
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
      
 
    TRIBE 
 
    By Jeremy Robinson 
 
      
 
    Description: 
 
      
 
    For Henry, a seventeen-year-old who feels no fear, the day starts like any other—homeless and alone on the streets of Boston. For Sarah, a twenty-year-old college dropout, it’s an early morning serving donuts and coffee to commuters at North Station. Fate brings them together at the scene of a bank robbery, which they foil together, along with a mysterious and wealthy woman named Helen, who offers to reward them for their bravery. 
 
      
 
    But before they can reach Helen’s penthouse, they are assaulted by men and women from all walks of life, including police officers. Helen displays impressive fighting skills, fending off the attacks, allowing Henry and Sarah to make their escape—but they are spotted and pursued by the violent cult, out for Helen’s blood…and now theirs. 
 
      
 
    Racing through the streets of Boston, Sarah and Henry are propelled into a strange and ancient underworld where the impossible is real, where the old world still lives, and where the gods still walk among us. As the pair wages war against the killers hunting them, they discover the truth about who their deceased parents were, and that their lives could be far more exceptional than either believed possible…if they can survive the day. 
 
      
 
    With TRIBE, New York Times bestselling author, Jeremy Robinson, brings mythology to the modern world, combining his trademarked fast-paced action and well developed characters, and taking them to new levels of craziness. It’s 300, John Wick, and Wonder Woman rolled into a new kind of literary insanity. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    TRIBE 
 
      
 
    Jeremy Robinson 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    [image: unity-free] 
 
    Older e-reader? Click here. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Table of Contents 
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
    1 
 
    2 
 
    3 
 
    4 
 
    5 
 
    6 
 
    7 
 
    8 
 
    9 
 
    10 
 
    11 
 
    12 
 
    13 
 
    14 
 
    15 
 
    16 
 
    17 
 
    18 
 
    19 
 
    20 
 
    21 
 
    22 
 
    23 
 
    24 
 
    25 
 
    26 
 
    27 
 
    28 
 
    29 
 
    30 
 
    31 
 
    32 
 
    33 
 
    34 
 
    35 
 
    36 
 
    37 
 
    38 
 
    39 
 
    40 
 
    41 
 
    42 
 
    43 
 
    44 
 
    45 
 
    46 
 
    47 
 
    48 
 
    49 
 
    50 
 
    51 
 
    52 
 
    53 
 
    54 
 
    55 
 
    AUTHOR’S NOTE 
 
    ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
 
    ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
 
    ALSO by JEREMY ROBINSON 
 
    
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    For Boston 
 
    I take it easy on you in this one... 
 
    That’s not true. Get ready for another beating! 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Prologue 
 
      
 
    He wondered how many of his flock would survive the next few days. When he looked out at the gathering that had no racial, social, or financial boundaries and saw only earnest eyes looking back, he felt no concern about the risks they would face. Only pride. If they died at Her hands, in service of the returning glory, their lives would have—perhaps for the first time—true value. 
 
    “Blessed be the razor, kopis,” he said, voice monotone, echoing off the old brick walls. “May it cut clean and deep.” 
 
    “Blessed be,” a chorus replied. 
 
    “Blessed be the needle, dory. May it extend judgement to all the Earth.” 
 
    “Blessed be.” 
 
    “Blessed be the Forgotten One, beloved by all. May she be restored to her rightful throne.” 
 
    “Blessed be.” 
 
    The man, wearing a thousand-dollar business suit under his ruby red cloak, lifted his arms. The shadow cast by the flickering candlelight resembled twin snakes, writhing in anger. “This is our sacred bond. To not just witness the ascent, but to bring it about and bathe in the divination. No matter the cost. Blessed be.” 
 
    “Blessed be.” 
 
    “We have been numbered?” the leader asked, brown eyes hidden in shadow, pleased grin for all to see. 
 
    “We have,” an elder replied from the ancient hall’s locked doorway. At sixty-five, he was the oldest among them. “Three hundred in total.” 
 
    “Blessed be.” 
 
    “Blessed be.” 
 
    The leader reached into his robe and felt the blade. He removed it. The plastic wrapping that kept it sterile crinkled in his fingers. The sound threatened the reverent mood, but the scalpel was essential for what came next. In the days to come, every man and woman was needed. Infection would not do. 
 
    He unwrapped the scalpel, sharp enough to cut without pain, and held it to his left palm. 
 
    Then he recited: 
 
    “We first, a crown of low-growing lotus, 
 
    “Having woven will place it on a shady plane-tree.” 
 
    The leader lifted a lotus flower—pink super-nova petals—woven into a crown of vines, and placed it atop a skeletal plane tree growing from the dirt floor. The tree, framed by grow lamps, lived a meager life, and yet clung to it. 
 
    “First from a palm of stalwart dedication, blood, 
 
    “Drawing we will let it drip beneath the shady plane-tree.” 
 
    The leader pulled the scalpel over his palm. Precise pressure and a steady hand ensured that blood would be drawn, but no scar would remain. He pinched the flesh, drawing blood. The drop stretched down, reaching, desperate, and then—free. It fell to the soil, nutrition for the nearly dead plant. 
 
    “Letters will be carved in the bark, so that someone passing by, 
 
    “May read in Her tongue: ‘Reverence and remember me. I am the Forgotten’s tree.’” 
 
    With a skilled hand, the leader reached out and carved a single word up the tree’s length, careful again to not cut too deeply. The others watched, so silent the hiss of candle flames could be heard. 
 
    He rubbed his bloodied hand against fresh letters, smearing dark red into the grooves. A finishing touch. 
 
    Then he leaned back. 
 
    The word twisted up the trunk, the penmanship elegant, the letters perfectly crafted, but legible only to the man who had carved them. 
 
      
 
    ξεχασμένος 
 
      
 
    “It is done,” he said. 
 
    “It is done,” they repeated. 
 
    The reverberation of so many voices confined in stone shook his chest, and his heart. Emotion threatened to spill out, so he stepped aside, turning his shaded face, lest they see and assume weakness where there was only determination. 
 
    “You may begin,” he said, watching as one by one, men and women stepped up, cut the flesh of their choosing and offered a single drop of blood to the Forgotten’s altar. 
 
    She will be restored, he thought. He hoped. Blood would be spilled. Life would be lost. But there was nothing he wouldn’t do to restore her, as his eternal queen. 
 
  
 
  



 1 
 
      
 
    “What do you want?” Sarah said, voice iced in impatience. 
 
    The man didn’t notice. Or didn’t care. 
 
    She didn’t have a preference. She’d repeat the interaction a hundred more times that day. Thousands in the next year. 
 
    “Plain cruller,” the man said. 
 
    Sarah raised an eyebrow. She didn’t care what her customers bought. Didn’t care if they liked it, threw it in the trash, or shoved it where the sun didn’t shine. But a plain cruller was an insult to donuts. They shelved just two plain crullers a day, and at the end of most days threw them in the trash. 
 
    Her disapproval caught the man off guard and snapped him out of whatever mental track he’d been following. “What?” 
 
    “A plain cruller?” she asked. “You want a plain coffee with that?” 
 
    “Milk, actually.” 
 
    Her snort was so sudden that the man flinched. 
 
    He raised his hands. “What?” 
 
    She plucked a sheet of waxed paper from the box, turned to the donut display, and grasped a chocolate glazed donut. She held it up for the man to see. “You know what they say. Once you go black…” She gave her eyebrows a double-tap raise, and the man an undeserved smile. The cruller dropped in a Dunkin’ Donuts brown paper bag. She folded the top. Placed it on the counter. 
 
    “That’s not what I asked for,” the man pointed out. 
 
    “But it’s what you got,” she said. “Time to put on your big boy pants.” She pointed to the cooler. “But you can still grab a moo-juice. As long as you have chocolate, milk is acceptable.” 
 
    The customer paused, blinking like a cyborg trying to work out a problem. 
 
    Then he smiled. 
 
    Aww, damnit, she thought. This happened every time her perfected Bostonian attitude faltered, and good humor seeped through. 
 
    The customer was mid-twenties, at least five years her senior. He wore a nice suit, had a head of hair like a manicured suburban lawn, and since he got off the North Shore train, probably lived someplace affluent, like Manchester-by-the-Sea. Not a bad catch for a college drop-out with little hope for a future beyond customer service. But hell, the man ordered a plain cruller. There was no way in hell he was her type. 
 
    He’d clearly put himself into a chocolate and milk metaphor, with him being the milk—obviously—and with her being the chocolate because of her dark black skin. 
 
    “Four-fifty,” Sarah said, hoping the man’s confidence was short-lived. 
 
    He put a five on the counter, still smiling. “Keep the change.” 
 
    She rang up the order, put the five in the till, retrieved two quarters and put them on the counter with his receipt. “Can’t take tips.” 
 
    “Really? They can’t be paying you enough,” he said, leaning on the counter, not going anywhere despite the queue forming behind him. 
 
    “There’s a line,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Maybe I want more chocolate donuts,” he said, feigning a look at the menu. “Donut holes.” 
 
    She clenched her teeth and decided to let it pass. This was her fault. “They’re called Munchkins, and if you want some, you need to order them now.” 
 
    At the back of the line, a young face leaned out, staring at the customer. He couldn’t be more than sixteen, but the look in his eyes said those sixteen years hadn’t been easy. The bruise on his cheek said the same. 
 
    Sarah figured he’d slip back inside the line and squelch his anger like a New Englander, storing it up to use on the winter snow. Instead he stepped out of line and approached the customer. 
 
    This will be fun, she thought. 
 
    The young man ignored the customer and addressed her. “Are your double chocolates honey-dipped, or that plain shit?” 
 
    “Honey-dipped,” she replied. “I’m not a Philistine. They have chocolate Jimmies, too.” 
 
    A hint of a smile. “I’ll take—” 
 
    “Kid,” the customer said. “We’re having a conversation.” 
 
    “You were crashing and burning, dude.” 
 
