirrel said, putting back on his professorial voice, “never drink coffee after ten, and never drink tea before noon.”  
“That’s enough,” Moose said to her partner. Squirrel laughed to himself and folded his arms across his chest.
“Why am I here?” Reggie demanded. 
“I spoke with Hyoi about the increase in activity we’ve all seen,” Chris said. 
The circle fell quiet. Moose, Squirrel, and Reggie held their breaths, waiting for Chris’ next words.
“He said that Azo is searching for the Tinker’s box and he thinks it’s in our region,” Chris said.
“A box?” Moose asked.
“I don’t know anymore. All Hyoi told me was there is something here that Azo wants and his army is on the move so we should plan for an increase in the frequency of raiding parties crossing the Veil until they find it. I had one in my city yesterday. They tortured and killed a dealer. Left him hanging upside down for me to find. Wrote a message on the wall in his blood.” 
“What’d it say?” Moose asked.
“Give me the box or else,” Chris said with a grin.
“What if we find this box first?” Reggie asked. “What do we do with it?”
“Hyoi said to have your Relay reach out. He’ll come and get it,” Chris said.
“This is bullshit,” Moose complained. “We don’t work for that purple-eyed asshole. How do we know he isn’t the one sending these pieces-of-shit across? Maybe he’s just blaming Azo. I ain’t never seen this damn Azo dude, but I’ve seen way too much of Hyoi and Bashi’s asses.”
Chris sighed in agreement. 
“If you see that snotty-ass-fuck Bashi again,” Squirrel added. “You tell him he isn’t welcome in DC. I’ll cut his fucking ass. I hate that dude.” 
Chris nodded again. 
“Crystal and I will let you know if we find anything,” Reggie said to Chris.
Squirrel laughed.
“Crystal alright?” Moose asked. 
“Yeah,” Reggie replied looking at the sidewalk. “We had a rough one last night. She’s sleeping it off.”
Squirrel laughed again. 
“Tell her I said hello,” Moose offered.
“If no one else has any business,” Chris said. “I suggest we all get back to work. If you find this box, send word. The sooner it’s back on their side, the better.”
“Agreed,” Moose said. 
Chris reached out and shook Moose’s hand. “Thank you. I appreciate you taking the time.”
“Absolutely,” Moose said. 
Chris shook Reggie’s hand next. “Thank you for coming, and don’t be a hero. You find something, send word.”
“Oh, I’m going to call you,” Reggie said. “We need to talk.”
Chris took Squirrel’s hand last, “I appreciate you giving up your partner to train mine.”
“Yo,” Squirrel replied, using both his hands to receive Chris’ hand in a sign of respect. “Anything for the Blur. I still owe you for that time in LeDroit Park. Don’t think I forgot about you saving our asses.”
Moose turned to face Jose. Placing her hands on his shoulders she said, “You’re going to be fine.” 
Jose smiled and nodded. He was embarrassed by the knot in his throat. He was afraid he might cry. He didn’t want to cry, not here. Not in front of his new partner.
“Just listen to what he says,” she continued. “Like I told you, he’s the best. Do what he tells you, and you’ll be fine.”
“Okay,” Jose said softly. He could feel the warmth in his eyes. He looked down and swallowed to try and push it back.
Moose pulled the young teen in and embraced him. “I’ll see you again,” she whispered in his ear. “Stay alive, and I’ll see you again.”
“Okay,” Jose said again. 
Moose let him go, and then turned him to face Chris. “He’s a good one,” she said to Chris. “You take care of him.” 
Chris looked down at Jose for the first time. Jose felt the weight of expectation in Chris’ gaze as Chris examined him. “Let’s go kid,” Chris said. 
The huddle of five broke. Moose and Squirrel happily walked to the concrete entrance of the metro station. Reggie went left, toward the Southside of the parking lot, disappearing in the rows upon rows of cars. Jose followed Chris to the Northside of the parking lot.  
Chris silently led Jose to a beat up, faded blue BMW. The rusted emblem hung with all its might to the trunk. Without a word, Jose went to the passenger side. Opening the back door, he placed his tattered backpack next to Chris’ green duffle bag. He then took a seat in the front, passenger side. 
Chris revved the engine of the car. Before pulling out of the parking spot, he looked over at his new partner and said, “Your real education begins now.”
CHAPTER THREE
“No, Ernie,” Chris said to the sky with loud frustration. “I don’t see it. Yes, I want it gone too.” 
Jose smiled awkwardly at a woman who was gawking at Chris. She was dressed in a yellow tank top and white shorts and seated five feet away at a small table outside of a fancy looking coffee shop. Her laptop was open and there was a small white mug and matching saucer in front of her. Jose wondered if she had food coming. Maybe she would share if he looked pathetic enough. 
“Calm down,” Chris said again loudly to the sky. “I’ll find it.” 
The woman in yellow pulled a cell phone out of a white handbag that was on the ground next to her chair. Still gawking at Chris, she began to text. 
Jose sighed. He couldn’t blame her. He and Chris were standing in the middle of a busy sidewalk in the middle of downtown, pedestrians taking their lunch break sped past them on either side, cars jammed the road, and there was Chris, a dirty kid standing next to him, having a loud conversation with an invisible person named Ernie. Could they be more stereotypically crazy-homeless-people? Still, Jose didn’t want to be this strange lady’s next post on Facebook.
“There’re too many people here for me to smell it,” Chris said angrily. “What? No, I… Ernie… Ernie… Don’t tell me how to do my job, Ernie. I know how to do my job.” 
“Hey, yo,” Jose called to the lady who looked like she was preparing to sneak a picture. “Hey, lady,” Jose called again. 
The woman looked left and right and then motioned to herself as a question. 
“Yeah, you," Jose said, walking toward her. "You think you can you spare seventeen dollars and eighty-nine cents?” 
“No, Ernie. You’re the one wasting time,” Chris yelled. “If you’d just leave me alone, I’d probably have found it by now.” 
“Oh, um,” the woman stammered. 
“You see,” Jose said, “My uncle over there, well, he and I were headed home to Virginia. But our car broke down. The heat coolant hose sprung a leak. It’s just like five blocks that way.” Jose pointed in no particular direction down the street. “And we walked to a mechanic, and he said a new hose will cost seventeen dollars and eighty-nine cents, but we spent the last cash we had on gas.”
“Is this boy bothering you,” a thin waiter with slicked back hair asked the woman in yellow. The waiter placed a small plate with four chocolate biscotti on it in front of the woman.
“Oh, um,” the confused woman said to the waiter. 
“What’s you’ problem?” Jose said to the waiter. The teen reached forward and took a piece of the biscotti off the woman's plate. “We’re just having a conversation.”
“You need to move on before I call the police,” the waiter said. 
“Anyway,” Jose said to the woman, ignoring the waiter. He took a bite of the biscotti and crunched it in his mouth while he spoke. “My uncle gets real stressed when things go bad. If you could just loan us seventeen eighty-five, I could get him back in the car and on the road.”
“Oh, um, sure,” the woman said. She reached down and picked up her handbag. “I think all I have is a twenty, but that should do it.”
“You don’t have to give this boy any money miss,” the waiter said with frustration.
“Thank you so much,” Jose said sweetly, shooting a nasty look at the waiter. “My uncle will calm down once we are in the car and on the – ouch!” Jose yelped with pain as a strong hand squeezed his wrist.
Chris gently removed the biscotti from his partner’s fingers and placed it on the table in front of the lady in the yellow top. “I’m sorry, ma’am,” Chris said. “Please put your money away. We’re fine.”
“It’s no problem,” the woman said. “I’m happy to help.”
“Our car is fine,” Chris said. “My nephew just likes to make up stories. Thank you, though.” Slowly Chris began backing away, pulling Jose along with him by the wrist. “Thank you,” Chris said again before turning to walk away. 
“I almost got us some cash,” Jose complained as he struggled to keep up with his partner’s pace.
“We don’t steal and we don’t beg,” Chris said. There was disappointment in his voice.  
“That’s not one of the twelve,” Jose grumbled. 
Chris spun on his partner and pushed the boy down a side alley. Jose stumbled but kept his feet under him. “It shouldn’t have to be one of the twelve,” Chris barked, throwing his hands in the air with exasperation. “Stealing food? Really?”
“I was hungry,” Jose said looking at his shoes. “And she was staring at us. And I didn’t like it.”
“Of course she was staring at us,” Chris said. “Stupid Ernie wouldn’t shut up. You stare too if you saw a crazy looking homeless man with a kid talking to himself in the middle of the sidewalk.”
“I wish you’d use that fake cell phone,” Jose said. “She wouldn’t stare if you used it.”
Chris pulled the dead flip phone from his pocket and waved it at Jose. “I don’t need props,” he said. Then looking at the sky he yelled, “I just need Ernie to leave me alone when I’m hunting.” Looking back at Jose he added, “And don’t change the subject. We don’t steal.” 
“I just figured that since she was getting a show with her meal, she should cough up a little for it,” Jose said, looking at his shoes again.
“Stop justifying your behavior,” Chris said, jamming the fake flip phone back in his pocket. “You know what’s happening back there right now? That waiter is calling the cops to complain about homeless people harassing his customers. The cops are going to come in a few hours to make a report and they are going to hear all about a homeless man with a kid. They’ll probably assume I’m some kind of pervert and then they’re going to start looking for us. We won’t be able to come back to this district during the daytime for a month.” 
“Sorry,” Jose said, looking at his shoes again.      
“Just don’t do that shit again,” Chris said. Then he sighed, dropped his head back with frustration, and closed his eyes. “Yes, Ernie,” he said. “I can still hear you. I know… I know, Ernie. I’m on it.” Looking at Jose, Chris said, “We need to find this damn Slake so Ernie will leave me alone. Let’s try to get on a roof so we can get a better view.” 
Jose pointed behind Chris at the three-story parking garage across the street.
“Perfect,” Chris said. 
At the top of the parking garage, they surveyed the streets below. The crowds were beginning to dissipate as the lunch rush slowed. Chris spent less than a minute looking up and down Franklin Street. “Nothing,” he said and he moved quickly to the right. 
Jose followed behind, hoping to be helpful.
Chris looked up and down Saint Paul in the same way. “Nothing,” he said again and the pair moved to the right again. 
“There!” Jose yelled, pointing to a bus stop at the corner of Orleans and Saint Paul. Standing in a huddle on the corner under a short billboard that read, “$30 Unlimited Text, Talk, and Data” was a small group of men smoking and chatting. Everything about them looked perfectly fine, except one had a thin rat-like tail poking out of the bottom of his blue jeans.  
“Good work kid,” Chris said. “Let’s go get him.”     
They ran down the ramp of the parking garage together. Jose’s mind raced with excitement. This would be his first kill, first Slake, first experience as a Gracanjo. It was everything he’d been training for. His mouth watered as they exited the garage and took a right around the corner. 
“Since this is your first time,” Chris said slowing to a walk as he approached the group. “Hold back. Let me handle it.” If the Slake had spotted them, it wasn’t giving any sign. 
“Okay,” Jose said, unable to hide the disappointment in his voice.
“Watch out for the tail,” Chris said. “With Slakes, you always have to watch the tail.’’
They approached the group of men, quietly joining the circle. There were three nondescript guys there. Their blue uniforms were smudged with grease. Jose wondered where they were coming from. Probably some kind of automotive shop. They were all smoking. One of them offered Chris a cigarette. Chris took it, lit it on the man’s lighter, and took a long drag.
“I’m telling ya,” one of the men said. “My boy says they look good. Ain’t no way we miss the playoffs again. We’re gonna go all the way. I’m telling ya.” 
The other men laughed at the first man’s optimism. “Man,” another of the men chimed in. “These punks ain’t shit without Ray.”
“Ray,” a third said. “You mean Ed. Fuck Ray. Ray ain’t who we miss. We ain’t got any pass protection without Big Ed.”
“Ha, ha, yeah,” the Slake agreed. Its voice was deep and gravelly. It was dressed in baggy jeans, an oversized t-shirt, and an O’s hat. It stood amongst the men like it belonged, but Jose could tell they were all unnerved by its presence. The beast’s large hips stretched the jeans in an odd manner, its arms were shorter than a man’s, and its nose came to a sharp point. Evidently, this group of men was too polite to say anything to the monster standing next to them.
“Really?” Chris said to the Slake.
“Which Ray are we talking about?” the fourth man said. “Cause I heard Rice might beat the rap and be back by the first game.”
“Yeah. Back,” the Slake said. While the monster was trying to play it cool, panic  gleamed in its black eyes. It knew it had been caught. It was just a matter of time now.
“We don’t need either Ray,” the first man asserted. “Listen, my boy was watching some of them work out and he said that we look good. I bet we go thirteen-and-three, take the division, and then blow right through the playoffs.”
The wheels of a lumbering city bus squealed as it came to a stop at the sign. Continuing their conversation as they went, the men all tossed their cigarettes on the ground and snuffed them out with their feet as they loaded the bus. The Slake tried to fall into line behind them, but Chris grabbed it by the shoulder and said, “You stay. We need to have a chat.”
“Oh, okay,” the Slake said. “Bye guys,” it called, waving to the oblivious men boarding the bus.
“Damn it, Andi,” Chris said as the men left. “I thought I told you not to come back here.”
The Slake took off its hat and held it with both hands. Beneath the hat was a mop of thick, brown, tangled hair. “But I like it here,” the beast said. “Baltimore’s my city. Let’s go O’s!” 
“You know the rules,” Chris said. 
“Hey,” the Slake said, extending its hand to Jose. “Is this your new partner?”
“I’m Jose,” Jose said, shaking the monster’s hand while looking at Chris with uncertainty. The Slake’s nails were black, sharp, and cold like steel. 
Chris rolled his eyes and shook his head.
“I’m Andi-tichus,” the Slake said. “Came to Baltimore in seventy-seven. Love it here. Great city.”
“Oh,” Jose says. “I’m only twelve.”
“He means eighteen-seventy-seven,” Chris said.
“Came during the Great Railroad Strike. What a mess? I’m telling you. So many angry people. I was running with a group of Mardocks back then. They liked following the army. Lots of pain to be had if you followed the army. They all moved on, but I fell in love. Such a great city. Charming. That’s what H.L. used to say. Charming.”
“I like it here,” Jose said. 
“You don’t know any different because you’ve never been anywhere else,” Chris said. 
“Well, I’ve been all over and you can take it on my word, this is a great city,” Andi said with a smile.  
“Alright,” Chris said. “That’s enough.”
“Come on, Chris,” Andi whined. “I’m not hurting anybody. I just like to walk around.” 
“There are rules,” Chris said. 
“But the Kinetic Sculpture race is on Saturday,” Andi said. “You know how much I love that. And it’s going to be great weather. And there’s this one group I heard making this giant alligator. It’s going to be so cool.”
“Fine. Listen,” Chris said crossing his arms. “I’ll make you a deal.”
“Yeah,” Andi said with a smile. “Anything.”
“Do you have a coin?” Chris asked.
“I’ve got a few,” Andi said. “But don’t tell anyone.”
“Fine,” Chris said. “You tell me about this Bose character, and I won’t kill you. You can cross the Veil with your coin instead.”
“When can I come back?” Andi asked. 
“As long as I don’t know you’re here,” Chris said, “I don’t care.”
“Deal,” Andi said with excitement. “So Bose is one of Azo’s top three. Scary Conculos. Made a name for himself during the rebellion. Now he’s Azo’s front man. Leads a team of elite scouts. If Bose is here, Azo’s army isn’t far behind.”
“Great,” Chris said rubbing his temples with both hands. “He left me a message that he wants a box. You know anything about it?” 
“Not really,” Andi said with a shrug. “I don’t spend a lot of time on that side anymore. Not really in tune with what goes on there.”
“Okay,” Chris said. “Get out of here before I change my mind.”
“Thanks, Chris,” Andi said as he dug into his pocket for something. “Jose,” Andi said, retrieving a small pink coin.  “It was nice to meet you.”
“Nice to meet you too,” Jose said, still shocked by the entire interaction.
Andi looked up and down the street. Deciding it was safe, he dropped the coin on the ground. A pink hole opened in the sidewalk. Jose could feel the air around him being sucked into it. The pull of the hole was slight but present. He stared into it. It looked like a swirling pool of bright liquid. 
“Thanks for being understanding, Chris,” Andi said. Then he turned and hopped into the hole, disappearing into the pink liquid. The hole closed behind him, leaving no evidence that it had ever been there.
“You happy now, Ernie?” Chris yelled to the sky. Then looking at Jose he said, “I know you’re confused. They’re not all evil killing machines. Some of them are just stupid.”
“Oh,” Jose said, not sure how else to respond. 
“Let’s go find some lunch,” Chris said. “I’m hungry after all of that.”
CHAPTER FOUR
Looking out the diner window, Jose watched Crystal. She was sitting in an olive-green El Camino. With ratty, short blond hair and a bony, smudge-covered face, she looked as though she hadn’t had a shower in months. She sat in the passenger seat with her legs pulled up to her chest. Her bloodshot eyes stared off into space. 
“I mean,” Reggie said motioning out the window. “Just look at her. She’s useless.” Reggie was wearing a green plaid shirt today. Paired with his bright red beard, Jose thought he looked like Christmas. 
Jose sipped his water and watched Reggie. His hands shook and there were bags under his eyes. He seemed afraid and pushed to the limit. 
Chris stared down at his water glass. “So what do you want me to do about it?” Chris asked.
“You know how hard it is to try and do this job with a bad partner?” Reggie said. 
“I do know,” Chris said. 
Jose wondered if that was an indictment of him. He looked at Chris quickly. 
“Not you, kid,” Chris said. “He’s referring to stuff that happened a long time ago.” 
“I mean,” Reggie said. “I wasn’t around yet. But I’ve heard the stories. Baxter used to go on and on about it.”
“Baxter was Reggie’s first partner. Died a year ago facing down an angry Egrat,” Chris clarified for Jose.
“Thanks,” Jose said.
“I wish Baxter were here now,” Reggie said. “But, no. I’m stuck with this worthless piece of shit.” He motioned out the window again at Crystal. “She was fine for the first couple of months. But something’s snapped. She’s just not there anymore. She doesn’t sleep. She doesn’t eat. She sure doesn’t help. She just sits there.”
“Some people aren’t built for this,” Chris said.
“She got all tangled up with a Sinciput. He had her for two days. She hasn’t been the same since.”
“Y’all ready to order something,” a woman said from behind Jose and Chris. Jose turned in the booth to see a smiling waitress in a blue shirt and white apron.
“We need another minute,” Chris said. 
“I’ll take a large fry and coffee,” Reggie said.   
“Coming right up, dear,” the waitress said with a grin.
“Where’d you get money?” Chris said showing his teeth in frustration.
“I don’t have any money,” Reggie said. 
“I don’t have any money either,” Chris said. 
“Why are we talking about money?” Reggie asked. 
“Goddamn it, Reggie. Because you just ordered food,” Chris said. 
“You pay for food? I just eat it and run,” Reggie said with genuine surprise. 
“We don’t steal. Don’t you have any goddamn dignity?” Chris barked.
“It’s payback,” Reggie said, leaning back in the booth and stretching his arms across the back.
“Payback for what?” Jose asked with honest curiosity. 
“For keeping them safe,” Reggie said, looking at Jose like he was an idiot. 
The waitress delivered the fries and coffee. “Here you go,” she said. Then looking at Chris, she asked, “Baby, you decide if you want anything?” 
“We’ll just stick with the water,” Chris said. 
“Alright, hon,” she replied and then walked away to help another table. 
Reggie immediately began devouring the fries. 
Chris rubbed his temples with his right hand. “So where were you?” he asked. There was an angry pain in his voice.
“What are you talking about?” Reggie said, his mouth full of half-chewed French fries. 
“When you partner was being tortured for two days,” Chris said, leaning forward. “Where in the fuck were you?” 
“I was handling other shit,” Reggie said. He sipped his coffee and then pushed the mug away. “You should be happy you didn’t order anything. That shit’s disgusting.” 
“Why are we here, Reggie?” Chris said. 
“I want you to tell me how you did it?” Reggie said as he stuffed his face with more fries. 
“How I did what?” Chris said. 
“Got rid of your partner,” Reggie said. 
“There were extenuating circumstances,” Chris said.
“These are extenuating circumstance,” Reggie said. “I’ve got fucking monsters all over my city. Big ones. Little ones. They’re everywhere. I’m not going to survive with that piece of trash as a partner.” He pointed out the window again. Jose wondered if Crystal could see him. “You know yesterday,” Reggie continued. “I had three Conculos roaming the streets in armor. That’s right.  Armor. Black armor. Like some medieval fucking knight. I’ve never seen one with armor before.”
“Sometimes they wear it,” Chris said. 
“Well I’ve never seen it,” Reggie said, eating the last fry. “And they had these giant swords that glowed in the dark. What am I supposed to do against something like that?” 
“Is a glowing sword harder to fight than a normal sword?” Jose asked.
“No,” Chris said. 
“Listen, kid,” Reggie said, sipping the coffee again. “You’re new so you don’t understand. This job is hard enough already. They start bringing weapons and armor and we’re all fucked.”
“How did you push them back across the Veil?” Jose asked. 
“You’ve got to pick you battles, kid,” Reggie said. 
“So you didn’t fight them?” Jose asked. 
“They weren’t hurting anyone. I was watching them,” Reggie said. “So Chris,” he said, taking another sip of the coffee. “How do you get a partner fired?”
“I can’t help you,” Chris said. 
“Oh, no,” Reggie said. “You’re going to. You have to.”
Chris replied with a silent stare. 
“You’re signing my death warrant,” Reggie said. “You know that, right? I won’t survive without a real partner. Just tell me how you did it?”
“No,” Chris said as he stood. “Let’s go, kid.”
“Sorry,” Jose said. He stood and shuffled out of the booth behind Chris. 
“You know I’m a dead man. You know I’ll never make it,” Reggie yelled as Chris and Jose walked out the front door.
CHAPTER FIVE
The crisp morning air brushed Jose’s nose, stirring him awake. He tried to roll over, hoping the wakeup call was a false alarm. 
“Get up,” Chris said plainly. 
Not a false alarm. Jose opened his eyes. He could feel his partner standing at the open car door, staring down at him. Jose’s legs were stiff. He thought back to his old house. He missed his bed. He missed how his Star Wars sheets would tangle around his legs. He missed his pillow and the hoard of stuffed animals that used to live at his feet. His new bed, the front-passenger seat of the old BMW, had no pillow, no sheets, and no forgiveness, forcing him to bend to its shape. 
“Let’s go,” Chris said. “I got breakfast.”
Jose listened to him walk away. He remembered breakfast with his mom. Every morning she’d had yogurt, a banana, a fried egg, and coffee. Every morning without fail. The smell of the sizzling of the egg and fresh coffee used to serve as half of his alarm clock. The other half was the music. His mom loved playing music in the kitchen in the morning: usually Marvin Gaye or Bill Withers, sometimes Stevie Wonder. Jose closed his eyes tight and tried to remember what it was like stumbling down the stairs. He imagined the banana, toast with peanut butter, and glass of milk she would have waiting for him. He tried to recall the sight of her dancing to “Just the Two of Us” as she did the dishes. He breathed deeply, trying to remember the smell of his mom’s breakfast, but nothing came. He wished he paid more attention to those details. He wanted them back – the smell of fried eggs and gurgling coffee, the feel of sheets knotted in his feet, the soft music, and the softness of his pillow. 
Chris banged on the hood of the car. Two sharp pounds. 
Jose sat up and opened his eyes. It was still dark out. He pushed his legs to the right, swinging them out of the open car door and stood. Slowly, the world was coming into focus. 
“Hustle up,” Chris said. “We’ve got to start moving.” Chris was sitting on the hood of the car with his back to Jose. Next to Chris was something that looked like a muffin. 
Jose took up the muffin and joined his partner on the hood. He took the brown paper from the bottom of his breakfast and then took a bite. The bread didn’t give like he thought it should. It was hard, almost crunchy. 
“Only three days old,” Chris said. “Snagged it from the Panera dumpster a few blocks away.” 
Jose wasn’t sure if his partner ever slept. The five nights they’d been together, Chris had opted for the roof of the car over stretching out in the driver’s seat. Each night, if Chris had gone to sleep, it had been after Jose, and Chris was always up before him. 
The city was dark and asleep beneath them. No one walked the sidewalks. No cars passed. Everything was still and quiet. It was this way every morning. They awoke before the rest of the city so they would be ready to defend it when trouble arrived. When Jose had first adopted the four-hours-of-sleep-a-night schedule during his training he’d complained to Moose. Her simple response was, “You can sleep when you’re dead, which will come quick if you spend the day sleeping.” 
“Recite the commandments,” Chris said while chewing a bite. 
Jose sighed. Every morning had been the same. After breakfast, Jose regurgitated the Gracanjo commandments and then the day began. Jose wondered how long he would have to keep doing this. 
“The first commandment,” he said, “is always be prepared. Always be alert. Commandment number two is never be surprised. Number three is never back down. Never show weakness. Number four, nothing escapes. Nothing stays. Number five, they fear us. We don’t fear them. Number six. Um. The six commandment is…”
“Well?” Chris said.
Jose closed his eyes and tried to remember number six. 
Chris sighed in disappointment.
“Commandment six... It’s um...”
“Number Six. We fight monsters.”
“Oh yeah,” Jose said, embarrassed. “We fight monsters. Not people. And then, number seven is no weapons. Weapons hurt people.”
“Good,” Chris said. “Number eight?”
Jose hated number eight. It was his least favorite. 
“Number eight,” Chris said again.
Jose remained silent. 
“Number eight,” Chris said. “We go it alone. No friends. No family. No one but us gets hurt. Number nine?”
“Number nine,” Jose said, begrudgingly. “Stay hidden. No one knows. Number ten, trust your Relay. Number eleven, never leave your partner behind. And commandment twelve, our life for the city.”
“Our life for the city,” Chris repeated. 
They sat again in silence, taking in the skyline and the rising sun. 
“Let’s get started,” Chris said, hoping off the car’s hood. 
Jose looked at his half-eaten muffin. He pitched it over the side of the parking garage. “And the thirteenth commandment is we only eat stale garbage,” he said to himself. 
Chris stopped at the trunk of the car, looked back at Jose, and cleared his throat.
“Sorry,” Jose said, jumping down from the hood and walking toward his partner.
“Mind or body first today?” Chris asked. 
“Body,” Jose said. He hated both, but the exercise Chris had nicknamed “mind” was without doubt the worse.
“Alright,” Chris said. “Stretch it out.” 
Facing each other, the partners warmed their muscles with basic stretches. They bent at the waist, touched their toes, and held the position while Chris counted to ten. Then they separated their legs and reached for their left toes while Chris counted. They then switched sides and did it again. The stretching continued for another fifteen minutes. With each ten-count Jose could feel his body coming to life. The sensation reminded him of gym class in elementary school. After sitting at a desk all morning, it was his favorite part of the day. He felt better after using his muscles. 
Once the last stretch was finished, Chris called out, “Ten sets of thirty, on my count.” 
Jose and Chris both assumed the pushup position. 
“One. Two. Three. Four. Five…” Chris called. With each number, Chris and Jose steadily pushed up from the ground. Jose hated the feeling of the rough parking garage concrete on his palms. He missed the grassy field he and Moose had worked out in each morning. At the same time, after only five days his hands were building callouses. He figured another few weeks and he wouldn’t even really know the difference. 
After completing the ten sets of pushups, they moved to sit-ups. Chris demanded the same number of sets. He counted them off at the same speed. By the end of the fifth set Jose felt like he might puke the little bit of the muffin he’d choked down and kept going. Moose hadn’t liked sit-ups so she hadn’t made Jose do as many. He wished now that she had pushed him harder. But even though the exercise made his gut ache, Jose pushed on. The pain wasn’t anything compared to his fear of what Chris might do to him if he stopped mid-set. Jose was convinced it would be horrible.       
After sit-ups, Chris began his usual rant about how he wished they had a pull-up bar. This went on as they both walked to the trunk of the car. Turning their back to it, they placed their hands on it and extended their feet out in front of them as far as they could. 
“On my count,” Chris said, “ten sets of fifteen. Ready. Go. One. Two. Three. Four…” On each number they lowered themselves with their arms and then pushed themselves back up just before their butts touched the ground. 
Jose was amazed each morning that his body didn’t hurt after the workout. Moose had explained that, while they didn’t have super powers, there was something different about them. They were faster, stronger, more agile, and Gracanjo had seemingly endless energy. “In fact,” Jose remembered Moose explaining during a final set of pushups. “They say that the longer you live the faster and stronger you become. But that might just be a rumor though.” Jose smiled at the memory. 
After the last dip, Chris said, “Let’s find somewhere else to finish up. I’m getting antsy.”
CHAPTER SIX
Jose took his spot to the right of Chris. The two partners assumed their starting position: knees bent, heals aligned with shoulders, back straight. The grass was cold and wet beneath Jose’s feet. He squeezed his toes, feeling the early morning dew between them. In complete silence and in unison, the partners moved their arms in a circular motion in front of them, pushing the air up with the back of their wrists and then down with their palms. Just as Moose had taught him, Jose focused on his breathing, maintaining a slow and deep pace, inhaling through his nose and then exhaling through his mouth.  In perfect agreement with his partner, Jose shifted his weigh to his right foot and extended his left foot out, continuing the momentum of his arms in the wave-like patterns. 
They continued together, stepping to the right in circular fluid motions. The ten minute routine was slow, controlled, and contained. There was no extravagance in the gestures and the movement was continuous.  Jose’s mind became lost in the rhythm of the movement. His soul grew still. Soon he was no longer aware of the moves he was performing or of the early morning commuters who raced past on either side of the median the pair occupied.
Over the past five days, this was one thing Jose had found more enjoyable with Chris than with Moose. In the forest, Moose would hum as they moved. There was never a discernable melody. Jose was unsure if that was because Moose was unconscious of the steady noise radiating from her or if she was tone deaf. Either way, the first time he first did the morning routine with Chris, Jose was shocked at how much he loved the silence. It was the only time in the day when he was free from fear and doubt. 
They ended the morning routine in the same position they had started in. The two partners turned to face one-another. Chris bowed. The motion indicated the start of Jose’s least favorite part of everyday – sparring. 
“Bring me your best, kid,” Chris said looking completely relaxed. 
Jose tried to step toward his partner, but Chris held him back with a small push-kick to Jose’s chest. “You’re not trying,” Chris said. “You can never half-ass it. That’s how people die.” 
Jose felt his blood quicken with the first contact. He jabbed with both fists, but Chris deflected them with his forearm and smacked Jose across the side of the head with his other hand. 
Jose took a step back, took a breath to recover. Then the teen made another attempt. This time he came with a four-part combo Moose had taught him. In the woods, each move Jose had learned came with a corresponding number. Moose would call out the numbers she wanted to see, showing Jose how the individual components could be worked into combinations. As he stepped into his partner he heard Moose’s voice yell, “One-Two-Four-Seven.” Chris blocked his left jab, dodged his right, deflected his right forward kick, and then caught his left leg and delivered a strong strike to Jose’s chest, knocking the teen to the ground. 
“You’re too small to take a monster head-on like that,” Chris chastised. “You need to slip inside and get behind them. If you try to take a Mardock from the front, he’s going to get you before you can get a strike in.” He extended his hand to the fallen teen, pulled the boy to his feet, and then said, “Again.” 
The sparing continued in this same way for an hour. Occasionally Chris would take the position of aggressor, each time striking Jose with painful accuracy.  Finally, after putting Jose in a wrist lock that dropped the teen to his knees in pain, Chris said, “What I have you in right now is a thirty-two. It won’t work on Mardocks because they’re too muscular and their hands are too big for a fighter your size to manhandle in this way. But it’ll be effective on a Conculos or a Slake. But it’s best to just take Slakes down before they get this close. They’re slippery. If you let them inside like this, they’re liable to get you with their tail.” Chris release his grip and Jose grabbed his wrist with his other hand.  “That’s enough for today,” Chris said. “You’re getting quicker but you still have a long way to go. Let’s catch a bathroom break.”
Jose was grateful the fighting was over. Traffic was picking up. He didn’t like strangers watching him get beat down on their way to work. 
They walked together across the street to Royal Farms convenience store. Chris went to distract the cashier while Jose walked straight to the bathrooms in the back. Knowing he only had a few minutes before Chris ran out of things to say to the cashier, Jose moved quickly in the restroom. He wouldn’t get another break until they stopped to clean up before bed. Jose washed his face in the sink using the hand soap to clean the dirt off his cheeks and elbows. He then washed his hands and forearms. Just as he was drying off, he heard Chris’ pounding on the door. Jose opened it and exchanged places with his partner. 
While Chris used the restroom, Jose pretended to examine the soda selection. He could feel the cashier’s eyes on the back of his neck from behind him. He knew it was clear he and Chris didn’t belong. You can’t hide homeless. It’s in your hair and your clothes and the smell of your breath. Even after they’d washed all their clothes at the Mission on Friday, Jose’s shirts still smelled like they’d been sitting in a backpack in the trunk of a car. Probably because that’s exactly where he kept them. Jose wondered how long it would take the employee to say something. Usually they waited to see if Jose or Chris would try and shoplift. 
Finally Chris returned. When he stepped out of the bathroom, they both headed directly to the door. Without saying “thank you,” they pushed through the double doors into the morning air. It was going to be a hot one. Jose could already tell. 
Thankfully, the sun was coming up. Bright purples and blues melted into reds and oranges above them. 
“Let’s start patrolling,” Chris said. “We can practice your gift at lunch.”
“Great,” Jose replied. 
Moose had warned Jose that Chris liked to walk. “Some of us,” she’d told him as they’d plodded through the forest together, “pretend like nothing is different. We try to carry on normal lives until our Relay calls. Others of us, like you and me, we serve in hot spots. The Relay calls too often for us to pretend like we’re normal. So Squirrel and me, we ride the train all day. All day on the tracks, taking in the city. Others of us like to find a spot and camp out. Your partner though, he’s a walker. That crazy man walks a marathon-and-a-half every damn day. Says it’s to get to know the city better. Bullshit, I say. Who would want to know that God-damn city better? I think he’s just bored. Maybe PTSD or something. He’s gotta keep moving or he’ll go crazy. His first partner, Carl, he was a walker too - or maybe a stumble-er?  Old drunk bastard. Anyway, you better get used to it. He’s going to have your little ass walking all over that damn city.”
Jose hadn’t realized at the time how right she was. After leaving the Royal Farms, they’d walked for three hours, and Chris showed no sign of slowing down. He said he wanted to make it to the northern edge of the city by lunch. 
Jose tried to mimic his partner’s attentiveness, but consistently failed. His mind wandered as he thought about other things: the chipping paint job of a passing car, the sound of a group of day care kids laughing in a back yard, the speed of a rat as it jumped in the sewer as they approached. There were a thousand things in the city to draw his attention away from the patrol. 
They stood at the corner of Charles Street and Coldspring Lane, waiting for an opportunity to cross. Chris was ever vigilant, like a lighthouse watching for approaching ships. Jose ran his right hand across the bush next to him. The green leaves lightly scratched his palm. The feeling made him smile. He looked across the street to the University of Loyola sign. He liked the look of the white and red shield of the school against the black marble. The backdrop made the color of the shield pop.
Jose thought about the Gracanjo shield. Moose had drawn it for him in the dirt one night after a long day of walking. It was a large circle with a lower case g and the word “home” underneath.  “You see that,” Moose said. “And you know you’re safe. That’s the sign of people who know what we do.”
“Come on,” Chris demanded, waking Jose from his memory. He was standing in the street a few paces in front of Jose. 
“Sorry,” Jose said. “I’m sorry.” He took quick steps to catch up.
They walked another block north, coming to a stop under a foot bridge that read “Loyola University Maryland.” A chill ran down Jose’s spine. It was considerably cooler in the shade than in the sun.
“You know,” Chris said to Jose’s surprise. “If you are going to learn anything, you need to ask questions.” 
“Oh,” Jose said.
“Yeah,” said Chris. They began walking again, crossing the street. 
As he walked, Jose ran his fingers across the black iron fence to his right.
“Well?” Chris said.
A thousand questions ran through Jose’s mind. He struggled to settle on one. Words blurred in his mouth. “Uh,” he said.
“Come on,” Chris barked as he examined the building across the street. “I know you’ve got ‘em.” 
Jose looked at his feet and tried to calm his mind. There was only one question that bubbled to the service. The one thing that haunted his thoughts. The only thing that mattered to him. He could feel it in his throat. Sitting there. Blocking all other questions until he let it loose.   
“I um,” Jose muttered. He stumbled a little on a crack in the sidewalk.
Chris laughed. “I promise, I’ll give you an answer.” he said watching a car pass. “If we’re going to be partners, we need to talk.”
“Okay,” Jose said, still looking at his feet.
Chris sighed. “Listen kid,” he said. “I can walk in silence all day if you want to, but you aren’t going to learn anything if you don’t –”
“Why me?” Jose blurted out. 
“What do you mean?” Chris asked. 
“I mean, why did you pick me?” Jose said, still watching his feet. 
“I didn’t. I didn’t pick you,” Chris said.
“What do you mean?” 
“I mean that… We don’t pick our partners. You were called. Selected. Chosen by some divine hand. I didn’t pick you.”
“Oh,” said Jose, staring at his shoes still.
“Listen,” Chris said. “You’re too young. You’re too small. And you’re… Well. You wouldn’t have been my pick.”
“Oh,” Jose said again.
“It’s not that there’s anything wrong with you, it’s just that… Well. I don’t want this for you. You’re… You’re too young.”
“Yeah,” Jose said. Moose had told him the same thing. New Gracanjo usually weren’t picked until they were sixteen. Jose was an anomaly.     
“So I didn’t pick you,” Chis said. “You were chosen by someone else. You were chosen because you’re like me. You’re a throwaway.”
“What?” Jose said confused. 
“You’re a throwaway. You’ve got no one. Your mom is dead. Your grandparents are dead. Your dad is... Well, he died a long time ago. So there’s no one for you. If not this, then it would be a foster home. We’re disposable. That’s what makes us good Gracanjo. When we die, and we will die, no one will miss us. No one will want to pay for our headstone. No one will cry tears at the funeral that won’t happen. That’s why you were picked. Just like me. No one will miss you. And it’s better that way. Someone has to do this job. Someone has to protect the city. Better us than someone who has something to live for.”
Jose continued to stare at his shoes. “Yeah,” he said softly.
“I mean,” Chris said, stopping in his tracks. “I don’t mean to say that you aren’t worth anything. That’s not it. You’re a great kid. And I wish you hadn’t been picked. I wish you were in school right now, like all the other kids your age. And I wish your mom hadn’t died of cancer. And I wish your grandparents hadn’t been in that car crash. And I wish your dad...” Chris sighed. “I wish a lot of things. But the bastard in charge, whoever the fuck he is, doesn’t seem to care what I want. He does what he wants. He doesn’t ask me. So I didn’t pick you. Don’t blame me for this shit.” 
“Okay,” Jose said again. “I get it.” 
 “You, um. You want to find some lunch?” Chris said. “College areas have good spots to find leftovers.”
Jose was suddenly aware of his stomach hurting. “Yeah, sure,” he said.
CHAPTER SEVEN
Chris and Jose lay in the grass between two large, empty buildings. The one on their right was an abandoned wholesale warehouse that had only lasted a year before it closed. The one on their left was a mega-store that had lasted four years longer. Both were now empty shells, waiting to be knocked down or repurposed.
“Can you see anything?” Jose asked. Once in a while, if they came to discover their calling in the midst of deep pain, Gracanjos would be given special gifts. As a team, Jose and Chris were rare, because they both had unique abilities. Chris’ gift was far more useful. 
Reality and Ferventus – the world of the monsters which was comprised of the two great cities Malacandra, and Cocytus, and Midian, the land between them – lay on top of one another, separated by an invisible barrier called the Veil. Small, mysterious coins could be used to open doorways between the two worlds. Because of an accident that occurred long ago, Reality had been made visible in Midian. Reality haunted the parallel world, with people and buildings existing as cloudy like images.  Midian, though, was not visible to people in Reality. Except for Chris. Chris saw both worlds at the same time. It often gave him a huge tactical advantage over monsters who were preparing to cross. Chris always knew exactly where they were going to come through. 
“There are fifteen. Seven Mardocks. Four Slakes. And four Conculos,” Chris said back. “I don’t think they’ve seen us. They look like they’re waiting for something.”
 “Are you sure there isn’t a Sinciput too? Or an Egrat?”  Of the five races of Midian monsters. Jose had seen a Slake and he was too familiar with Mardocks. A Conculos would almost round out his education. The only races left would be Sinciput and Egrats. 
“These aren’t trading cards, kid,” Chris said. 
“I know. I just… I heard Sinciputs were small, you know? Maybe you missed one?” 
“They aren’t that small.” 
The roar of dirt bikes caught Chris and Jose’s attention. Seven bikes tore into the empty parking lot, kicking a cloud of debris behind them. As they entered, a pink circle emerged and a portal opened. Four Mardocks stepped through first. Large and muscular, their lack of pigment in their skin made them eerily white. They only wore loose-fitting gray pants and tight black shirts. A knot of fear formed in Jose’s throat when he saw their black swirling eyes. 
After the Mardocks came the four Conculos. Tall and thin, with lean, rippling muscles, they could have been supermodels torn from the pages of a Calvin Klein advertisement. They were dressed in black armor that consisted of football-like shoulder pads, chest protectors, forearm and shin guards glistening with razor sharp blades, thigh protectors, and spike-toed boots. Jose couldn’t help but be transfixed by the purple color of their eyes. Unlike the Mardocks, the Conculos carried a variety of weapons. Two had large swords strapped to their backs. One had terrifying maces, one on each hip. The final one, the last one through the portal, wore a large sword and a belt filled with purple handled knives. 
“They’ve left half their force on the other side. This looks like some kind of arranged meeting,” Chris said. 
“But I thought we were the only ones that knew,” Jose whispered in confusion. 
Chris snorted. “There are others. There’s always others.”
The dirt bikes slowed to a stop fifteen yards from the portal. The riders dismounted and leaned the bikes on their kickstands. None of them wore helmets. Most looked to be in their twenties. One looked over fifty. The younger ones wore t-shirts and baggy workout pants with various colored boxers peeking out of the top.  The older one wore blue jeans and a white button-down shirt. All seven had on dark sunglasses. While the six younger riders approached the monsters slowly, the older one stepped forward with no fear. 
“We won’t hear anything from here,” Chris said. “Let’s make ourselves known.” To Jose’s shock, Chris stood and began walking toward the meeting. Not knowing what else to do, Jose jumped to his feet and chased after his partner.
“Yes, Ernie,” Chris said, speaking to the sky. “It’s noted. Now shut up while we handle this.”   
“What’s noted?” Jose said.
“Ernie thinks this is a bad idea,” Chris said.
“I’m with you Ernie,” Jose replied softly unsure if the Relay could hear him. 
It took ten yards before the two other parties noticed Chris and Jose striding toward them. The young riders responded with panic, drawing guns from their waste bands and taking steps back. The four Mardocks formed a wall in front of the Conculos. But the older man and the Conculos seemed unmoved by Chris and Jose’s approach. 
“Goddamn it,” the older man yelled at Chris and Jose. “We’re just fucking talking. Why do you assholes have to be here?” 
“Hello, Lefty,” Chris yelled back. “Miss me?” 
The older gentlemen, shaking his head “no” in reply, said, “Fuck you, Chris.” 
Chris and Jose arrived at the gathering. Jose was sweating. With the riders on their left and the monsters on their right, he was feeling exposed. 
The Conculos with the purple knives pushed through the wall of Mardocks, smiled, and said, “It’s good you are here, Gracanjo. We mean no harm. We are simply here to make an offer.”
“We’re not buying anything you’re selling,” Chris said. There was a look of deep hatred in his eye. 
The Conculos gave Chris a gentle look of compassion. “I understand. I apologize for breaking your rules. They call me Bose. Commander of the Riptride,” he said with a bow. His hair was black and ruffled, and there was a scar that stretched from the corner of his left eye, down his cheek. The more Jose studied the monster, the more unnerved he became.  
“I don’t care what your name is,” Chris said.
“Gentlemen,” Bose said to the crowd. “We aren’t here to bicker. We don’t’ intend to stay and conquer your city. We are simply looking for something that is ours, and we would like it returned.” 
“You’re not supposed to be here,” Chris said with a growl. Jose scanned the riders. They all still had their guns drawn, but their arms were beginning to shake with fear and exhaustion. Jose looked back at the Mardocks. They were poised to strike. Two had their sights on Chris. One was tracking Jose. The other watched the riders. Jose nodded to the beast staring him down. It smiled in return, baring its white shark-like teeth.
“Why does your sort always jump to violence and blood and fire? Can’t we just talk? Far fewer people will die if we can just have a chat.”
“I have another idea,” Chris said, his eyes locked on Bose. “Why don’t you go back to whatever rock in hell you crawled out of?”
“So unreasonable,” Bose said. “I miss Carl. This town was much more fun when Carl was in charge.”  
“Carl was always slower to the punching and kicking,” Lefty said.
“Nice friends you’ve made here, Lefty,” Chris said.
“Carl was the best,” Lefty said “I miss when he was in charge.” 
“Carl doesn’t work here anymore,” Chris said with a sneer. “I’m in charge now.” 
Bose nodded like a parent nods when a child asks to put a piece of artwork on the refrigerator. “We can see that.”
“I’ll give you to the count of ten to step back through that hole before I rip your head from your body,” Chris said with a growl.
Bose sighed.
“One,” Chris said. 
Jose could feel the Mardocks grow restless. He watched their muscles tense as the black pools they called eyes intensified their swirling.
“Now Chris,” Lefty said, removing his glasses. “Ain’t nobody got to hurt anybody. This is just a business deal.” 
“Two,” Chris said.
“We are in search of a box,” Bose said. “It’s small. About this big,” he said, illustrating with his hands the size of a cereal box. 
“Three,” Chris said. 
Jose clinched his fists, feeling his fingers in his palm. His heart raced. He could hear its pounding in his ears. 
“What do I get if I bring it to you?” Lefty said.  
“Four,” Chris said.
“What do you want?” Bose said with a smile. 
“Five,” Chris said.
“Fuck,” one of the three younger riders said as he wiped his brow with the back of his hand. 
“Put the guns down boys,” Lefty said. “Chris is all talk.”
“Fuck you, Lefty,” Chris said to the old man.
“You meant six,” Lefty said. Then turning to Bose he said, “I’ve got a score. You’re going to settle it for me.”
“Six,” Chris said. 
There was the sharp sound of metal being unsheathed as two of the Conculos drew their swords.  
“Fuck. Fuck,” the outermost rider yelled. His gun shook in his hand. 
“I want it to be noted that all I wanted to do was talk,” Bose said shaking his head with frustration.
Jose tried to play the fight in his head like Moose had taught him. The Conculos and Mardocks would move on Chris first. He knew Chris would meet them head on, expecting him to step into the middle of the triangle, cutting off the riders from the rest of the monsters. He wondered if a rider would shoot him in the back when he moved in to protect them. 
“Put the goddamn guns away,” Lefty barked. 
“Seven,” Chris said. 
“You don’t need to die here. You are painfully outnumbered,” Bose said.
“If I can take a few of you with me, it’ll be worth it,” Chris growled. 
To Jose’s shock, another pink portal opened ten yards behind the riders. Through it stepped two more Conculos. The first was lean and studios. His face was lined with age. His hair was neatly trimmed and combed. He was dressed in armor similar to Bose except for its blue coloring. He carried a thin sword that reminded Jose of the Samurai movies he used to watch. The second was taller. The hair on his head was recently shaved and the goatee around his mouth was tightly trimmed. There was a wild look of hunger in his purple eyes. He wore no armor, but two curved swords hung off his belt.  
“Fuck this. Fuck. This,” another rider yelled with fear, spinning to face the two new purple eyed monsters. 
“Hi-ya Bose-ee,” the wild-eyed Conculos said with a wave. 
“The exile and his guard dog. I should have known you were lurking around here somewhere,” Bose replied with disdain.
“We’ve incapacitated the rest of your troops,” the blue armored Conculos said plainly. 
“Eight,” Chris said. 
“This is none of your concern,” Bose sneered. “Walk away now, and I’ll forget you were here. No hard feelings. I won’t even tell Commander Azo.”
“Tell Azo he is breaking the council mandates by crossing the Veil,” the calmer of the newcomers said. 
“Who are they?” Jose whispered out of the side of his mouth.
“They’re with us,” Chris said. “Try not to kill them.” 
Jose laughed nervously in reply.
“Mr. Bose,” Lefty said with his hands held up. “This is getting to be a little too much. You said you had this under control, but none of this shit looks under control to me, so my boys and I are just going to back out of here and let all y’all have at each other, alright?”
“Nine,” Chris said. 
“You’re going to miss the party, old man,” the wild-eyed one said. 
“I’ve done my absolute best to keep this a peaceful negotiation but you’ve all left me no option but violence.” Bose held his hand in the air. The Conculos with the maces passed Bose a cloth bag. Bose opened the drawstring at the top and removed a severed head from the bag. He held the bearded, red-headed man’s head up for everyone to see. Although the eyes had glossed over and become milky white, the expression of terror on the face was still clear.
“Aw fuck! Fuck no!” Lefty’s crew exclaimed as they slowly backed toward their bikes.
 “I was in the city you call Annapolis yesterday. This Gracanjo too refused to help me in my quest,” Bose said. He threw the head into the middle of the gathering. It landed with a thud. “You will all go hunting for the box and when you find it you will bring it to me or this will happen to you too.” 
Jose felt the word come off Chris’ lips in slow motion. “Ten,” Chris said, jumping into action. Before Jose could move, Chris had put down two of the Mardocks: snapping the first one’s neck, and then crushing the nose of the second with a bone-shattering kick to the face.
Shots rang out as the riders emptied their clips. Jose instinctually ducked his head and covered his ears with both hands. He’d never heard gunshots before.  He was shocked by the power of them. 
He glanced up to see the wild-eyed Conculos slice the leg of a Mardock off at the knee and then take off the beasts head with the second blade. The Mardock’s black blood sprayed in all directions, soaking the Conculos. The other friendly monster was dodging strikes from one of the black armored Conculos. With both hands at his side, the friendly Conculos moved out of the wave of each intended blow. Only feet from them, one of Lefty’s boys fired his gun at the battling monsters to seemingly no effect. 
Jose felt his legs come out from under him. The back of his head collided with the ground. Coming to his senses, he saw the twirling eyes of a Mardock stand above him. The beast raised its hand for a kill strike. Jose felt vomit in his throat. His breath caught in his chest. He braced himself for the impact, certain he was about to die; but instead of the Mardock’s claw, thick warm liquid sprayed his face. A strong hand grabbed Jose by the shirt and yanked him to his feet. “Get in the fight, kid,” the wild-eyed Conculos yelled as he removed his swords from the back of Jose’s would-be assailant. 
Jose looked in all directions with a panic. The gunfire had been replaced by the roar of bikes. He glimpsed three of the dirt bikes speeding away. He looked back to the original portal. Chris and the stately monster fought the Conculos with the maces. The black armored monster was standing between them and the portal. As the portal closed, the Conculos smiled and stepped through it.
Jose exhaled. There were bodies all around. Some monsters splattered with black ooze. Four riders lay dead. Two had giant open wounds in their torsos. Two were bent into odd positions. In front of Jose laid Reggie’s head. The glassy eyes stared back at the young teen, judging him for not getting into the fight.
Jose’s hands went to his knees. The stale muffin he’d had for breakfast mixed with the sting and foul taste of stomach acid and burst from behind his teeth. The vomit spewed from his mouth, splashing on the ground. He heaved again and again until there was nothing left. Finally, finished, he fell to his butt. His jeans quickly soaked up the black blood of a fallen Mardock who’d almost ended Jose’s life. The ground began to move beneath him. The world was spinning around him. He closed his eyes to steady himself. When he opened them again eyes, Chris was standing over him, looking down in disgust. 
“What in the fuck were you doing?” Chris barked with anger. “You almost got yourself killed!” 
Tears filled Jose’s eyes and ran down his cheeks, but no words came.
CHAPTER EIGHT
“Don’t feel bad. It happens too many in their first battle,” the statelier of the two friendly Conculos said. Although his words sounded comforting, there was no affection in his body language. He stood erect with his hands behind his back. Jose had learned on the way to the warehouse that his name was Hyoi. 
Jose sniffled. He sat on the concrete floor with his knees pulled to his chest. His stomach felt like it might empty its contents again at any moment. 
“Some of the greatest warriors had difficult beginnings,” Hyoi continued. “I remember the Gracanjo of Moscow. Although I can’t recall his name. By your standards, it was lifetimes ago. He used to cry after every battle. There he was, covered in our black blood, weeping. It was very embarrassing.”
“Anatoli,” the wild-eyed Conculos added. Jose had learned his name was Bashi. He sat against the other wall, twirling one of his swords in his fingers like a drummer about to begin a concert. “Anatoli the Weeper. That’s what we called him.” 
“No, it’s not,” Hyoi chided.
“Don’t talk to him,” Chris said, entering from the far in the room with more duct tape. Jose wondered how much he’d heard. “Don’t try to make it okay. It’s not okay.”
Chris stood over Jose. The younger partner was enveloped by the elder’s shadow. “Here’s the deal kid,” Chris said with a harsh tone that lacked all compassion. “You fight or you die. It’s that simple. There’s no room in this world for noncombatants. You understanding me? You fight or you die. That’s it.”
Jose only sniffled in response. He didn’t want to talk. He didn’t want to apologize. He wanted the woods back. He wanted Moose, and cooking deer over the fire, and laughing. He wanted his mom, his house, his life before her cancer. He wanted his school, his friends, and recess. He wanted anything but this, anything but this man, and this job, and this life.
The site of his partner on the ground, sniffling, enraged Chris. “Don’t you feel fucking sorry for yourself,” he yelled. “Don’t you fucking dare! What would your dad say, if he saw you sitting there on the floor, crying like a baby? What would he say?” 
Jose looked up at his partner. The only emotion the young teen had left in was disdain. “I don’t know what my dad would say,” Jose replied. “I never met him.” 
Chris’ rage softened. He sighed. Reaching down, he grabbed Jose by the arm and pulled the teen to his feet. “Get up,” Chris said. “Time to learn something.”
The room was a square brick box with a wooden ceiling. Once it was a pallet storage facility but it had been abandoned for over a decade. On the far side of the room, there was a single chair. Duct taped to it was a Slake. Its head was shaved and there was a cut above its eye that was dripping black blood. The beast appeared to be unconscious but Jose suspected it was faking.
“Caught that one guarding Bose-ee’s portal,” Bashi said.
Chris crossed the room to the monster. While its hand and feet were strapped to the chair, Chris had run out of duct tape before he could tape down its rat-like tail. Pulling a long stand of tape off the roll he’d just gone to get, he taped the creature’s tail to the floor. He repeated the process ten times until more duct tape was showing than the tail. 
By the time he’d finished, Jose, Bashi, and Hyoi had made their way over. 
Chris crossed around the monster to stand in front of it. “Time to wake up you son of a bitch.” With all his might, he punched the beast in the chest. It wheezed for breath and coughed. Chris smacked the beast across the face. It yelped in pain.  
“You’re going to tell us what we want to know, or I’m going to kill you,” Chris said.
The Slake laughed in reply. Black blood trickled from the side of its mouth. 
“Aren’t you afraid?” Chris yelled, smacking the beast again. “I just said I was going to kill you.”
The Slake spit black blood in Chris’ direction. 
Chris turned to face Jose. “Here’s your first lesson of the day, kid. These things don’t fear death. Know why?” Chris spun quickly back toward the monster, delivering a hard blow to its nose. “Because the assholes don’t die.” 
The Slake began to laugh.
“What do you mean?” Jose asked, cocking his head to the right.
“When we die,” Hyoi replied, “We are reborn in our city of origin. There are two cities in our land. Each has a large, black pool in the center of it. When our current body ceases to function, we emerge from the pool in our home city with new bodies.”
“If I were to cut this bastard’s head off right now,” Chris said. “He would wake up in an hour back home, safe and sound, and ready to come back and fight some more.”
“Oh,” Jose said. “Like, come back as a baby?”
“Nope,” Chris said. “He’ll come back just as he is right now.” 
“We don’t always come back the same,” Hyoi said. “Memories can be fuzzy. Sometimes there are personality changes. Sometimes there are physical scars. But for the most part, we are who we were.”
“Which means,” Bashi said, moving next to Chris. “That we don’t give a shit about killing you.” He grabbed the Slake’s face and pinched its snout like a grandmother pinches a cute baby’s cheeks. Speaking in a childish tone, he continued, “Isn’t that right Lenius. You don’t give a shit about this little boy’s life because you have no respect for life at all. Death means nothing to you.”
“We aren’t born,” Hyoi said to Jose. “We don’t die. We don’t grow. When our lives are interrupted, we wake up and continue about our business.”  
“We don’t have kids,” Bashi said, facing Jose. “There are no baby Mardocks or Slakes. No one new is ever created. Our kind is finite. There is a set number of each race. It never grows. It never decreases.”
“How many of you are there?” Jose asked. 
“One-hundred-thousand of reach race. Six-hundred-thousand total,” Hyoi said. 
“That’s a lot,” Jose said.
“No it’s fucking not,” Chris said. “That’s less than the number of people living in Baltimore, less than the number of people we are charged with protecting.”
“Do you all know each other?” Jose said.
“I don’t know everyone’s name,” Bashi said. “But after five-thousand years, I think I’ve talked to most of them at some point or another.” 
“You’re five-thousand years old?” Jose said.
“You’re not getting it, kid,” Bashi said. “We don’t age. We don’t track time. You think in years because the number you have is finite. I don’t care how much time passes because time is unending for me. I’m not five-thousand-years-old. I’m just me.”
“How many times have you died and come back?” Jose asked. 
“You’re focusing on the wrong details,” Chris said. He grabbed Jose by the back of the neck and pulled him close to Lenious the Slake until their noses were almost touching. Jose resisted, but Chris held firm. “Look him in the eye,” Chris growled. “He doesn’t give a shit about you. If his hands were loose right now, he slit your throat and laugh as you bled out and never give it a second thought. It wouldn’t haunt him at night. He wouldn’t see your face in his dreams because he doesn’t care. Do you understand? So if you hesitate. If you pause in a battle for even a second, you’re dead. Do you understand? He won’t hesitate. He will kill you. And you will be dead. Dead. Get that fucking word in your head, because you don’t fucking come back.”
“Okay,” Jose said. Chris released his neck and the teen fell to the ground. 
“What else?” Chris said. 
“I don’t…” Jose said.
“What else do you want to know?” Chris said. “It was your first real fight. What did you see? What else do you want to know?”
“Why did the guys with guns not hit anything?” Jose said.
“Excellent question!” Bashi said with glee. From the back of his waistband, he pulled a pistol he’d taken from the fight. From five yards away, he pointed it at Slake and fired five shots. The sound echoed through the room, stinging Jose’s ears. 
“Goddamn it, Bashi,” Chris said infuriated. “Warn us before you do shit like that.”
Bashi laughed.
To Jose’s shock, the Slake in the chair was completely unharmed. Jose drew close and examined its face. It smiled back at him in amusement. The bullets hadn’t left a scratch on him. Jose moved to the wall behind him. There in the bricks were the slugs. All five. “Did they go through him?” Jose said with confusion.
“No,” Hyoi said. “Around him.”
“Around?” Jose said. 
Hyoi joined him by the wall. “Look at the bullet in the wall,” he said drawing close to the slug. Jose matched his proximity to the brick. “It isn’t part of the brick,” Hyoi said. “It has interrupted the brick, and the brick has compressed to accommodate the foreign matter.”
“Okay?” Jose said. 
Hyoi pulled back. “We are the same. When we cross the Veil, we are like bullets in the brick,” he said. 
“Okay?” Jose said again, still starting at the brick.
“They’re the projectiles in the brick,” Chris said. “Get it? They’re like rocks in a stream. Our world is the water. If you throw something at them, or shoot a gun, or fire an arrow, it will just go around them. So you have to get up close and personal. Hand to hand. Your fist, their face. Rule seven.”
“No weapons. Weapons hurt people,” Jose said.
“Weapons hurt people, not monsters,” Chris said.
 “While this little lesson is fascinating,” the Slake said. “I’d like to move this along. How about you threaten me again, then I say nothing, then you can do your thing so I can go home?”
“I’ve got other plans for you,” Chris said.
“I’m all ears,” Lenious said, tilting his right ear toward Chris. 
Chris smiled. “There’s a new term you need to learn, Jose. Nostmonia.”
Lenious’ eyes grew wide.
“Nostmonia,” Jose repeated, trying to commit the term to memory. “What’s it mean?”
“It means,” Bashi said with a grin, “That the brick wants the bullet out. Your world is in a constant process of trying to pop us like pimples.”
“If they stay here too long,” Chris said. “They get weaker by the minute, and eventually they burn out. It’s painful.”
“And when we are reborn from Nostmonia, we lose part of ourselves.”
“Lose yourselves?” Jose said. 
“We lose memories or skills we’ve learned,” Hyoi said.
“Or our personality changes, and we’re never comfortable in our own skins again,” Bashi added. Jose noticed a dark cloud of reflection over his face and wondered if he were talking about himself or someone else. 
Lenious continued to fight against his restraints. “You wouldn’t, Hyoi. You wouldn’t dare. The council forbids it.”
“He is correct,” Hyoi said. “Bashi and I will need to leave before you begin. By law, we are not permitted to participate in a Nostmonia. They are forbidden.”
“I’ll stay,” said Bashi with an evil grin. “I want to see him squirm.”
“You can’t just let them do this to me, Hyoi. Please. Please don’t. I’ll tell the council. When I’m reborn, I’ll report you both,” Lenious threatened. 
Bashi leaned close to the Slake’s face. “I’m betting that by the time Chris over there is done with you when you come out of the pool, you won’t even remember your own name.”
Lenious screamed and fought the chair, straining with his legs, arms, and tail. 
“You see, Jose,” Chris said, locking eyes with Lenious. “The longer you stretch it out, the worse it is for them, and the more of themselves they lose. Now Lenious is a Slake, which means he gets high off of people’s desires being filled.”
“Okay?” Jose said.
“Each race gets a charge off of something in Reality. It’s why many of our kind come here,” Hyoi explained.  “Slakes like to feel the moment when a human finds satisfaction. Mardocks recharge when humans are overcome by emotional responses – pain and fear are the easiest produce.”
“Sinciputs love it when a plan comes together,” Bashi answered. 
“What about you?” Jose asked. 
“Conculos are different,” Hyoi explained. “We burn out slower, and we haven’t found what recharges us yet.”
“Got it,” Jose said. “And the other ones?”
“Egrats?” Bashi asked. “Who the hell knows? Maybe if they’d stop the damn humming for five minutes we could ask them.”
“Enough chit-chat,” Chris said. “Let’s get to work. Hyoi, if you’re leaving. Now’s the time.”
“No!” Lenious screamed. “No, please. Don’t leave me.”
To the shock of everyone in the room, dropping to one knee, Chris slammed his fist into the monsters left foot, shattering every bone in the appendage. Lenious screamed in reply. 
“Bashi,” Chris said. “You think you can find an addict? I don’t care what kind.”
“Huh?” Jose said.
“Well,” Chris said. “I’m going to beat the shit out of this piece of garbage.” He again dropped to one knee and shattered the Slake’s right foot with his fist. Again the Slake screamed. “And then, right as he starts to burn out, we’ll bring the addict in and recharge this bastard. Then we can beat the shit out of him some more.” 
“Please,” Lenious begged through tears. “Please. Please don’t. Please.”
“I know just where to go,” Bashi said.
“No. Hyoi. You can’t leave. Please,” Lenious begged. Tears ran down his cheeks. 
“Chris,” Hyoi said. “What if poor Lenious were willing to trade?” 
“Anything,” the Slake cried. “Please. Anything.” 
“How is my young partner here going to learn to do a Nostmonia if I don’t show him? This is an important Gracanjo skill,” Chris replied. 
“But if Lenious had something to trade for his freedom,” Hyoi said. 
“I don’t know,” Chris said. “I mean, it would depend on what he has.”
“I’ll tell you anything you want to know,” Lenious said. “I was in the tent when Commander Azo made the plans. I know things. I know things you want to know.”
“Give me a sample,” Chris said. “Maybe if it’s good, we’ll just kill you.”
“The Commander is looking for the Tinker’s box,” Lenious said. “He’s heard it is here in Baltimore. He thinks someone is hiding it.”
“Not good enough,” Chris said. “I already knew that.”
“I’ll be right back with the addict,” Bashi called as he walked toward the door. 
“No, wait!” Lenious cried. “What do you want to know? Ask me anything.”
“Who’s the Tinker?” Jose said.
“No,” Chris said. “I know that too. Don’t waste your breath. I want to know what the box does. Why is it special?”
“It can change our race,” Lenious said. 
“What?” Hyoi said in shock. 
“If you hold it, think about the race you want to be, then open it, it will make you into that thing,” Lenious said.
“How is that possible?” Hyoi demanded.
“I don’t know how it works,” Lenious said. “But I’ve seen it. We attacked the Tinker’s fortress. We were going to steal more coins because he won’t give Commander Azo new ones anymore. There were three of us. We made it to his inner chamber. And then there he was, at a table, working on some gadget. We thought it would be easy. How would a Sinciput stand against three Slakes? But he looked at us, opened the box, and then suddenly he was an Egrat. But not dumb and humming like them. He had his own mind. He killed me first, so I don’t know what happened to the other two, but we were all reborn within a few moments of each other.”
Hyoi sat down on the floor. 
Bashi marched over to the Slake and punched him in the face. Blood flew from Lenious’ mouth and nose. “You’re lying,” Bashi said. “That’s not possible.”
“Why does Azo want the box?” Chris said.
“So he can create an army of Egrats with the mind of Mardocks,” Lenious said eagerly, hoping to please. “He thinks that, with a thousand vicious Egrats on his side, he will be able to overthrow the council, and take leadership of Malcandria. He plans to change all of us, and then rush the High Castle.” 