    “Hey,” the old man at the front of the remaining line said—a real Boston roughneck. “I’m next.” 
 
    “If you had the balls to move me,” the kid said, “you’d have moved this asshole.” He hitched a thumb at the customer. 
 
    The customer at the counter gripped the kid’s green Poison T-shirt. Sarah vaguely recognized the image and the logo as belong to an 80s hair band. It was just one of the many things about the kid that seemed off kilter…and kind of cool. “I’m about done with your—” 
 
    Sarah reached out and clutched the customer’s wrist, the muscles in her forearm twitching with tension as the PSI increased. She didn’t put any thought into the action. She shouldn’t have done it. Would lose her job over it, if the man complained, and guys like this always complained. But it was too late now. She was committed. 
 
    So she squeezed. 
 
    The customer winced, but didn’t release the kid. 
 
    “Let go,” the customer told her. 
 
    “Let him go,” Sarah countered. He was trying to hide his discomfort, but she knew he was in pain. Knew where the pressure point in his wrist was hidden. And knew she could squeeze harder than he could take. It’s what had gotten her in trouble. What had cost her the scholarship. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” the kid told her. When she didn’t let go, he added. “Seriously.” 
 
    Abandoning someone in need didn’t sit well with her, but there was something in the kid’s unflinching and unafraid manner that made her trust him. She released the customer, revealing a red handprint where she’d been squeezing. 
 
    “You got this,” she told the kid. 
 
    “Can I order?” the man in line asked, irritation growing and spreading through the rest of the line. “I got places to be.” 
 
    “Pretty sure, I’ve already lost this job, so…” she pinched her fingers together and pursed her lips. 
 
    Bolstered by the audience, the customer gripped the kid’s shirt with both hands. If he could remove the kid, and get the line moving again, he’d be a hero to those waiting, and he’d salvage his wounded ego. He was about to speak, but the kid beat him to it. 
 
    “Do you know what an amygdala is?” the kid asked. 
 
    The customer squinted. 
 
    “It’s the fear center of the human brain.” The kid’s eyes remained locked onto the customer’s, unblinking. 
 
    The man blinked. “So?” 
 
    The kid smiled, Hannibal Lecter looking over a feast of human organs. “I don’t have one.” 
 
    The customer’s face fell, growing pale with the realization that he might have met his match—twice—in the past minute. 
 
    “I’m also impatient,” the kid said. 
 
    Though the movement was slow, the kid’s hand slipping into his pants pocket was impossible to miss. 
 
    While time progressed at its normal speed for Sarah, she could see the look of slow motion panic in the customer’s eyes, envisioning the myriad of paths his day could take and whether or not he wanted to consider any that ended with him in jail, or the hospital. 
 
    He released the kid, took a step back, looked ready to get in a last word, and then thought better of it. In five steps, he was lost in the rush of North Station’s morning commuters. 
 
    The kid took his hand out of his pocket, holding a one-dollar bill. 
 
    “Well played,” the roughneck said, genuinely impressed by the kid’s bluff. 
 
    Sarah didn’t think it was a bluff. The kid either had a big pen in his pocket, or a switchblade. 
 
    The kid slapped the one on the counter. “All I got.” 
 
    She quickly bagged two double-chocolate frosted donuts. She handed the bag to the kid, and motioned to the customer’s milk. “Have at it.” 
 
    The kid took the milk, paused, and then took the bagged cruller as well. Then he spun on his heels, and without a word of thanks, strolled off toward the exit. 
 
    Everyone’s got places to be, Sarah thought. Except me. 
 
    She turned to the roughneck, about to reassert her practiced indifference and ask what he wanted. But there was a presence behind her in the kiosk, large and ominous. For a moment, she thought the customer had returned, but then she smelled tacos—the scent of aged human body odor—and she knew that her mountain of a boss was standing behind her. 
 
    Sarah turned to face him. 
 
    “I saw,” he said. “And heard.” 
 
    Sarah frowned, untied her Dunkin’ Donuts apron, and hung it up. “Sorry.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you,” he said. “I just can’t support you. Need the job.” 
 
    “Makes two of us,” Sarah said. 
 
    “Then today’s not your lucky day,” he said, holding up her enveloped paycheck. “I’ll mail you the final one, but it won’t be much. Just three days.” 
 
    She took the envelope and exited the kiosk. “Thanks.” 
 
    “You’re a good kid,” he said. “Try to stay out of trouble and you’ll make it.” 
 
    Make what? She thought, storming away, anger brewing. She had potential. Everyone told her. But then everyone bailed on her the moment she overstepped. Story of my life, she thought. 
 
    Her parents died when she was ten. Thought it was a good idea to drink and drive their way into the Charles River. The city bailed on her, placing her into a series of foster homes until she was eighteen. Despite all that, she’d managed to score a scholarship to B.U., thanks to her prowess as a wrestler. They had Olympic hopes for her. But a few broken bones later—not hers—she was off the team, out of the school, and on the streets. A black kid in Boston with no family, no dreams, and now no job. 
 
    And I didn’t even grab a donut on my way out, she thought, heading for the bank. 
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    The blinking orange hand turned solid, the luminous countdown beside it disappearing after hitting zero. Henry’s right foot hit the curb, then his left stepped into the street, as traffic pushed into the intersection. 
 
    In his ears, tearing through a bulbous pair of wireless headphones, was C.C. Deville’s high-pitched guitar solo in Talk Dirty to Me. Henry’s first foster-father was an idiot with poor taste in mistresses. The one good thing he did was introduce Henry to the band Poison. Henry wasn’t a child of the 80s—not even close—or a fan of Glam, long hair, or tight leather pants, but there was something about the music that made him happy when little else did. 
 
    He bopped his head to the music streaming from his cellphone. The city around him didn’t exist. The street into which he had stepped was as far away as the moon. There was the music, the donuts in his hands, and his destination. And when the donuts were gone, he’d resume singing along with Bret Michaels, for all to hear. 
 
    Henry stepped into traffic. 
 
    No horns sounded. Because no one saw him. Not just because of his wiry build, but because who in their right mind would step into a busy Boston intersection? Beantown drivers maneuvered through the streets like they were in a race with every other driver on the road. And it wasn’t like a professional NASCAR event. More like a post-apocalyptic death-race where the prize was your life, and losing meant being fed to a mutated tiger. 
 
    Stepping into the street was a death sentence. 
 
    Henry didn’t give it a second thought. He simply took another bite of double-chocolate bliss and kept right on walking— 
 
    —until a hand grasped his shirt and yanked him back to the curb. 
 
    Henry slipped the headphones down to his neck. 
 
    “What the hell?” he said to the good Samaritan—an overweight man in his fifties, sporting a shaggy beard and a worn briefcase. Henry knew the type. A government worker, pushing paper in one of the towering skyscrapers. 
 
    “Are you nuts?” the man asked, part anger, part concern, not yet knowing whether Henry was a delinquent or suicidal. 
 
    “Yeah,” Henry said. “I kind of am.” 
 
    He turned and stepped back toward the street, fully intending on completing his journey without waiting for the rules guiding other people’s lives to control him. He wasn’t offended by the concept. He just didn’t care. And it wasn’t because he was a bad person. He simply felt no fear of life’s consequences. For anything. 
 
    He didn’t lack a moral code. He understood right and wrong. But when he chose between them, fear of punishment for breaking the laws of social norms, or state and federal governments didn’t factor. He didn’t like hurting people, didn’t enjoy wounding people’s pride, and didn’t seek out trouble, but if any of the above happened…he’d shrug his shoulders and be on his merry way. 
 
    This time, the government worker took hold of Henry’s arm. 
 
    A mistake. Personal space was important to Henry, and those inside it were risking mental, emotional and/or physical pain. The logic that tempered most people’s instincts was missing, taken with his amygdala. Even he couldn’t predict how he’d react to life’s curveballs. 
 
    He turned to the man preventing him from walking through the intersection. Understood that the man was afraid for him—something his therapist told him was a good thing. The charity of strangers would keep him alive. While most people might draw back from a venomous snake, avoid the crumbling cliffside, or not step into Boston traffic, people with Henry’s condition weighed life or death decisions with the same kind of casual consideration normally reserved for debating the merits of Cocoa Pebbles vs. Cocoa Krispies. 
 
    Two options sprang to Henry’s mind—physical assault or verbal? The government worker was out of shape, but large, and had a good grip. Henry wasn’t concerned about being on the receiving end of a beating. Never crossed his mind. But he didn’t like wasting time. Efficiency was key. 
 
    “You’re fat,” Henry said. “Like, way too fat. Hippopotamus fat.” 
 
    The man released him, looking like he’d been slapped. 
 
    Henry held up his second donut and spoke as though the man were a puppy. “Here boy, you want it? You want the donut? Who’s a hungry fat boy?” 
 
    Insulted and degraded, the man looked ready to explode. Then he noticed the curbside audience of tourists, businessmen, and a snickering school group wearing Boston Aquarium T-shirts. He deflated, mumbled, “Asshole,” and backed away into the crowd. 
 
    Henry slipped the headphones back on. Nothin’ But a Good Time was playing. He stepped into the street, biting his donut, eyes closed in delight. 
 
    Tires screamed. 
 
    Horns blared. 
 
    Angry drivers hung out of rolled down windows, hurling curses in a smattering of languages. 
 
    Henry didn’t notice. He continued across the street until reaching the other side. Unscathed and unconcerned with the chaos left in his wake. 
 
    On the far side, he breathed deep, inhaling the faint scent of ocean, the constant tang of exhaust, and the almost overpowering smell of sausage cooking at a street vendor. The donuts were good. Even better than the two Munchkins he’d been planning to buy, but meat cooked right… 
 
    His dough-filled stomach somehow managed to growl. 
 
    I could just take it, he thought, and if he was closer, he might have, despite the possibility of being caught and certainty of being burned. But he didn’t have time for distractions. Life goals and all that. Things to do. Places to go. No one to see, but money to make. 
 