“He could do it,” Hyoi said to the floor. “With a thousand vicious, battle-hardened Egrats, he could do it.”
“What does the box look like?” Chris asked. 
“It’s small,” Lenious said. “One foot by one foot by one foot. It’s brown. It has the Tinker’s sigil on it. The outside has a decorative pattern. I don’t know what else to say. It’s very plain.”     
“Do you need to know anything else?” Chris asked Hyoi. 
“No,” Hyoi said. “I’ve heard enough.”
“Jose,” Chris said. “Snap its neck.”
“Me?” Jose asked. 
“Yeah,” Chris said. “It’s your fucking job. This is what we do.”
Jose looked into Lenious eyes. They were filled with fear and expectation. “I don’t know if…”
“Commandment four. Nothing stays. If you can’t do it while he’s tied to a chair, you won’t be able to do it in the heat of battle,” Chris said.
“If we untied him,” Hyoi said, “he would not hesitate to end you.”
Jose sighed and looked at his shoes. Moving slowly, he stood behind the Slake. 
“Thank you for sparing me the Nostmonia,” Lenious said.
Jose placed one hand on the monster’s snout and another on the back of its neck. He closed his eyes and twisted. The Slake’s body went limp. 
“Hey,” Chris said angrily. “Don’t fucking close your eyes. Close your eyes in battle and one of those pieces of shit will take your fucking head off before you can open your eyes back up.”
“Okay,” Jose said, pushing down tears.
CHAPTER NINE
“Ernie said there’s only two of them,” Chris said as they sprinted down Light Street. “They’re getting ready to cross over.” Jose struggled to keep up with his partner. They weaved passed the pedestrians, trying not to crash into any as they ran to intercept the invaders. “Here’s the plan,” Chris yelled over his shoulder as he pointed to the left. “You take Cross and then a right on William. Keep their focus on you. I’ll come up behind them.”
“Got it,” Jose yelled as he turned left to cut across Light Street. Thankfully the traffic was creeping down the street so slowly he was easily able to weave between the cars. The Federal Hill neighborhood was a hot spot for Baltimore bar hoppers. At eight o’clock the streets were just beginning to fill with twenty-somethings looking to kick off their weekends by making bad decisions in the neighborhood dives.
Jose pulled up at the corner of Cross and William. He looked to the left and scanned the front of the elementary school. There was nothing. He looked right. A small group of people – three women and two men - walked toward him down William Street. They were dressed in Ravens gear. There were no Mardocks in sight. Jose wished he had his partner’s ability to see both sides of the Veil. Then he’d know exactly where they were going to cross. 
There was a spark of pink to the right, just behind the five party-goers. Jose ran across Cross Street toward the group, waving his hands and yelling, “Run! Get away! Run!”
There was a scuffle in the group. They turned their backs to Jose. He put his head down and ran faster. 
Jose pushed past three screaming women and came to a halt. In front of him stood two Mardocks. Their white muscles gleamed in the street light. The first had a white beard but no hair on his head. It wore loose-fitting gray pants. Its black eyes spun at Jose and it bared its sharp teeth. “Look here,” it said. “Another one has come to join the fun.”
“The more the merrier,” the second said. It was clean shaven and held the two party goers by their necks – one in each hand. The men thrashed at the powerful hands crushing their throats. They tried to scream, but they couldn’t pull enough air into their lungs. A chill ran up Jose’s back. He knew he needed to engage. He knew he should take action, but he was frozen. His feet couldn’t move. His mind raced for ideas, but none came. 
The women behind Jose began to wail with fear. Cars passed on Cross Street. He saw the grinning shark-like teeth of monsters. He looked into the bulging eyes of the two men. He needed to act now or it would be too late.  
He heard Chris’ voice in his mind. “Rule Five. They fear us. We don’t fear them.”
“P-p-put them down,” Jose said.
The first monster laughed. 
The second replied, “Fine.” Locking eyes with Jose, the beast squeezed the necks of both men. There was a crunching sound as the bones of their necks gave way. Jose reached forward and screamed, “No!” The women behind him began to wail with increased intensity. The two men’s heads fell limp in the Mardock’s hands and for a moment, their legs and arms twitched uncontrollably. The two monsters smiled as they inhaled the pain and fear of their surroundings. 
The bearded one laughed again. “I told you,” it said breathing deeply. “There’s nothing like it.”
The second Mardock let the two bodies fall to the ground. “I want more,” it said to its friend. 
“No,” Jose said, still unmoving. With his arm held up in a stop sign, he said, “Stay right there.” 
The first Mardock laughed. “Let’s tear this one in half,” it said to its friend, but to its surprise, there was no response. 
If the bearded beast had had the time to look up, it would have seen its friend’s legs broken and spine ripped from its clean shaven body, but Chris was two quick. Before the bearded Mardock could discover why its friend hadn’t answered, Chris had the monster by the jaw. Grabbing the beast’s bottom teeth, Chris pulled it toward him. In a smooth motion, he grabbed the monster’s top jaw with his other hand and pulled in opposing directions, ripping the Mardocks skull in half. Black blood splattered in all directions, coating Chris’ face and torso. The women behind Jose went quiet except for a soft whimper of fear. 
Chris let the body of the Mardock fall to his feet. His face was streaked with the black blood. He looked at Jose and said, “Get them out of here.”
Snapping into action, Jose turned to the weeping women. “Run,” he yelled. “Go find a cop!” One of the three sat weeping on the sidewalk, but the other two turned and ran. 
Jose turned back to find Chris searching the pockets of the two dead men. Chris retrieved a small, green cigarette lighter from one. Tossing it to Jose, he said, “Light’em up. I’ve got too much of their shit on me.” 
Jose caught the lighter and looked at the bodies. Chris walked passed him to the woman on the ground. He helped her to her feet saying gently, “I know. I know. It’s very scary. I ripped its head off right in front of you. Now go and find your friends.” The woman stumbled slowly back toward Cross Street crying and talking to herself. 
Jose flicked the lighter with his thumb. A small blue flame appeared. Leaning down, he touched it to a small puddle of the black ooze. It ignited and the flames raced to engulf the black blood and the lifeless bodies that were soaked in it. Jose watched the flames eat away the Mardocks’ bodies and the flesh of the two men. The smell of burning remains stung his nose.  
“Let’s go,” Chris said, wiping his face with his already stained shirt. 
They walked quickly to Cross Street and took a right toward Battery Ave, heading toward Federal Hill park. “I’m sorry I didn’t… I’m sorry I wasn’t fast enough,” Jose said. 
“This time wasn’t like the last time,” Chris said. “You did all you could do. Sometimes people get caught in the middle. Nothing you could have done for the first two. They were gone before you got there. But hey, we saved three. We need to celebrate that.”
“Yeah,” Jose said, but all he could see was the image of the thrashing bodies with limp heads.
“You did a good job distracting them,” Chris said, “But next time, don’t wait for me. Just jump in and kick their ass. Never hesitate, okay.”
Jose swallowed and said, “Yeah. Um. Okay.”
CHAPTER TEN
Jose sat on the cold linoleum floor with his knees pulled to his chest, clutching his teddy bear to his chest. He’d cried so much his eyes were dry and his cheeks burned. The only sounds in the room were the steady beat of his mom’s heart monitor and her heavy breathing. The room was dark except for a small beam of light coming through the rectangular window on the door. Jose could see nurses and doctors coming and going in the hallway. He sighed, wishing he could sleep.
The door opened and a nurse came in. He looked younger than the other nurses Jose had met. The nurse turned on a light by the door, walked over to the machines plugged into Jose’s mom, and began making notes on a clip board. Jose watched in silence hoping that what the nurse was recording was good news. 
“Hey Charlie,” Jose’s mom said. Her voice was soft and scratchy. 
“Hey,” the nurse said turning to Jose’s mom. “How are you feeling? Can I get you anything?” His voice was kind.
“Maybe some water,” Jose’s mom said. 
“Sure thing,” Charlie replied. 
“Hey baby,” Jose mom said, noticing her son on the floor.
“Hey mom,” Jose said.
“Oh,” Charlie said surprised. “I didn’t know you were in here.”
“What are you doing here, baby?” Jose’s mom asked. 
“Uncle Sal never came,” Jose said. 
“What time is it?” Jose’s mom asked the nurse.
“A little after two,” Charlie said.
“Oh baby,” Jose mom said. She motioned for him to come to the bed. “Come up here, baby. Come and lay with me. You need to get to sleep. You’ve got school tomorrow.”
Jose stood and joined his mom in the bed. His jeans pulled against the hospital sheets. When nestled into her, he felt her bones. 
“Could you call my brother for me?” Jose’s mom asked the nurse.
“Sure thing,” Charlie said. 
Jose closed his eyes as his mom stroked his hair and sang softly, “Little bird, little bird, your voice so small and sweet. Someday your wings will thunder as they beat.”
“Get up,” Chris said, nudging Jose. 
Jose’s eyes hurt. Jose couldn’t tell if they were open or not because everything was still black. He searched for his mom, but there was only the unforgiving car seat. “Another dream. Or memory. Are they dreams when they really happened?” Jose thought.
Two sharp bangs on the hood of the car made Jose sit up straight. He pinched the lids of his eyes together, held them closed, and then opened them again. Still no light. It was night.
“We’ve got to move,” Chris said from the front of the car. “Let’s go.” 
Jose swung his legs to the right and tried to stand. His knees were shaky.
“Ernie called,” Chris barked. “Said there’s a group gathering on the other side by the Harbor. They’ll probably cross at first light. We need to be there when they do. So let’s move.”
“Okay,” Jose said, staggering. It was cold again. He wished someone would tell winter to go the hell away. 
They tromped down the parking garage ramps together. Managing the slope was difficult at first. It wasn’t until the third floor that Jose’s legs began to work.  They’d moved the car last night to a garage on St. Paul, north of Eager Street. Jose had asked a few days ago why they didn’t drive more. 
“Parking sucks,” was all Chris said. 
By the time they exited the garage, a pain had formed in Jose’s gut. His stomach rumbled. “Can we stop for breakfast?” he asked. 
“If we pass something,” Chris said, looking up and down the quiet street. He turned left and walked briskly to the south. Jose followed.  
“Can I ask a question?” Jose said, struggling to keep up with his partner’s pace.
“It’s the only way you’ll learn anything,” Chris said.
“Who’s Ernie and how does that whole thing work?” Jose said. He spotted a bakery three blocks ahead. His mouth started to water.
“Yes,” Chris said before Jose asked. “We can stop and check for breakfast.”
“Awesome,” Jose said with a skip.
“Ernie is our Relay,” Chris said. “He works at Hopkins. If you ever need him, go find the giant statue and look up. He’ll be there.”
“Got it. Giant statue. Look up. Why would I need to find him?”
Chris sighed. “When I die, you’re in charge. And when you’re the lead team member, you hear the Relay’s voice in your head. It sucks. Ernie doesn’t care where you are or what you’re doing. His damn voice just barrages in, so you’ll want to meet him at least once. It helps to put a face to the voice. Especially his voice because… well, just trust me. You’ll at least want to visualize the asshole when he starts talking.” 
They paused at the corner to let a truck pass before they continued on. Jose could smell the bakery. “You’ve got to be careful, though,” Chris continued. “Our Relays give us intel but they’re pretty defenseless. Especially Ernie. He’s completely hopeless. He goes to karate on Tuesdays, or so he likes to tell me. Says he’s up to a purple belt, but I don’t believe it for a second. So you can’t let anyone see you meet him. You’ve got to make sure you aren’t being followed, on both sides of the Veil. If the monsters figure out the Relay system, we’re screwed. Right now, they think we’re magic or some kind of shit. We need to keep it that way.” 
“Yeah. Okay,” Jose said. “Got it.” But the pre-teen was only half listening. They’d arrived at the bakery. The red and black sign on the door said “Closed” but Jose could see the employees moving around inside. He imagined them taking fresh muffins, donuts, and breads from their giant ovens, preparing for the breakfast rush. There was coffee brewing too. It was tart and rich. The smell was almost too much to stand. He could almost taste it. 
“Come on,” Chris said with a laugh. 
Jose followed him down the alley next to the building. It was difficult to see where they were walking in the dark, narrow space, so they moved slow, trying not to trip. Jose could make out the dumpster in front of them. 
Chris put his hand out and stopped Jose by touching his chest. He placed his finger to his lips with one hand and pointed to the open window with the other. The light from the window was blocked by closed blinds, but sound traveled freely from the alley to the bakery. 
Jose and Chris crept forward, slowly, toward the large, metal, green dumpster. Chris gingerly lifted the black plastic lid. Two large rats scurried from underneath the rectangular beast, rubbing against Jose’s leg. Jose jumped but held the instinctual yelp of fear in his throat. Chris, holding the lid above his head, nodded for his partner to take a look inside. 
Jose reached up and grabbed the rim of the container. It was wet and cold. He held tight with his hands and ran up the side of the metal box with his feet until his stomach was resting on the rim. He could feel the grime soaking through his shirt. 
His stomach rumbled, knowing the truth before his eyes could adjust. Nothing but a few rats. The can was empty. Jose let himself fall back to the ground. With his head out of the container, he could again smell the baking happening less than ten feet away. “There’s nothing,” he said. 
“The truck must have beat us here,” Chris said. Seeing the disappointment on the teen's face, he added, “Maybe there’ll be something further up the road.” 
“Yeah,” Jose said, his stomach rumbling with frustration. They tromped out of the alley in silence, both frustrated by the absence of food.  
Turning left again, the pair was about to return to their trek south when they heard the woman yell, “Hey!” The voice stopped both of them in their tracks. Jose’s heart raced. No one had ever noticed them before. He wasn’t sure what to do. What was the protocol here? He looked up at Chris for guidance. 
Chris looked at his shoes and bit the inside of his lip with frustration. “Damn it,” he muttered. He sighed and turned. Jose followed suit.
With his arms outstretched in a peaceful gesture, Chris mumbled in a drunken voice, “I’m so sorry.” He slurred his words so perfectly, Jose had to remind himself that Chris was acting. Chris stumbled forward two paces toward the woman who had called out. Jose stood back, not wanting want to get in the way of such an amazing performance. 
“I’m so sorry,” Chris slurred again. “I was just lookin’ for something. Uh. Down there.” He gestured with both hands toward the alley. 
The woman facing Chris was a few inches shorter than he was, and her hair was short, almost shaved. The muscles of her lean arms bulged from the weight of the giant white box she was carrying. She wore a black tank top and green cargo pants with buttoned pockets on her thighs. Her deep brown eyes were kind and full of life, and her gentle smile made Jose feel warm and safe. 
“Here,” she said, putting the box on the sidewalk. “I can spare a few.” She lifted the top of the box to reveal stacks of fresh muffins. 
“No, no,” Chris stammered. “It’s okay. It’s okay. We’re fine.”
“Nonsense,” the woman said, retrieving two perfect muffins from the box. She closed the lid of the box and then held the muffins out as if she were offering a treat to an injured dog. 
Jose couldn’t stand it anymore. He ran forward, almost knocking Chris over, and snatched the food from the woman’s hand. It was still warm. Not bothering to remove the paper, he took a huge bite from the top. The taste of cinnamon and crusted brown sugar filled his mouth. He could feel the explosion of taste in his fingertips. It was heaven.
“No, no,” Chris said again, still pretending to be drunk. “We don’t need anything. We’re fine.”
The woman stepped forward, still extending the muffin to Chris. “Really, take it. I’ve got more than I’m going to sell anyway.” Reaching Chris, the woman took his wrist, turned his hand over, and placed the muffin in his palm. “Really,” she said again. “You look like you’ve had--” The woman stopped short. She tried to look Chris in the eye.
“Thanks,” he said, slurring his words again. He rolled his head to the side, looking down the alley.
The woman stepped back in shock. “Wait a second,” she said. “You’re not drunk.”
“The eighth commandment, Jose. Let’s go. Gotta go.” Chris said, still acting the part, motioning to Jose.
Jose, mouth full of the delicious bread, finally came to his senses. “Oh, yeah,” he said through a full mouth. Stepping over the white box, he moved to join his partner, but the woman grabbed him by the arm. Her grip was firm. Jose looked back at her with fear. His heart suddenly began to ache with a sense of love. It ran down his spine, through his shoulders, and out his fingers. Involuntarily, the spark caused him to release his muffin. It bounced on the sidewalk at his feet. There was a whisper in his ear. A single word from a deep, resonant voice that rip through his head. “Home,” the voice said.  
“You, you’re, you’re,” the woman stuttered, unaware of what her touch had set off in Jose. “You’re Gracanjo,” she said with excitement.
Chris stood up straight. His fists clinched. 
Jose pulled his arm from the woman’s grasp. His head ached as he tried to process the word he’d heard and the emotions he’d sensed. Shaking off the haze, he spun to face her, hands at the ready.
“No, no,” she said, holding her palms up in a gesture of peace. “No. It’s fine. I know. I’m a friend.” She took a gentle step backward, away from the deadly pair. “No, see,” she said, reaching down with her left hand to the buttoned pocket on her right thigh, keeping her right hand extended in a peaceful manner. “See, look,” she said, holding up a small wooden circle. 
Immediately Jose recognized the sign. Moose had drawn it for him in the dirt of the woods – a circle with a simple g in the middle, and the word “home” underneath. “Anyone who shows you this token,” Moose said, “is a friend. It means they know and they’re safe.”
“Oh shit,” Jose said. He never though he’d actually meet someone with the token. Moose said it was rare, that the coins were only given to family members of Gracanjo, that he’d be lucky if he ever ran into one. 
“Where the fuck did you get that?” Chris said. His voice was cold and threatening. 
“I can’t believe this,” the woman said. Her smile looked like it might burst from her lips. “I just… I can’t believe this. Of all the luck.”
Chris said again, slower this time, with more threat in his voice, “Where the fuck did you get that?”
“Oh,” the woman said, looking at the coin in her hand. “I always keep it on me. Just in case… Well, I mean, I figured you were in the city somewhere. Every city’s got two, right?” She laughed nervously. “My uncle was, well, he was Gracanjo in Boston. So that’s how I know. Because he lived in our basement and he was—”
“Piss off,” Chris said. He turned to walk away. 
Jose didn’t know what to do. He was torn between following his partner and staying to talk to the nice woman with the new muffins. He looked back at Chris. His partner was already ten paces ahead, and not slowing. Jose didn’t doubt for a minute his partner would leave him to find his own way to the fight. Frustrated he bent down, picked up the remainder of his muffin, turned, and started after Chris. Walking backward for the first several steps he said, “I’m sorry. Thanks for the muffin.”
“My name’s Imani,” the woman yelled to him as he walked away. “I’ve got a bar on the east side. In Canton. It’s safe.” She sounded sad. Jose wondered how long she’d waited to meet them and if the encounter had gone as she’d expected.
“I’m sorry,” Jose yelled again. Then he turned, and ran to catch Chris. 
They walked for three more blocks without a word. Jose struggled to keep pace with his partner’s longer, more determined strides. Finally, after finishing his muffin, Jose risked breaking the silence. “The muffin was great,” was all he said. 
Chris still held his in his right hand. “Huh,” he snorted. 
“Are you going to eat yours?” Jose said. 
Chris shot Jose an angry glance. Then he handed the teen the pastry. “Knock yourself out,” he said. “It’s probably poisoned.”
“Can’t be worse than the bottom of a dumpster,” Jose said, peeling back the paper as they walked. 
“Why didn’t you want to talk to her,” the teen mumbled through a full mouth. 
“The eighth commandment,” Chris barked. “We go it alone. Don’t talk to them. Don’t get to know them. Fucking commandment eight, Jose.”
“But she had a token?” Jose said. “Moose told me to trust people with the tokens.”
“You don’t know how she got it,” Chris snapped. “Maybe she killed someone for it? You don’t know.”
Jose laughed. He couldn’t help it. The idea that the muffin lady would kill someone for a worthless wooden coin and then somehow figure out what it meant just to meet them for five seconds on the street was comical. “I don’t think she killed anyone for it,” he said with a full mouth. 
“Did you get something from her?” challenged Chris as they stopped for cars to pass. 
It was still pitch black outside. Jose wondered how far off sunrise was. “Yeah,” he said. “I got the word ‘home,’ and a really good feeling. I like her.” 
“Bullshit,” Chris said, not looking down. “You just want another muffin.”
“It’s a good muffin,” Jose said with a smile.
“Commandment eight,” Chris said again.
CHAPTER ELEVEN
The wind on his face helped calm Jose’s stomach. He leaned forward to let it blow against his cheek. The warmth of the freshly rising sun touched his skin and took his mind off the churning in his gut. 
Chris delivered a sharp smack to Jose’s back, which almost made the teen vomit off the ledge of the balcony. “Told you they were poisoned,” Chris said.
“Poisoned with goodness,” Jose said, fighting off an acidic burp. 
Chris shook his head. “They’re called commandments. Not suggestions. Not good ideas. Commandments. And commandment eight demands we go it alone.”
“It was just a muffin,” Jose complained.
“What do you think I am? Some kind of idiot?” Chris said shaking his head. “This isn’t a game. You’re going to get people killed.”
Jose leaned on the balcony rail. “I’m sorry, okay,” he said.
“No. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. It’s not okay.”
“Do you see anything?” Jose asked. 
“Don’t try and change the subject,” Chris said. He looked down to the brick walkway below them. The Inner Harbor was a horseshoe of shops, museums, and restaurants around Baltimore’s harbor. As the premier tourist area of the city, even at this early hour, there were people walking through it. Rather than running headfirst into the area, Chris and Jose entered a Barns and Noble from the back of the building, went to the second floor, and took up a surveillance position on the balcony.     
“There’s seven of them,” Chris said. “All Conculos in black armor. Wait. There’s a Sinciput too. They’re hard to make out in this light.” Chris leaned forward, straining his eyes. “They look like they’re searching for something.”
Jose burped again in response to another sharp pain in his gut.
“Well that’s not good,” Chris said. 
“What?” Jose asked looking over the rail, but all he saw were a waitress and a guy in a suit walking to work.
“They’ve seen us. The Sinciput spotted us.” 
“Are they coming for us?” Jose asked. 
“No,” Chris said. “They’ve gathered together to talk. Now they’re leaving.”
“Leaving?” Jose said.
“Yeah,” Chris said. “My bet is they were studying our reaction time. Trying to figure out how long it would take for us to find them.”
“So they’re not going to cross?” 
“Nope,” Chris said. “False alarm, Ernie,” he yelled. 
“I don’t… I mean… What does that mean?” Jose asked, confused. He wished he could see on both sides of the Veil too. He felt left out.
“Nothing good, kid. Nothing good,” Chris replied. He stretched his arms above his head and rolled his neck. “Let’s get our day started the right way,” he said. “Exercise first, then mind, then body.” 
“Fine,” Jose said. 
“Don’t be so sour,” Chris said. “You should be all full of energy after you’re giant poisoned muffins.”
“Poisoned with happiness and joy,” Jose replied. 
Chris smiled.
The sit-ups were hard, but for the most part Jose survived their daily exercise routine with minimal pain. The stretching had actually served to settle his stomach a little. By the end of it, he was starting to feel more like himself. 
“Mind before body,” Chis said. The sun was up and the harbor was starting to wake up: people jogged the horseshoe while others made their way to work, group of moms with strollers walked and talked with coffees in their hands, a cop rolled by on a bicycle. Normal routines were coming to life. 
“I’m going to go easy on you today,” Chris said. “You just need to touch ten people in ten minutes.”
“Ten people,” Jose said with dread. 
“Listen, kid,” Chris said. “This hurts me as much as it does you.”
“No,” Jose said. “It doesn’t.”
Chris smiled. “That’s true. It doesn’t actually hurt me at all.”
“This sucks,” Jose complained. 
“If I knew another way to get you adjusted to your gift, I’d do it,” Chris said. 
“Gift,” Jose said with a grunt.
“When I first started seeing both sides, people thought I was insane. Hell, I thought I was insane. Trust me, all I wanted to do was close my eyes and block everything out, but you can’t go around your whole life not touching people. The only thing you can do is try and get used to it. That’s what I did. It’s what any of us with gifts have to do.” 
“Fine,” Jose complained. 
“So ten in ten. And try not to pass out this time,” Chris said taking a seat on a bench. He stretched his arms out across the back like a spectator at a baseball game. 
“Try not to pass out,” Jose mumbled to himself in an intentionally poor imitation of Chris’ voice. 
Jose moved into the center of the walkway. He closed his eyes and took a big breath. “Come on,” he told himself. “All good. All good. No bad.” 
“Clock starts now,” Chris yelled from the bench.
Jose open his eyes. There were three people moving toward him: a twenty-something jogger with a ponytail, a businessman in a purple tie, and an old woman. In his experience, people in ties rarely gave good vibes. The jogger looked focused and intense. He opted for the old lady. Jose took a step toward her. “Excuse me miss, do you have the time?” he said as he reached out to touch her arm as if he were trying to get her attention. He didn’t hear her response. A heavy weight pressed down on his shoulders making his knees shudder. The strange voice in his mind whispered, “Regret.”
Jose staggered away.  He should have known better. The older the person the more opportunity for painful baggage. “Nine minutes,” he heard Chris call. 
Jose looked up. On his left was a woman with a stroller, on his right was a man with a long beard carrying a yoga mat. He reached over and touched the stroller-woman. She pushed his hand off, but not before his head began to throb and his chest became tight. The voice said, “Anxious.” 
Jose put his hands on his knees and breathed deeply. Two bad picks in a row. Surely the next one would be good. He stood, put his hands on top of his head, and took deep breaths. A man walking a dog was coming toward him. As the man passed, Jose touched the man on his arm. His chest filled with steel and his back straighten. He felt like he could run a marathon if he needed too. “Mighty,” the voice in his head said. 
“Seven minutes,” Chris called.
Jose, reenergized, looked left and right. An elderly, white haired man was walking with a cane five steps to Jose’s right. The man wore a comfortable fitting white button down, brown shorts, white socks pulled up to his knees, and sandals. The man was humming to himself as he slowly shuffled along. 
Jose had a good feeling about this one. He strode toward the man with confidence, excited he might get two strong feelings in a row. But before Jose could touch the elderly man, he was stopped short by a sharp pain in his foot caused by the elderly man jamming his cane into Jose’s big toe. 
“Don’t you dare try and molest me,” the elderly man yelled as he hit Jose across the top of the head with his cane. Jose crashed to his butt in response, holding his head with both hands, trying to fend off the oncoming blows. “Molester! Molester!” the elderly man screamed over and over, swinging his cane with surprising force, pummeling Jose.
The beating stopped when Chris said, “Is everything alright here?” Jose could hear the smile in his partner’s voice and it made him angry.
“This pervert tried to molest me,” the elderly man said, trying to maneuver past Chris to swing his cane at Jose again. 
“I think he’s had enough,” Chris said. 
“Pervert is probably going to try and follow me home and molest me in my living room. I heard all about it on the news channel. Perverts attacking old people because they think we can’t defend ourselves,” the elderly man yelled. Somehow he was able to get the cane around Chris and gave Jose a strong shove with it. 
A small crowd was beginning to gather and Jose felt embarrassed. “I didn’t even touch you, old man,” Jose said while rubbing his head. 
“Shut up, pervert,” Chris said turning and kicking Jose. “How dare you attack this poor elderly gentleman?”
“That’s right,” the elderly man said to the small crowd of concerned citizens. “Molester! Pervert!” 
“I tell you what, sir,” Chris said to the elderly man. “I’ll stay here with the boy to make sure he doesn’t follow you. Why don’t you go on home? No need to concern yourself with this criminal.”
“You are a kind and generous man,” the elderly man said, shaking Chris’ hand. 
“No worries, sir,” Chris said. “By any chance, did you serve?” Chris added. 
“I was in the Pacific. Edson’s First Raider Battalion,” the elderly man said standing up straighter and lifting his chin.
“Marine Recon, Afghanistan and Iraq,” Chris said, giving the elderly man a crisp salute. 
The old man squeezed Chris’ arm. “Semper Fi, son,” he said. “Take care of this riff-raff for an old gunny.” 
“Yes, sir,” Chris said. 
The elderly man smiled and began to shuffle away. Believing the drama was over, the small crowd of onlookers dispersed with him. 
Chris turned to face Jose. With everyone gone, Chris had put away the smile he’d put on to appease the mob. “You alright?” he asked Jose, offering his partner a hand up.
Jose sighed. He took Chris’ hand. The familiar empty feeling rushed through his chest and his eyes stung with tears. “Death,” the voice whispered in Jose’s mind. Chris pulled him to his feet. 
“Sorry about that,” Jose said. “I guess I got cocky.”
“Not your fault,” Chris said. “Seems like it was manageable that time. Is it getting any easier?”
Jose thought about the first time he touched Chris after training with Moose. He remembered how the feeling had made him want to curl up in a ball and weep from the overwhelming sorrow. “I think it is,” Jose said. 
“Good,” Chris replied. “We’ll try again tomorrow.”
CHAPTER TWELVE
The night was alive around them. Three blocks south, cars flew down Franklin Street. Two blocks north a small crowd chatted on the stoop of a corner store, but all Jose could hear was the powerful breathing of the beast hiding in the abandoned rowhome in front of him. The rhythm rumbled in his head: a snort-like inhale, a grunting exhale, and snort-like inhale, a grunting exhale. The monster wasn’t snoring. It was seething.
“The fifth commandment,” Chris said. He was wearing his light blue polo. Jose had learned on his first day with Chris that Chris kept ten short-sleeve polos in his large, black duffle bag. They were identical, excluding color. Jose remembered Moose joking that she and Squirrel thought the shirts were magic since they never seemed to come untucked.
“The fifth commandment?” Chris repeated, not taking his eyes off the rowhome in front of them.
“They fear us. We don't fear them,” Jose recited. The pre-teen’s jaw hurt. He didn’t realize he’d been clenching his teeth.
“We don’t fear them,” Chris repeated coldly.
Jose listened to the rage filled breathing. The house seemed to inflate and deflate with each cycle. “What’s it doing in there?” he asked.
“Trying to figure out where he is. Not everything crosses the Veil on purpose. Sometimes things just fall through.”
Jose swallowed.
Chris looked down at Jose and nodded. “We don’t fear them,” he said. “On three.”
The front door shattered into shards of wood beneath Chris’ fist. Jose leaped through the door to the left. Chris stepped into the darkness and took the right. They stood in their ready positions: erect, on the balls of their feet, fists held loosely at the ready. 
The house was empty except for the monster at the far end. At first, all Jose could see was the beast’s mass. Jose suspected, if it were able to stand to its full height, the thing would near ten feet tall. With the body type of a gorilla but with horns like a bull, the beast’s massive fists stood like pillars on the ground in front of it. Its shoulders spanned walls of the small rowhome. Strapped to its back was a giant shovel. What held Jose’s attention was not the monster’s size. Jose was fixated by the beasts face; but not the large, lower canines that protruded over the beast’s upper lip, and not the beasts two perfectly round, moist, forward facing nostrils. What held Jose’s attention were the monster's small, kind, blue eyes. Like a four-year-old lost in a crowded mall, the thing’s innocent eyes were filled with fear.
The monster grunted. The force of the sound shook the house.
“Easy there, big boy,” Chris said softly, holding up both hands in front of himself. “We’re here to help.”
The beast screamed and pounded its fists on the floor. Jose flinched at the monster's hot, wet breath. His ears burned from the power of the beast's roar. He wanted to turn and run. Tears fought the dam of willpower holding them in his eyes. It was only his partner’s calm that held him in position. He whispered softly to himself, “They fear us. We don’t fear them. They fear us. We don’t fear them.”
Chris stood, unyielding. “That’s right,” he said softly. “You don’t want to be here as much as we don’t want you here.” His right hand slowly moved toward his jeans pocket while is left remained in the air between them.
The beast let loose a hopeless, sorrow filled whine that burned Jose’s ears.
Chris retrieved from his pocket a small pink coin. He held it up for the beast to see. “Time to go home, big boy,” he said. With a smooth motion, Chris threw the coin toward the monster’s head. The coin paused in midair above the beast and emitted a pink light that quickly intensified, and then grew into a glowing hole.
The monster smiled. It had to duck to get beneath the hole. It grabbed the sides of the newly formed portal and began to climb up, out of sight. As it moved, Jose thought he heard the beast humming. The monster lifted its foot into the pink port and laughed to itself as it disappeared.
The hole closed and Jose’s limbs went numb as the tension of fear left his body. He fell back on his butt. “So, um. That was an Egrat?” Jose said, still looking at where the monster had been.
Chris stretched. “Yep. That was an Egrat.”
“Are they always so, um, pleasant?”
Chris stretched. “Not always. Definitely not on the battlefield. I once watched a skirmish between platoons from Malacandra and Cocytus on the fields of Midian. Both of them had three or four of those things. Not real bright. Often they don’t know who they are punching, but their raw power is incredible.”
“I bet.”
“Come on,” Chris said, motioning with his head toward the door. The two warriors moved into the night together.
“Was that a shovel?” Jose asked.
“Yeah. They’re farmers by nature. I’ve been told in Malacandra there are giant rows of fields with thousands of those things happily tending crops and humming away.”
“Weird.”
“Weird is our life, kid. You’ll get used to it. Now, let’s go find something to eat.”
The pair walked silently south on Calhoun for a few blocks and then veered right on Franklin. Jose watched Chris as they went. As with every time they walked, Chris was poised and calm, but ever alert. His eyes took in everything, scanning left to right at all times, only turning his head slightly in either direction. Jose wondered what he was looking for. The young pre-teen tried to mimic his partner’s movements, but he didn’t feel like he was seeing anything he couldn’t see just by looking forward, and the rapid movement from left to right made his eyes hurt. He kept it up for a block and then surrendered to just walking normally. 
Moose had told Jose stories about his new partner. She’d explained the legend. All the stories felt too large to be real.  Jose understood why now. Chris was the type of leader others aspired to be. He seemed perfect, unbendable. He was the stuff from which myths were made. 
They passed a large, abandoned, red brick warehouse and emerged in another residential neighborhood. Jose wanted to ask questions, but he was afraid to break the silence. He didn’t know how Chris would react. He figured silence was what his partner wanted. “Commandment thirteen,” he imagined Chris barking with military precision. “Never speak while searching for food.” The thought made Jose laugh. 
Chris pointed to a McDonalds on their left. “Over there,” he said softly. They crossed the street together. 
Jose missed eating with Moose in the woods of Pennsylvania. He thought back to hunting deer and rabbits with her. They even caught a raccoon once. Jose remembered how excited Moose was while she cooked their first doe over their campfire. She’d gone on and on about how rare fresh meat was. 
They passed the restaurant, cutting between cars in the drive-through lane. Jose stared at the couple in the front seat of the car he and Chris walked in front of. There was a man with silver hair behind the wheel. A young girl that looked like his daughter sat next to him in the passenger seat. They were both focused on their iPhones. 
The large green dumpster was in the back of the parking lot. The sharp, sweetly grotesque smell of it assaulted Jose’s nose as they approached. His stomach rumbled and ached at the same time, longing to be filled but dreading what was about to come. Chris pushed open the black, plastic door on the side of the metal container. He then stepped aside and banged with his fist on the side. The noise of his pounding echoed through the box. Angry squeaks followed. Jose smiled as a family of rats exited the back of the dumpster through a small hole in the corner.  
“You want to dive or hold?” Chris asked. 
Jose didn’t want to do either. He wanted to catch a deer, watch Moose skin it, and then cook it on a stick over an open flame in the middle of nowhere. 
“You don’t help. You don’t eat,” Chris said plainly. 
“I’ll hold,” Jose said. 
Chris reached into the dumpster and pulled a cardboard box from inside. He flattened the box and laid it across the lip of the opening. It was a trick he’d shown Jose earlier that week when they’d eaten at a Wendy's dumpster. “When you sleep in your clothes, you should try to keep them clean.” 
“Is that a commandment,” Jose asked with a grin. 
“No,” Chris replied, unamused.
Making sure the cardboard was sufficiently covering the lip of the dumpster, Chris said, “Alright, get ready.” He then lifted himself up with both hands, moving into the dumpster head first, allowing his chest to rest on the cardboard shield he’d arranged. As his legs went up in the air, Jose caught his feet. 
Jose sighed as he listened to Chris fumble with the trash bags in the dumpster. “You know,” Jose said. “For a guy who eats out of a dumpster, you’re really picky.” 
Chris didn’t reply. Instead, he searched for another few minutes. Then finally he said, “Alright, pull me out.” 
Jose pushed Chris’ feet to the ground. Standing, Chris turned to face the teen and passed him a fully filled large French fry container.  “Thanks,” Jose replied, unenthusiastic. Before all of this had happened to him, he and his mom used to go to the McDonalds down from their house. She’d always get a salad. Jose would tease her about buying a salad at a burger joint. 
“Come on,” Chris said. “Let’s go eat.” They moved together to the curb and took seats next to each other. Chris began eating his fries, one at a time. 
Jose took a bite of one of his. It was cold and moist, but he choked it down. It had been a long day. He needed to eat. And food was food. As he chewed, he tried to remember what the fries tasted like when they were hot and fresh.
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
It was a beautiful afternoon. The sun was warm but not hot, the breeze cooled but didn’t chill, and even though the air was humid after the morning’s rain, it wasn’t oppressive. Jose watched as kids ran through the playground. Three young boys climbed a plastic dragon that was sculpted to look like it was swimming through the woodchips. Five elementary aged girls played tag on a large piece of playground equipment made up of slides and platforms connected by bridges that shook when the children ran across them. Directly in front of Jose, the swings were filled with laughing kids. Groups of parents were scattered through the playground, chatting with one another, taking advantage of their kids’ distraction.
Jose soaked in the sound of children’s laughter. Only a few years ago when he would have been among their ranks. He exhaled as he thought about everything that had changed in such a short time. The moment of reflection made him sad.
“Why are we here?” Jose asked his partner. 
Chris was standing next to the pre-teen, leaning against the black fence that surrounded the park. “We’re waiting our turn,” Chris said.
“Our turn for what?” Jose asked with confusion.
“Our turn to talk to Lefty,” Chris said. “He holds court here on Saturday.”
“Court?” Jose said. 
Chris sighed and pointed across the playground to where two men sat on a bench next to a basketball court. The younger of the two Jose had never seen before. He held his head in his hands and, from the shaking of his head, appeared to be saying “no” over and over again. The older man on the bench was the one who had been at their battle with Bose. He wore a large white t-shirt, blue jeans, and white sneakers. His left arm was in a sling. His right hand gently rubbed the back of the young man next to him. He appeared to be whispering into the young man’s ear.
“What do you think he’s telling him?” Jose asked. 
“Nothing good,” Chris said. 
“Do you think he did something wrong?” Jose asked as he watched the scene unfold. 
“Doesn’t matter,” Chris said. “That’s not our world.”
The young man stood and yelled “No!” as he stomped his foot and motioned in anger with his hands. He did it again and again. Tears streamed down his face. Lefty didn’t flinch. Rather he looked at the young man with understanding. The basketball game behind the bench stopped and the ten players began drifting toward the bench.
“Should we do something?” Jose said. 
“Like what?” Chris said. “Like I said, kid, that’s not our fight. This isn’t the world we live in.” 
“Okay,” Jose said, but there was an uneasy knot in his stomach.
Five of the basketball players formed a semi-circle behind the young man. The other five formed an angry looking wall between the man and Lefty. The man screamed with rage. His tears increased in intensity. 
The children on the playground stopped playing to watch in fear-filled fascination. Parents raised their cell phones: some to their ears, some to text, and others to record. 
The young man looked around. With large men behind him, large men in front of him, and families all around him, he seemed to recognize there was nothing he could do. He pointed at Lefty and yelled something angry Jose couldn’t make out, then he turned and ran off. 
Once he was a block away, the playground returned to normal. The children went back to playing. The basketball game started back up. The parents went back to chatting, although now they had a new topic of conversation to post on Facebook, and Lefty once again looked like a retiree enjoying a day at the park. 
“Now what?” Jose asked. 
“We wait until it’s our turn,” Chris said. 
A few moments of normalcy passed. The laughter began to dominate the air again. Some of the families left. New families arrived. The basketball game continued without interruption. Jose grew restless. Did Lefty even know they were waiting?
“Shouldn’t we just go and say something?” Jose asked. 
Chris laughed. “I’d like to see you try to get near him if he didn’t invite you to. Don’t think for a minute those guys playing basketball are the only guards here.”
Jose looked around. He didn’t see anyone else. 
“Blue house across the street, on the roof,” Chris said without looking in that direction. 
Jose turned to examine the other side of the street. His eyes found the blue house. He looked to its roof. To his shock, there were two men watching the park, both had rifles with scopes attached. 
“Now look at the train tracks,” Chris said. 
Jose looked past the bench, across two empty soccer fields, to a small hill where trains ran. Just beyond it I-95 roared with traffic. It took Jose three tries before he noticed the three men laying on top of the hill, all with riffles trained at the park. 
“Wow,” Jose said. 
“Lefty always comes prepared,” Chris said. 
“There weren’t any snipers around when he met with Bose,” Jose said. 
“Lefty knows bullets don’t help,” Chris said.
“Oh, yeah,” Jose said, feeling foolish. 
“Let’s go,” Chris said. “It’s our turn.”
Jose walked behind his partner, around the playground, toward the bench. “How do you know?” he said.
“He made eye contact,” Chris said. “Didn’t you see it?”
“No,” said Jose. He wondered if Chris was pulling his leg.
“You need to pay closer attention to your surroundings,” Chris said. “When we get there, you just stand still and keep your mouth shut. Got it?”
“Got it,” Jose said. 
When Chris took a seat next to Lefty on the bench, Jose stood a few feet back. Lefty smiled at him. “He’s really young,” Lefty said with a laugh. “How old are you, son?” 
Jose didn’t know what to do. Should he answer? Both men were looking at him. He wondered what Lefty’s signal was for “shoot this stupid kid.” 
“Doesn’t he talk?” Lefty said. 
Chris raised his eyebrows at Jose. 
Not knowing what else to do, Jose said, “I was told to stand still and keep my mouth shut.”
Lefty laughed. “Good advice,” he said leaning back on the bench. He put his right arm around Chris. Jose noticed for the first time that there was a small pistol inside the sling on Lefty’s left arm. “So,” Lefty said. “What can I do for the Gracanjo today?”
“I came to discuss your involvement in our business,” Chris said. He looked forward and sat forward with his elbows on his knees. 
Lefty smiled again. “I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about. My only concern is my business.”
“The monsters are our business,” Chris said. 
“You’re going to have to be more specific,” Lefty said. “There’s monsters all around these parts.” 
“Stop playing games,” Chris said. “You don’t know what you’re messing with.” 
“Oh,” Lefty said looking into the sky. “I’ve been around a long time. I think I’ve got a pretty good idea.” 
“They’re dangerous,” Chris said. “They’ll hurt people and burn this city to the ground to get what they want.”
“I’m dangerous. You’re dangerous. Everything’s dangerous here,” Lefty said. “And we all want to get what we want.” 
“What do you want?” Chris said. 
“Now we’re getting down to business,” Lefty said. “Unfortunately, you aren’t capable of providing for my needs.” 
“Try me,” Chris said.
Lefty laughed. “Alright,” he said. “There’s a man, my former partner.”
“Agamemnon,” Chris said.
“That’s the one,” Lefty said. “I need him gone. And I’m not talking about moved out of town. I’m talking about exterminated.”
“You’ve got plenty of fire power,” Chris said looking around.
“That I do,” Lefty said. “But so does he. And getting to him with my fire power is trickier than you think. But not for you, and not for the things you call monsters. You can just step into the middle of his bedroom with one of those fancy coins and he’d never see you coming.”  
Chris sighed. 
“And here is the catch,” Lefty said, leaning forward to match Chris’ position. “You’ve got rules. See, I’d much rather deal with you than with them, you being human and all. But you don’t hurt people. Number five? Right?”
“Six,” Chris said. “But there are always exceptions.” 
Lefty laughed, leaned back again, and smacked Chris on the back. “You know what they say, ‘Don’t talk bullshit to a bull-shitter or you’ll get a mouth full of filth.’ I’ll give it to you though. I have no doubt you are capable. I’ve seen that kung-fu shit you do, but I also know you ain’t gonna break your rules. Tell me I’m lying.”
Chris smiled. 
“Alright then,” Lefty said. He placed his arm on Chris’ back. “It ain’t personal. You know I like y’all and I’ll help whenever I can, but the offer is too good this time. So if I find that stupid box, I’m gonna cash it in and get my empire back.”
Chris stood. “Thanks for the talk,” he said.
“Thanks for stopping by,” Lefty said. “Always a pleasure.”
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
“What’d you get?” Chris asked. He sat on the edge of the stone wall that surrounded the parking garage, his feet dangling over the side. They were five stories up. The parking garage was the tallest thing for three or four blocks. 
“I went back to that bakery dumpster and got muffins. I think they're pretty fresh. They must have made extra or something,” Jose said. “I found a chocolate chip one for you.” Standing next to his partner, he put his elbows on the wall. 
“What did you get?” Chris said with a grin. 
“Blueberry. Why?”
“What if I don’t want chocolate chip? What if I want blueberry?” 
“Who doesn’t want chocolate chip?” Jose said, looking out over the city. “Everybody loves chocolate chip.”
“Well, when there is blueberry available. I mean. Come on. It’s blueberry.”
“The blueberry isn’t for you.”
Chris laughed. “Oh, I see,” he said, pretending to be offended. “And what if I decide to make it available?”
“You’d steal food from a little kid?” Jose said, shooting Chris a sad face.
“Well, when you put it that way, chocolate chip it is.” 
Chris held his hand out for the food. It was the moment of truth. Jose swallowed. He passed the muffin to him. Chris squeezed it. He closed his eyes and he sighed. “You must think I’m a complete moron,” he said.
“What do you mean?” Jose said, refusing to make eye contact. He took a bite out of his muffin. It was still warm. He savored the sugar crystals sprinkled on the top, crunching them between his teeth. The fresh bread melted in his mouth. It was an amazing first bite. 
“Seriously,” Chris said. There was irritation in his voice. 
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Jose said as he hastily took a second bite. 
Chris ripped the muffin from his hand and threw it into the street below. His cholate chip one quickly followed. “Hey!” Jose yelled. “I was eating that!”
“From the dumpster?” Chris said. “I have to be able to trust you. You can’t lie to me about shit like this, kid.”
“I did get it from the dumpster,” Jose said.
“Next time you want to lie to me about food, eat yours before you get to me and bring me something from the dumpster. Stupid-ass. I’m not sure what concerns me more: that you lied or that you were so fucking stupid about it.” Chris shook his head in disbelief.
“I didn’t lie,” Jose said.
Chris smacked the concrete wall with both hands. “Stop fucking lying.” 
“You didn’t have to throw it over the edge,” Jose said. 
“What’s the eighth commandment?” Chris said.
“It’s just a muffin, okay,” Jose said. His voice cracked a little. He could feel tears building. He swallowed, trying to push them away.
“The eight commandment?” Chris demanded.
“What do you want from me?” Jose yelled. His heart was raced. His face was hot. His fists were clenched. He had half a mind to push Chris off the ledge. “I just wanted real food for a change.”
“We go it alone. The eighth fucking commandment,” Chris said. There was a mix of sadness and anger in his voice.
“Fuck you and your commandments,” Jose yelled as he turned and pounded the roof of the car. The pain in his hands helped him hold back the tears. “And fuck eating out of dumpsters. And fuck walking all over town. And fuck all of this. It all sucks. I hate it. And I hate you. It’s just breakfast.”
“Stop lying,” Chris said again. He swung his feet over the wall and stood to face his partner. “I know what you want. You want a home, and a bed, and that nice lady with the muffins to tuck you in at night. You want everything to be alright when you go to sleep and you want to wake up safe with no worries. You want a world with no monsters, with no responsibility. Well, it’s not safe. It’s not fucking alright. And you can’t have those things.”
“Why not?” Jose screamed. “Because you don’t want them. You like it like this. You like finding your food in dumpsters and sleeping on the top of this piece of shit car. You chose this crazy life. But not me. I didn’t choose this. I didn’t ask for this.” Jose couldn’t hold back the tears anymore. They ran freely down his face. “I didn’t choose any of this. And she knows! The muffin lady knows! So what’s your problem?”
“What’s my problem? What’s my fucking problem? How do you still not get this?  This isn’t some fucking game. You think those two frat boy meatheads didn’t have homes and families? Is that what you want for this new friend of yours? You want to see her body flopping around after her neck has been crushed by some giant pale asshole? It’s not about what we want. I don’t live in a damn car because I want to. This life keeps other people safe. We live this way so people won’t die. Stop acting like a stupid, selfish brat and grow up.”
Chris’ words cut Jose’s heart. “That’s not fair,” Jose said through tears. “It’s not fair. You don’t know. You don’t know what will happen.”
Chris leaned against the car and crossed his arms. “You think I just made these commandments up? You think I just decided to start living this way? I’ve lost people. I’ve had friends. I let people in and now they’re all dead and I’m not going to let that happen again. So it’s you and me. That’s it. And hopefully, I’ll die before you. Then you can do whatever the fuck you want. But while I’m in charge, we follow the twelve damn commandments. Is that clear?”
 “Fine,” Jose said.
“So no more going to see the nice muffin lady, I don’t give a fuck what she knows about us.”
“Fine,” Jose said again.
“Now come over here,” Chris said, turning to face the city again. 
Jose jammed his hands in his pockets and slowly stepped toward his partner. They were looking south, down Hanover Street, toward the Hanover Street bridge. Built in 1916. The bridge informally marked the southwestern border of downtown. On the other side of it were old suburban neighborhoods that had been blighted by white flight over the past four decades. 
“Azo’s army is coming to town,” Chris said. 
Jose strained to see what Chris meant, but he knew it was impossible. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t see the other side of the Veil. “What do you see?” he asked sheepishly, wishing he didn’t have to ask his partner anything right now. All he wanted to do is get in the car and sulk.
“They’re marching into town.I’d guess between two, maybe three thousand troops total.”
“Shit,” Jose said.
“Yeah,” Chris said. “There’s no way we can handle that many on our own.”
“So what do we do?” Jose said. He looked at his partner’s determined face and found courage from the absence of fear in Chris’ eyes. 
“I’m going to tell Ernie to call for help. In the meantime, I have an idea that will slow them down. But we’re going to need Hyoi and Bashi to pull it off.”
“Okay,” Jose said, unsure what else to say. 
“Alright,” Chris said. “For now, let’s move. We need to stay ahead of them, and I want to see where they decide to camp.” Chris turned, walked past the car, and started down the ramp. “We’ll come back for the car once we know where they’re going to settle. Let’s go.” 
Jose sighed. With Chris gone, he retrieved the small business card from his pocket. It read “Imani’s Place 628 S. Broadway, Baltimore.” Jose thought about letting it join the muffins by throwing it over the wall, but he hesitated. He read it again. He remembered the word he received when he touched her, but then he remember the two men who had died. He remembered the terror in their eyes. Looking at the card once more, he crumpled it in his palm and threw it over the side of the parking garage. Looking out at the bridge again, he sighed again, turned, and jogged to catch his partner.
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Jose scraped his ribs on the side mirror of a gold Impala as he squeezed between it and a silver Honda Odyssey. The blow slowed him a step. He pressed on, knowing that if he paused for more than a breath he would lose sight of his prey.
He could see the top of the tiny monster’s head ten paces in front of him, weaving between cars in the parking lot. He could hear its high-pitched laughter.  
Jose ducked under the side mirror of a pickup. The beast darted to the left. Instead of maneuvering around a red VW bug in his path, Jose planted his foot on the back bumper and ran across the top of the car then down the front of a hood. The quick move caught him up three paces.
Jose’s lungs burned and his knees ached. He’d been chasing the small creature, through traffic and parking lots, for at least two miles. He and Chris had caught sight of the tiny thing while patrolling the Belair-Edison neighborhood on the north east side of the city. They’d been tracking the monster’s scent for a few blocks when, to their shock, it jumped from behind a minivan, pointed at Jose, and then ran in the opposite direction. Both Jose and Chris had given chase, but Chris had fallen behind when the beast took a detour through a crowded store.
Ahead of him the creature emerged from the full parking lot. Without slowing its pace, the monster sprinted across the busy street. It seemed to time its run perfectly, crossing the street in a straight line as cars whizzed past.
Jose pulled up at curb, watching the cars speed by, trying to time his cross. He put his hands on his knees and sucked in air, struggling to catch his breath.
Just before sliding through a space in the rod-iron fence that surrounded the city cemetery, the beast paused to face its pursuer. The pause gave Jose his first good look at the monster. It was short, about the height of a five-year old child, and thin like a marathon enthusiast. Unlike the other monsters Jose had encountered, it was shockingly innocent in appearance. In fact, it took like a perfectly proportioned, small man. The thing wore a flawlessly tailored, charcoal black, three piece suit, and recently polished, black dress shoes. In the pocket of the suit was a small, blue, silk pocket square. Attached to the beast’s vest was a gold pocket watch chain. The thing’s jet black hair was impeccably parted down the middle, and waxed tightly to his head. Above his lip was a tightly rolled, thin, handlebar mustache.
Jose looked over his shoulder for his partner. Chris was nowhere to be seen.
Once on the other side of the bars, the small thing turned to face Jose again. Reaching into its small vest pocket, it retrieved a pocket watch and checked the time. Pointing at Jose through the bars, it yelled in a quick, shrill voice, “The little beastie must cross the street. It must use its feet and cross the street. Come, come little beastie. Come, come. Use its feet to cross the street. Come, come. Don’t have all day. Don’t have all day. Don’t stop now. Almost there. Come, come slow beastie.”
The light at the intersection up the street turned red, giving Jose the break in traffic he needed.  Gathering his energy, he sprinted across the street, toward the gate. The tiny man-thing laughed with glee and ran deeper into the cemetery. Unable to squeeze through the bars, Jose was forced to climb the ten foot high fence. The extra time it took Jose allowed the creature to put distance between them.
Jose landed in the grass on the other side, and scanned the cemetery. It was massive, covering eight city blocks. Still, the monster was easy to find as it didn’t seem to be hiding. Jose spotted the tiny thing leaning against a large head stone, one-hundred-fifty yards in front of him.
Jose approached slowly. “You shouldn’t be here,” Jose screamed, methodically drawing closer. “You should have never crossed the Veil.” 
The monster’s eyes were wide with glee. Motioning Jose forward, it sang. “It speaks. It squeaks. It wreaks of fear. Come, come beastie. Come closer. It must. It must come closer.”
“Not only are you on the wrong side of the Veil,” Jose barked, marching forward. “You made me run through a parking lot, and I hate running through parking lots.” His side still hurt from the side view mirror he’d taken in the ribs.
The monster wasn’t listening. The glee in his voice had transformed to desperate begging. “It rants and rants. It takes too long. It must come closer.”
“It’s over,” Jose said. “There’s nowhere left to run.” He took another step toward the monster. The creature giggled with anticipation.
Jose was almost within arm’s reach. One more step and he’d be close enough to pounce.
“Yes. Yes,” the little man cheered, his hands clasped tightly to his chest.
Jose made his move, lurching forward with both hands, he lunged to grab the monster by the neck, but to his shock, he felt his legs being jerked backward and then up, above his head. The force of the yank tore at his knees and hips with such force, he lost the breath in his chest. His forehead scraped through the grass and then rose three feet off the ground. At the same time, with a loud bang, metallic cables shot from something behind him. With uncanny aim, they wrapped themselves around his wrists and ankles like boa constrictors, incapacitating him.
Hanging in the air, suspended from some unseen contraption, hands and feet bound, Jose could here to monster breathing behind him. He heard it approach, slowly. It radiated pride. He felt its breath next to his ear. Then in a shrill whisper it said, “Supposed to find the box. Caught the beastie instead. Boxes are less fun. They will wait, because the beastie is mine now. And I shall pluck it. I will take it apart. I will learn what’s on its insides.”
There was a sharp pain in Jose’s back between his second and third rib, near his spine. He yelped in pain. The monster chuckled. The pain ran from Jose’s mid-back, around to his front. He felt is t-shirt turn wet and heavy. Tears of fear filled his eyes. He knew. He was certain that this was his end. He swallowed hard, forcing his emotions inside, not wanting to give the monster the satisfaction of watching him cry.
The monster was in front of him now. It licked the blood, Jose’s blood, off the blade of the small knife it held. There was fury in its dark green eyes. “The beastie now knows,” it said with a soft, shrill bite. “It is no match for Fenswick the Great. It will now say my name. Say ‘Fenswick.’ Fens-wick. It must say my name.” The monster jab the knife into Jose’s exposed armpit and screamed, “Say it! It says my name!”
Jose clamped his mouth shut.
“I planned, my beastie,” the monster said, licking the knife again. “This is my trap for the beastie. I watched the beastie. I followed the beastie. I learned the beastie’s ways. The trap is perfect. Perfect for the beastie’s height. Perfect for the beastie’s weight. Fenswick makes the perfect traps. Doesn’t the beastie think? But now, the beastie must acknowledge its defeat. It must take ownership of its disgrace. It must say my name.” The monster jabbed the knife into Jose’s under arm again as it screamed in his face, “It must say my name!”
Jose lurched at the insertion of the knife in his arm. The pain shot through his body. He screamed, and then he laughed.
The tiny man took a step back, enraged. “The beastie laughs? It laughs at the Fenswick the Great. It does not laugh. It does not laugh at Fenswick the Great.” The monster moved forward again. With the blade in its right hand, it grabbed Jose by the scruff of the neck with its left. Its hand was cold, dry, and shockingly strong for its size. Steadying Jose, the monster pulled the pre-teen’s face close.
“The beastie will say my name and admit defeat, or I will have the beastie’s eyes.” The blade became a blur as it neared Jose’s left eye. Jose pushed back, but the monster held tight with his left hand. With its right, the monster moved the knife within a few centimeters of Jose’s pupil.
The monster whispered again, “It says my name. It says my name or I takes it eye.”
Jose breathed deeply. Holding as steady as possible, he uttered a single word, “Chris.”
“Chris? Chris is not my name. This is not my name,” the monster screamed.
“No,” came a strong voice from behind the tiny thing. “It’s mine.”
In a swift move, Chris reached forward with both hands and snapped the monster’s neck. The tiny man fell limp to the ground. Chris took a step back and looked at his partner. “Shit,” he said. “How in the hell am I supposed to get you out of that?”
They struggled silently with Fenswick’s machine for hours, until finally Chris was able to cut Jose down. The thin, but incomprehensibly strong wires that had snagged Jose’s feet were attached to a small machine, hovering ten feet off the ground. Unable to cut the wire or pull the machine down, Chris was forced to climb the wire and disassemble the machine in the air.
The metal bands around Jose’s wrist and ankles had been trickier. After some experimentation, Chris discovered they would melt under the flame of cigarette lighter. By the time Jose was freed, the sun had set and night had come.
Back in the car, with the monster’s small body in the trunk, the friends drove in silence.
“They’re planners,” Chris said, finally breaking the tension. “The Sinciputs. They all look like small people. And they’re planners.”
Jose looked silently out the window, watching the street lights blur by. His wounds throbbed. He felt vomit in the back of his throat, but he swallowed it back.
Chris continued. “But the little bastards get so focused on their plan, a lot of times they’ll miss basic details. Like the fact that you had a partner.”
Jose leaned his head against the car door. He closed his eyes and tried to ignore the pain from the knife wound in his armpit. Chris had padded it with gauze, but it that had done nothing to dull the pain.
His back and ribs had stopped bleeding, but his shirt was caked and stuck to his side. The cloth pulled at the newly formed scab. If he moved to quickly, the fresh wound reopened.
Chris pulled the car into a parking garage, circled the seven stories, choosing a spot on the roof that faced the harbor. He put the car into park. “Get some sleep. We’ll get rid of the body tomorrow.”
Jose sighed. His head was pounding.
Chris turned to look at his young partner, taking the pre-teen’s hand he said, “Listen, you can always trust that, if you find yourself alone and in trouble, if I’m still breathing, then I’m busting my ass to get to you. I’ll always have you’re back. Commandment eleven - never leave your partner behind. I’ll never leave you behind. But I’m not going to lie to you. Someday, I may not make it to you in time.”
Jose looked down at the backpack on the floor board between his feet. It was dirty. Its red color had faded to a dull brown. There were rips by the zipper where the fabric was wearing thin. He remembered the day his uncle had bought it for him – a week before the first day of sixth grade. He’d wanted green, but red was all they had. He and Uncle Sal had searched all the racks. Blue. Grey. Red. Pink. No green. Uncle Sal had taken him for ice cream at McDonalds as a consolation.
“My life for the city,” Jose said softly.
“The twelfth,” Chris said, looking forward.
“The twelfth,” Jose said repeated.
They sat in silence for another moment, then Chris pushed his car door open. “Get some sleep,” he said. “I’ll re-dress those wounds in the morning.” Then he swung the driver’s side door shut, and he was gone.
Jose sat, looking out at the water. He watched it shimmer in the city’s light. Slowly, he bent down and unzipped his backpack. Every move brought more pain. Inside the bag were two, neatly folded changes of clothes. Jose pushed them aside. Underneath them he pulled a small, brown, worn, stuffed bear. His mother had given it to him. It was the final thing he had left of her, of his normal life, of his childhood. Leaning back again, he closed his eyes, squeezed the stuff animal tight to his chest, and tried to remember her smile. Quietly he sang to himself the song she’d sung to him every night.
“Little bird, little bird, your voice so small and sweet. 
Someday your wings will thunder as they beat.
Little bird, little bird, just learning how to fly. 
Someday you’ll soar high in the sky.
Little bird, little bird, soft in my hand. 
Someday your shadow will cover the land.”
He remembered the feel of her hand stroking his hair, of her soft goodnight kiss on his cheek, of the warmth of blankets and the safe feeling that came with her tucking them in around him. A knot formed in the base of his throat. This time he didn’t hold it back. It burned, working its way up into his nose, ending below his eyes. He exhaled, and allowed tears to flow freely. Clutching his bear, crying softly, he drifted off to sleep.
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Putting on a clean shirt reopened the wounds in his armpit. Jose could feel the scabs stretching as he lifted his arms above his head. “How long will this take to heal?” he asked as he joined Chris on the hood of the car. 
“Do I look like a doctor to you?” Chris said with a smile. 
“Do we, like, heal faster or something?” Jose asked. 
“I don’t know. Do you?” Chris asked. “Because that would be cool.” 
He passed Jose a breakfast burrito from McDonald's. It was cold. Jose could tell by looking at the ends of the flour tortilla that it was at least a day old. He bit into it and felt the tortilla crunch in his teeth. The egg was sour, but still, he choked it down. 
“I’m going for breakfast tomorrow,” Jose said bitterly. 
Chris laughed. “Sounds fine,” he said. "As long as you don't show up with muffins." 
Jose took another bite and tried to ignore the aftertaste of day old egg and hardened cheese. “Where are we going today?” he asked. 
“You need a day to heal,” Chris said. “So unless we get a call from Ernie, I thought we’d take it slow, skip workouts, and head over to the east side. I’ve got something I want you to see.”
The sun broke loose over the skyline, washing Jose's face in warm light. He closed his eyes and let it bake him. "That sounds good," he said.
They walked slower than usual. The cut in his side made breathing difficult. At first, each step made Jose’s side ache, but after the first hour, the pain became mundane. He didn’t try to mimic Chris’ attentiveness. He felt like the most he could hope for today was to just keep moving. 
“Do you have any other questions?” Chris said, breaking the silence.
Jose watched his feet, doing his best not to stumble. “I don’t know,” he said. “Why do you let Hyoi and Bashi live? They cross the Veil too. Seems like you're breaking the fourth commandment.”
“Sometimes they’re more like guidelines,” Chris said.
“How do I know when they’re commandments and when they’re guidelines?” Jose asked with curiosity. 
“They’re guidelines when I say they’re guidelines,” Chris said with a playful nudge. 
The gesture took Jose by surprise. It was the first playful thing Chris had done. “So why do they get to live?” Jose asked, not wanting to process this new development.
“Hyoi and Bashi are unique. There's a different set of rules for them,” Chris said.
“What are their rules?” Jose asked.
“Under no circumstances can Bashi be killed," Chris said. 
"Why's that?" Jose asked.
"We’re all afraid of what he will come back as, but that’s a long story," Chris said. “Besides, they’re useful,” he added. “And they respect human life. I’ve never seen them hurt people, so for now, we work with them.”
“Okay,” Jose said.
“Let’s step in here,” Chris said, motioning toward a large building on the right. 
Jose looked up and smiled. The site of the building plucked a string in his heart. He knew it well. It was the high school a few blocks from his old house. Seeing something familiar made him happy. For a moment, he forgot all about the shooting pain of the knife wounds. 
The school had multiple wings. The largest section was the center. It was a four-story structure made of brown brick. Each floor was adorned with large, four-panel, windows. The entrance was two large sets of oak double doors. Chris grabbed the iron handle and yanked one of the doors open. 
The entry way was classically decorated with white designs in the ceiling and fancy molding around the edges of the walls.  In front of them was a ticket booth and doors to a large auditorium. Jose had attended field trips to see shows in the auditorium when he was in elementary school. He remembered a ballet company performing the Nutcracker three Christmas’ ago. The high school students had served all the kids hot chocolate at intermission. 
Chris turned right down the large entry hall. In place of lockers, the school had installed brown curving benches filled with books and pillows. Jose considered pulling up to take a nap. 
“Keep moving,” Chris said, reading his mind. “There’s something I want to show you.” He pushed up a door that led to a stairway and motioned for Jose to step through.
The steps were difficult, reigniting the pain in Jose’s side. Chris walked patiently with him as they climbed. At the landing of the fourth floor, they stopped. “Where are all the kids?” Jose asked.
“It’s Saturday,” Chris said. 
Jose laughed to himself. When he attended school, before he spent his days being stabbed in the armpit by small monsters, he’d never confuse a Saturday with a school day. He looked forward to them all week. 