    He passed the cart, eyeing his destination ahead: Harbor Bank. As far as banks went, the local establishment was small. One of a dozen in the Boston-metro area. It was owned by Bank of America and was federally insured, but it was a second thought to most people who passed its doors. 
 
    He approached the marble exterior, noting the aging guard standing out front, diligently smoking a cigarette. When Henry reached for the door, the guard eyed him for a moment, and then turned to watch a woman in a tight power suit. 
 
    Henry thought banks smelled funny. Like age and paper money, the way doctors’ offices smell like sterilization and plastic. The air conditioning was brisk, a welcome relief from the early June heat. Henry wore just a T-shirt, cargo shorts, and some old sneakers. He wore no underwear. No socks. A lack of fear kept blisters and chafing far from his mind. He’d have been just as comfortable walking down the street naked, but then he would have no place to keep things, and he wouldn’t be allowed into the bank. Shirts and shoes and all that. He didn’t worry about the rules, but he knew some had to be followed to get what you wanted. 
 
    So he followed the rules that enabled him and broke those that didn’t. 
 
    The bank’s interior was old school. Marble floor. Hardwood counters. Ten teller stations. Columns. Fake trees. Felt ropes to guide the non-existent clientele. It felt like a museum no one wanted to visit. 
 
    He stood at the island, fiddling with paperwork and watching the tellers. 
 
    There were just two of them. The one who thought a lot of makeup could hide her scowl, and the other, who was too pretty to be a bank teller. Henry squinted at her. A tight white blouse and the hint of a lace bra seen beneath it. He lingered for a moment. She noticed. Most teenaged boys would look away, face burning. Henry lingered some more until the young woman rolled her eyes and turned around. 
 
    She’s looking for a husband, he thought. She could judge a man by his looks and the dollar amount in his account. Know when to flirt and when to hold back. He respected the strategy. Ballsy for a woman with a functional amygdala. 
 
    She might have been a problem, but he’d put her off balance with his too-long stare. 
 
    Unskinny Bop began playing. It would be the anthem for the start of his new life. 
 
    He started tapping his foot. No one paid attention. 
 
    His whistle caught the made-up teller’s attention, deepening her scowl. 
 
    “What’s so wrong with your life?” Henry asked, and she turned away. He could see the tellers glancing at each other, mouthing, “What the hell?” and “I don’t know.” 
 
    When he started singing along with Bret, the women cringed. Their body language grew tight. Both locked in place. Neither wanted to deal with the weird young man with lingering eyes and a big mouth. Too bad for them, they didn’t get to choose which teller window he’d approach. 
 
    A breeze tickled his ears. He glanced back. A woman had entered the bank. Her casual, flat shoes and delicate white dress didn’t look expensive, but the way she carried herself spoke of the kind of confidence that only comes from fame or money. Her olive skin and dark eyes looked Mediterranean, but her comfort level in the bank suggested she was a regular. Local for at least a few years, but not born and raised. The abject lack of stress in her body language and the way she matched his stare for far too long were not common in New England…or most places. 
 
    She strolled through the bank, snapped her fingers a few times and said, “Susan?” 
 
    The frowning teller beamed and clapped her hands together, genuinely happy to see the woman, but doubly so because she’d been summoned away from Henry, who had fallen silent. 
 
    Whatever, he thought. Wasn’t going to pick you anyway. 
 
    Susan followed the newcomer to a side room, disappearing behind a solid oak door. 
 
    That left Henry and the gold digger. 
 
    He reached into his pocket, waiting for the young woman to make eye contact again. That would be the perfect time to— 
 
    A woman bumped into him from behind, catching him off guard. He nearly slugged her, but then—recognition. She wasn’t wearing the Dunkin’ Donuts apron anymore, but her dark skin, pom-pom hair, and wide smile were impossible to forget. He pulled the headphones from his ears in time to hear her say, “You snooze, you lose.” 
 
    He took a step toward her, hand still in pocket, but then he remembered her kindness. Sure, he had stood up to the man annoying her, but his motivation had been selfish. To get the line moving. To get something to eat. To stay on schedule. But her kindness was real. 
 
    Henry stood his ground, pulled the thick, metal pen from his pocket, and started filling out a deposit slip, scrawling numbers where there should be zeros, waiting for his turn. 
 
    Unless she takes too long. He glanced at his watch and decided Dunkin’ Girl had one minute. Just cash your check and leave, he thought, and then he heard casual conversation. Names. A laugh. 
 
    He shrugged. Oh, well. 
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    “He’s a total creep,” Kim said, leaning forward to deliver a too loud whisper. 
 
    Sarah tried to hide her cringe. The kid in the Poison shirt might be a freak, but he’d done right by her. She had given him the donuts, though, and the milk, so they were even-steven. Then again, she lost her job, so maybe the kid owed her…or she owed him. There was no future in donuts. She lost the scholarship, and her job, and long ago, everything else. Maybe it was time to move on? 
 
    The paycheck in her hands would give her two weeks to figure out a new path. And if she didn’t find it? Where could she go? Who could she ask for help? 
 
    There was no one left. 
 
    Sarah quickly filled out a deposit slip for her one-and-only meager check. “He’s okay.” She glanced back at the kid, who reached into his pocket and pulled out a big, black pen and started scrawling on a deposit slip. Huh, it was a pen, she thought, and then, but he doesn’t have any checks. 
 
    “I mean, first of all, who listens to Poison?” Kim asked. 
 
    “Just because he’s wearing the T-shirt doesn’t—” 
 
    “He was singing.” Kim raised her eyebrows, challenging Sarah to disagree with her again. “Loud. And he was staring at my boobs.” 
 
    Sarah glanced down at the sheer white fabric stretched over Kim’s ample bosom and easy-to-see designer bra. “Pretty sure that’s the effect you’re looking for.” 
 
    “Yeah, but not for creeps,” she said. “And he stared like way too long. Even players will look away if you catch them looking. He just locked on until I turned around.” 
 
    “He’s fearless,” Sarah said, more of a memory than a conclusion. She slid her check and deposit slip across the counter. 
 
    “No kidding.” Kim tapped keys and scanned the lone check. 
 
    “I mean literally. I heard him say it. Something wrong with his brain…with his…amee…amig…amygdala, or something.” 
 
    “Holy shit, he’s like disabled?” A practiced pouty face somehow made Kim even prettier. She bit her lower lip, leaned out, and gave the kid a glance. “If I knew that, I’d have let him keep looking. Disabled people gotta find their joy where they can, amirite?” 
 
    Sarah laughed and was glad Kim wasn’t bright enough to know the difference between being laughed with and laughed at. 
 
    Kim’s frown became genuine as she looked at the screen. “Oh, Hon. You bounced a check. System took twenty-five from your account, and make sure you pay that bill again…before you spend all five hundred bucks. You going to get a better job soon?” 
 
    “I’m looking,” Sarah said. 
 
    “I mean, with that face, and hair, and skin, you could be a model for sure. Not like a lingerie model, but with your sporty build—” Kim reached out and gave Sarah’s shoulder a squeeze. “Holy shit. You feel like a brick. You work out?” 
 
    “No,” Sarah said, trying with all her might to avoid rolling her eyes. “I’m made of bricks.” 
 
    Kim snorted. “I don’t see a gym membership on your statement.” 
 
    “Hey,” Sarah said, “I don’t think you’re supposed to—” 
 
    “Rent, electricity, gas, food…and two deposits including today.” Kim’s forehead furrowed as she struggled to process what that meant. “Wow, you don’t do…anything.” 
 
    Rather than face the truth about her lame existence, Sarah glanced back at the kid. He was walking toward her, pen in hand, but deposit slip left on the counter behind him. She was about to point out that he’d left the slip when motion from the door caught her attention. She hoped it was more customers. A line would give her an escape route from the conversation about how pitiful and empty her life had become. 
 
    But there was something off about the newcomers. There were four of them, dressed in black suits—not uncommon for downtown Boston. But they were also wearing ski-masks, which universally says, ‘We’re bank robbers.’ The security guard laid out on the sidewalk confirmed it. 
 
    When the kid saw her eyes go wide, he seemed confused for a moment, like she should have been afraid of him instead. Then he stopped, turned around, and groaned, like the robbers were simply an inconvenience. 
 
    The four men entered the bank, smooth and confident. When the door chimed four times, Kim looked up from the computer screen with a smile on her face and her posture perfect to accentuate her figure—just in case. “Hi there, I’ll be right with—” 
 
    Her lips pursed and then slowly opened, like a miniature black hole being birthed into existence. 
 
    “Don’t you have a button you can push?” Sarah whispered, trying to motion to the counter with her eyes. 
 
    Kim blinked a few times, then came to her senses. “Right. Yeah.” She leaned back. 
 
    “Don’t fucking move!” the tallest of the men shouted, shoving the kid out of his way while pointing a shotgun at Kim’s head. 
 
    The shortest of the men stopped in the middle of the bank, looking back and forth. “Where is she?” 
 
    No one had an answer. 
 
    Short Man pointed his shotgun at Sarah. “The woman who came in here. White dress. Real pretty. Where did she go?” 
 
    “I don’t… I wasn’t…” 
 
    “Over there,” the kid said, pointing to a closed door. 
 
    “Oh, that’s cold,” Kim said, hands raised. 
 
    Short Man motioned toward the door and the two strong men moved for it. They looked like MMA fighters squeezed into suits. Neither of them held a weapon. 
 
    The kid pushed himself off the floor and started walking toward the tall man. 
 
    “You guys aren’t here to rob the bank?” the kid asked. 
 
    The shotgun shifted from Kim to the kid. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Tall Man asked. 
 
    “Henry.” 
 
    “Well, Henry, if you don’t stop walking, I’m going to paint the floor with your brains.” 
 
    Henry stopped walking. “All I want to know is if you’re not going to rob the bank, do you mind if I do?” 
 
    Tall Man flinched back as though slapped. “Huh?” 
 
    “I want to rob the bank,” Henry said, slow, like he was talking to the elderly. “Are you cool with that?” 
 