“Just a little farther,” Chris said. Looking at the ceiling, he leaped up with his right foot, stepped on the brass railing of the stairs, using it to vault him higher, upward to the ceiling. At the apex of his jump, he grabbed a small string in the ceiling and held tight to it as he descending. The string revealed an attic door with collapsed stairs. Chris pulled the stairs down, and the two of them climbed to the roof.
The wind was strong on the roof without buildings to serve as a barrier. Jose caught the cool breeze in his mouth and held it there before exhaling. Chris continued to the far side of the building and took a seat on the ledge. Jose followed and joined him.
Houses stretched out below them. Jose knew the streets well. He’d ridden his bike through them countless times. He looked at his friend Daniel’s house. It had a large tree in the front yard and a green roof. Next to it, he looked at the Anderson’s porch. Mrs. Anderson used to offer him and the other boys lemonade in the summer. And there, next to the Anderson’s, was his old house. The new residents have given it a fresh paint job. He looked at his old bedroom window. He wished the curtains were open so he could see how they’d changed it. He wondered if it was still the light blue his mom had painted it, or if that had been changed too. 
“How are you doing?” Chris asked. 
To Jose’s shock, the memories didn’t make him sad. Looking at his old neighborhood was like watching a movie he’d seen a long time ago. It was familiar, but not reality. “I’m fine,” he said.
“This is where I use to sit,” Chris said, not looking at this partner. “I use to sit here and watch you.”
Jose looked at his partner with confusion. Chris didn’t return his gaze. Jose was surprised to see tears forming in Chris’ eyes. “Watch me?” Jose asked.
“Yeah,” Chris said. “Not all the time. I’d check in. Well, that's not true. At first, it was all the time. Then less. Once a month. I liked to come on Saturdays because you were usually outside. You and the other boys, running all over the neighborhood. You look so much like your dad. The way you move. You run just like him.”
Jose's mind spun in circles. He couldn't grab hold of a thought. A thousand questions ran through his brain at once. He looked at his house, then at Chris, then at his house again. He held tight to the side of the roof for fear the dizziness coming over him would cause him to fall. “I don’t… I don’t understand.” 
“Your mom was a good woman,” Chris said. “She was strong. I wish… I wish I could've done more.” 
“Wait… I don’t…” Jose said again, trying to regain his bearings. A thousand inchoate thoughts sprinted through his mind. So many, he couldn’t grab them. They left him speechless. He felt his heart racing. “You… You knew my mom?”
“I knew your dad,” Chris said. “Before all of this. We were in the Corps together.” Chris swallowed. “He was my best friend.” A tear escaped his eye and trickled down his cheek. He didn't bother to wipe it away. He just let it run its course.
Jose was overcome with a need to care for him, to ease the pain Chris was clearly feeling, but instead, he kept his hands gripping the roof. He fixed his eyes on his house. “You said… You said I look like him,” Jose asked. 
“Exactly like him,” Chris said with a smile. “Just a tiny version. Your dad was huge.”
They sat in silence for a few minutes. Jose tried to grab hold of the swirl in his brain. He wanted to know so much but he didn’t know how to ask. 
Chris sighed and said, “We called your dad Smalls. He was the best man I’ve ever met. I never had a family. When I met your dad, he took me in. We were in boot camp together. He let me come home with him for holidays – Thanksgiving, Christmas, and stuff. Whenever we had leave. That’s where I met your mom. She was so beautiful, and smart, and full of life. I loved her smile.” Chris sighed. “Your dad and I… We served overseas together. And we were at this small piece-of-shit village when he…” Chris swallowed. “We were ambushed. Everyone died.”
“Everyone but you,” Jose heard himself say. He didn’t know why he’d said the words. They’d just slipped out. He immediately regretted them. 
“When I finished my tour, I came to see your mom, but she was happy. She had your uncle. She had the house. You were so small. And then all this started for me. So I decided to leave you alone. I didn’t want to bring all this to you and your mom. It wasn't safe.”
“The eighth commandment,” Jose said softly.
“Yep,” Chris said. 
“But you said you didn’t pick me,” Jose said. “You said…”
“I didn’t,” Chris said. “I didn’t want you anywhere near this.”
They sat in silence for another minute. Jose didn’t know what to say. There were a million questions in his mind, but none in his mouth. 
“I’m sorry I’ve been a hard-ass,” Chris said. “I just… I didn’t want this for you. I don’t know how I’d survive if anything happens to you. That’s why I’ve been pushing so hard. You’ve got to be better. You’ve got to survive. Because if you don’t… I can’t…” Tears began to flow freely down his cheeks. 
Still not knowing what to say. Jose leaned in and placed his head on Chris’ shoulder. Chris put his arm around his partner. They sat together in silence there for the rest of the morning, watching the neighborhood come to life.
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
It was still and quiet. Too quiet. Jose didn’t like it. The clouds sat in the sky like thick piles of whip cream. He could feel the silence. It was unsettling.
There was no wind in Midian. No breeze. No air movement of any kind. Jose didn’t realize how alive Reality was until he wasn’t there. Even the grass was different. It was harder, less comforting. Jose ran his hands across it. It reminded him of the wood chips on the playground where he used to go to school. He leaned back on his palms and gripped it tight. Back home blades would have torn from their roots and released into his hands, but not in Midian. If this world were to turn on its side, Jose believed he could climb this strange grass like a rock wall.
“You’re very relaxed,” Bashi said. “Most humans are jumpy in Midian. Especially their first time. They feel like they’re on fire. They can’t sit still.”
Jose shrugged. He rolled on his side and stared at the creature sitting next to him. Bashi didn’t return his gaze. “Are you a boy or a girl?” he asked.
Bashi laughed. “I’m a boy. Although, gender matters less for us since we don’t reproduce.”
“And you’re a Conculos?”
“That’s right,” Bashi said with a smile.
Jose sat up again and pulled his knees to his chest. He looked out over the valley below them. It was clouded by the ghosts of giant trees that existed in Reality, and filled with tents – thousands of tents. Moving around the camp like ants were thousands of monsters. All the races were represented. Azo’s army had decided to camp in Druid Hill Park, a large park on the west side of the city. “What’s it like?” Jose asked. “Living with other races of monsters? Is it weird?”
“I’ve never thought about it. It’s all I’ve known.”
They sat together in silence for another moment, watching the tents below them. 
“What’s it like being a kid?” Bashi asked.
“Never thought about it,” Jose replied with a grin. “It’s all I’ve known.”
Bashi laughed and nudged the boy with his arm. Jose fell over into the grass. Sitting back up he said, “And I’m not a kid. I’m twelve.”
“My apologies,” Bashi said with a smile. “I didn’t mean to offend.”
“How old are you?” Jose said looking at the creature’s purple, crystal eyes.
“This round? Um. Well. I think I’ve lasted almost fifteen hundred years.”
“Wow,” Jose replied, his jaw hanging open. “You’re old.”
“Yep,” Bashi replied. “I’m old.”
“So, do you remember what it’s like coming out of the black pool after you died?”
“Wet and sticky.”
“Gross,” Jose said.
“Yep.”
“And you always come back the same?”
“In some ways. You keep some stuff. Other stuff is new. Sometimes you remember everything. Sometimes you don’t. It’s different every time.”
“And you never, like, get old and die?”
“Nope,” Bashi said with a smile. “We don’t age. Death only comes in battle or some dumb accident.”
“Hmm,” said Jose. They sat in silence again, watching Azo’s army move through the tents. A group of ghost-like people ran by them. Jose marveled at them as they passed. They were colorless, looked as if they were made of smoke, and were unusually large. “Is it weird walking around all these ghosts?” Jose asked. 
“They’re not really ghosts,” Bashi said, moving his hand through the leg of passersby. “They’re in Reality.”
“Yeah,” Jose said, trying to wrap his mind around the concept again.
“We haven’t always seen your world in Midian. It’s only been this way for fifteen hundred years or so. Just after the Great War. The Tinker did it somehow, merged our world and yours.”
A large ghost dog ran by, chasing the biggest Frisbee Jose had ever seen. “Why does Reality look bigger here?” Jose asked. 
“Well,” Bashi said thinking. “I’m no Sinciput, but the way I understand it is Midian is actually bigger than Reality, so when you lay them on top of each other, Realty gets stretched to make them fit together. Does that make sense?”
“None of this makes sense,” Jose said, running his fingers over the stiff grass.
“Chris told me you’ve been training,” Bashi said. “You want to show me what you’ve learned.”
“Chris said I can’t.  He told me not to show you anything.”
Bashi leaned back and looked at the boy in disbelief. “Why’s that?”
“He said you shouldn’t be trusted and that I might have to put you down if you got out of line.”
Bashi laughed and faced forward again. “Did he tell you I saved his life once? Did he tell you that?”
“Yep, he told me the whole story. He said you probably only did that because you had too.”
Bashi snorted in disapproval. “I think I’m offended.”
“Nah. Don’t worry about it. He doesn’t trust anybody.”
“But you do?”
“Some people.”
“What about me? I’m not people.”
“You’re fine.”
“How do you know?”
“I touched your hand when we crossed through the Veil. You’re fine.”
“You think you can trust me because I let you touch me?”
“I, um, I get feelings about people? And, um, monsters too I guess? If I touch you, I know you.”
“You didn’t know how old I was.”
“Not like that. I don’t know things about you. I just know what you’re like. It’s like a feeling. I get a word.”
“Oh. Well. What was my word?”
“Peace,” Jose said.
Bashi laughed. “I don’t exactly have a history of making peace.”
“It’s the word I got. It’s not that you are peaceful, more like you are at peace. You’re like a big kid. A really old kid. You like to play games. You’re silly. But you’re serious too. You just hide it. And you like your life. You know who you are and you’re at peace with yourself.”
“You’re a smart kid.”
“You love your partner too, and you’ll do anything for him, but you don’t know why. Sometimes that confuses you.”
“A really smart kid. And kind of scary.”
Jose smiled. “I’m like a ninja,” he said with a giggle.
“I’ve known some ninjas.”
“That’s cool.”
“Yep. Vikings too.”
“I want to know a Viking,” Jose said, his voice dripping with innocent jealousy.
“Sorry. You’re a few centuries too late.”
“I never get to do anything fun.”
“Me neither.”
“Did they really have huge beards?”
“Yes, but the horned helmets are complete bullshit.”
“Yeah, not really battle-worthy now that I think about it. Just something for an opponent to grab onto.”
“Who needs horns coming out the side of their heads? That’s just stupid.”
“Egrats don’t think so.”
“You got me there,” Bashi said.
They watched the tents together again in silence.
“They’ve been gone a long time,” Jose said.
“Hyoi’s slow,” Bashi said. “He says it’s being ‘thorough.’ But I think he’s just slow.”
A bright light flickered from the east side of the camp. “That’s our signal,” Bashi said. He stood, and brushed himself off. Jose stood too.
“What are they after again?” Jose asked. 
“Hyoi thinks he knows where Azo keeps his Lamina – those coins we use to cross over,” Bashi explained. “If we can steal them, then he can’t cross over.”
“So how are we going to get an entire army’s attention? Should I start jumping up and down, waving my arms or something?”
“Good idea,” Bashi said with a smile. 
Jose shrugged. “Hey!” he yelled, jumping up and down, waving his arms. “Up here! Look up here! Hey! Morons! Look up here!”
“Well,” Bashi said. “That’s not really working. Why don’t we try this?” He removed from a small pocket in the front of his pants a black object. Jose thought it looked like a TV remote with a single red button on the top. Bashi smiled at Jose again. “You ready?”
“Yeah, okay,” Jose said. 
Bashi held the remote up and pushed the red button. Seven large explosions went off on the west side of the camp. Each created a small mushroom cloud. Jose watched as the army below broke into chaos. Monsters ran everywhere, trying to understand what was happening. Horns rang out through the camp in strange rhythms, trying to call the troops to some kind of order. Lines of monsters formed at a nearby river, as the troops began racing to put the fires out.
“Nice,” said Jose.
“Planted them a few hours before you and Chris crossed over. Didn’t know when I’d use them. I just thought the chaos would be entertaining. Reality has the best toys. We don’t have anything like gun powder or explosives here. No reason to come up with quick ways to kill each other when you just reappear back home.” 
Jose sat back down in the grass. “That was much more effective than me waving my arms.”
“I have my moments,” Bashi said, sitting next to Jose.
The army in the valley had formed bucket lines to all seven fires. Jose was impressed by the efficiency. The four of the blazes were already out, black smoke hanging in the air where the fires had been. The other three seemed to be almost extinguished as well. 
“How long will that black smoke hang in the air like that?” Jose asked, watching the cloud gather and stand over the location of each fire.
“Forever,” Bashi said. “There’s no wind here. No weather, not like you have. Water comes up from the ground, not down from the sky, so clouds just sit.”
“So weird,” Jose said. 
“No,” Bashi said. “Rain is weird.”  
Things were calming down in the valley now. Monsters were beginning to mill around. Jose imagined the soldiers standing around, processing together what had just happened. Groups of twenty monsters were moving out of the camp to the west, searching for the saboteur.  
“Do you think they got the Lamina?” Jose asked.
“We’ll find out in a little bit,” Bashi said. 
They watched the search parties in silence. The groups slowly expanded a perimeter around the camp. 
“What do they think they will find?” Jose asked.
“Like I said, we don’t use explosives, so most of them are probably completely confused. Those who have crossed over will know, but that’s less of them than you think. They have no idea what they are looking for. Azo will blame the Tinker. It will fire his leaders up to find the box.” 
Jose paused in thought and then asked, “Why is Azo here? Why Baltimore? Why now?”
“Azo thinks the Tinker’s box is here. And he seems to think it’s what he needs to reignite the Great War and defeat the forces of Malacandra,” Bashi said.
“There’s so much about that sentence I don’t understand,” Jose said.
“If you really want to know, I’ll lay it all out for you, but it’s not a short story,” Bashi said.
“Maybe some other time,” Jose said. “Smoke that sits forever and grass that feels like sticks are about all the weirdness I can handle for one day.”
Bashi laughed. “You know what I like about Reality?” he said.
“What?” Jose said, watching the perimeter expand further from the camp.
“The smells. We don’t have smells like you do. You live among amazing smells.”
“Some of them.” Jose laughed at the thought of good smelling farts.
Bashi smiled. “I like you, kid.”
Jose turned to face the creature. “I like you too.” Then he turned back to the valley.
Bashi sighed and pulled his knees to his chest. He counted the tents. Wondering how much longer the other two would take. Just then, Chris and Hyoi emerged from the ghost trees, fifty yards away. Chris clutched a small bag in his right hand. 
“Looks like they found them,” Jose said. He stood, and walked to meet his partner.
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Chris pulled the heavy doors to Imani’s Place open with both hands. The glass of the doors and the four adjacent seven-foot windows were thick and textured, allowing pedestrians to see the presence of patrons without recognizing individuals. Ignoring the “Please wait to be seated” sign, Chris stepped into the middle of the room and began scanning the faces.
The restaurant’s interior was simple. The walls were dark wood paneling on the bottom half and scarred drywall on the top. The floors were unpolished hardwood. To the right of the door was a long bar that ended in a cash register. Behind the bar was a large assortment of drinks and a big, black griddle. The patrons were an odd combination of twenty-something hipsters and homeless men. 
Chris’ attention was drawn to the large, wooden circle that hung above the bar. Carved into the middle of the circle was the Gracanjo “g” with the word “home” underneath. He laughed and shook his head. 
Chris scanned the room. Thirty-two patrons. Most sitting in twos or threes. A few of the homeless men he’d encountered before. He heard a throat clear and he turned. A familiar face sitting behind him smiled. The man sitting in the corner of the room wore a heavy green jacket, thick black pants, a black skull cap, and heavy boots. From conversations they’d had before, Chris knew they were the boots the man had worn home from his last tour. Chris walked over and took the seat next to the man. “Spencer,” Chris said.
“Blur,” the man replied.
“What’s a lost frogman doing hiding out in a joint like this?” Chris asked. “I never thought I’d catch you taking handouts.” 
Chris had met Spencer in the streets shortly after they’d returned. They found mutual respect in their shared narratives: used up warriors with no war to fight hiding from their demons in the bottle and isolation. But Chris had found his war while Spencer continued to be chased by memories of gunfire and split decisions, wondering what would come next for him. 
“Please. I’m never above free food. Especially when it’s good. But truth is, I’m working,” Spencer said. Neither man looked at the other as they spoke. Both continued to take in the room, noticing every move. 
“What’s the gig?” Chris asked.
“This old guy paid me to watch his daughter while she was working here,” Spencer said. 
“Which one’s your girl?” Chris asked. 
“Blonde behind the counter,” Spencer said. 
Chris casually allowed his eyes to drift in that direction. The girl had a supermodel’s build and a stunning smile. “Not a tough assignment,” Chris said. 
“I get good coffee all day. Gives me something to do. I get to stay inside. Can’t complain.” 
“She know you’re here?”
“Don’t think so. But it’s hard to tell. She’s a crafty one. Ditched multiple bodyguards before I was hired. Your turn. What’s one of the Navy’s step-kids doing in a spot like this? I know for a fact you’d rather eat out of a dumpster than take a handout. I’ve seen it.”
Chris knew that Spencer wouldn’t share this kind of information with anyone else. He appreciated the respect Spencer gave him and felt a need to return the courtesy.  “I need to have a chat with the proprietor. Can you tell me anything about this place?” he asked.
“Stays busy. Big breakfast rush. Becomes a bar at night. There's never a ruckus, though. Mostly twenty-somethings. Closes for lunch. The owner is the one working the griddle. As it sounds like you already know, she’s got a thing for taking care of homeless guys. Doesn’t make us pay if we can’t. She lives up on the second floor. She owns the place outright.”
Chris watched the lean woman flip pancakes on the griddle. She wore a blue tank top and beige cargo pants. Her skin was smooth and her arms muscular. Chris couldn’t help notice her black bra strap peeking out from behind her shirt. “What’s she like?” Chris said.
“She’s good people,” Spencer said. “Got a good heart.”
 Chris stood. “Thanks for the help,” he said without looking down at Spencer. 
“Anytime,” Spencer replied.
Chris made his way toward the bar. He stopped under the large circle to inspect it. It wasn’t like the coins. It seemed to be hand carved.    
“You like it?” a voice said from behind the bar. “My great grandmother made it.”
Chris looked toward the griddle to see Imani smiling at him. Chris was stuck by her brown eyes. He found them captivating. Her hair was cut short – almost shaved. Chris wondered what she would look like if she grew it out. He took a few steps closer to her so they could speak without being overheard. 
Imani turned her back to him in order to flip pancakes. “My family were the original Gracanjo of Lagos until my grandparents immigrated to Boston.” 
“I need you to stay away from Jose,” Chris said, refusing to engage with her story.
She dropped two of the pancakes on a plate, picked up a knife and fork, cut the pancakes, and then placed them on the bar in front of Chris. “You ever meet my uncle Machie? He was Gracanjo in Boston for eight years. He fell to a group of Mardocks who crossed to get high. He chased them away from a Sox’s game, but they got him in the parking lot. He was probably before your time. You look about my age. He died when I was ten.”
“I’m serious,” Chris said. “I don’t want you passing Jose food anymore.”
Imani placed two small ramekins of syrup in front of the pancakes. Using the fork she’d passed to Chris, she took a piece of pancake, dipped it in the first ramekin, and ate it. She then repeated the action with the second ramekin. “I can’t tell,” she said to herself. “Anyway, even though I was young, I still remember him living in our basement. My parents put an apartment together for him. It had a workout space with a hanging bag. Nothing fancy, just a cot and a dresser, but it gave him a place to come home to. Helped him feel like a member of a family. He’d eat dinner with us when he could. He was kind. Really kind.” 
“Jose is young. He doesn’t need you screwing with his head,” Chris said. “Leave us alone.” His eyes couldn’t help but drift to the pancakes. The aroma of them tempted him to pick up the fork and devour the plate. 
Imani smiled. “Do me a favor and taste this,” she said holding out a fork to him. “There’s a guy on the east side who wants me to buy his artisanal syrup, but I can’t tell the difference between it and regular stuff.”
Chris sighed. “I’m not hungry,” he began to say, but before he could finish, Imani pushed a fork full of pancake into his mouth. Chris chewed, swallowed, picked up the fork tested the second syrup.  “They taste like syrup,” he said as he chewed.
“Right?” Imani said. She passed him a glass of orange juice. It was cold in his hand. “I don’t think I’m buying anything from him. I’m all for staying local, but not at the markup he’s giving me. He’s probably just emptying the store stuff into fancy bottles. Anyway,” she said. “Like I was saying about my uncle. His partners lived with us too. I can only remember two, but I was told he had three. The one I remember best was a lady named Shelia. She was feisty. Had a thickest Boston accent. Drove my mom crazy. But you don’t pick your family, right?”
Chris handed her back the empty orange juice glass. “Listen,” he said taking another bite of the pancakes. “I don’t know how your uncle interpreted the commandments, but we are supposed to go it alone.” 
Imani passed Chris another glass of orange juice. “They’re really just guidelines and I don’t remember anything about having to eat trash all the time.”
“You don’t know anything,” Chris said, taking another bite of pancakes. “They’re not guidelines. They’re for your protection. We aren’t safe. I can’t be worrying about other people and do my job.” He took a long drink of the new orange juice.
“I have a feeling you worry about everybody in the city all the time, but you don’t need to worry about me. I’m a big girl. I can make my own decisions about my safety.”
“That’s not the point,” Chris said through a mouth full of pancakes. “We put everyone around us in danger and I won’t have that on my conscience.” He took another drink from the orange juice.
“You want a tour? I’ve got a room all set up in the basement. Two beds. Work out space. Even a shower.”
“No. No. No,” Chris said, wiping his mouth. “No, I don’t want a tour. No, I don’t need your beds. And no, I’m not coming to live in your basement like some kind of pet.”  
“I know the risks. I just want to help,” Imani said. “And you need me. You need a safe place to call home. When I was a kid, I swore I’d be chosen. My parents thought so too. The call passed to my cousin, though. She was a strong one. Lasted a few years. She fell to a group of Conculos who’d crossed over for kicks.”
“Leave us alone,” Chris said, taking a step back from the cleaned plate. “I mean it. Stop giving Jose food. You aren’t helping him.”
“My door is always open,” Imani called after Chris as he left. “There’s always a room for you here.”
CHAPTER NINETEEN
Jose heart pounded in his chest as he ran. He dared not look back for fear that even a quick glance would slow him down enough that they might catch him. He knew he needed to get off the street and out of sight. He needed a place to hide. He wasn’t sure how much longer he could keep this up. His feet hurt from sprinting and his hand ached from gripping the small bag of coins Chris had entrusted him with. He couldn’t remember how long he’d been running. Fifteen blocks? Maybe more? He didn’t recognize his surroundings anymore. He’d been making turns by gut, hoping to lose his pursuers, hoping to blend in with a crowd. Now he feared he was lost. 
“Stop! We just want to talk,” a breathless voice yelled from behind him. 
It was hard to know, but from the distance in the voice Jose thought he might be pulling away. The hope renewed his energy. He forced his legs to pump harder. He took another right and was forced to dart between pedestrians as he sprinted down the crowded sidewalk.
Chris had left that morning to meet someone. He’d told Jose to stay in the car. Jose wished now he’d listened. He’d just wanted to stretch his legs. That was all. How was he supposed to know Bose would be waiting for him? 
A car slammed on its breaks, barely missing Jose as he sprinted across a street. He heard a loud honk and a crash. Assuming he’d just caused a fender-bender, he turned left, hoping to use the new jammed traffic to create some separation between himself and his pursuers. 
The cocky Conculos and three Slakes had been waiting at the entrance to the parking garage. If Jose had taken the car exit, he would have been caught in seconds. Lucky for him, he’d come down the stairs and out a side exit. The four monsters had spotted him immediately and the chase was on. 
“Small one! Stop! This is pointless!” Bose screamed from behind Jose. Jose glanced right and considered wondering into the giant building. He was stopped by a man and a young girl exiting from the front door. Jose had no desire to put Bose and his Slakes near children. 
“This is pointless,” Bose yelled again.
Jose smiled. The voice sounded even farther away this time. He took a sharp right and his chest filled with joy. The tall windows filled with posters and books were a pleasant site. He’d know this building anywhere. He’d been to the Enoch Pratt Library countless times before his life with Chris. He pulled up at the front arch. Looking through the giant doors, he considered hiding inside among the stacks and stacks of books; but he hesitated at the sight of a small boy. The child was leaving the building with his mother. They both had bags of books. Blocked again. Jose pondered how long it would be before Bose started hurting innocent people to get his attention.  
Realizing he’d been standing still too long, panic filled Jose’s mind again. His throat tightened. He had nowhere to go. At some point they were going to catch him. It was just a matter of time. His head started turning. There were people everywhere. There was nowhere to run. There was no way to keep them safe. He put his hands on his knees and breathed deeply, hoping to slow the spinning.  
Jose heard their footsteps behind him. The sound of the frustrated shouts from people being pushed aside as the monsters ran passed shocked Jose back into action. He stood straight again and looked around. He had to move. They would be here any second. Then something caught his eye and a memory hit him. His legs filled with energy again and he ran. He crossed the empty street and grabbed the black handle. Pushing open the rod-iron gate, he took the marble stairs two at a time. As he pulled the heavy door to the Basilica open, he heard a Slake yell, “There he is. I’ve got eyes on him.”
The Baltimore Basilica was the first Catholic cathedral in America. Created by the same architect who’d designed the Capitol building in D.C., it looked more like an ancient Roman municipal building than a church. It had been a favorite field trip spot of several of Jose’s elementary school teachers. As he entered the vestibule, the layout of the place immediately came back to him. In front of him was a cavernous sanctuary littered with statues of saints and stained-glass windows. 
Jose took an immediate left and headed down the old brick stairs. He remembered that the basement was always empty. The rows of low hanging brick arches and pitch black cubbyholes used to terrify him when he was younger. As he walked passed the dark corners, he thought something might jump out at him. At the bottom of the stairs, he ran toward the sign that read “chapel.” Turning left he was greeted by the familiar rows of brick archways. He ran forty yards to the ninth arch, jumped over a short brick wall on his right, retreated into the unlit corner, and pressed his back against the wall. He knew that from the brightly lit pathway he would be obscured in darkness. He closed his eyes tight and tried to calm his breathing hoping they wouldn’t think to come to the basement.
In his mind, Jose was back in the forest again, pressing his back against the wet bark of a tree. “Try to make yourself small,” Moose had said. “Imagine you are part of the tree. Be perfectly still. Remember, they’re bigger than you. They’re stronger than you. Sometimes the element of surprise will be all you have going for you.” Jose remembered how the gentle forest breeze bit at his nose. It sent shivers down his spine. “Now,” Moose had said softly. “When I say go, I want you to pop out from the tree and give me a fourteen. Ready? Go!” Jose remembered jumping from behind the tree. He hooked the legs of first imaginary enemy with his left arm, pulling the invisible combatant to the ground. He then spun and crushed its nonexistent head with both hands. “Now a four to your left!” Moose had yelled. Jose remembered the leaves of the forest floor crackling under him as he shifted his weight to his right leg and side-kicking a second imaginary combatant to his left. “Good,” Moose had said. “Good.” 
The smell of them woke him from his daydream. It was piercingly sweet, calling him out of his hiding place to face them. His heart began to race again and he pressed himself tighter to the wall. 
He heard them rumble down the stairs. The Slakes were heavy footed. Jose’s intuition told him there were three distinct sounding foot falls. They stopped at the first arch. “He’s not down here,” one them called. 
Jose heard a new set of feet enter the room. It was light, almost a glide. “Oh, he’s here. Aren’t you little one?” Bose called. His voice bounced off the brick arches, making it feel like he was everywhere at once.  
Jose listened in silence as the light steps moved down the aisle. “We just want to talk,” Bose said sweetly. “Come out. We’re aren’t going to hurt you. We just need our coins back.”
Jose’s heart raced. His palms filled with sweat. He could feel the stomach acid in his throat again.
“We just want the coins back. That’s all. Give us what you stole from our camp and we’ll be on our way.”
The room was spinning. His knees shook. He wanted to come out of hiding. He wanted to hand over the bag. He wanted this all to be over. He tried to swallow but all he could taste was bile. Then, suddenly, powerful fingers dug into his chest and yanked him into the light. 
“Got ya,” Bose said victoriously. Holding Jose with one hand, he thrust the boy up, slamming his body into the brick archway above them. Jose yelped in pain as his back and head collided with the brick. Bose tossed the young Gracanjo like a baseball. Jose screamed in pain again as he skidded across the brick floor. His mouth filled with blood. He tried to stand, pushing up with his hands, pulling his legs underneath him. Just as he found upward momentum, Bose’s hammered the young Gracanjo’s jaw back into the floor. 
The blood in his mouth choked him. His face ached. Jose tried again to push up with his hands but he was forced back to the floor by Bose’s foot on his head. The beast pressed down so hard, a ringing built in Jose’s ears. He could feel his skull struggling not to pop. 
“It’s been a few years since I cracked the skull of a Gracanjo,” Bose said with glee. “I must say, it’s far more satisfying when you put up a fight. This almost isn’t fun.”
The pressure on Jose’ face increased. Tears streamed from his eyes. He pushed up with all his might, but it was no good. The pressure continued. Black spots began to consume his sight, growing with the pain.
Then, without warning, the pressure was relieved. There was a scuffled at the far end of the room. “That’s enough!” an enraged Chris screamed. Jose had never been so happy to hear his partner’s voice.
“Just give me one more second,” Bose said. “Almost done here.” 
Jose involuntarily spit the blood from his mouth onto the bricks as Bose’s foot connected with his stomach. Jose grabbed at his aching side and rolled over to protect the new bruise.
“No!” Chris screamed. 
There was more rumbling above him but Jose couldn’t make out the blurred images around him. All he could feel was the pounding pain surging through his entire body. Then it was quiet. The only sound left was the throbbing of his heart in his head. 
Chris’ image came into his field of view. “You still with me, kid?” his voice cracked. 
Jose felt Chris’ warm hands gently press into his forehead and neck. 
“Oh, thank God,” Chris said. Jose felt his partner wrap gently his arms around his pain filled body. Softly, Chris began to cry. “I’m so sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have left you alone. I’m so sorry.”
CHAPTER TWENTY
“How is he?” Bashi asked staring at the old car on the other side of the parking garage. He shifted his weight back and forth, unconsciously releasing his nervous energy. 
“He’s recovering,” Chris said. “But he’s beat up pretty bad.” The three warriors stood together on the top floor of the abandoned garage. It was well after midnight and the garage had closed hours before. 
“He needs to see a doctor,” Hyoi said. As was his custom, his voice was filled with shame and judgment.
“I took him to the ER,” Chris said, annoyed by the stoic Conculos. “They x-rayed his skull. Nothing’s broken. He’s just got a concussion.”
“Kid’s got a hard head,” Bashi said with a smile. His eyes were still focused on the car. 
“He’s not going to have it for long if he doesn’t begin engaging in the battle,” Hyoi said with no expression. 
“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” Chris demanded.
“I meant no offense,” Hyoi said. “Only that if the boy doesn’t begin to fight, he will not last long in this war.”
“Stop being such a dick,” Bashi said, still looking at the car. “The kid’s special. I like him.” 
“A dick?” Hyoi said.
“It’s an expression that means no one wants to be around you when you say shit like you just said,” Chris said.
“Expressions are too temporary for me to put effort into learning,” Hyoi said.
Bashi laughed. “You’re such a dick.” Then looking at Chris he said, “So is he going to survive this?”
“Yeah,” Chris said, looking to the car. “He’s going to need to sleep it off for a couple of days.”
“Just a couple of days?” Hyoi asked, surprised.
“That’s what it usually takes me,” Chris said. 
“Hmm,” Hyoi said. “I do remember that time you received the blow from that Egrat’s knee. Do you remember? Am I thinking of the right Gracanjo?” 
“There’s only one Chris,” Bashi said with a smile. “Thought if he took the thing at its knees it would fall.”
“How long did we keep watch over him?” Hyoi asked.
“It was at least a week,” Bashi said, looking at the car again with concern.
“At least a week,” Hyoi affirmed.
“Jose is tough,” Chris said. “He’s just not showing it yet.”
“I’ve never heard you give this much compassion to a partner before,” Hyoi said. 
Chris grunted dismissively. 
“Usually if a partner of yours behaves like Jose, you let them die,” Hyoi said. 
“I don’t let them die,” Chris said. “They just die. It happens.” 
“You’re doing it again,” Bashi said.
“Doing what?” Hyoi asked. 
“Being a dick,” Chris said. “Jose and I have history. I knew his dad. It’s complicated.” 
“You’re interconnectedness never ceases to amaze me,” Hyoi said. “For creatures that live such a short time, you form surprisingly tight bonds. I’m amazed any of you actually find the time to know any others. I felt that Bashi and I were together for at least one-hundred-and-fifty years before we really began to connect on a spiritual level.”
“You know what they say,” Bashi said to Chris. “The first century is the hardest.”
“Who says that?” Hyoi asked.
“They do,” Bashi said with a smile.
“That does not answer the question,” Hyoi said, frustrated.
“The fifteen-hundreds were really Hyoi’s sweet spot,” Bashi said to Chris, pretending Hyoi wasn’t there. “The Reformation, the Ming Dynasty, the rise of Moscow. Everyone was so serious. Right where he belonged.”
“Geneva was nice then,” Hyoi said, remembering. “Wonderful city. No real conversation happening today like there was then.”   
“I’m glad he’s going to be okay,” Bashi said motioning to the car. “I like this one.”  
“I like him too,” Chris said. “But I didn’t have Ernie call you just to give you an update on Jose.”
“We assumed,” Hyoi said. “How can we be of service?”
“Jose needs to rest. He needs a week of peace. Can you keep Bose’s crew busy for a bit?” 
“Bose survived?” Hyoi said surprised. 
“Bastard got away just as I was about to finish him off,” Chris said. “Tossed a coin into the ceiling and disappeared before I could end him.” 
“It’s rare someone survives an encounter with you,” Hyoi said. “Bose must have been at the top of his game.” 
“I wasn’t feeling well,” Chris said. “I was a little slower than usual.”
“Huh?” Bashi said. “Well, I’m not going to tell you it’s okay. Azo would have been easier to handle without one of his captains.”
“At the same time,” Hyoi said. “If Bose had died, Azo might have brought his army in force, and we are currently unprepared to handle that.”
“I asked Ernie to find the Rothman,” Chris asked. “We could use him.” 
“Last we spoke with him, he was also in pursuit of the Tinker’s box,” Hyoi said.
“If he knows Azo is closing in on it,” Bashi said. “He might be more inclined to play nice.”
“If you see him before Ernie,” Chris said. “Use my name. We have history.”
“You are a most curious human,” Hyoi said with suspicion. “So connected. Very different.”
“So let me get this straight,” Bashi said. “You need us to keep Bose busy while your partner recovers. Then you need us to go and find a murderous crazy man who hates everyone and ask him to come and hang out with you?” 
“Yep,” Chris said. “Then I’m going to ask you to run one more errand when all of that is done.” 
“We’ll serve you better here, holding off Azo’s forces,” Hyoi said. 
“I’ll call in favors from other cities,” Chris said. “With us and Rothman, we should be able to keep him at bay. At least for a while.”
“That’s the catch right. The one thing we will always have on you is time,” Hyoi said. 
“You’re saying that unless one of us finds the box and destroys it,” Chris said.
“Azo is just going to keep coming,” Bashi said, finishing Chris’ sentence.    
“We will agree to these things on one condition,” Hyoi said.
Chris sighed.
“We need the box when it is found,” Hyoi said. “It’s a forbidden artifact and needs to be returned to the Council of Malacandra.”
“I’m just going to smash it,” Chris said.
“Well,” Bashi said. “While I’m all for that, the Tinker made it, so it’s probably unsmashable.” 
“Artifacts must be brought to the Council for processing. We do not have a choice. We will help you in distracting Bose and Azo for a week, but only if you agree to these terms.”
“You’re doing it again,” Bashi said.
“Doing what?” Hyoi asked.
“Being a dick,” Chris said. 
“I want something too,” Bashi said.
Hyoi looked at him with shock.
“What?” Chris said.
“I’m going to check in on the boy from time to time,” Bashi said.
“Why would you want to do that?” Hyoi asked. 
“Because, like I said, I like him,” Bashi said.
“You’ve got a deal,” Chris said. “Just don’t fill his head with any of your crazy shit stories about other worlds. We’ve got enough trouble here to worry about.” 
“Deal,” Bashi added, smiling.
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Chris and Jose peered over the wooden rail of the roof deck, looking down into the alley. The deck seemed like a relaxing setting. In its center was a large glass patio table surrounded by matching floral print chairs and couches. In the far corner, next to the door leading into the house was a large grill. 
“What do you think they are doing?” Jose asked.  Chris and Jose were three stories up. Bose and two Mardocks stood in the alley below them. A remnant of the days before cars, the alley was thin, just enough for two normal sized people walk down it standing next to each other. The monsters seemed unaware that the Gracanjo were above them.
“I think they’re waiting for someone?” Chris said. 
“On their side or our side?” Jose asked. 
Chris looked to the left and the right. “There isn’t anyone around here on their side,” Chris said. “So it has to be our side.”
The streets below them were silent. Not many ventured into the middle of downtown at two on a Tuesday morning. 
“So what’s the plan,” Jose asked as he watched in disgust as Bose plucked a rat from the ground.
“The plan is,” Chris said looking at his partner. “I go down there and kick some ass while you stay up here and rest.” 
“I want to help,” Jose said. 
“No chance, kid,” Chris said. “This one is all me. You just sit up here and enjoy the show. Besides, he only brought two Mardocks. It’s nowhere near a fair fight. This’ll be over in seconds.”
Three weeks had passed since Bose had almost killed Jose in the basement of the church. Surprised by the speed of his healing, Jose had been training and patrolling for a week, but Chris still wouldn’t allow his young partner to see any action. 
Truthfully, Jose hadn’t missed much. There had been a few random Slakes that had fallen through the Veil by accident, and a Mardock who had come to get high on pain. Hyoi and Bashi had kept Bose and Azo’s army busy with all kinds of destructive pranks, and Jose was thankful for the peaceful recovery time. His back was still sore from where Bose had thrown him against the brick archway of the church, but he’d never tell Chris. He didn’t want to show any weakness. 
 “At least let me go be a distraction,” Jose said. “I’ll stand at one end of the alley and yell, get them looking the other way.” 
“And what if one of them comes for you?” Chris said. “You’re not well enough yet. You need more time to heal.” 
“I don’t need more time,” Jose protested. He crossed his arms, leaned on the railing, and looked into the alley with a pout. 
Chris shook his head. He moved close to his partner and put his arm around him. “I’m telling you, I’ve got this one. I’ll take down the first Mardock and Bose will run like the coward he is. Then we can go and get some sleep.”
Jose looked into the alley again. Bose was holding the rat at eye level, whispering something to it. 
“Fine,” Jose said. There was a tightness in his throat again. “But do you think we should wait to see who he is meeting with first?” he said pushing back. 
“No,” Chris said removing his arm from Jose and looking over the side again. “I don’t want whoever is coming to deliver whatever it is they’ve got. There’s nothing anyone could give Bose that’s good for us. I’ll chase him back to his side of the Veil, then we wait to see who shows up. You stay up here, out of the way. That’s the plan.”
“Fine,” Jose said. He looked down to the three monsters in the alley below. The Mardocks were taking turns punching one another in the chest and laughing, probably excited by their increased strength and speed on this side of the Veil.  Bose was sitting on the ground now with the rat in this lap. Still talking to it, he stroked it with his right hand. 
Jose knew Chris would finish these three off with no problems, that wasn’t the reason for the knot in his throat. He didn’t like being left behind like a helpless child. He was supposed to be Chris’ partner, but right now he felt like a baby who needed a sitter. The pre-teen worried that Chris was keeping him from action because he didn’t trust him to fight when combat broke out. Was this going to be their relationship? Jose sat and watched from roof decks while Chris took all the risks?
“You’ll see action soon,” Chris said looking into the alley. “But not tonight. Tonight just hang tight. I’ll be right back.”
Jose turned to watch his partner go. Chris jogged in the opposite direction of the alley and hopped over the wooden side rail, landing on the roof deck on the neighboring row home. He continued moving from roof deck to roof deck until he reached the end of the block. Then he descended the wooden stairs that led down the back of the house to the ground.
Jose looked into the alley again. The Mardocks were still punching each other in the chest. The rat sat peacefully in Bose’s lap. 
Jose turned, leaned against the railing, and looked out across the line of decks. Each was the same. A small amount of furniture, a small grill, and a door leading to the rest of the house. The decks were in pristine condition.  Jose wondered if anyone ever used them. 
There was rumbling from below. Jose turned to watch the action.
Chris appeared at the far in the alley. The Mardocks turned to face him. They shoved each other, psyching each other up for the upcoming battle. As they collided with the brick walls to their left and right, the houses shook. Their haunting laughs made Jose angry - how dare they laugh when confronted with a Gracanjo. 
The one on the right hopped and then broke into a run. Chris stood, unmoving. The Mardock closed the space between them. Chris still did not move. Jose tried to imagine which attack Chris would go with. He ran through the ones they’d practice. The numbers and actions cycled through his mind. He knew the Mardock would probably lead with a swiping hook of some kind. They always led with the claws. 
The Mardock was a step away from Chris now. Jose wished he had a better angle. The white, muscled back of the Mardock obstructed his view of Chris. The Mardock lunged with a swipe with his right hand. 
“Always with the claws,” Jose mumbled. 
He could barely make out Chris’ movements. He saw his partner duck the monster’s blow, catch its wrist, and shatter its elbow. Sliding behind the beast, Chris broke its knee and then, when the monster fell, snapped its neck.
The second Mardock screamed with rage. As its friend hit the pavement, it broke into a sprint toward Chris. Chris responded by running toward it. The Mardock lurched forward with both hands.
“Always with the claws,” Jose muttered again.
Like a soccer player going for a slide tackle, Chris moved under the attack by dropping to his thigh below the monster’s reach. He passed between the monster’s legs and popped up behind the beast. The monster quickly spun, swinging its right hand wildly toward Chris, but the Gracanjo took a step away from the Mardock, causing the claws to miss by inches. 
Chris pivoted, and in a smooth motion caught the beast in the throat. Ripping with his fingers, Chris sprayed the black blood in all directions as he tore the Mardock’s throat from its body. 
Chris dropped the throat on the ground and calmly turned to face Bose. With his new pet rat tucked under his right arm, the Conculos clapped slowly. “Bravo. Bravo,” he called. 
Chris wiped the black sludge from his face with the back of his hand. “You shouldn’t have crossed,” he said. “Now you’re going to pay for it.”
Bose stroked the head of the rat. “Speeches aren’t really your thing. Why don’t we save the words and finish this.”
Chris laughed and shook his head. “Fine by me,” he said, walking forward. 
Jose stood on his tip toes. In moments like this, Chris seemed bigger than usual. In the heat of battle, when a normal man would turn and run, Chris was at his best. Jose felt a knot form in his throat, but it wasn’t fear for Chris or fear of the action. It was the realization that he will never be the warrior that Chris was. How many partners had Chris lost in battle already? Three times now Jose should have died. The pre-teen knew he was living on borrowed time.  
Chris moved forward unhurriedly. His eyes were locked on his prey. Bose seemed unfazed. He stood quietly, stroking the rat, smiling at Chris. The pre-teen wondered how the purple-eyed Conculos could be so calm. If he were Bose, and Chris were coming for him, Jose would be pissing his pants. 
There was a loud snap like the shot of a cap gun. It echoed through the alley. Jose staggered in disbelief at what he saw. His knees betrayed him and began to give way. His stomach filled rumbled with disgust. “No,” he whispered. “No.” Below him, Chris was suspended by invisible strands, upside down, his arms and legs stretched into a painful X. 
Jose froze with fear. His mind overflowed with terror and confusion. He couldn’t move, but he didn’t want to see what was about to happen. He was trapped by uncertainty. 
Bose walked slowly over to the suspended Gracanjo. “It didn’t have to be this way,” he said, stroking the rat. “Remember, I asked for your help. You’ve chosen this.”
“Just get it over with you dumb fuck,” Chris said. 
“Hateful to the end,” Bose said. He grabbed the invisible chord stretching Chris’ right leg in the air. “Fenwick really is an artist. I mean, you have to appreciate the design of this.”
“Just do it. Just do it,” Chris yelled. “I’ve been waiting for this for a long time. Finish it.” 
Bose bent down to look Chris in the eye. “As wonderful as it would be to carry the title of the one who ended the great Gracanjo of Baltimore who can see across the Veil. That is not tonight’s game.” Bose punctuated his last sentence with a powerful right jab to Chris’ stomach. Chris grunted with pain, but the chords suspending him did not budge. “Really, impressive work. When Fenwick returns, I’ll make sure to let him know how well this one was constructed. He doesn’t let on, but he loves it when I compliment his efforts.”
“Fuck you,” Chris yelled. Jose could see him straining against his restraints, but there was no give. 
“Allow me to explain what we are going to do now,” Bose said, bending down again to look Chris in the eye. “Our time in the church basement got me thinking.”
“Fuck you and fuck your thinking,” Chris yelled.
“On my side of the Veil, I can never see basements,” Bose said, standing to stroke his rat again. “I can only see what is at ground level and above. Anything underground is hidden from view, unless I also have a matching basement.”
“Jesus. I don’t care,” Chris said.
Bose delivered another sharp jab to Chris’ midsection. Then stepping back he said, “But you should. You really should. Now, I know you have a strange ability to see through your own buildings like we do on our side, which I still don’t understand, but that’s not important. As I was thinking about how tonight would play out, it occurred to me that if I couldn’t see underground, then you couldn’t either.” 
Chris strained against his invisible restraints again, but they still didn’t budge. 
Bose reached into his right pocket and held out a coin for Chris to see. He then threw it on the ground behind him. “Come on out, gentlemen,” he said. From the newly opened pink hole in the ground, Jose saw a pair of black armored hands emerge. A Conculos pulled himself up into Reality. Then another. Then another. They lined up behind Bose and stood at attention. Fifteen in total. Each was dressed in the black armor Jose had seen before. Each carried a large sword on their back and a knife on the belt. 
“Who knew,” Bose said, stroking his rat again, “that to fool the Gracanjo that sees everything, all I needed to do was dig a hole. Gracanjo,” Bose said motioning to the force behind him, “meet the Riptride. Gentlemen say hello to the most feared Gracanjo in Reality.” 
The Conculos said nothing, but Jose could make out a few smiles of happiness come across their lips. 
“These are Commander Azo’s elite. His personal guard. Like your Praetorian Guard or Secret Service, I believe they are called. We have been given a short relief from our duties to allow us one final attempt to get the box before we prepare for invasion. Which no one wants, by the way. We don’t want to bring our army here. It’s too messy. Do you know how difficult it is to regain control of a few thousand Mardocks who are all juiced up on human pain? It would set us back months. But we have to have the Tinker’s Box. That’s all we want.”
“I thought you said no speeches,” Chris said.
“This is my problem with you,” Bose said shaking his head. “You don’t listen.” He delivered a third powerful jab to Chris’ ribs. “What I said was,” Bose continued. “I didn’t want you giving speeches because you don’t’ know how to build the proper suspense. I, on the hand, am skilled in rhetoric and, as an accomplished orator, will speak as long as I deem fit. Now, here is the plan for this evening. I recognize that I could torture you until the light went out in your eyes, and you would never tell me the location of the Box.”
“Do your worst,” Chris laughed.
“Yes, yes. You are very strong and brave. We all know. The smaller Gracanjo, on the other hand, doesn’t share your grit.”
Chris thrashed wildly against the restraints. 
Bose laughed. “So here is what is going to happen. Instead of looking for the box, I’m sending the Riptride to hunt your partner. And once they’ve caught him, and they will catch him, I’m going to beat him in front of you until he looks more like a potato than a human.”
“I’ll kill all you,” Chris screamed. “I’ll fucking tear your throats out.”
“I think it was your Churchill that said the worst mistake a leader can make is create expectations they cannot fulfill. To be clear, you are the one making the mistake right now.” Bose punched Chris a fourth time.
“Now,” Bose said, “I know I haven’t give you much reason to trust me, but here is a promise. Give me the location of the Box, and I will call the Riptride off of their hunt, and we will leave. Or, if the small Gracanjo brings it to me, we will leave. I don’t care. I just want the box.”
“He’ll kill you all. One by one,” Chris said with confidence.
Bose laughed. “Please, I’ve seen him in battle. He’s not from the same batch of Gracanjo as you. He’s never even drawn blood. He couldn’t even handle Fenwick.”
“You’ll never find him,” Chris yelled. “You’ll never even get close to him.”
Bose laughed again. “Oh, Gracanjo. You’ve made the mistake of playing checkers, when this whole time, we’ve been playing chess. I already know where he is. He’s right there.”
Chills ran through Jose’s spine as Bose looked up at him and waved. “Gentleman,” Bose said, smiling at Jose. “First one to bring me the small one will be heavily rewarded.” 
The fifteen Conculos turned in unison and ran down the alley to the street.
Vomit filled Jose’s mouth. He looked down in panic, unsure what to do. He was brought to his senses by Chris’ voice. Chris’ scream rang through the alley, clearing Jose’s mind. “Run!” Chris yelled. “RUN!”
Jose turned toward the stairs at the end of the row of roof decks. The first black armored Conculos was already appearing at the top. Its purple eyes burned with hate filled intensity. Its sword was drawn. 
Not knowing what else to do, Jose ran toward it. At the rail, he stopped, and then, as fast as he could, he ran back toward the alley. At full speed, he met the rail where he’d been standing a second before. Grabbing it with his hands, he shot his feet forward, launching himself across the alley. He caught the rail of the roof deck on the other side of the leap with his hands and pulled himself up and then over it. His feet hit the wood of the deck and he chanced a glance over his shoulder. The Conculos were clearing the rails with frightening speed. Jose swallowed and ran. 
“Run, little one,” Jose heard Bose call. “Run and fetch me the Box.”
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Jose ran as fast as he could jumping the railing from one roof deck to the next, fighting the urge to look back at the squadron of killers pursuing him. At the ninth house he was forced to pause and think. It was the end of the line. Before him lay an alley the size of a car, far too wide for him to leap. He looked right and saw the house had a second-story deck. Turning toward the back of the house, he chanced a glance back from the direction he came. The fifteen warriors in black were clearing the roof deck railings just as he had. They were only three houses behind him, less than forty feet. Another moment and they would be on him. 
Jose ran toward the edge of the roof. Bending down, without looking to the deck below, he grabbed the gutter with his hands. Turning in the air, he fell feet first, catching himself on the side of the roof before his feet hit the lower deck. Once his descent had slowed, he let himself go. There was a stairway to his left. He took the steps two at a time, using the wooden railing for support. 
With his feet on the ground, he took a left down the alley and then an immediate right onto a larger street. He knew he needed to do two things as quickly as possible: put distance between himself and his pursuers and find a place to hide. 
At this time of night the streets were eerily quiet. No one was in sight. The only noise was the pounding of Jose’s feet and the rattle of armor behind him. He could hear them drifting back, still he dared not turn to see for fear that they were actually within arm’s reach. 
Ahead he saw a small garden with white marble statues. Instantly he remembered the garden from a patrol with Chris over a month ago.  He was outside the cathedral at the corner of Riverside and Clement. He moved into the street. The open road was free of uneven sidewalks and tree roots, which allowed him to increase his speed. He took a right down Riverside, ran to the end of the red brick church building, and took a left down Gittings. On his right he saw the fenced-in blacktop of the Catholic elementary school. He ran another block and then came to Williams street. Again, he stuck to the center of the road to avoid the bumpy and potentially dangerous sidewalk. A few blocks ahead was the spot where the Mardock had snapped the necks of two young men in front of Jose. He wondered if the Conculos had the same strength in their hands. He wondered if his body would writhe like those men. He wondered if his feet would kick in the same way. He decided he didn’t want to know. 
There was a second cathedral ahead of him. Bigger than the last, it took up almost the entire block. He turned left down West Street and sprinted past the building. As he turned, he risked a glance. It seemed that only a handful were still in pursuit, but they were only six houses back. He was creating space, but he needed more. 
At Light Street, he took a left. The street was wider and the lights of the store fronts provided more illumination. Jose considered turning and running toward the Inner Harbor, but then thought better of it. The wide open space of the area would make disappearing more difficult. He needed the tight turns of Baltimore’s residential streets. 
Jose’s knees and back were beginning to protest the pace with sharp pains after each step. He was terrified he would trip, twist his knee, or sprain his ankle. He was sure that if he lost his footing, the monsters would be on him in seconds. 
He turned left on Cross Street and ran past the market. Wondering if he was in the clear, he risked a glance over his shoulder. Five of the black-armored beasts were still less than fifty feet behind him. Their purple eyes and white teeth gleamed with the anticipation of catching their prey. Jose put his head down and willed his legs to pick up the pace. 
The chase continued for blocks and blocks. Jose followed Cross Street across Hanover until he reached the abandoned factory building at Race where he took a left. He ran past the newly constructed rowhomes with strange round red brick fronts to the Baltimore Tool shop where he took a right. 
Back on West Street, he sprinted to the old fire station that was now a recovery center for men struggling with addiction. He could see the giant lights of the Ravens’ stadium a handful of blocks away. He didn’t want to get caught up in all the fencing that surrounded the stadium, so he took a left down Leadenhall Street. His heart pounded in his chest and his breath was growing shallow. He wasn’t sure how much longer he would be able to keep up this pace. 
He chanced another glance back. His attackers were a full block behind now. The wild run was working. He willed himself forward, telling himself that the burning in his legs would pass, that he’d felt worse just a few weeks ago. 
Jose spotted the I-395 overpass on his right. He knew that if he could follow the street under the overpass and past the stadiums, he could find an abandoned rowhome to hangout in while he rested and figured out his next move. Raven’s stadium covered a lot of ground though. Jose worried that his knees would give out at any second, but still, he pressed on, willing his body forward.  He took the right down Ostend Street and prayed his legs would carry him to where he needed to go. 
As Jose neared the shadows of the overpass, he was shocked to see a figure there waiting for him. Initially his stomach filled with dread. “What if it’s a trap,” Jose thought to himself. “What if this is exactly what they want me to do?” He began to slow, but he heard the sound of the armor turning the corner and he knew instinctively that whoever was in front of him wasn’t near as bad as the group behind him. 
He pressed forward, clenching his fists, preparing himself to strike whoever it was in front of him, but as he drew closer he realized that the single person was actually two, and they were waving to him. Jose locked his eye on them. One had a pointed nose and an O’s hat on. Jose’s heart skipped a beat. He recognized the smiling face. It was Andi, Baltimore’s resident Slake Jose and Chris had found at the bus stop. Next to him stood an older man with a shaved head and a black eye-patch. 
“This way, kid,” the old man yelled. 
“Come on, Jose,” Andi screamed. “You can make it!” 
Jose didn’t know what they had planned, but he decided it was better than trying to run another half-mile in hopes of losing his pursuers. He ran directly at the pair. He saw Andi turn and point toward and abandoned factory building the sat beneath the I-395 overpass. 
As Jose arrived at Andi, the Slake took his hand. Together they ran past the old man to the factory. To Jose’s shock, there was a powerful blast from behind him. The air filed with smoke. It consumed everything. Jose couldn’t see. If not for Andi’s hand, he would have been lost in the fog. Andi steered the young Gracanjo into the old, abandoned warehouse. Its second floor was comprised of large glass block windows. Andi and Jose burst through the cracked door and into the open space of the factory. The room was full of shapes but Jose couldn’t make them out because of the heavy smoke.
“Where are we?” Jose said. “What’s with the smoke?”
“No time to explain,” Andi said as he pulled Jose forward. “This way.” 
Andi pulled Jose to a metal stair case. They ran up the stairs as fast as they could. The smoke was thinning. They were on, what felt to Jose like some sort of balcony. Andi pulled Jose into the corner of the room. “Sit,” he said. 
Jose did as he was told. 
The Slake pulled a blanket over them, concealing them from view. It was heavy and hot. It stuck to Jose sweaty head and back. Andi left the front of the cover open, allowing them both to see and breathe easily. 
There was another figure moving up the stairs. Jose could barely make out the shape through the smoke. The pre-teen clenched his fists and prepared to stand to meet the potential attacker, but Andi put his hand on Jose shoulder and pulled him down. “Don’t move,” the Slake said, “or we’re all dead.” 
The figure came into the view. It was the old man with the eye-patch. He grabbed a canvas bag like the one Jose and Andi were wearing. He sat on the floor and threw it over his head in similar fashion. He motioned with his finger for Jose to be quiet and then he winked. 
Jose sat as still as he could. His legs and chest burned. His feet screamed with pain. He wondered how far he’d just sprinted. It had to be at least a mile or two. He didn’t know he was capable of that kind of run. 
The fog started to clear. They were sitting on a thin balcony that overlooked the first floor. The strip lead around the top of the room. It seems to be there to make it possible to open the windows all around the top of the old building and ventilate the room. Jose could make out half-finished cars on the floor below.  Four of them were scattered through the space. Jose couldn’t tell if they were being assembled or taken apart. 
Jose’s heart leaped as the five Conculos in black armor burst into the room. The fog was almost completely clear now. Jose could see now that the staircase he’d run up was built like a retractable fire escape. The old man must have pulled it up behind him as he ran to join Jose and Andi. 
A pink portal opened in the room and five more of the armored Conculos stepped through it. They seemed to be arguing about something. Jose strained to hear, but he couldn’t make out their voices. After a short discussion, the beasts began searching the room. They looked in all four of the cars, checking underneath them, opening the trunks and the hoods. Looking in the front and back seats. Once every car was searched, there was a small conference between three of the invaders. Then they split up. A new pink portal was opened and five went back through it to the other side of the Veil. The remaining five left through the front door. 
Jose could feel his adrenaline subsiding. His eyes grew heavy and a small knot in the back of his throat formed. He could feel his breathing slow. He wanted nothing more than to close his eyes and fall asleep. He sighed. 
“Hold your position for fifteen more minutes,” the old man said. “We don’t know who is watching on the other side.”
Jose intended to answer, “Yes.” Instead his eyes closed and he fell asleep.
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Jose grunted at the feeling of something hard poking him in the ribs. “Get up,” the old voice said. The jabs grew in intensity until Jose stirred. 
Jose sat up. His eyesight came into focus. His head was pounding and he was overwhelmed by the stench of alcohol and sweat coming from the man looming over him. Jose took in his surroundings. He was still on the balcony of odd warehouse. Dust particles danced in the daylight that streamed through the windows. “What is this place?” Jose asked. 
“It’s a chop shop,” the old man said. “Now get your ass up.” Jose looked up and for the first time got a clean look at the man. His face was wrinkled and tired. His gray whiskers hadn’t been shaved in a few weeks. From the hard lines in his forehead and around his eyes, his scowl seemed permanent. The strap of black eyepatch he wore over his right eye cut a heavy grove in his shaved head. He wore a green army jacket, dirt stained cargo pants, and a black t-shirt that stretched tight against his lean chest muscles. 
He jabbed Jose again with the toe of his black combat boots. “I said get your ass up, kid,” the old man said. “Time to start moving.” 
Jose rubbed his eyes. “You got anything to eat?” he said. 
The old man laughed. “Giving you my food would be a waste.” He turned and walked down the iron stairs that led to the floor. 
Jose stood and followed the old man down the steps. “What do you mean?” he called. 
The old man snatched a bottle off the bottom step. The liquid in it was brown and thick. The old man sneered and said in a disgusted tone, “I mean that you’re probably going to be dead in within the hour because you are the worst Gracanjo I’ve seen.” The old man took a swig from the bottle and coughed. He pointed the mouth of the bottle at Jose and continued. “I’m not kidding, kid. I’m ashamed that you’re part of my legacy. You are the absolute worst.”
“Lay off him, Carl,” Andi said. Jose turned around to see the Slake entering the warehouse through the door. As he passed Jose, he handed him a breakfast sandwich wrapped in yellow paper. “Here you go, kid,” he said. 
“Thanks,” Jose said. He unwrapped the paper furiously and took a bight of the biscuit and egg. The biscuit melted in his mouth. “Why’d you save me last night?” Jose said between bights. “If I’m so bad, why not just let me die?”
“I don’t give a fuck about you, kid,” Carl said. “But I can’t have Gracanjo hunted in the streets like an animal.  It’ll become open season. Didn’t Chris teach you the damn commandments?” 
“Yeah,” Jose said. 
“Number three. Never back down. Never show weakness. Number five, they fear us. We don’t fear them. You think your predecessors made those up for fun. We live by that code because it keeps us alive, you dumb shit. The mystery of who and what we are is all that keeps us breathing. Why do you think Bose felt free to take Chris like he did? Because he knows Chris had shit for backup, that’s why.”
Jose chewed in silence. The words stung. He tried to swallow, but the knot building in his throat and chest made it difficult. 
“You going to cry now?” Carl said as he took another swig. 
“Leave him alone,” Andi said. 
“You didn’t even think about turning to fight last night, did you?” Carl said. There was a bight of disappointment in his voice. “You just ran like a coward.”
“They would have killed me,” Jose said, looking at the floor. 
“You stupid asshole,” Carl said with a laugh. “You think you were getting away? You think you can actually outrun them? Seven of them were on the other side. No buildings. No obstacles. No corners to turn. Just wide open space, watching you dart about. They were probably leisurely jogging and still keeping up with your dumbass. They were just waiting for you to tire out. Once you stopped they were going to cross the Veil and gut you like a fish. If you had turned and fought, at least you would have made them think twice about running down your replacement. But no. You’re a fucking coward, and every Gracanjo that comes after you is going to pay for it because last night you showed them that we’re afraid.”
“Stop calling me a coward,” Jose said softly.
“Oh, you don’t like that?” the old man said. He leaned against a car and crossed his arms. “What are you going to do about it? Coward.”
“Stop it,” Jose said. His upper lip trembled. 
“Moose probably didn’t even train you, did she, you little, stupid coward. She probably just took you out into the woods and made you her bitch.” 
“Shut up,” Jose said. “Don’t talk about her like that.” Rage burned in his chest. 
“Why?” Carl laughed. “What are you going to do about it? You going to call your mommy and cry. Mommy, the mean drunk man said mean things to me.”
“Stop it,” Jose said again. He dropped the remainder of the sandwich on the ground. His hands clenched into fists. 
“That’s enough, Carl,” Andi said. He glanced back and forth between the two of them, trying to keep an eye on both.
“Don’t worry, Andi,” Carl said. “He’s not going to do anything. He’s just a scared little baby who needs his mommy.”
Tears burned in Jose’s eyes. “I said stop it,” Jose said. 
“You know what they call you on the other side? Boujan-Gracanjo. The Toothless Gracanjo. That’s right. They think you’re harmless. Because when the fight comes, you run like a scared little bitch.”
“Back off, Carl,” Andi said. 
“He’s not going to do anything,” Carl said, stepping forward. “He wouldn’t hurt a fly.” Carl took another swig from his bottle and added, “Moose is a pretty lady. What’d it feel like when she had her way with you? Was she gentle?” 
“Enough,” Jose said. He meant for the word to be a command, but his voice was more pleading than fierce. 
“Seriously, Carl. He’s just a kid,” Andi said.
Carl threw the bottle at Jose’s feet. It smashed when it connected with the concrete. “He’s not a kid,” Carl screamed moving closer to Jose. “He’s a mother-fucking-Gracanjo and it’s time he starts acting like it.” 
Jose looked at his shoes. They were covered in the brown liquid. His hands were still clenched. He swallowed. He could feel fear covering his body like a blanket.   
Carl looked Jose up and down. “Let’s see how toothless you really are. Maybe I we can drag the fight out of you,” the old man said with a smile. In a smooth motion, he spun and knocked Andi’s legs out from under him. Dropping to the ground, the old man pinned the Slake’s shoulders with his knees. “Here’s what’s going to happen now,” Carl sneered at Jose.
“Please,” Andi pleaded. “Please don’t, Carl. Don’t do this.”
Carl punch Andi across the face. Black blood flew from the Slake’s mouth. Andi screamed in pain. 
“I’m going to beat him senseless,” Carl said with a menacing smile. “Until you find the balls to come over here and do something about it.” 
Jose looked up. Fear touched his heart making it race. “No,” he said, reaching out with both hands. 
“Please don’t hurt him. I’ll do whatever you want.” 
Carl delivered another jaw shattering blow to Andi’s face and the Slake screeched in pain. Blood drained freely from its nose. 
“I want you to do what you were trained to do,” Carl said pounding Andi’s face a third time. 
“Stop,” Jose yelled stepping forward. “Stop it.”
“Come and stop me, coward,” Carl said with a grin. He then punched Andi for a fourth time. This time there was a splintering sound as Andi’s nose twisted in an odd direction and didn’t return to its natural place. 
Andi began to cry. “Please stop,” he wept. “Please.” 
As Carl reached back for the fifth blow, Jose felt his feet moving him forward.  
Carl’s hand pounded the break in Andi’s nose again. The old man reached back for another strike, but instead of striking Andi, Carl caught a foot in the teeth. The impact shot him backward. He fell off of the Slake and the back of his head collided with the ground. 
Jose knelt by Andi. “Are you alright?” he said. But before Andi could answer, Jose found himself on the receiving end of one of Carl’s haymaker punches. The blow rattled every bone in Jose’s head, spinning him to the ground. 
“Get up, you little bitch,” Carl said. “Let’s see what you’ve learned.” 
Jose looked up from the ground. The stance Carl took was painfully familiar. He’d seen it every morning during his workout. It was the same stance Chris used. Jose rose slowly to his feet. 
“Move faster,” Carl screamed as he jammed his right heel into Andi’s stomach. More black blood erupted from the Slake’s mouth as Andi choked in pain. 
Jose leapt forward. A strange combination of Moose and Chris’ voices called out numbers in his mind. “Seven, six, ten, five. Seven, six, seven, four.” In unison with the voices, Jose attacked without thought, delivering combo after combo of punches and kicks. 