    “What?” Short Man said. “Kid, shut the fuck up and get on the floor.” He motioned to the floor with his shotgun. 
 
    Sarah wanted to say something. To do something. But what? She couldn’t tell if Henry’s request was a ruse, or if he really wanted to rob the bank. He was acting weird. And his pen… 
 
    He’s still holding the pen… 
 
    The men were armed, but neither of them were pointing a weapon at her. She was fast. And strong. But this wasn’t a wrestling match. If she lost, she died. 
 
    Not that I have much to live for, she thought, and then glanced at Kim. When the now-shaking teller made eye contact, Sarah glanced at the counter again, reminding her that there was something she could do. 
 
    Kim’s hands lowered toward the counter’s edge. 
 
    “I said don’t move!” Tall Man shouted, redirecting his aim once more. “If the police show up, I’ll shoot you, just out of spite.” 
 
    A rattling doorknob turned Small Man around. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Door’s locked,” one of the thugs said. 
 
    “So kick it in!” Short Man shook his head. “We don’t have much time.” 
 
    “I’m on a schedule, too,” Henry said, taking a step forward. “And I’m really done waiting.” 
 
    Tall Man shifted his aim again, taking a step back. “Seriously, kid. I will kill you.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Henry said, his pace steady now, unflinching in every way. 
 
    Tall Man pumped the shotgun. 
 
    Henry moved closer. 
 
    Tall Man glanced at Short Man. Both men were baffled. And even Sarah could see neither man wanted to kill the kid…or rob the bank. 
 
    They’re here for whoever is hidden behind that door. 
 
    The heavy thump of foot-on-door reverberated off the bank’s solid stone walls. On the other side, a yelp of surprise from Susan, the older teller. 
 
    Tall Man glanced back at the unmoving door. Henry took two steps closer and held out his pen. 
 
    “Hey,” Tall Man said, lifting his hands back and stepping away from Henry. “Seriously, kid, I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    “Seriously,” Henry said, stepping closer again. “I…” He poked the man’s chest with the pen tip. “am…” Poke. “on…” Poke. “a schedule.” 
 
    The flick of Henry’s fingers was subtle. The pen flipped around from the pen tip to a pointy back side. Sarah finally saw the writing utensil for what it was—a tactical pen. One side for writing, the other side for breaking car windows. 
 
    Henry moved like he was going to poke the man again, but angled the pen upwards at the last moment and struck the underside of the man’s chin. The sharp, hardened steel tip stabbed through the ski mask and then the man’s skin. 
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    The turned-up eyebrows, scrunched nose, and lips pulled down on the edges of Tall Man’s face made no sense to Henry. He’d seen the expression enough times to know it was fear, but he didn’t understand it. The expression, however, wasn’t pure. Tall Man experienced equal parts surprise, pain, and fear, the latter of the three exaggerating the first two. 
 
    And exaggerated again when Henry yanked the pen back down. Suction resisted for a moment, creating a wet pop when the improvised weapon slipped free from the neck’s grasp. A nickel sized hole poured blood like an open spigot. 
 
    “Oh,” the man groaned, holding a hand to his neck. “Shit. What did you do?” 
 
    His voice sounded funny. His tongue wasn’t moving right. The pen had gone deep, puncturing the man’s mouth. 
 
    Pain and confusion slowed the man’s reaction. He tried to lift his shotgun toward Henry, but the weapon was made for two hands, and Tall Man refused to let go of his chin. 
 
    Short Man flinched when the door behind them was finally kicked in, the two thugs rushing into the room, shouting commands and obscenities. He pumped his shotgun and shouldered it, looking for an angle to shoot Henry. “Fucking psycho!” 
 
    “I’m not the one with a shotgun pointed at a kid,” Henry said, keeping Tall Man between him and the assailant. He wasn’t afraid of being shot. Or even killed. The afterlife intrigued him. But he wasn’t done with Tall Man yet. 
 
    When Tall Man lifted the shotgun again, Henry saw the man’s fear flicker for a moment. He’d reached the crossroads of fear and anger, when most people throw caution to the wind and race headlong into a fight they haven’t yet thought through. 
 
    Henry twisted the tactical pen in his hands, loosening the back end. He’d ordered it from a prepper magazine. It was meant to be a life saving device, but there was nothing about the pen that couldn’t also be used as a weapon, including the two-inch blade hidden inside its body. 
 
    The package said the scalpel-sharp titanium blade could cut through seatbelts, wood, can tops, and more. What the list didn’t include was clothing, skin, and even bone. 
 
    Henry swiped. He felt awkward doing it. He wasn’t an athlete, or remotely intimidating in a physical way. But he was quick, and didn’t mind getting up close and personal with an adversary. 
 
    He barely registered the blade meeting any resistance, but Tall Man’s gurgled scream of pain and the shotgun falling to the floor was all the confirmation he needed. 
 
    Henry followed the wrist slash with a quick forward stab. The blade bounced between two ribs before slipping into Tall Man’s lung. 
 
    The man wheezed. Eyes wide. He stumbled back, all trace of a fight removed. Henry watched him for a moment, feeling sad for the man’s pain, but also confident that he’d survive. The cut to the side of his wrist had sliced more tendons than veins. The neck wound was a shock to the system, but not fatal. The lung puncture was…severe, but the man would recover if he visited a hospital—which also meant he wasn’t going to get away. 
 
    As Tall Man fell to the floor, his short compatriot—the man in charge—was revealed, shotgun leveled at Henry’s chest. Finger on the trigger. 
 
    Henry smiled. Maybe he’d get to experience the afterlife sooner than he thought. Couldn’t be any worse than the real world. 
 
    The man faltered for a moment, confused by Henry’s welcoming expression. 
 
    Then he found his resolve, shouldering the shotgun tighter and mumbling, “World will be better off without you.” 
 
    The finger squeezed— 
 
    —and so did a pair of arms. 
 
    It happened faster than Henry could process. One second, his head was about to be vaporized, the next, a pair of strong, black hands were linked over the man’s chest. Short Man’s arms were pulled down, locked in a bear hug. 
 
    The shotgun’s blast sparked off the floor. 
 
    Undaunted, Short Man lifted the shotgun, levering it up with his elbows. The recoil from firing the weapon would punch him in the gut, but the man was incensed. Not thinking. 
 
    “Move!” the Dunkin’ Donuts girl shouted, as she squeezed the man from behind. 
 
    Henry looked straight down the shotgun barrel. Didn’t flinch. Didn’t feel anything about it. 
 
    “Ugh!” the girl said, leaned back, and slammed her head forward. 
 
    The strike stunned the man, knocking off his aim. The shotgun fired again, this time to the side, shattering a window and setting off a blaring alarm. 
 
    The man was disarmed, but he struggled against the girl’s grasp. 
 
    Henry stepped forward, knife in hand. 
 
    The man saw him coming. Fought harder. 
 
    “Stop!’ the girl said. “I got this!” 
 
    Henry was about to argue the point when the girl’s arms compressed tighter. The muscles in her forearms bulged and coiled, constricting. Lacking an amygdala made him fearless, but he could still be surprised. When the short man gasped for air, it caught Henry off guard. He stopped in his tracks, intrigued. 
 
    How strong is she? 
 
    The man flailed like a caught fish. He kicked and thrashed. The back of his head slammed into the girl’s several times, but she fought off the pain with a blink. 
 
    And then squeezed harder. 
 
    Something cracked. Ribs giving way. 
 
    The arms coiled tighter. 
 
    The man’s face turned beet red. He was close to passing out, but still managed to register surprise when his body lifted off the floor. With a sudden twist the man was slammed to the floor, broken and unmoving. 
 
    Henry smiled. 
 
    “What?” the girl said when she noticed. “You don’t own a patent on shocking ways to ruin a guy’s day, do you?” 
 
    “I just—” 
 
    “And don’t think I haven’t figured out why you were here.” She glanced at the knife in his hand. 
 
    Shouting from the back room interrupted the conversation. The masculine voices sounded angry, defiant, and then surprised. But the wailing alarm and the rising sound of sirens made it hard to hear what was being said. 
 
    The girl approached him. “Henry, right?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “You never actually did anything…wrong. So, you help me with the last two… Far as I’m concerned you can walk out of here.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” he asked. 
 
    “Sarah.” 
 
    “Sarah… Are you threatening me?” 
 
    She looked him square in the eyes, far less unnerved by his fearless gaze than other people. She reminded him of the olive-skinned woman trapped in the back room. 
 
    “You’re damn skippy,” she said. “But you don’t care, do you? Fearless Henry.” 
 
    He smiled. 
 
    “How about this, help me because it’s the right thing to do.” 
 
    “Should have led with that,” he said. “Your temper gets you in trouble.” 
 
    “Not just my temper,” she said, and started toward the broken-down door. 
 
    Henry followed close. Knife in hand. 
 
    “I’ll try to knock them down,” she said. “You keep them there. But…” She glanced back at his knife. “Try not to kill anyone.” 
 
    “Never do,” he said, knowing that the phrasing would confuse her. His schedule was ruined, but he’d try to find fun where he could. 
 
    Twenty feet from the door, the pair came to a sudden stop as a heavy blur flew from the room, slid across the polished floor, and crashed against an island. A cup of bank pens tipped over the side, spilling atop one of the two thugs. 
 
    He didn’t move. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Sarah said. 
 
    “Well, that was cool,” Henry added. 
 
    The second thug followed the first, backing out of the doorway, fists raised for a fight. 
 
    “No way that’s for Susan,” Henry said. 
 
    Sarah shook her head, wide-eyed and locked in place. “Uh-uh.” 
 
    The woman wearing the white flowing dress stepped out. There was blood on her chest, but Henry didn’t think it was hers. Could have belonged to one of the guards, but he suspected it was Susan’s. The woman walked with confidence, in command, following the thug as he backed away. 
 
    Then she glanced Henry’s way, making eye contact with him, and then with Sarah, before moving her gaze to the disabled short and tall men. There was a hint of a grin on her face. 
 
    The last man standing drew a knife from behind his back. Henry saw it first, but didn’t feel compelled to say anything. He knew the danger the woman was in, but didn’t feel it. 
 
    Sarah shouted, “Look out!” 
 
    The woman leaned back as the blade swung for her throat. 
 
    The man followed the strike up with two more, each one closer than the last, forcing the woman back. 
 
    “Just give me what I want!” the thug shouted, swiping and missing again. 
 
    “We should help!” Sarah shouted at Henry. 
 
    He shook his head. “Look at her eyes.” 
 
    Sarah’s gaze snapped back to the woman. She was on the defensive. In real danger. But her eyes looked like Henry’s—fearless. 
 
    “She knows what she’s doing,” Henry said. He didn’t know who the woman was, but he understood her lack of fear. With him, it was biological. In a rare few normal people, lack of fear came from a complete command of a situation, even if it didn’t look that way to an observer. 
 
    Then he saw what she was doing. 
 
    The woman’s hand reached back. Behind her—a free standing flagpole with a weighted bottom and the red, white, and blue hanging limp in the windless bank. Her fingers wrapped around the wood. 
 
    “Show me!” the thug shouted, swinging and missing. 
 
    While he was overextended from the missed strike, the woman picked up the flagpole, spun herself around and drove the flat metal base into the man’s nose, chin, and forehead. Her form was perfect, her exposed arms powerful. While she appeared delicate, the woman had clearly spent years training in the martial arts. Henry squinted at her, straining to recognize the face of a famous female MMA fighter. But couldn’t. She was a stranger. 
 
    The thug’s body went rigid. He fell straight back, hitting his head on the floor. Henry guessed the man’s skull was fractured. He might even be brain damaged from the blow, but the steady rise and fall of his chest continued. 
 
    “Nobody move!” a middle-aged policeman shouted, his Boston accent thick as mud. He stepped through the front door with a small army of the city’s finest at his back. 
 
    Henry ignored the command, capping the pen blade and slipping the device into his pocket. He wasn’t worried about being caught with it. He’d done the right thing. Helped foil a bank robbery. They’d see it in the security footage. But he didn’t want it taken. 
 
    The police aimed their weapons from one unconscious criminal to another, slowly realizing their job had already been done. 
 
    “Clear,” the middle-aged officer eventually said. “We’re clear.” He stepped closer as officers and medics fanned out behind him. He took off his hat, scratched his head, and looked from the white-dressed woman, to Sarah and finally to Henry. 
 
    The officer grinned. “Poison. Wicked awesome. Now… What the hell happened in here?” 
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    “A pen?” Officer Stockwell leaned back and crossed her arms. Unable to get comfortable, she unlinked her arms and planted her hands on her knees. Sarah couldn’t tell if she was new to the job, or just self-conscious about how tight her uniform fit over her body rolls. Sarah thought she looked good. Was working the curves. But people are their own worst judges. 
 
    Sarah glanced at Henry, being interviewed by another officer. His eyes drifted to her, lingered in his perpetually unworried way. 
 
    “I think it was a bank pen.” She wasn’t sure why she was lying for Henry. Some kind of battlefield kinship, maybe. Half of Stockwell’s questions had been about Henry. The kid had clearly been in trouble before. After checking everyone’s IDs, the officers had it out for him, even though he hadn’t done anything wrong. 
 
    He was going to, she thought. But he didn’t. 
 
    For now, that was good enough for her. She wouldn’t throw him under the bus. “A few of them.” She took three pens out of a nearby cup, held them bunched up. Pulled the caps off. “Like this.” 
 
    “Mmm,” the officer said, unconvinced. 
 
    “Things would have gone differently if he wasn’t here,” she said. 
 
    “The teller said the same thing about you.” Stockwell shifted from hands on knees to elbows on knees. Eyebrows raised. A smile on her face. “Said you…crushed him with your arms?” 
 
    “A chest compression. Not the CPR kind.” 
 
    “You’re a wrestler? I mean, like a real one. Not the fake stuff.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sarah said, her stomach twisting from the lie. 
 
    “But still,” the officer said. “They’re saying you broke five of his ribs. I mean, geez.” 
 
    Sarah couldn’t help but grin. It felt good to know someone appreciated her ability to break bones. She shrugged. “I’m strong.” 
 
    “You have those fast twitch muscles. Me, I can’t do a single pull-up, but I can run for a long time.” Her face flushed. “Well, I used to. Not so much these days.” 
 
    Self-inflicted embarrassment sapped the woman’s interest in Sarah’s contribution to the foiled bank robbery. She sat up. “How long have you known Henry Finch?” 
 
    “Met him today.” 
 
    “In line?” 
 
    “Yeah, I mean, no. Sort of, but not here.” 
 
    Stockwell raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “I was working at Dunkin’ in North Station…” 
 
    The officer squinted at her, then smiled. “I think I’ve seen you there.” 
 
    Creepy, Sarah thought, but she focused on getting her statement made. Every minute Sarah was stuck in the bank left her with less time to figure out her life. “He was in line at Dunkin’. When some guy came on to me…harassed me…Henry stepped up while everyone else watched.” 
 
    “You don’t strike me as someone who needs help often,” Stockwell said. 
 
    You’d be surprised, Sarah thought, and then said, “Didn’t need it. Didn’t ask for it. Doesn’t mean I didn’t appreciate it.” 
 
    “So you came to the bank together?” the officer asked. 
 
    Sarah shook her head. “I was… My shift ended—” 
 
    “At nine in the morning?” 
 
    “I put my hand on the guy’s arm.” 
 
    The officer made a ‘So?’ kind of face. 
 
    “And I squeezed,” she said. A slight grin. 
 
    “You didn’t break his arm?” The officer grew tense, wondering if she’d just uncovered another crime—not committed by Henry. 
 
    Could have, Sarah thought. “No. He was fine. But I was fired.” 
 
    “Wasn’t the first time?” The officer was smarter than she looked. 
 
    Sarah forced a shit-eating grin. 
 
    “So you came to the bank…” 
 
    “Last paycheck,” Sarah said. “Henry was already here.” 
 
    “In line.” 
 
    “There was no line.” 
 
    “What was he doing, then?” 
 
    Sarah grew uncomfortable again. They weren’t asking her about the four men they already carried away on stretchers—probably to Mass General. “Why are you so interested in him?” 
 
    The officer gave a slow blink. “Afraid I can’t talk about that.” 
 
    “Because of an open investigation or something?” 
 
    “Or something,” Stockwell said, pursing her lips for a moment. “What was he doing?” 
 
    “Filling out paperwork. A deposit slip, maybe. I didn’t really look.” 
 
    “Okay…” Stockwell stared off into the distance for a moment. “And you were depositing a check… What about Mrs. At…Atree…Atreidai? I don’t know how to pronounce it.” 
 
    “Sounds Greek,” Sarah offered. 
 
    “Figures.” An eye-roll. “Did you see her?” A head shake. Stockwell didn’t like the Greek lady. People were catty like that, disliking someone simply for being attractive…and powerful…and everything they’d like to be, but didn’t have the drive to become. 
 
    “You should have seen her fight,” Sarah said. “What’s her first name?” 
 
    Stockwell looked at her notes. “Helen.” 
 
    “Kind of an old lady name,” Sarah said, getting a huffed laugh from Stockwell. 
 
    “It is, isn’t it?” Stockwell was happy now that Sarah had exposed Helen’s weakness—an old lady name. Truth be told, Sarah liked the name Helen. Made her think of Helen Mirren, who struck her as a strong and proud woman worth emulating. 
 
    “You know she’s rich, right?” Stockwell leaned in, a co-conspirator. “She came here—in Boston traffic—driving a purple McLaren. But it’s not really purple. Not all the time. I think it changes color in the sun. Seriously. It’s parked out front. And how did she find on-the-street parking?” 
 
    Stockwell leveled an unimpressed gaze toward Helen, who was being questioned by not one, but three officers, each one of them smitten. “Ugh. Look at them.” 
 
    “Well, she is beautiful,” Sarah confessed. “And rich, I guess. Can you blame them? If Idris Elba walked through that door, wouldn’t you and I both fawn over him?” 
 
    Stockwell’s eyes made a slow shift to Sarah. Then a devilish grin revealed a well-cared for set of teeth. “Oh, I’d do more than fawn.” 
 
    After a shared chuckle, Stockwell flipped through her notes, whispering to herself as she tapped her finger on the page. Then she said, “Anything else you want to add? Anything you might have left out?” 
 
    Sarah tensed. Is she talking about the pen? 
 
    “Any photos of Idris you might want to share?” 
 
    Sarah’s tension barked out with a too-loud laugh. 
 
    Stockwell shook her head, smiling. “Tell me about it.” Then she stood. “I’m going to go make sure we don’t end up with a sexual harassment suit.” She handed Sarah a business card. “If you think of anything, just give me a call.” 
 
    “I will,” Sarah said, pocketing the card. 
 
    Stockwell approached the three officers speaking to Helen. They immediately straightened up and attempted to appear more professional. Helen smiled at them, rolling her eyes. Sarah recognized the expression as how she felt watching Adam Sandler movies—simultaneously amused and ashamed for it. 
 
    Helen’s eyes met Sarah’s. Held them. Then she rolled her eyes again and gave a smile. With a look, the woman had locked Sarah down, and with a subtle shift of her dark brown eyes, had set Sarah free. 
 
    Henry was still standing beside the counter, being questioned by one officer while a second stood behind him. The second man was trying to look casual, but was clearly there to tackle Henry if need be. 
 
    On the surface, Henry didn’t look like a threat. Sarah could beat him in arm wrestling with just a pinkie. But he was unpredictable and fearless, which the police seemed to know. She didn’t know him, but still felt bad leaving while he was still being questioned. Then she realized that she was a black woman leaving the scene of a crime before a white man. 
 
    Small victories, she thought, and headed for the exit. 
 