Carl smiled, blocking or dodging each attack.  The grin on his opponent’s face fueled Jose’s rage. He increased his pace, the numbers coming faster in his mind. It was then that Jose noticed that with each attack he forced the old man to concede ground. He chanced a split second glance behind Carl. What he saw made him smile. 
“Is this the best you have?” Carl said as he used his right forearm to block Jose’s incoming left fist. “No wonder you run,” he said stepping back away from Jose’s roundhouse. 
Jose continued the barrage. He focused his efforts toward Carl’s head, trying to keep the old man focused on him. 
“You’ve got some fire,” Carl said as his stepped back to dodge an uppercut Jose threw. “But I’m growing tired of this game,” he said as he moved right to avoid a left jab. 
It was the moment Jose had been waiting for. He threw a right front kick followed by a right jab. The aggressive combo forced the old man to take another step back. The heel of his right foot struck a small metal stool. Carl stumbled, losing his balance for a second. It was all Jose needed. “Attack from the side,” he heard Chris yell in his mind. Taking advantage of his opponent’s momentary misstep, Jose moved to right. With the new position, the teen was free to strike at Carl’s knee. Jose stomped on the old man’s leg with all the force he could muster. 
The old man yelped with surprise and pain as his leg gave out from under him. Unable to support himself, he fell. 
With a quick and smooth step, Jose repositioned himself behind the old man and, just as Moose had taught him, the pre-teen ended the fight with a tight right sidekick to the back of the old man’s head. Carl crashed forward. His face slammed into the floor. 
Jose looked down at the old man with disgust. A slow stream of blood trickled from the man’s forehead from where he had collided with the concrete. Already a large knot was forming where Jose had kicked him in the back of the head. Jose looked across the room at Andi and the smashed liquor bottle. “Who are you?” the teen said, shaking his head in confusion.  He looked at the old man again. Lying unconscious on the concrete, Carl seemed weak and broken. Disgust became pity. 
Jose knelt next to Carl and checked his pulse. A wave of pain came over him. He felt excruciatingly alone. The voice in Jose’s mind whispered a single word, “Exiled.”  Jose closed his eyes and shook his head, trying to fight off the feeling. The old man was still alive. Jose stood and walked back toward Andi.
The Slake was sitting on the ground, clutching his nose with both hands, rocking back and forth in pain. Jose sat on the floor across from Andi and touched its leg. “How can I help?” the pre-teen asked. 
Andi choked out his words through tears. “You can’t. You can’t do anything,” the Slake said. 
“I’m sorry,” Jose said. 
“I can’t believe he did that to me,” Andi said. “After I’ve kept his secret for so long. He’s just going to do this to me. He could have killed me.” 
Jose leaned back and smiled. “Well,” he said. “You would have come back.”
Andi stared at him with frustration and tears. “That’s not the point,” he said. 
“I’m really sorry,” Jose said. 
Andi rubbed his nose some more. “It’s fine,” he said. “And I’m sorry. If I’d known, I wouldn’t have asked him to help you. I’m so sorry.”
“It’s fine,” Jose said as he stood. “I’ll see you around, okay?” he said, walking toward the door.
“Wait!” Andi said. “They’re still out there searching for you.”
Jose turned to face the Slake. With a grin he said, “It’s okay. It’s time that I accept that I’m a Gracanjo.”
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Jose knew he wouldn’t make it far before they found him, but he was surprised at their efficiency. He’d only made it three blocks before two portals opened: one behind him and the other in front of him. Two of the armored Conculos stepped through the swirling pink circle ahead of him and drew their swords. The early morning sunlight reflected off the blades. One of the two behind him did the same. Jose turned sideways so he could keep an eye on both pairs. 
A small park was directly in front of him. He thought about making a run for it. He could jump the small black fence, cut to the right, and maybe lose them in the Sharp-Leadenhall neighborhood.  He could feel the blanket of fear covering him again, but then he heard Carl’s voice in his head. “You’re a coward. You’re worthless. I’m ashamed of you.” 
Jose swallow and clenched his fists. “We’ll see who’s toothless,” he said to himself. 
The one who hadn’t drawn his sword spoke first. “We don’t need those men,” the Conculos said. He removed his helmet and sat it on the ground. He smiled. His face was perfectly symmetrical and his purple eyes were warm and inviting. He stepped forward and extended his hand toward Jose like a man approaching a strange dog. “No one needs to die today, child,” he said.
Jose didn’t move. “Commandment five. They fear us. We don’t fear them,” Jose said softly to himself.
“What’s that?” the Conculos said, taking another small step forward, his hand still outstretched. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t hear you.” 
Jose closed his eyes and sang softly, “Little bird, little bird, your voice so small and sweet. Someday your wings will thunder as they beat.”
The Conculos took another step forward. “Come, child. We just want to take you to your partner.”
“Little bird, little bird, just learning how to fly. Someday you’ll soar high in the sky,” Jose sang. 
The Conculos stepped forward again. He was almost close enough to grab Jose. “That’s right,” he said. “There’s no need to worry. You just need to come with us.”  
Jose opened his eyes. “Little bird, little bird, soft in my hand. Someday your shadow will cover the land.” Jose felt the slightest touch on his wrist. Instinctually, the teen slammed his right hand into the stomach of the purple-eyed beast. In shock and pain, gasping for air, the Conculos grabbed his aching stomach with both hands. Not wasting a beat, Jose sent the beast to its knees with a left cross across the Conculos’ jaw. As the Conculos fell, Jose grabbed the hilt of the sword strapped to the beast’s back and drew the weapon from its sheath. With both hands, Jose jammed the blade through the beast’s spine. The Conculos screamed in pain, grabbing at the blade protruding from his chest. Black blood flowed from the wound, covering the yellow lines on the asphalt.
Jose pulled the sword from his victim and ran toward the single Conculos. Behind its helmet, Jose could see panic in the beast’s eyes. He closed the distance between them, holding the sword with both hands. Jose saw the monster’s wrists move back and to the right, preparing for a strike. The Conculos swung its sword where Jose’s neck should have been, but Jose ducked the blow. Popping up on the Conculos’ right side, Jose and the beast locked eyes. The Conculos expression had changed from panic to despair. The monster moved to counter with a backswing, but before it could bring its sword around, Jose lopped off the beast’s head with a single strike. The monster’s body fell to the right. Its head tumbled away. The black, thick blood spurted from the headless body splattering Jose’s face and torso, and soaking his tennis shoes. 
The pre-teen turned to face the remaining two Conculos. They seemed frozen with horror. Their drawn swords shook in their hands. Jose raised the blood covered sword with his right hand, pointing the tip toward the terrified beasts. “I am the Gracanjo! And this city is under my protection.”
The remaining two Conculos chanced a glance at each other. The one on the left reached in a small sack hanging on the right side of his belt, withdrew a coin, and tossed it behind him. A pink portal opened. Cautiously, keeping their eyes on Jose, the two Conculos backed into the opening. 
After a few seconds, the opening in the Veil closed and Jose was alone. He dropped the sword. It clattered at his feet. Jose could feel tears wanting to escape his eyes, but he wiped them away with the back of his hands. He looked at the headless body at his feet. He looked at the dead Conculos in the street in front of him, and he sighed. “I’m a Gracanjo,” he said to himself.
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
“Go find the giant statue and look up,” Jose reminded himself as he walked down the wide hallway. The hospital buzzed with life. Doctors in white coats, nurses in scrubs, patients in gowns, and everyday people visiting their loved ones passed him in both directions. No one seemed to notice the sad teen covered in black goop slugging down the hallway. 
He looked right, saw the cafeteria, and stopped to watch people eat. Jose tried to remember how many meals he’d had there.  Too many to count. His stomach growled at the memory of their mashed potatoes and chicken fried steak with white gravy. It was his standard Friday night order. He wondered if any of the cafeteria workers would still remember him. How long had it been? Two years? Every day after school for months, his uncle had picked him up and brought him here to be with his mom. A knot formed in his throat at the memory. On Mondays, he ate waffles. On Tuesdays, it was spaghetti. On Wednesdays, meatloaf. On Thursdays, stir fry. And on Fridays, chicken fried steak with white gravy. His mom was never well enough to join him so he would eat alone. He thought back to the nurse named Charlie with kind eyes who’d let him bring his desert back with him into his mom’s room. He’d eat it quietly while she slept, waiting for his uncle to come back and pick him up. It felt strange to miss that time, but for a season this hospital had been a home of sorts. 
Jose continued on down the hall. He was sure there was a shorter route to the statue, but this was the only way he knew. He took a left and then another, slowly weaving his way through the first floor. The walls were covered with large photographs of Baltimore. They were the same ones that had been there two years ago. He remembered wondering where all the places in the pictures were. Now that he’d walked the city multiple times over, he was pretty sure he could put each picture on a map within two blocks of its location. 
Jose arrived at the large wooden doors. They seemed out of place in the modern hospital. They were tall, ornate, and made of heavy oak, while the rest of the hospital was sleek, clean, and futuristic. Charlie had told Jose that the doors marked the entrance to the original hospital from the 1800s. Jose put his hands on one of the doors and pushed. He wondered how many Gracanjo before him had done the same. He wondered if any of them had been as young as he was. The building had stood for over a hundred and twenty years. Surely there had been a Gracanjo his age during that time?
Jose stepped into the round room. Even from behind, the ten foot tall marble statue was an intimidating figure. The robes of rock were carved so smoothly, they looked like white fabric. The statue’s long hair looked like it might move if a wind filled the room. The broad and powerful shoulders looked as though they could carry the weight of the world. The sight of the giant sculpture filled Jose with a mixture of warmth and regret. He looked down at the squares of the marble floor. He remembered one night, when his uncle had been especially late, he’d counted them. He laughed at the memory. 
Slowly, moving around other passersby, Jose crept around to the front of the statue. He read the inscription on the pedestal aloud. “Come unto me all who are weary and heavy laden and I will give you rest.” The word “rest” was larger than the other words. Jose sighed. He wanted to rest so badly. 
He allowed his eyes to drift up the statue’s sandaled feet. The right was in front of the left, as if the figure was stepping toward you. The feet were littered with flowers and cards – the hopes and prayers of patients and their family members. Jose remembered leaving notes at the feet of the statue. Letters that begged for his mom’s healing, prayers that his mom would be able to come home soon, and then, in the end, prayers that her pain would end. He felt the burn of tears in his eyes again. He wiped them away. He was tired of crying, tired of sadness, tired of feeling helpless. 
Jose sighed and looked up the statue. The sculpture’s chest and out stretched arms looked strong and powerful. He remembered another hospital visitor saying, “Now those are the arms of a carpenter.” He looked to the hands. The small holes in the palms made him think of Chris caught in Bose’s trap, his arms extended, suspended in the air. Jose wondered where his partner was now. 
Jose looked higher to the figure’s face. Like the statue’s  the face was not kind or empathetic. It was impassive and confident, assuring onlookers that everything was going to be alright. Jose sighed. He wasn’t sure. 
He looked from the statue to the ceiling four stories up. Three round balconies with wooden rails that matched the heavy door were visible from the first floor. Jose had heard a tour guide once explain that this was where the idea of a “doctor doing his rounds” had come from. Jose had never heard the phrase until that moment, but when he went back to his mom’s room he’d started paying attention. He noticed the doctors trailed by small groups of students moving from one room to the next and the phrase made sense to him.  
“Go and find the giant statue and look up,” Jose said to himself again. The problem was, there wasn’t anyone there. He thought he see someone staring down from one of the balconies, or maybe that the statue was going to come to life. He’d seen stranger things already, but there was nothing. People quietly strolled through the room, pausing to look at the statue, and the security guard sat in the corner at the security desk, but the balconies were just as empty as Jose always remembered them. “Is there another giant statue?” Jose wondered out loud. 
He walked to the side of the room, leaned up against the round wall, and slid his back down it until his butt hit the floor. He watched a mother and daughter come and lay flowers and a card at the statue’s feet, but the statue did not move. Jose rested his head on his knees, closed his eyes, and asked no one in particular, “Now what?” Sleep threatened to overtake him. He could feel it creeping up. He yawned. 
But then, something wet began poking him in the butt. Jumping to the right, Jose looked to see what had soaked his left side. It was a mop. Jose looked up the handle to see a short, chubby man in grey coveralls. The man pointed his chin toward the ceiling as he smiled. He was different. His face was round, his eyes slanted downward, and his smile filled his face. He wore a gray snap cap that matched his uniform. He stopped smiling, looked at the floor behind Jose, and said, “Move please.” His voice was nasally and deep.
Jose stood. “Watch where you stick that mop,” he said, brushing himself off. A few people in the room took notice, but Jose was too tired to care.
The man in the gray uniform pushed the mop against Jose’s shoe. “Move please,” he said again. 
Jose’s sock was soaked from the contact. “I said watch it,” Jose complained, kicking the mop.
“Hey,” a security guard yelled from across the room. “Is there a problem over there?” 
“No Chuck,” the man in the gray coveralls called. He kept his eyes locked on the floor behind Jose, not looking at Jose or the security guard. 
“Alright, big man,” the security guard called. “Let me know if you need me to come over there.” 
“No Chuck,” the man said again. “Just cleaning.” He jammed the mop into Jose’s shoe a second time and gave Jose the same gigantic smile. 
“What’s wrong with you?” Jose said in frustration, stepping away. 
The man smiled and shrugged. “I’ve got Down Syndrome,” he said. Then, with the spot now empty, he began mopping the space where Jose had been sitting. “What’s your problem?” the man said.
“My shoe is all wet,” Jose said. 
“Sorry,” the man said without looking up from his mopping. 
“You don’t look sorry,” Jose said. 
 Then he went back to mopping the spot where Jose had been sitting.
The man stopped mopping and smiled.  
“You know what,” Jose said, stepping on the man’s mop. “I’ve had a crappy couple of days and I don’t like being treated like this.”
“Hey!” the man said as he yanked the mop away from Jose’s foot. “You stop it,” he said. “This is my mop.” 
“You need to tell me you’re sorry,” Jose said. 
“I did,” the man said. Then he pinched his eyes closed and stuck out his tongue at Jose. 
“Hey,” the security guard yelled again. He was coming toward Jose this time. He was a tall and slender man. As Jose took stock of the guard, he noticed the gun and the radio hanging off the guard’s belt. 
“No Chuck,” the man in the gray uniform said holding up his hand for the guard to stop. “No Chuck,” he said again. 
The guard stopped halfway across the room. “You sure, Ernie?” the guard called. “I’ll haul this little loser out of here if he is bothering you.” 
“Ernie?” Jose said in confusion. 
“No Chuck,” Ernie said. “No, Chuck. Thank you.” 
“I’m right over here if you need me, Ern,” the security guard said as he walked back to his station on the other side of the room.
“Ernie?” Jose said again.	
The man in the uniform smiled again and pointed to the name on his uniform. On his right breast, stitched in white cursive letters, was the name Ernie. 
Jose felt like the room was spinning. This didn’t make any sense to him at all. How could this janitor be the voice in Chris’ head? How could this man with a mop know the movements of monsters around the city? “You’re my relay?” he said.
Ernie pointed to the name on his uniform again. “Er-nie,” he said, sounding the name out. “Chris said you are smart,” Ernie said, shaking his head with confusion. 
“I can read,” Jose said defensively. 
“Okay,” Ernie said as he returned to mopping again.
“No really,” Jose said. “I can read. I like reading.”
“Okay,” Ernie said, not looking up from his mop.
“I mean,” Jose said, feeling oddly uneasy. “I know I’m young, but I went to school and stuff.”
“Okay,” Ernie said again, still not looking up from his mop.
“It’s not that I couldn’t read your name,” Jose said. “It’s just that... Well… I didn’t’ expect someone like you to be my relay.”
Ernie stopped mopping. He looked at Jose and shook his head with disappointment. 
“No,” Jose said holding his hands out in a panic. “I don’t have a problem with people like you. I mean, not ‘like you.’ That’s not what I mean…”
Ernie continued to shake his head.
“What I mean is,” Jose said, stumbling to find the words.
Ernie smiled at the floor. “You thought I wouldn’t be so handsome,” he said as he returned to mopping.
“Um, yeah,” Jose laughed. “Something like that.”
“All the ladies say that,” Ernie said. 
“Oh,” Jose said with confusion. “But I’m not a lady.”
“Okay,” he said as he pushed the mop toward Jose again, making Jose move another step back. 
“So,” Jose said with a sigh. “What now? Am I going to start hearing you in my head?”
“No,” Ernie said. “I only talk to the boss. You’re not the boss.”
“But, I mean, Chris is gone,” Jose said. “They took him.”
“Not dead,” Ernie said. He returned his mop to the yellow wheeled bucket behind him. “He’s boss until he’s dead,” he said, squeezing the liquid out of the mop. 
“Oh,” Jose said. “That’s good news.” 
Ernie reached into his pocket and pulled out a plastic sandwich bag. He held it out to Jose. “Here you go,” he said. 
Jose took the bag and looked in it. There was a small flip phone and a business card. He examined the phone first. Opening it, he tried to turn it on by holding down the power button. The cell phone came to life. 
“Only calls me,” Ernie said with a smile. 
“Oh,” Jose said. “Okay.”
“So we can talk when the boss is gone,” Ernie said.
Jose hit the contacts button. There was only one name listed on the screen. He read it out loud, “Captain Awesome?” Jose said.
“That’s me,” Ernie said, pointing at the name on his uniform again. “I’m a super hero. Like batman,” he added with a giant smile.
“Great,” Jose said. He stuffed the phone in his back pocket and took the business card from the baggy. It looked like it had been crumpled up and then straightened out. He turned it over and read the words Imani’s Place. The restaurant’s address was listed too.  
“Is this the card I threw off the garage?” Jose said in awe. 
“I’m like batman,” Ernie said. “I called Moose and Squirrel. They will meet you there.”
“Oh,” Jose said with shock. “Awesome.”
“Okay then,” Ernie said as he turned to his mop. “Go there,” he said and he started pushing the bucket toward the door.
“Wait,” Jose called.
Ernie turned, closed his eyes, and threw his hands up in a gesture of frustration. “What?” he said.
“Thank you,” Jose said. 
Ernie smiled again. “Okay,” he said. Then he pushed his bucket toward the door. “Bye, Chuck,” he called to the security guard as he left the room. 
“See you tomorrow, Big Ern,” the security guard called.
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
Jose checked the address on the card again and then double checked the address on the door. They matched. This was the place. He swallowed, stuffed his hands in his pockets, and looked at his shoes. They were stained black. If his mom were here to see them, she’d be so angry. The thought made him laugh. 
He thought about going in again. The problem was, he wasn’t sure how Moose and Squirrel would react. Would they be like Carl? Would they call him a worthless disgrace? He didn’t know if he could handle Moose saying that kind of stuff about him. He bit his lip and looked at the sign again. Above the door it said, “Imani’s” in gold lettering. He liked the way the letters curved together. It looked fancy. 
“Maybe she’s got more muffins,” he said to himself as he grabbed the door handle with both hands and pulled. The smell of coffee and baked goods washed over him as the door opened. He stepped inside, closed his eyes, and inhaled. He loved that smell. 
The door slammed shut behind him jarring him back to reality. Jose took in the room. There were all different kinds of people sitting, eating, and talking. The room was pretty full. A homeless man in the corner smiled and nodded to him. He thought he might have seen the man before – maybe a friend of Chris’? Jose nodded back.
The table in the back caught his eye. Jose slowly made his way across the room, hoping they wouldn’t notice him. Moose and Squirrel sat on one side. Both leaned back in their chairs, Moose with her arms crossed and Squirrel with his hands behind his head. The two Gracanjo watched the pair across from them with suspicious intensity. Across from them sat Bashi and Hyoi. Bashi was playing with a small blue knife. Hyoi was reading a small leather bound book. None of them noticed Jose when he arrived at the table. He watch them for a moment and then said, “Um… Hey everybody.” 
Moose leapt to her feet and wrapped her arms around him. She squeezed him tight and her braids fell down around his head. Jose melted into her hug, his hands hanging by his side. “I was so worried about you,” she said. 
“Thanks,” he said sheepishly. 	
When Moose let him go, Bashi grabbed him by the shoulders and turned Jose to face him. “You look like you’ve been in the thick of it,” the Conculos said with a smile. His purple eyes gleamed with mischief. 
“What’d you do little man?” Squirrel called as he sat forward in his chair. “You kill some purple-eyed monsters?”
“I killed two of the Riptride,” Jose said, looking at his shoes.
Bashi squeezed his shoulders and touched his forehead to Jose’s. “I knew you had it in you,” he said. “Good job.”
“Their armor can make battle complicated,” Hyoi said, putting down his book. “How did you manage to get around it?”
“I ran the first one through with his own sword. Then I cut the head off the second one,” Jose said. A small smile of pride formed on his lips. 
“That’s my man,” Moose said offering Jose a fist bump. 
Jose returned the gesture, pulled up a chair to the table, and took a seat.  The table was full of recently-filled plates and coffee mugs. In the center of the table was a hand-drawn hexagonal map. At each point of the hexagon there was a small X. At the bottom there was a small arch. Next to the arch were two more Xs, and at the top of the hexagon were two small Xs. Jose studied the drawing with interest. 
“We are all glad you survived the attack,” Hyoi said. “Bashi and I feared you were lost. We’re sorry we were not present to help. Bose sent a squad of Mardocks to attack us in Midian while he came after you and Chris. I apologize that we couldn’t break away.”
“I’m going to skin that asshole,” Bashi said, picking up the blue knife again.
“Skinning happens after lunch,” a warm voice said behind Jose. The kind woman the voice belonged to sat a bowl of steaming red soup and a plate with a grilled-cheese sandwich in front of Jose. 
Jose looked up with a smile. “Hi,” he said.
The woman extended her hand. “Hello Jose,” she said. “We’ve never been formally introduced. My name is Imani Douglas.”
Jose took her hand with both of his. “Jose,” he said. 
“Jose Gracanjo,” she replied with a smile. “It’s an honor. Now eat, because you’ve got work to do.”
Jose turned, grabbed half of the grilled-cheese, dipped it in the soup, and took a big bite. The soup burned the roof of his mouth, but he didn’t care. It was rich and tangy and felt warm all the way to his stomach. He took another bite and then a third, barely pausing to breath.
“Anyone else need more to eat?” Imani asked with a laugh.
“I’ll take another coffee, ma’am,” Moose said politely. 
“Not ma’am,” Imani said pointing to the token over the bar. “Call me Imani. We’re family.”
Moose smiled and nodded as Imani filled her mug.
“I’ll take more coffee too,” Squirrel said holding out his cup. As Imani filled it, Squirrel added, “You know, if Chris really doesn’t want to live here after we bring his dumb ass back, there are lots of places in DC where you could open up shop.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” Imani said just before leaving to help a customer at the counter.
“So Jose,” Hyoi said. “Before you came, we were discussing the rescue attempt.”
“Okay,” Jose said, his mouth stuffed with the last bite of sandwich.
“You better slow down, kid,” Squirrel said. “You gonna choke.”
“Bose and the Riptride are holding Chris at Fort Carroll,” Hyoi said pointing to the diagram in the middle of the table.
“Hyoi and I were checking it out from our side this morning,” Bashi said. “They have a guard spread out across the wall, two standing over the entrance, and two guarding Chris at the other end.”
“I thought they’d be with the army at Druid Hill?” Jose said as he sipped the soup. 
“The park is a great place for an army to camp, but not so great to hold a hostage. Too many troops. Too much coming and going. Too hard to track everything,” Bashi said. “Better to isolate the captive in a place where you can see everyone coming from away.”
“What’s Fort Carroll?” Jose said as he placed his spoon in the empty bowl and sat back. 
“It’s an island in the Patapsco River,” Hyoi explained. “It was constructed almost two hundred years ago for the defense of your city. It’s been abandoned for close to a hundred years.”
“Now it’s more a forest than a fort,” Bashi said. “It’s a smart play. There’s no way to sneak up on him.”
“I thought they’d be on your side of the Veil,” Jose said.
“They don’t want to face us there,” Moose said.
“Why?” Jose asked. 
“Because we’re stronger and faster on their side, just like they are on ours,” Squirrel said. He leaned forward and looked at the map. “Let’s do it this way,” he said pointing at the map as he talked. “You two purple-eyed freaks can attack the front door. Jose and Moose and me will move to the center of the island in Midian and then cross when they are holding you off at the gate. I crack some ribs. Moose does her shit, and Jose cuts off another head or two. And wham, we’re golden.”
“That won’t work,” Hyoi said. 
“What the fuck do you know about it you robot-talking piece of shit? I should send your ass back to whatever hell you come from right now,” Squirrel said. 
“Easy, Squirrel,” Moose said. “Kill them after we have Chris.”
“Come for me first, stretch,” Bashi said with a smile. “I’ll save a spot on my dance card for you.”
“Done, bitch,” Squirrel replied. 
“Like he was saying,” Moose said, “It won’t work because the island is man-made. Doesn’t exist on your side, does it?” 
“Nope,” said Bashi. “It’s just a river. So if you try to jump in the middle of the fort you are going to end up underground.”
“It really is a brilliant move by Bose,” Hyoi said. “I can’t think of a more strategic position.”
“Shut the fuck up, Bose-worshiper,” Squirrel said. “We don’t need to hear that shit.” 
“So what are we going to do?” Jose said. He felt discouraged. How were the five of them supposed to attack a whole fort by themselves?  He wished Chris were here. Chris always had a plan. 
“I’ve got an idea,” said Moose. “Here’s what Bose knows. He’s expecting you two,” she said pointing at Bashi and Hyoi. “And he’s been around long enough to know that we team up on invading forces when we have to, so he’ll probably expect us. You’re our wild card, little man,” she said to Jose. “You took out two of his men, but he’s also seen you run. If he doesn’t see you engage in the battle right away, he may think you are just going to hang back.” 
“Okay,” Jose said. 
“I don’t know that your logic will hold,” Hyoi said. “But we will accept it for the moment.”
“So the key for all of us is going to be keeping the fight on the wall. He doesn’t want to fight in forest of weeds in the middle of the fort, and neither do we,” Moose said. 
“Sure,” Bashi said. 
“So we come up the stairs,” she said. “You break off and go right. Moose and I will go left. We’ll force them to break into two groups to take us on. While we fight, Jose can make a break through the middle, come up the stairs here, and free Chris. Then the two of them can attack our crews from the behind. We’ll wipe them all out and they’ll never see it coming.” She leaned back, proud of herself.
“Better than anything I’ve got,” Bashi said. 
“Damn straight,” Squirrel said.
“There are a lot of variables to consider,” Hyoi said. “We’ve only watched them through scopes on shore. We don’t know what surprises Bose has planned.” 
“Why you got to be the fucking negative Nancy all the time man,” Squirrel said. 
“I know, right?” Bashi agreed. 
“Shut the fuck up,” Squirrel said. 
“So now all we need to do is steal a boat,” Moose said. 
“No stealing needed,” Imani interrupted from behind Bashi. She filled all the mugs on the table and handed Jose a giant glass of water. “I’ve got a friend who has one,” she said. “It’s not big, but it will get you out there.”
“Great,” Bashi said. “So let’s do this.” 
Squirrel and Moose stood and stretched. 
“I’ll get our weapons,” Hyoi said to Bashi, and he left for the bar. 
“Hey,” Bashi said to Jose. “I’ve got a surprise for you. Remind me when we are on the boat.”
Jose took a large drink of water. “Okay,” he said. Then the stood and stretched. “Thanks everyone for coming,” he said.
“Anything for my little man,” Moose said, rubbing his head.
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
Jose wasn’t sure if it was fear of the impending battle or the rocking of the small boat that was making him sick. Jose suspected that the small fishing boat that Imani’s friend had lent them was intended to be used on a quiet still lake, not the rough waters of the Patapsco. 
The boat was designed to hold a maximum of three people: one at the stern, one at the bow, and one in the middle working the oars. They had been forced to cram all five of them into the small space. Squirrel, the largest of the crew, manned the oars. Bashi sat on the back of the boat. Hyoi took the front seat. Jose sat between Bashi and Squirrel in the back, while Moose was in the front between Squirrel and Hyoi. The scene reminded Jose of a painting he had once seen of Washington crossing the Delaware. People piled on top of people, hoping not to tip the boat over.
Everyone in the boat except Jose watched Fort Carroll with intense scrutiny. After a few minutes of rowing, blurred shapes came into view. 
“I count thirteen along the wall and two with Chris,” Moose said.
“That is correct,” Hyoi replied.
“What kind are we dealing with?” Squirrel asked. As the rower, his back was to the fort. 
“It’s hard to tell,” Moose said. “They look like they’re wearing armor,” Moose said. 
“Probably because they heard I’m coming,” Squirrel said with a laugh. 
“The shadow armor is the standard uniform of the Riptride,” Hyoi said. “They are the elite force of the commander of Midian’s Second Legion, currently headed by Commander Azo. There are never more than fifteen. Positions are held until death. When a position becomes available, there is a large competition held to fill the vacancy. It is a glorious event.”
“Wow. That is so fucking fascinating,” Squirrel said sarcastically. “Super happy I know that before I rip their damn heads off with my bear hands.” 
“Anything we need to know about the armor?” Moose asked. 
“It was designed to repel the claws of Mardocks,” Hyoi said. “The alloy is very rare. It attaches in seven different-” 
“What he means to say,” Bashi interrupted, “is ‘no.’ Against Gracanjo fighting hand to hand, it’s more decorative.”
Jose didn’t join in the conversation. He didn’t want to see the fort. Instead, he focused all his attention on the Key Bridge that loomed to their left. Jose had driven over it a few times with his mom. He knew from going over it that it was tall, but looking up from its base gave him a different perspective. It made him feel small and worthless, just like Carl had said. Jose sighed. He wished he were brave enough to look at the fort like the others. He feared that if he did, he’d jump in the water and swim away.
“Can you see Chris?” Squirrel asked. 
“Not anymore,” Moose said. “We’re too close. I thought I made him out of the far side. Looked like they had him strung up.”
“Fenwick,” Bashi said with a quiet laugh.
“This fucking funny to you,” Squirrel said. 
“No,” Bashi said. “No it’s not.”
“Please remember,” Hyoi explained, “that we are all very old by your standards and there is a limited number of us so we have encountered one another-”
“Yeah,” Moose said. “We get it. You’re all the best of friends. What about weapons? What are they carrying?” 
“They will each bear the Riptride broadsword. Potentially, they will also carry the Riptride shield to this battle as it is defensive by nature.”
Jose thought back to the feel of the blade in his hand and the ease at which it cut through the neck of the Conculos. “They’re really sharp,” he said. 
“Well,” Squirrel said as he pulled on the oars. “Guess I won’t let them touch me with it then.” He winked at Jose and smiled. 
“Hey, kid,” Bashi said with a smile. 
“What’s up?” Jose replied.
“I said I had a surprise for you,” Bashi said. 
“I like surprises,” Jose said. 
Bashi reached into his right pocket and produced two black gloves. Both gloves were missing their fingers, which Jose thought was weird. How would they keep his hands warm with no fingers? 
“Try them on,” Bashi said.
Jose shrugged and pulled the right one on his hand. It fit perfectly. “Like they were made for me,” Jose said.
“They were,” Bashi said with a smile. “I called a favor in with a friend.”
“Cool,” Jose said. “Thanks.” 
“When you’re about to jump into a fight,” Bashi said. “Put them on and make a fist. You’re going to love it.” 
Jose laughed. “Alright,” he said as he took the gloves off and tucked them into his back pocket. “Thanks.” 
“You got it,” Bashi said. 
“Ain’t nobody ever give me any damn gifts,” Squirrel grumbled.
“And remember,” Bashi said. “Keep your cool. Discipline and self-control are the key. Lean on your training.”
Jose bit his bottom lip and nodded. 
“Just do your job and everything is going to be fine,” Moose said. “Stay behind me on the wall. Then when I tell you, cut across the middle of the fort, get to Chris, and let him loose.” 
“I will,” Jose replied. 
Hearing the plan again made Jose feel more secure. He decided to venture a glance at the fort. They were less than twenty yards away. Two of the armored Conculos watched them from the walls. Their swords were sheathed on their backs. With their left arms they held long black shields that stretched from their knees to their shoulders. 
A third appeared on the wall. Although Jose didn’t recognize his face because of the black helmet, he recognized the voice. It had been haunting his nightmares since the day at the cathedral. “Did you bring me what I asked for?” Bose called.   
Squirrel stopped rowing and turned to look at Bose. “Oh we’ve got something for you, bitch,” Squirrel called. “Why don’t you come down off that wall and I’ll give it to you.”
Bose removed his helmet and rubbed his forehead in exasperation. “Hyoi,” he said. “Please tell me you didn’t come here empty handed. Surely you spoke reason to this group.”
“I’ve brought the same gift for you that I brought the last time,” Hyoi called. 
“My man,” Squirrel said with a smile. “Look at you talking shit.”
Hyoi turned and flashed a smile. 
“It didn’t have to be this way,” Bose said. “I didn’t want a battle.” 
“Bose-ee,” Bashi called. 
“Exile,” Bose replied. 
“Here is what’s going to happen,” Bashi said. There was a tone of authority in his voice Jose hadn’t heard before. “We are going to dock. And then we are going to join you on the wall. We will not be touched until we’ve ascended the stairs.”