    Before leaving, she turned back and said, “Thanks, Henry. For everything today. I owe you.” 
 
    It was a bit of a show. She didn’t really feel like she owed anyone anything. As far as she was concerned, boosting his positivity rating with the cops made them even. 
 
    She was ready for the summer heat. Ready for the white noise of car engines, and the sharp reports of honking horns and wailing sirens. What she wasn’t ready for were the flashing bulbs and shouting voices. 
 
    Human piranha swarmed in around her, working in tandem to swallow her whole. She heard bits and pieces of questions… 
 
    “How did you stop—” 
 
    “When did you realize the men were—” 
 
    “How proud do you think your parents—” 
 
    Sarah flinched back from the chaos, tripping on her own foot. Cameras clicked. The shouting grew frantic. 
 
    Anger boiled up, scalding Sarah’s insides, propelling her toward lashing out. Her eyes flicked between targets. A camera. A microphone. A face. One man was in front of the others, big teeth gnashing as he shouted over the other reports. It was like Gary Busey had invaded a nightmare—but all of this was real. 
 
    She stood up, predatory eyes on Gary. While most people entered a fight with fists raised, Sarah kept hers open. He’d be on his back, stretched out in an arm bar before he knew what had happened. 
 
    Gary’s mouth clamped shut when she stood. He understood the look in her eyes. 
 
    She took a step toward him, about to ruin her life on camera. She knew, but for that one moment, didn’t care. 
 
    A firm hand on Sarah’s shoulder stopped her progress—and pissed her off. This time, she made a fist. She didn’t like to punch people, because when she did they got hurt really bad, really fast, but she wasn’t thinking. 
 
    “Thank you, Sarah,” said a calm voice. 
 
    Helen’s almost black eyes looked down at her, a smile on the woman’s face. 
 
    Tension melted away from Sarah, all of her anger gone. 
 
    “I’ll handle this lot,” Helen said with a wink, and then stepped past Sarah, soaking up the limelight like a black hole. 
 
    Not a single eye or camera remained on Sarah. 
 
    Helen was everything Sarah wanted to be, and part of her wanted to join the powerful woman now center stage. But as usual, she was left in the shadows, forgotten and alone. 
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    Henry listened with indifference to a myriad of aggressive questions. He wasn’t worried, and this wasn’t his first run-in with the law. He’d never been jailed. Never sent to juvey. Most judges took pity on him because he’d watched his parents die—chalked up his deviant behavior to a broken heart. Others felt sorry for him because no foster family wanted to keep him—not because he was a bad kid. Until today, breaking the law was never pre-meditated, simply a knee jerk reaction. People just couldn’t handle the unpredictability that came with fearlessness. Whether he was doing something dangerous, or bluntly speaking his opinion without a filter, he just wore people down. 
 
    Like he was doing now. 
 
    The officer—‘Jones’ on the nametag—was growing more and more flustered by Henry’s lack of interest. The man had been kind at first. Thankful, even. But after Henry had been ID’d, and his long, convictionless rap sheet uncovered, Jones had unleashed a series of veiled threats, trying to get Henry to slip up. To admit to some kind of wrongdoing. Police—Henry believed—didn’t like it when people beat the system, even if the system had failed them. 
 
    So far, Jones hadn’t asked whether Henry had intended to rob the bank, which was good. Henry couldn’t help but tell the truth, damn the consequences. 
 
    “So you didn’t intend to hurt anyone today?” Jones asked. 
 
    Henry looked the man in the eyes, lingered until he looked away. “I already answered that question.” 
 
    “I didn’t like your answer.” 
 
    “I never intend to hurt anyone,” Henry said. “And if I did, it wouldn’t be with a pen.” 
 
    “Right. The pen. That you…” He looked at his notes. “…that you used to puncture the man’s chin…and wrist…and lung. A pen.” 
 
    “I’m sure the other witnesses will tell you the same thing.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. And where is this pen?” 
 
    Henry was about to answer truthfully, but Jones continued. 
 
    “I don’t see it anywhere? Do you?” 
 
    Henry looked around. “No. I don’t see it.” 
 
    “Right…” 
 
    “Is this how you normally treat heroes?” Henry asked. 
 
    The man huffed. “Kid, you’re about as far from being a hero as your left nut is from dropping.” 
 
    Henry’s cold logic judged the man. He was overweight to a degree. No ring on his finger. His skin was oily and pocked with old scars. He smelled faintly of cigarette smoke and his coffee breath stank like day-old dog shit. He wasn’t winning over the ladies, and Henry doubted any Tinder hook-ups went farther than, ‘Oh, dear God.’ 
 
    “At least I don’t sleep with prostitutes,” Henry said. “How many STDs do you have? I hope you’ve been tested.” 
 
    Jones’s face slowly turned red. His eyes lowered to his notes, pretending to ignore and read, but shame radiated from the man. 
 
    Henry was about to take his painfully accurate insult storm a bit farther, because why stop? But the man closed his notebook, said, “Heroes aren’t douchebags,” and walked away. 
 
    “A lesson for both of us,” Henry said, his eyes traveling from Jones to Sarah, headed toward the exit. Something in him stirred. It wasn’t attraction, not in a sexual—or even a cerebral—sense. But he felt a connection with her. Like they shared a heart. 
 
    He had her back. 
 
    She had his. 
 
    He’d never felt a connection like that before, even if it was short-lived. 
 
    Sarah exited and was caught off guard by a crowd of reporters—from the newspapers and TV networks. Images of her falling would be live on TV and maybe even on the front page in the morning. 
 
    Henry sprang to his feet, and then staggered. 
 
    What was that? 
 
    His heart pounded like he’d just run. 
 
    He looked back at the seat. Brow furrowed, he considered, Was that fear? 
 
    Am I worried about her? 
 
    He looked back to Sarah and felt it again, this time more clearly. 
 
    It was anger. 
 
    And he knew what to do with that. 
 
    Henry headed for the door, but made it only a few steps before the woman named Helen beat him to it, no concern for the cameras or the blood on her dress. 
 
    Still moving, he watched the older woman—perhaps in her forties—pause to help Sarah up. His anger abated, but just by a little. The horde was still there, hungry to get the scoop, to find the right angle, to ask the first question. 
 
    I’ll give them something to report, Henry thought, fists clenched. 
 
    Summer heat tingled his skin as he exited. Even with the broken window, the bank’s interior was a good fifteen degrees cooler. Not a camera or eye shifted toward him. The mob was focused on Helen. She commanded their attention. 
 
    Good, he thought. They won’t see me coming. 
 
    “The four men who entered this bank had no intention of robbing it,” Helen said into the growing blossom of microphones and cellphones. 
 
    Interest slowed Henry’s approach. 
 
    He glanced at Sarah, on her feet, watching the crowd as they watched Helen. She was okay. 
 
    “They were here for me,” Helen said, and when reporters started shouting questions, she spoke louder. “They were here for this.” 
 
    Helen held her hand up, revealing a diamond ring. A large stone in the middle was surrounded by two rows of smaller rocks. Henry wasn’t an expert on diamonds. He wondered why people cared about them at all, outside of their practical uses. Diamonds were far less pretty than most everything else in the natural world, and their rarity was a scam to keep prices inflated. But it did look big and sparkly, and if four men had tried to steal it… 
 
    He eyed the ring, wondering where something like that could be sold. 
 
    “A family heirloom,” Helen said. 
 
    “How old is it?” a reporter shouted above the din. 
 
    Helen lowered her hand, turning it around so the diamonds faced out and she was looking at her own palm. “Too old...” She looked up. “Long before Boston—” 
 
    “How much is it worth?” a young woman in a beanie asked, thrusting her cellphone forward. Henry couldn’t tell if she was a reporter or a pushy passer-by who got thrown into the mix. 
 
    “Priceless,” Helen said. “One of a kind.” 
 
    Is she trying to get robbed? Henry wondered, cocking his fist back to strike the nearest reporter. It would make Jones’s day, Henry committing a crime on camera, but… 
 
    Whatevs. 
 
    “And it would have been lost forever if not for—” Helen took Henry’s fist as it came forward, twisting the punch into a victorious air thrust. “This fearless young man.” She gave Henry a very brief, very serious glance that said, ‘Don’t screw this up,’ and then motioned to Sarah. “And this powerful young woman. Together they subdued two killers armed with shotguns. Without them, I would not be standing here.” 
 
    “That’s laying it on a little thick,” Henry blurted, hand still raised. “You were—” 
 
    “Fortunate you were there,” Helen said. 
 
    The cameras shifted to Henry and Sarah for just a moment, long enough to capture their awkward smiles, and then zeroed back in on Helen. 
 
    “The police are saying that it was you who—” 
 
    “I was lucky,” Helen said, and before Henry could say otherwise, Helen gave his arm a painful squeeze. “And I am grateful to my two rescuers…who are leaving now.” She released Henry’s arm and looked into his eyes. “With me.” She turned to Sarah, who still looked befuddled and lost. “Now.” 
 
    Sarah gave a slow nod. “O-okay…” 
 
    Henry’s natural instinct was to resist, insult, and be on his merry way, a loner until the end. Instead he gave a simple nod and fell in line behind Helen, as she parted the sea of reporters like Moses and strolled across the old brick sidewalk. 
 
    He had never been a follower. Not once in his life. He pretty much swam upstream while everyone else just coasted along. But he was intrigued, and his schedule was clear. 
 
    He glanced back at Sarah as she followed him, the crowd reforming behind her, watching their retreat. The reporters continued shouting, but it was just white noise now. 
 
    “You okay?” he asked. 
 
    She smiled. “You worried?” He opened his mouth to respond in the negative, but she beat him to it. “But that’s not possible for you, is it?” 
 
    “No,” he said, irritation growing. His lack of concern for anything and everything was his identity. He looked down on other people’s fear. Saw it as a weakness. That was part of the connection to Sarah—her ability to overcome the crippling emotion. It was also his willingness to follow Helen—whose control over dread seemed absolute. But Sarah was pushing it…which, he had to admit, was also brave. She’d seen what he could do. 
 