Bose laughed. 
“Antinese. Balamack,” Bashi called. 
The other two Conculos on the wall responded in unison, “Sir.” 
“You both remember the battle of the Western Plain? When I came to your rescue even though you should have been lost to us,” Bashi said.
“Each of us owes you a great deal, sir,” the one on the right said. 
“You can dock and ascend,” Bose said. “But we will not provide you any mercy or respect beyond that.”
“I expect nothing less,” Bashi called. “Row us to the dock,” he said to Squirrel.
Squirrel laughed and began working the oars again.
“Who in the fuck are you?” Moose said with confusion.
“Just a footnote in a long history,” Bashi said with a grin. 
The dock was a small arched opening that led to the bottom floor of the fort. The floor of the fort was stone. The entryway opened into the fort’s courtyard. The space was a small forest of waist-high weeds. To the left was a staircase large enough to hold one person at a time. 
“I’ll go up first,” Bashi said. “They won’t attack until I signal.” Before ascending the stairs he removed his two swords from his belt. “Don’t let them take you alive,” he said as he walked into the light coming from the top of the stairs. Moose, Squirrel, and Hyoi followed him up. Hyoi with his sword drawn.
Jose paused at the bottom of the stairs. Rather than following them, he walked to the entrance of the courtyard. It was a circle. At the far end of the fort there was a large building that looked like old barracks. Chris was still suspended with his arms and legs outstretched, but he was no longer upside-down. His head was slumped. He looked unconscious. Jose worried he was dead. He assumed there were matching stairs on the other side of the fort. The courtyard was less than a football field in length. Even though it was heavily overgrown, Jose was sure he could clear it in no time. Satisfied with the task ahead, Jose ascended the stairs. 
When he arrived at the top of the wall, the battle was already raging. Hyoi and Bashi were fighting with six Conculos on the left. The two warriors worked in concert, pushing the black armored Conculos back one step at a time. Moose and Squirrel fought six armored Conculos on the right. While Bashi had been right about the armor not hindering the Gracanjo’s attack, he was mistaken that it was mostly decorative. Jose watched as the Conculos were able to stand their ground against Moose and Squirrel’s powerful blows. The Conculos’ armor dented with each pounding, but it allowed the Conculos to withstand blows that would have normally killed them. 
Bose and one other Conculos had positioned themselves next to Chris. They were keeping a tight eye on the battle raging on either side of the fort. 
There was a scream to the left. Jose turned to see a powerful front kick from Hyoi that sent a Conculos flying off the side of the wall and into the river. 
The Conculos standing with Bose ran toward to take the fallen soldier’s place in the fight. 
“Now?” Jose called. 
Moose ducked under a sword swipe and delivered a strong uppercut to an attacking Conculos who stumbled backward as a result. “Not yet,” she yelled. 
Jose’s heart jumped as a sword strike came a hair’s width from the side of Squirrel’s neck. Grabbing the attacker by the back of the wrist with his right hand, Squirrel pounded on the breastplate of the attacker with his left first. The Conculos fell on his back, but before Squirrel could take advantage of the position, another member of the Riptride stepped in front of his fallen team member, backing Squirrel off with a downward strike that caused the Gracanjo to step back. 
Jose turned to watch the other side. Bashi and Hyoi had pushed their attackers back fifteen more yards. The two warriors moved in perfect harmony, blocking attacks and returning blows. Jose watched in awe as Hyoi deflected a strike from and opponent who then received a blow to the helmet from one of Bashi’s swords. Hyoi pounded the attacker with a blow to the Conculos’ shoulder that caused the warrior to fall to his knee. As Hyoi dealt with the next attacker, Bashi finished the kneeling one off with a tight roundhouse to the back of the Conculos’ head. 
As the Riptride soldier fell, Bose drew his sword and ran toward Bashi and Hyoi to replace the fallen warrior. Chris, still yet to move, was left unguarded on the far end of the fort. Seeing the opening, Moose screamed, “Now!” 
Jose sprinted down the stairs and into the courtyard. Weaving through the overgrowth, he crossed the first twenty yards of the fort with ease. He smiled at how well the plan was coming together. He’d free Chris, they would join the battle, and the fight would be over in no time. Maybe Chris would even let them go to Imani’s for a celebratory dinner? Jose laughed at the thought as he pulled his pant leg free from a thorn bush. The pre-teen crossed the halfway point. Chris was less than fifty yards away and the battle was a good as over. 
But then, something moved. The rumble in the ground brought Jose to a halt. It seemed as though the earth were a giant blanket that was being pushed aside. From the hole beneath the cover, two giant hands emerged, then two large horns, then two small black eyes. In seconds a hidden Egrat stood in front of Jose, leaning forward on its knuckles like a twelve-foot tall gorilla. Jose was covered by the monster’s shadow. Frozen with fear, the pre-teen turned his face away from the monster’s hot, wet, loud breath. 
The Egrat roared. The sound waves were so powerful, Jose could feel them beating down on him. He dropped to one knee and shielded his head with his arms. After the roar came a deep and steady laugh that brought a shiver of shame down Jose’s spine. 
Then there was another voice. Jose heard it quietly at first. It was faint, beneath the laughter. Jose chanced a glance to right where the voice was coming from. The sight of Moose screaming brought the voice into view. As Squirrel swung a Riptride sword wildly at the attacking Conculos, Moose had stepped back from the battle. She was screaming with all her might, “Get up and fight! Fight, Jose! Fight!” 
Jose looked past the Egrat to his partner. Chris still hung lifeless fifty yards away. Jose looked to the left, Bashi and Hyoi seemed to be losing ground against the assault. 
“Commandment twelve,” Jose said to himself. “My life for the city.” 
Jose sensed the movement above him before he saw the incoming strike. Rolling to the right, he barely escaped the crash of the Egrat’s fist in the dirt. The blow shook the ground.
Jose stood and faced the monster. It roared again, but this time Jose refused to look away. The beast pounded the ground with both hands. Again the ground shook. With a third scream, the monster charged. Jose dove to the left, escaping again the giant’s attack. 
There was a shout behind him. Jose glanced over his shoulder. Hyoi had fallen. He lay unconscious behind Bashi who was battling with increased intensity. The monster yelled again. Jose felt another charge coming. He knew he couldn’t simply continue to dodge. Remembering the gift from before, he reached his hand into his back pocket and retrieved the gloves Bashi had given him. Quickly, Jose put them on. Squeezing his fists closed, Jose was shocked when glowing blue circles appeared on the back of his fists. The translucent blades extended an inch past his knuckles. “Cool,” he said. 
The beast rampaged forward again. This time it reached for Jose with its giant hands, trying to capture the young warrior, but Jose stepped to left and pounded the giant’s arm with a left jab. The blade pierced the monster’s thick skin. Excited by the sight of the black blood coming from the Egrat’s arm, Jose went on the attack. Punching with fierce combos, Jose opened wounds up the beast’s arm and across its back. The Egrat swung hard with its bleeding arm, attempting to backhand the small attacker, but Jose ducked the blow and moved his assault to the beast’s chest. The offensive was short lived as the beast brought both arms in to try and grab Jose in a bear hug. Seeing the attack before it was complete, Jose dug the blades into the monster’s chest and vaulted himself above the attack, flipping backward and landing out of the Egrat’s reach. 
With an eager smile, Jose surveyed the damage his assault had caused, but his heart sunk as the monster roared again. The entire attack seemed to have resulted in little more than small scratches on the Egrat’s arm and chest. The monster looked as though it had a hundred paper cuts. It was irritated, but not slowed. Realizing he could cut the beast in front of him a thousand more times before he did any real damage, Jose sighed. Looking the Egrat in the eyes, he said, “Alright. Time for a new game.”
Jose retreated ten yards and then turned to face the beast again. The beast smiled menacingly and snorted. But to the monster’s shock, Jose ran right at it. The Egrat roared and smashed its hands on the ground, but Jose did not slow. Preparing to catch and crush the incoming small warrior, the monster set its feet and opened its arms. As soon as Jose came within reach, the monster moved to grab him, but Jose was prepared. He jumped over the Egrat’s hands and with a quick spin move to the right, made his way around the monster before it could turn. 
Rather than taking advantage of the new position and attacking the giant, Jose ran as fast as he could toward the opposing wall. Hurdling small bushes and tearing through overgrown weeds, he headed for the stairs. He could feel the monster charging behind him but he didn’t dare look back. He knew if he lost focus of a second he would trip in the overgrowth and be trampled. 
Jose ran through the arched entrance to the white building that looked like abandoned barracks. There was a crash and rage-filled roar behind him that brought chunks of the ceiling down. A second of worry crossed Jose’s mind as he imagined being crushed by stone falling from the ceiling, but he didn’t allow the fear to slow him. He ran to the stairs and took them three at a time.          
Emerging from the stairs, Jose searched for Chris. His partner was ten yards to the left. Jose swallowed. Chirs’ back was laced with open wounds and caked with blood. For the first time it occurred to Jose that his partner might either be dead or so close it that he there would be no saving him. 
Jose took three steps toward his Chris, but was brought to an abrupt stop when he caught in his peripheral vision a blue glimmer coming from his right.  The sword passed inches in front of the young Gracanjo’s face and clanged on the ground in front of him. Instinctually, Jose punched the wrist that held the weapon. There was a surprised grunt of pain as blue blade on Jose’s fist drew blood. In reply, a fist connected with Jose’s jaw and the boy fell to floor. 
“Now,” Bose said. “This is a position I’ve seen you in before.”
Memories of cathedral basement filled Jose’s mind. The young warrior knew what was coming next. Rolling to the left, Jose dodged Bose’s foot. 
Bose recovered from the missed kick quickly and tried to stomp on Jose’s chest, but Jose rolled back to the right and knocked the Conculos off balance. Bose stumbled backward, giving Jose a chance to regain his footing. 
The warriors faced each other. Jose saw over Bose’s shoulder that Hyoi was still down. Bashi was fending off the remaining four of the Riptride on his own, but the fight appeared to be a stalemate. 
“I see you’ve finally found yourself, as they say,” Bose said with a smile. He held his bleeding wrist with his opposing hand. “I almost didn’t believe it when they told me you defeated Andeek and Chrillan.” 
Jose rubbed his aching jaw. He could taste blood in his mouth. “That’s the last time I let you hit me,” he said. Clenching his fists, he ran at the black-armored warrior. Full of confidence and fire, Jose aimed a right jab at his enemy’s head, but Bose ducked to the left. Jose felt the Conculos grab him by the back of the shirt and throw him forward. Jose tumbled face first onto the stone floor. Scrambling, he turned and regained his footing in time to see Bose picking up his sword. 
The Conculos pointed the weapon at Jose. “Now I’m going to take your head,” Bose said. 
Excitement filled Jose chest. He smiled. Behind Bose, he saw Squirrel and Moose take down the final two Riptride warriors. They’d broken through the line and were running to Jose’s position. “I told you, I’m not going to let you hit me again.” 
Jose knew he needed to keep Bose focused on him. The young Gracanjo charged again. This time it was Bose who struck first with a two-handed slice of his blade. Jose paused his charge in time for the blade to pass in front of him, but he wasn’t fast enough to get out of the way of Bose’s counter strike. The Conculos pounded Jose in the chest with the hilt of his sword. 
The blow knocked Jose off his feet. As he flew through the air, Jose watched in horror as Bose spun on his heel and with a smooth motion rammed tip of the blue sword through the chest of a charging Squirrel. Jose’s back collided with the ground as Moose’s scream reached his ears. Jose’s eyes closed. 
He could feel himself begin to black out, but the sound of Moose’s sobs brought him back to consciousness. Air filled his lungs. He sat forward. His head was spinning. He could taste vomit and blood in his mouth. He struggled to his feet. Squirrel lay to the side of the fight. Blood was pouring from his mouth as he clutched a wound in his chest. Moose was dodging strikes from Bose. Tears were streaming down her face. 
Jose forced his feet to move. Stumbling forward, he gained more coherence with each step. As Bose lunged forward with his blade at Moose, Jose saw his opening. Clearing the space between them with a few steps, Jose riddled Bose’s back with rapid punches. With each blow, the blue blades drew black blood. Bose arched his back in response but before he could counter, Moose pounded his face with right cross. As the Conculos fell back, the young Gracanjo delivered a strike to the back of Bose’s neck. Jose breathed deeply with satisfaction as the black blood of the Conculos showered him. Bose hit the ground and rolled to his stomach. Without a word spoken between them, Jose stepped aside. Moose picked up the fallen Conculos’ sword, walked over to where he lay, and jammed the blade through his skull. The sword stuck in the stone floor like a flag pole. 
Moose turned and ran to her fallen partner. She fell to her knees at his side and cradled the big man’s head in her lap. His eyes were unresponsive. His chest no longer moved. “Squirrel,” Moose wailed. “Oh Squirrel.”  
Tears stung Jose’s eyes and a knot filled his throat. He turned to look at the other battle on the wall. Hyoi had rejoined Bashi in the fight, although he seemed to be favoring his left leg. Jose watched as the Bashi crushed the skull of one Conculos with the hilt of his sword and Hyoi ran another through with his broadsword. With all the Riptride fallen, Bashi came running toward them. Hyoi limped behind. 
Jose turned to Chris. Moving to the front of his partner, for the first time he looked Chris in the face. Chris’ eyes were swollen shut. His face looked like one large purple bruise. His chest was covered with the same wounds that scared his back. Using the blades on his fist, Jose cut the invisible wires holding Chris’ feet first. Then, jumping to reach the chords holding Chris’ hands, Jose cut the left first and then the right and Chris came tumbling to the ground. 
Jose sat down next to him and checked his pulse. It was faint, but it was present. Jose closed his eyes and took a deep breath. His head was pounding and his chest ached. He wanted nothing more than to lay down and go to sleep. 
A hand touched his shoulder and Jose looked up. Bashi stood above him, smiling. 
“Don’t quit yet,” Bashi said. “We’ve got bodies to burn and we’ve got to send that guy back over the Veil.” He pointed down to the courtyard with his sword at the Egrat that was now sitting in the middle of the fort like a child in time-out. 
Jose stood. “In a few minutes,” he said, nodding toward Moose. He walked over to her. She was sitting in silence, holding the lifeless body of her partner close to her chest. Jose sat down behind her and leaned up against her. Quietly, he said, “I’m so sorry.”
Moose sniffled. “This is how he’d want to go,” she said. “In the middle of a fight, covered in the blood of monsters. It’s what he’d want.”
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
Chris wasn’t sure what came first: his eyes opening or the ringing in his ears. He stared at the ceiling not realizing what he was doing. His head hurt. Multiple stabs of pain filled his skull. The ceiling was made of brown boards. There were long nails poking through that held the boards together. The ringing in his ears started to fade. He could hear himself breathing. He was aware that he needed to wipe his nose. He thought it over and decided he was in the basement of an old rowhome. He’d seen basement ceilings like this one before. 
He wanted to take in the rest of the room, but summoning the will to move was more difficult than he expected. His entire body ached. His head felt puffy. He started to rub the blur from his eyes but the pain was overwhelming. Everything hurt. Every joint was stiff. Carefully, he sat up. Leaning on his elbows, he looked around.
He was laying on a wooden framed single bed. To his left was a chest of drawers and then a brick wall. At the foot of the bed was a green footlocker. It reminded him of boot camp. His parched eyes stung. He pinched them closed and opened them again. To the right were two matching desks and chairs, then another single bed and dresser. On the other bed sat a small teddy bear.
Chris pinched his eyes closed again and took a deep breath through his chapped mouth. It made his ribs ache. He looked back to the desk. There was a half-full bottle of water sitting on it. Summoning the courage to face the pain, he pushed his feet to the side of the bed and stood. He wasn’t sure he’d ever been in this much pain before. Leaning on the desk, he grabbed the water bottle and took a long drink. His throat burned but the cool liquid gave him a spark of energy.
Leaning against the desk and sipping from the water bottle, he took in the rest of the room. Along the left wall there was a floor-to-ceiling bookcase filled with books and a punching bag hanging from the ceiling. The center of the large room was filled with a giant exercise mat. Across from him was a workout bench, free weights, and a staircase. 
Without hesitation, Chris hobbled across the room. He needed to know where he was. The ringing in his ears was fading and he could hear people upstairs. They were laughing and there was music.  
Allowing only the top of his head and eyes to emerge into the room, Chris took in the scene. The noise was coming from the far side of the room. He couldn’t see much but he knew he was in Imani’s bar. 
He snuck up the stairs. It was pitch black outside. The bar was empty except for three figures at the far end. They were standing at the sink. It looked like they were washing and drying dishes. They had their backs to him. He gently pulled a chair from the nearest table and took a seat to watch. Jose was in the middle, Bashi on the right, and Imani on the left. Marvin Gaye’s “Ain’t No Mountain High” blared through the speakers. They were laughing and singing along. Chris closed his eyes and let the sound wash over him. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d heard genuine laughter. He didn’t realize how much he’d missed it. 
“This is a good place,” a voice said to Chris right.
Chris jerked, clenching his fists, ready to attack, but he relaxed as Hyoi pulled the chair out next to him and took a seat.
“It is safe and there is good food and soft beds. There is little else one needs,” Hyoi said.
“You think she’ll let us stay until I’m better?” Chris asked. Even though he’d only been awake a few minutes, he was already getting sleepy.
“I think you should take up permanent residence here,” Hyoi said. 
“How’d I get here?” Chris replied, watching the trio.
“What is the last thing you remember?” Hyoi asked. 
“It’s all kind of fuzzy,” Chris said with a sigh.
“You were captured by Bose. His goal was to catch Jose as well and then torture you in front of each other until one of you surrendered the box,” Hyoi said.
“I don’t know anything about this damn box,” Chris said, pinching his eyes closed again.
“Bose does not believe that,” Hyoi said. 
“So I was taken,” Chris said. “And?”
“And Jose got away, killed two Riptride, and met up with us and the Gracanjo of DC. Then we worked together to defeat Bose and we brought you back here.”
“Huh,” Chris said. “How many Riptride fell?” 
“All of them,” Hyoi said. 
“Well,” Chris said. “That should slow Azo down. Or at least piss him off.”
“He will need to hold the traditional competition to replace them. It will take some time,” Hyoi said.
“Where is Bose?” Chris asked.
“The female Gracanjo ended him shortly after Bose killed her partner.”
Chris sighed and looked at the floor. 
“She has returned home to find his replacement. She said once she has done so, she will expect you to return the favor. She said you will know what that means,” Hyoi said. 
Chris nodded. 
“Azo will wait for Bose to return before he replaces the Riptride. Only after that will he move on your city. Expecting the average delay and expediting travel time because Bose will be furious, I’d say you’ve got at least three months before activity kicks up again. Rothman should be here by then.”
“You made contact?” 
“We did. He will come.”
“So for that other favor I mentioned,” Chris said. He groaned as he leaned forward in his seat. “I’m going to need you to find the Mard út-stukr.”
Hyoi looked at Chris with confusion. “If we find them, what exactly would you like us to do besides run away from them?”
“They owe me a favor. I want you to call it in. When Bose returns, Azo will try and cross his army. With Rothman, we might hold him on this side for a while. But he’ll wear us down.” Chris winced at the growing pain in his ribs. His mouth was dry again. He tried to swallow but couldn’t. “When you see the battle raging, unleash the Mard út-stukr on your side. If Azo is focused on us, they should be able to scatter his troops.”
“They will leap at the chance, I’m sure,” Hyoi said, leaning forward. Looking at the floor, he added, “It is good to see you plotting again. We were all worried.”
“It’s not like you to worry.”  
Hyoi looked Chris in the eye. “You have been asleep for four days.”
“Shit,” Chris said, astonished. He held his left side as he leaned back in his chair. 
“We have all been very concerned that you would never awake,” Hyoi said, touching Chris’ arm. “It is nice to have you back.”
“The kid killed two Riptride?” Chris said, watching the trio dance together behind the bar. 
“He also faced down one of Azo’s trained Egrats. All by himself.”
“Shit,” Chris said again with more astonishment. 
“It was most impressive,” Hyoi said. 
“Chris!” Jose screamed from across the room. The young teen leaped over the bar and sprinted across the room. Chris rose to his feet to receive him. When the boy crashed into him, Chris had to use the table for balance. 
“Take it easy,” Chris said with a pain filled laugh. “I’m still a little banged up.” 
Jose took a step back from him and smiled. “You look like hell,” the young teen said. 
Even in the dark, Chris could see faint bruising around the boy’s eyes and on his cheeks. “You look like you’ve seen some things while I was gone.”
“We took care of it,” Jose said with a grin. 
“Welcome back to the land of the living,” Imani said as she laid a plate with a large muffin and a giant glass of water on the table. “It was touch and go there. Didn’t know if you were going to wake up.”
“This one is harder to kill than you’d think,” Bashi said. He pulled out a chair and sat down. 
Chris fell back into the chair, picked up the glass with both hands, and took a drink. “Thank you,” he said. 
“My pleasure,” Imani smiled.
“Not just for the water, but for taking care of me while I was…”
“It’s my pleasure,” Imani said again.
 “Guess what,” Bashi said with glee. “Jose fought an Egrat.”
“I heard,” Chris said. He flashed a smile but everyone could see it was hiding pain. “How did you kill it?” Chris asked with a yawn.
“Oh,” Jose said. “I didn’t kill it. I gave it a hundred paper cuts and then I ran away from it.”
“That’s really about all you can do to those things,” Chris said. He winced again at the pain in his side. 
Imani stood. “I think that’s enough excitement for one night,” she said. “Bashi, please take the recovering patient back to his bed. Jose, you too. Go get some sleep. I’ll have breakfast ready first thing in the morning.”
Jose stood, gave her a hug, and ran down the stairs. 
Imani turned and walked toward the stairs leading up on the opposing wall.
Chris watched her walk away and his heart raced. As Bashi helped him down the stairs, Chris struggled to decide if the flutter was caused by his wounds or the sight of his new caretaker.
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
“I told you we should've just taken the beltway. I told you.” The voice of the woman in the passenger seat next to Bryan was shrill and full of fear. The nasal intonation pierced his skull like a metal rod. “I knew we’d get mugged. I told you we’d get mugged. But you, big strong man, had to cut through the neighborhoods.”
Bryan racked his brain, hoping to recall her name. All he could remember was Not-Offensive-Face. That’s what his friend Steve at the bar had called her. Bryan had hoped to go home with Not-Offensive-Face’s friend, Big-Boobs-Small-Skirt, but it became clear through the night that Steve had won that honor, so Bryan had settled.
“Just back up,” Not-Offensive-Face, whined. “Just back up and take me home.”
Bryan’s head was pounding. He tried to recount the number of drinks he’d had. Seven? Eight? He was tipsy. No denying that. That’s why he’d decided to cut through west-side neighborhoods instead of taking the beltway home. Less cops in the neighborhoods looking to make traffic stops. A burning burp tore through his throat and erupted from his lips. He did his best to catch it in his mouth, but it was too strong for him. Yeah, there was no denying he was tipsy. But drunk? Was he drunk?
“That’s disgusting,” Not-Offensive-Face said with disdain. “And to think I was going to sleep with you. Gross. Turn around and take me home. Right now.”
Bryan stared at the man lying in the middle of the road. Had it not been for the streetlight illuminating the body, Bryan would have run over him. “I can’t leave him there,” Bryan said. “He looks like he needs help.”
“He’s there for a reason,” Not-Offensive-Face said. “Just leave him. It’s none of our business.”
“I can’t do that,” Bryan said. He pushed open the driver side door, hopped out of his SUV, and stepped into the street. The cold night air charged his senses, stinging the inside of his nose. The street was empty either direction. The abandoned rowhomes stared back at him, watching silently, the only witnesses to what had happened to the man lying in the middle of the street.
Bryan stared at the man. His back was to Bryan. It rose and fell with shallow breaths. “Hey,” Bryan called. “You alright?”
There was no answer. No movement.
A muffled whine echoed from the inside of the car. “You’re going to get shot!” Not-Offensive-Face yelled.
Bryan considered returning to the safety of his SUV, throwing it in reverse, and backing away. No one would know he had been here. No one would judge him for it. Most of his friends would probably applaud his common sense. Let this man’s problem sort themselves out. Bryan looked up and down the quiet street again. He wondered how many other cars had come down this road, only to turn around.
Bryan took another step closer. The man lay in the fetal position with his back to Bryan. Still, Bryan could see the man was bald. He watched the man’s chest rise and fall again. He judged the distance between the man and the sidewalk. If he hopped the curb, he might be able to get around the man on the left.
The thought jogged Bryan’s memory of a story from his childhood days in Sunday school – the Good Samaritan. A man lying in the road, two people pass by, but the hero of the story was the Samaritan who stopped to help. Bryan sighed. He took another step forward. “Hey, you. In the street. You need an ambulance or something?”
The man stirred and moaned.
Bryan took another step. The man in the road was large. It was hard to tell how tall he was, since his legs were tucked into his chest, but Bryan could see the bulging muscles in his shirtless back. The man’s skin looked snow white under the dim streetlight, almost blue.
Bryan heard his SUV window roll down. “Just leave him,” Not-Offensive-Face called from the car. “Just leave him and take me home.”
“I said give me a minute,” Bryan snapped back. Bryan took another step toward the man.  The rippled muscles of the man’s shoulders made Bryan think the man was some sort of body builder. Bryan wondered how many hours a day the guy spent in the gym.
“Hey buddy,” Bryan called, moving closer. “Hey. Can you hear me? Do you want me to call you an ambulance?”
The man groaned. The sound was soft and full of pain. It pulled Bryan in, urging him forward. He took another two steps. He was close enough to reach out and touch the man now.
“Hey Mister,” Bryan said with fear. “Hey, you alright?”
The man groaned.
Bryan squatted down. “Hey man, can I give you a ride to the hospital or something?”
A low laugh came from the man.
Bryan froze.
The man on the ground rolled over to face his prey. The man’s skin was pulled tight on his face. There was a scare on his cheek. Bryan’s eyes drifted to his chest. The milk white pecks were like rocks worn smooth by a stream. Most terrifying of all were the man’s eyes. There were no white rims. There were no irises. There were no pupils. Where all these things should have been, there were swirling black pools of darkness.
Bryan stumbled back onto his butt. “Hey, mister. I’m sorry,” he said, trying to scramble to his feet. “I just wanted to help.”
The man smiled. His teeth were pointed like a shark’s. He stood, towering over Bryan. Bryan’s legs gave way to fear, leaving Bryan to sit like a helpless child at the monster’s feet.
“Hello sweet-thing,” the beast in the road said. His voice was like the low rumble of a loaded freight train rolling through an underpass.
Bryan jumped as another low voice behind him said, “Aster, don’t play with your food. Just do it and let’s go. Before they find us.” Though the voice was of similar power and resonance, Bryan thought he sensed fear in it.
Bryan turned to see the source of the voice behind him. Another beast, with similar coloring, body type, eyes, and teeth sat on the hood of Bryan’s SUV. His massive hand covered the mouth of Not-Offensive-Face. Her eyes screamed for help. The monster held her with one hand like a young girl carrying around a weightless doll.
Bryan’s attention was jerked back forward when the beast in front reached down with one hand and grabbed Bryan by the shoulder. The monster’s fingers were like sharpened pencils. The points slid passed Bryan’s skin like thickening needles. Pain seared through Bryan’s shoulder. Instinctively, he tried to run. His legs churned, but he flopped like a fish on a hook. Warm blood flowed from the new wounds, turning his shirt red.
The monster laughed. He squeezed harder. When Bryan whimpered in agony, the beast inhaled as if he were breathing Bryan’s pain.
“That hits the spot,” the beast holding onto Bryan said.
“Just finish it and let’s get back to camp,” the other urged. “If they find we skipped over, we’ll be in so much trouble.”
Bryan’s eyes burned with tears. He looked at his date on the hood of the truck. She was limp in the monster’s arms, unconscious from the fear. An image of his mother crying at his funeral rushed through his mind. Would there be a body to cry over when this thing was finished with him? The thought brought the contents of Bryan’s stomach forward. He wretched at the monster. Brown liquid splattered on the ground, covering their feet.
The beast laughed.  “I’m going to take my time with you,” it whispered to Bryan.
“This one went to sleep,” the other said. Bryan heard his date’s body drop to the pavement.
The one holding Bryan squeezed again and slowly inhaled. Bryan yelped. “Come try this one,” the monster rumbled. “He’s ripe.”
Fresh tears filled Bryan’s eyes. He thought about the appointment he scheduled with his accountant for coffee in the morning. He imagined the small man waiting angrily, mumbling about Bryan being late. He thought about his cat, Betsy and wondered if anyone would take her in. He thought about his dad and about the O’s game they were supposed to go to next week. He felt as if he would vomit again. It was at this moment that Bryan realized he was experiencing true hopelessness for the first time in his life. There was no escape. There was no salvation. There was only pain and death before him. But then -
“Excuse me,” a young voice said.
The monster holding Bryan spun, whipping Bryan around like a rag doll. There, standing a few paces ahead of where the monster had lain, was a small boy. He wore a tattered white t-shirt, baggy blue jeans, and dirty tennis shoes. “Put the nice man down,” the boy said with a matter-of-fact tone.
The monster dug his claws deeper into Bryan. Bryan felt the bones of his shoulder crumple. He screamed again, and the monster laughed. “And who are you little boy? Dessert?” the beast growled with amusement.
The young teen took two finger-less gloves from his back pocket and put them on. There was no pomp or circumstance to the movement. “You know who I am,” he said.
“Listen,” the monster in front of Bryan’s truck said. “We were just having some fun. We. We just wanted to see what it tasted like. We’ll go. We’ll go. I’ve got a lamina. We’ll go back. We’ll go back right now.”
The boy’s lips pursed in thought. Then shaking his head he said, “No. I’m sorry. I can’t do that.”
The monster holding Bryan dropped him on the ground. Pointing at the boy, he yelled, “You don’t scare me, boy.”
The boy smiled. Bryan was shocked by his poise in the face of certain death. He watched the boy make two small fist. From the gloves materialized blue, round blades that extended just beyond the boy’s knuckles. “You should be scared,” the boy said.
“We’re sorry,” the monster in the back cried. “We’ll go. I promise. We’ll go.”
“Shut up, coward,” the monster in the front roared. “I’m not going anywhere. I just got here. And there’s no way in Hallows of Herester that I’m backing down to some child.”
Then, to Bryan’s shock, the boy began a slow jog toward the monster. The monster laughed. Sliding his right foot back as the boy approached, the beast prepared to swing. His right claw dripped with Bryan’s blood. Bryan saw a smile on the monster’s face.
The moment the boy was within each, the beast swung downward like a heavy weight throwing a haymaker right hook. Bryan thought the blow would shatter the boy’s temple, but instead, the boy pivoted on his left foot and swung wide of the punch. As the beast followed through, the boy completed his three-sixty, ending behind the monster. The young teen jabbed the blades on his fist into the monster’s back, and climbed the beast as if he were climbing a ladder. Black ooze spurted from each wound. Sitting atop of the monster’s shoulders, the boy jammed his fists into either side of the monster’s neck. The beast screamed in horrified surprise, and then fell forward. The boy landed on his feet as the monster’s body hit the ground. The black ooze ran around the boy’s tennis shoes. The boy’s white shirt and face were splattered with the black tar from the monster’s wounds.
The boy turned to face the second beast.
“I’m sorry about him,” the monster pleaded. “I’m sorry. He wasn’t right… He wasn’t right in the head. I’ll go. Please let me go. Please.” The monster pointed to Not-Offensive-Face who was laying on the ground. “Look. I didn’t hurt her. I barely touched her. I’ll just leave her here. Please. Just let me leave her here. I just want to go home. I’m sorry.”
The boy released his fists and the blades disappeared. “You tell everyone back at Azo’s camp that Baltimore is protected,” the young kid growled. “You tell them to stay out of my city.”
The monster then pulled a small glowing coin from his pants pocket. “I’ll tell them,” he mumbled. “I’ll tell them.” He tossed the coin in the air. To Bryan’s shock, it stopped a few feet above the monster’s head and began to glow with a pink hue. A hole of pink light opened in the sky where the object had been. “Thank you,” the monster said. “I’m sorry. Thank you. I’ll tell everyone. I’ll make sure.” Then the monster jumped up and was sucked into the hole. It closed behind him.
Bryan’s head pounded. He rolled back to look at the boy that had saved his life. His shoulder throbbed with pain.
Headlights behind the boy flicked on, illuminating the street. A man’s silhouette stood in the light. “What was that?” the older voice demanded. “Weapons? Commandment seven. What about commandment seven. I go to sleep for a few days and you forget everything.”
“Bashi gave them to me,” the boy said cheerfully.
The man in the light limped forward. Bryan could make out his white tennis shoes and jeans, but everything above the man’s waste was obscured by the light. The man and the boy grabbed the arms of the monster and began dragging it toward the car.
“Weapons hurt people,” the man chided.
“Not when I use them,” the boy said in a cocky jest. “Because I got skills.”
“Goddamn Bashi and his goddamn toys. Just get in the car,” the man gripped.
A trunk slammed and the sound of two car doors followed. Bryan watched as the car lights back down the street. His eyes closed, and he lost consciousness.
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