    Sarah gave a dramatic roll of her eyes. “Admit it. You were worried.” 
 
    Henry was about to do… Well, he didn’t yet know what he’d do, but it wasn’t going to be good. Then Sarah’s eyes widened and looked past him. 
 
    “Holy shit,” she said. 
 
    Henry turned forward and found Helen climbing into a purple McLaren, her dress sliding up a little as she slipped into the seat. Her leg was muscular, had a gleam about it, like she’d been polished. A tattoo—some kind of symbol—was on her thigh, but he only saw part of it. 
 
    She smiled up at the two of them. “Other side.” 
 
    “It’s a two-seat car,” Sarah complained. 
 
    Helen lifted her head toward Henry. “He’s skinny. Skooch together.” 
 
    The vertically open door closed on its own. Helen started the car and gave the engine a rev. The rumble of it shook Henry’s chest. Then a cloud slipped between the car and the sun. The paint shifted to a dark blue and the crowd let out a collective “Oooh.” 
 
    The window lowered as Helen donned a pair of designer sunglasses. “Last chance.” 
 
    Henry stood his ground. Unsure. No one had ever invited him anywhere. Not that he knew where she was going. But the destination, and Helen’s intentions, didn’t really matter. He just didn’t like being told what to do. 
 
    Then he was moving. Against his will. Sarah took his hand and pulled him around the car. Oddly enough, he let her. Then they were inside the car, squished into the front seat beside a woman neither of them knew. 
 
    Helen revved the engine again. The path ahead, full of reporters and onlookers, cleared. “Better buckle up.” 
 
    Henry shrugged, but Sarah wrapped the belt around them both, clipping it into place just before Helen put the pedal to the floor. 
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    Sarah reached for the ‘Oh shit’ handle, but grasped only air. Despite having a top speed of over 200 mph, the vehicle wasn’t built for people who hold on in fear. It was made for people willing to push the limits. 
 
    Like Henry, who was smiling. 
 
    And their mysterious driver. She wasn’t smiling, but the look in her eyes was pure satisfaction. 
 
    Low to the ground, doubled up in a front seat barely big enough for one person, never mind two, Sarah felt vulnerable. 
 
    Cars and pedestrians whizzed past. Their shouts and honking horns Dopplered in and went away an audio blur. 
 
    “How fast can you go?” Henry asked. 
 
    “How fast do you want me to go?” Helen asked. 
 
    “Pedal to the metal,” Henry said. 
 
    “That doesn’t sound safe,” Sarah said. “I don’t think that’s safe!” 
 
    “But it’d be fun,” Helen said. 
 
    Who is this lady? First she busts out with the kung fu. Now she’s taking us on a death race?! 
 
    “It would be stupid,” Sarah said. 
 
    Helen looked at her, eyes intense. Sarah didn’t back down. Not from idiots in line, and not from shockingly good looking and confident women. 
 
    Fuck that shit. 
 
    “And I don’t think Henry, who feels no fear by the way, is the best person to ask about life and death choices. He is literally incapable of empathizing with how his choices will affect other people.” 
 
    She expected Henry to get angry. It wasn’t a nice thing to say. But he just looked a little dumbstruck. 
 
    Then he shrugged. “She’s right.” 
 
    “You think I should slow down?” Helen asked Henry. 
 
    He nodded his head at Sarah. “If she thinks so.” 
 
    “Huh,” Helen said, hitting the brakes. The car came to a sudden stop, but the tires never locked. Not the slightest squeal. Sarah looked forward, chest heaving, heart pounding. They’d stopped at a red light, perfectly aligned. 
 
    Would Helen have driven straight through? 
 
    Sarah wasn’t sure. 
 
    Didn’t want to find out. 
 
    Her hand wrapped around the door handle. 
 
    “That would be a mistake,” Helen said. 
 
    Is she threatening me? 
 
    Before Sarah could exert her practiced defiance of authority figures, a big black truck roared up beside the McClaren. 
 
    “See?” Helen said. “Not safe.” 
 
    Sarah looked up at the truck, intending to flip the driver off, but the man was already hanging out of his window with a smile on his face. The Red Sox cap on his head and his casual demeanor—despite driving in the city—painted him as a local. He motioned for her to roll down the window. Curiosity guided Sarah’s finger to the window’s controls. She pushed the button. The window descended. 
 
    “Nice cah,” the man said. 
 
    Definitely local. Sarah had heard that Bostonians had the sexiest accent in the United States. She disagreed. Hell, everyone in Boston disagreed. “Jay, check out this fuckin’ sweet cah.” 
 
    A second man, presumably Jay, leaned over from the passenger’s side of the truck. The smile on his face was awkward. Forced. 
 
    Something in Sarah tweaked. If the man had been walking toward her on the sidewalk, smiling like that, she’d have crossed the road to avoid him. 
 
    “What is it?” Helen asked, voice cool. Somehow, she’d picked up on Sarah’s tension. 
 
    Sarah didn’t reply. She just watched Jay. 
 
    “Fuckin’ A, guy.” The accent was off. A lot of people think they can fake a Boston accent. Pahk the cah in Havid yahd and all that. But Bostonians don’t just have an accent, there’s a whole lot of ‘Who gives a shit’ that goes behind it. 
 
    ‘Jay’ was butchering it. 
 
    Even the local cringed a bit. 
 
    Helen leaned over Henry, glancing up at the two men. Then she sat back. “Roll up the window.” 
 
    “What?” Sarah asked. “Why?” 
 
    “We’re not done yet.” 
 
    “Not done with what?” Sarah asked, finger on the window button, but holding back. She still wasn’t sure she wanted to stay in the high speed coffin, no matter how sexy it looked. 
 
    “They’re with the guys from the bank,” Henry said, leaning over to look at the men. “Hi! You’re with the guys from the bank, right?” 
 
    The two men went wide-eyed. 
 
    Then Jay lifted a shotgun. 
 
    Sarah looked down the barrel. 
 
    Pain and pressure moved through her head. 
 
    I’m shot, she thought. I’m dead. And then she realized that was impossible, because she was thinking. When her senses pushed through her shock, she saw the city moving past her in a blur and heard the engine’s roar once more. Helen had hit the gas before the man could fire. 
 
    Henry twisted around, looking out the back window. “Cool. They’re chasing us.” 
 
    “Stop moving,” Sarah said, pushing Henry back to his side of the seat, where his bony butt couldn’t give her a charley horse. The side view mirror showed the truck gaining on them. 
 
    “Up to you this time, Sarah,” Helen said. “You want me to drive, or stop?” 
 
    Sarah looked back at the side mirror. The truck was gaining on them as Helen slowed for traffic. 
 
    “Do you have any weapons?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “Just us,” Helen said with a grin. 
 
    Henry’s lopsided, ‘Hell yeah’ smile was comical, but did little to put Sarah at ease. She looked back again. A second vehicle swerved out from behind the truck. The bright orange snowplow was familiar, but out of place on a hot summer day. Inside were two more men, but in the back end—where the sand and salt would normally be—stood a half dozen men and women, ski-masked and armed. 
 
    What…The…Actual…Fuck? 
 
    When the lot of them aimed their array of weapons toward the McLaren, instinct drew a single word from Sarah’s mouth. “Drive!” 
 
    G-Forces pinned her back in the seat. 
 
    Henry let out a loud whoop. He might be missing the adrenaline rush that comes from fear, but that didn’t mean he didn’t get a rush from the speed. He squished against her as Helen twisted the wheel hard to the left, and then back to the right, fishtailing around a taxi and taking a left turn. 
 
    Sarah sat up straight. The road ahead was narrow and framed by parked cars, all of them facing her. 
 
    It’s a one-way street…and we’re going the wrong way! 
 
    Sarah’s hands gripped the door and Henry’s leg. 
 
    “Relax,” Henry said, motioning to their potentially insane driver. “She’s got this.” Then he grimaced. “Also, that hurts.” 
 
    Sarah let go of his leg. “Sorry.” And she turned around. The black truck careened into the street behind them, nearly side-swiping the parked cars. Sarah cringed for the people who owned the vehicles, and relaxed a bit when the truck straightened out. 
 
    Then she saw the snowplow…turning onto the street. 
 
    “Holy shit…” 
 
    Henry looked back. “Oh man. This is going to be—” 
 
    His voice was cut short by the sound of shattering glass, crunching metal, and car alarm duets singing as—two at a time—cars on either side of the road were picked up and flung into the buildings. 
 
    “—awesome,” Henry finished. 
 
    People all around screamed and cleared off the sidewalks, running into storefronts and alleyways. And then, the worst possible scenario—a vehicle coming the other way. Sarah stared at it in disbelief. 
 
    Could our luck get any worse? 
 
    It was a dump truck. 
 
    Then she realized it could get worse. “Are they after you, too?” 
 
    Helen shrugged, but started honking the horn and flashing her high beams. Sarah was pretty sure the garbage truck driver could see the waves of flying cars racing down the street, but Helen wasn’t trying to get the driver’s attention…the message was: we’re not stopping. 
 
    The big truck shuddered and squealed to a stop. 
 
    Please back up, Sarah thought. Please back up. 
 
    And then, one lumbering foot at a time, coupled with a repeated beeping, the dump truck backtracked. 
 
    Sarah glanced back. The pickup was right behind them. Slowing down wasn’t an option. But it didn’t look like they’d make it, either. 
 
    She wanted to shout. 
 
    Wanted to scream. 
 
    Instead, she closed her eyes, covered her face with her hands, and for the first time in a long time, prayed. “Dear God in Heaven, please get us ouuuuuhhhh!” The right turn caught her off guard, throwing her into Henry’s lap. When the car straightened she was flung upright again. 
 
    Tires squealed behind them. The truck bounced out of the one way street, clipped a car, and failed to make the turn. It slammed into a store front on the far side of the street. 
 
    Sarah wondered how many people were in there. How many of them were hurt? Maybe a car chase through the congested Boston streets wasn’t the best idea. She’d made the decision while thinking about herself, but if other people died… That wasn’t right. 
 
    On the bright side, the truck was incapacitated for the moment, and that was exactly how long the McLaren would need to leave them in the dust. 
 
    The car slowed. 
 
    “What are you stopping for?” Sarah asked. She looked ahead and saw the answer for herself. Bumper-to-bumper traffic. 
 
    “On foot,” Helen said, “or sidewalk?” 
 
    “Sidewalk!” Henry said, but Helen wasn’t looking at him. 
 
    Before Sarah could answer, a boom turned her around. Airborne cars took her breath away. They cartwheeled through the air, some upending in the street, others hitting buildings on the far side. The snowplow emerged from the wreckage like a mythological bull, unstoppable and insatiable. And if they continued running, everyone in front of them—in cars and on the sidewalks—would be at risk. 
 
    Sarah answered without saying the word, shoving the McLaren’s door up, sliding out, and breaking into a run. 
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    “I don’t understand,” Henry said, as he climbed out of the McLaren behind Sarah. “Why are we running?” 
 
    “Because staying in the car and driving on the sidewalk will get people killed,” Sarah said, indignant. “Fearless or not, you have to care about other people… Don’t you?” 
 
    Henry paused. He hadn’t really thought about it much, because in his experience, no one cared about him. Thinking about other people, and what would be good for them, was a low priority. Mostly, he considered his own needs. But she was right, not caring about consequences didn’t mean he was incapable of empathy…to a degree. Imagining the snowplow charging through a sidewalk full of people felt no different than seeing it in a movie. Like it wasn’t real. Full detachment. But that didn’t mean he wouldn’t be responsible. That he wouldn’t feel guilt. 
 
    Henry grimaced. Sarah had unintentionally found a chink in Henry’s emotional armor. So he brushed it aside and pretended to be indifferent. “Fine. But…” He looked back at the car, and then the snowplow careening toward them. “What about the McLaren?” 
 
    “I’ll get another,” Helen said, rounding the vehicle’s front end and shoving him after Sarah. 
 
    They ran down the sidewalk, following a crowd of fleeing pedestrians. 
 
    “These guys are toast as long as we’re with them,” Henry observed. 
 
    “Get off the street,” Helen shouted to Sarah, who was still in the lead. 
 
    Sarah turned right, entering an alley that smelled like rotten milk that had been steamed into the air. The buildings on either side were old. Maybe older even than the United States, the red bricks worn smooth by wind and rain, the mortar crumbling. 
 
    The alley floor was paved, but scabs of the new had peeled away to reveal old cobblestone. Trash cans and bags of refuse littered the alley beside closed doors belonging to a variety of businesses and apartments on the floors above. Far ahead, another busy street, but there were several conjoining alleys from which to choose. They’d entered a maze between buildings at Boston’s core. 
 
    Skyscrapers towered beyond the block of brick buildings. It was the middle of a workday. Millions of people filled the city. It wouldn’t be hard to get lost, especially now that the snowplow couldn’t follow them. 
 
    A wave of pressure slapped into Henry’s back, stumbling him. It was followed by a grinding bang and the screams of people. High-speed grit peppered the exposed skin of his lower legs, arms, and neck. What felt like a punch struck his shoulder, and this time he did go down, rolling back to his feet like he’d practiced his whole childhood. 
 
    As a fearless child, Henry thought he’d make a good ninja. Spent hours practicing his own brand of martial arts, some of it learned from YouTube videos, and throwing himself to the ground to properly learn how to take a hit. This was the first time in his life he’d actually used it, and he was happy with how his muscle memory performed. 
 
    Then he turned around. 
 
    The snowplow had slammed into the end of the alley, pounding through ten feet of the buildings framing it, before coming to a stop. A pile of bricks laid in front of the monstrous vehicle. Jutting out from the pile of cubed stone…a hand. 
 
    A small hand. 
 
    A child… 
 
    Shadows moved in the sunlit dust filling the alley. People climbing over the snowplow’s roof. People with guns. 
 
    The driver inside the snowplow kicked at the shattered front window, desperate to join the chase. 
 
    “Who are these guys?” Henry asked. 
 
    “We need to keep moving,” Helen said, by his side. Henry looked for Sarah. Found her half a block ahead, still moving. Then she took a left and disappeared. 
 
    He clenched his fists. Turned back to the snowplow and the ski-masked attackers climbing down the front. “They killed a kid.” 
 
    “They’ll pay for that,” Helen said. “I promise. But not here. Not now.” 
 
    He believed her, so when she turned to run, he followed. 
 
    Henry wasn’t an athlete. Didn’t do a lot of running. But he managed to keep up with Helen, whose grace on her feet and fighting ability revealed—at the very least—years of training. He couldn’t tell if she was matching his slower pace, or if he was in better shape than he thought. 
 
    Gunshots rang out behind them. Semi-automatic. A pistol or a machine gun set to single fire. He wasn’t an expert in firearms outside of a few video games, but neither was the person firing. 
 
    They were running down a four-foot-wide alley, much of it congested with trash. Their path should have been easy to predict, but every bullet missed. 
 
    Amateurs, he decided. Dedicated to the point of desperation, and heavily armed, but not trained killers. 
 
    Metal trash barrels pinged. 
 
    Bricks disintegrated. 
 
    And then a voice. Loud and angry. “You can’t hide forever!” 
 
    Henry looked back. A man with the build of an actual ninja leaped off the snowplow’s hood, landed with a roll that put Henry’s to shame, and drew a sword before sprinting toward them. The bullets stopped, but the man seemed faster, gaining on them with every step. Blue eyes glared from behind the ski-mask, frenzied. 
 
    As they approached the turn Sarah took, Henry pointed to it. “She went that way.” When he looked back again, ninja-man was right behind them, sword raised, ready to hack them both down. 
 
    Whoa! That was fast! 
 
    “Down!” Sarah shouted. 
 
    Henry felt himself tackled to the ground. 
 
    Saw Sarah above him, swinging a wooden plank like Mo Vaughn—but harder. 
 
    The wood sailed just above Helen’s head, but collided with the man’s. Something cracked. Maybe the wood. Maybe the man’s skull. The top of him flipped back while the bottom of him continued forward. He landed in a pile of black trash bags that smelled of fish. 
 
    Sarah stepped toward the man, plank raised, ready to strike again. Henry thought the man was done, but Sarah was lost in rage—until a shotgun blast splintered the wood. 
 
    Sarah dropped the plank’s remnants, hissed, and clutched her arm. 
 
    “Move!” Helen said, pulling them both along and then shoving them ahead. 
 
    This time, Henry led the way. 
 
    The new alley was straight, a foot narrower, and clear of debris. They were easier targets than ever. 
 
    Think about them, he told himself. He felt excitement. The thrill of the chase. But the bullets and people chasing them were of no concern. But I don’t want them to die. That’s not worry, he told himself. Not fear. He liked the Helen lady and Sarah…she hadn’t abandoned them at all. He felt more connected to her than before. 
 
    Confident his motives were selfish, he zeroed in on a door ahead. It was dark blue, and bore Japanese and Chinese writing and the image of a fish on a plate. It was also open a crack. 
 
    “Here!” he shouted and shouldered the door open, spilling onto a dirty linoleum floor. 
 
    Kitchen staff shouted at him in a mix of Japanese and English. Too many voices to understand what was being said, but the message was clear: he was not welcome. The voices fell silent when Sarah and Helen charged in behind him, chased by gunshots. 
 
    “Go!” Helen shouted at the stunned men watching them. “Run!” 
 
    They didn’t need to be told twice. As the kitchen evacuated like loose bowels, Henry jumped to his feet. The kitchen was full of potential weapons. Pots and pans, and assorted knives, but the closest thing to him was a big stew pot full of something that smelled great—and was bubbling hot. 
 
    As Helen and Sarah headed for the restaurant doorway, he reached for the handles. 
 
    “Stop!” Sarah shouted at him. “You’ll get burned.” 
 
    He didn’t care. 
 
    Took hold of the handles. Felt the scalding pain in his hands, and didn’t stop to think about how prolonged exposure could seriously injure him. Partly because these things never crossed his mind, but mostly because he wasn’t planning on holding on to it for long. 
 
    He spun around, counting on centrifugal force to keep the pot’s contents inside, and flung the stew toward the blue door just as it opened. Two men and one woman in masks leveled their weapons at Henry and then seemed to notice the flying pot at the same comical moment. 
 
    A dull gong sounded as the pot struck the doorframe, whipped around, and then launched several gallons of boiling stew. 
 
    All three fell back, tearing off their masks, screaming in agony. 
 
    “Yes!’ Henry shouted, pumping a fist. “Whoa!” 
 
    Helen yanked Henry by the arm and shoved him toward the door where Sarah waited. 
 
    “C’mon!” Sarah shouted! 
 
    Henry headed for the door, but didn’t feel Helen beside him. He looked back to find the older woman drawing two butcher knives from a block. He smiled and started back when Helen pointed one of the blades at him. 
 
    “Keep going!” she shouted. “And don’t stop.” 
 
    “Like ever?” Sarah said. 
 
    “Until I find you.” 
 
    “How are you going to—” 
 
    Armed men and women rushed past their fallen brethren and charged into the kitchen. 
 
    Helen whipped one of the knives at the lead man. He took it, center mass, and dropped to the floor, the impact shoving the blade up and out his back. 
 
    “Go!” Helen shouted. 
 
    Sarah and Henry lingered for one shocked moment. Then Sarah tugged Henry out of the kitchen and they fled toward the restaurant’s exit, as the report of gunfire sounded from the kitchen, quickly followed by the screams of men and women. 
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    Sarah shoved people toward the door. The lunchtime patrons and kitchen staff were running from the sounds of violence back in the kitchen, but they weren’t moving fast enough. Sure, most of them were older. And yes, they all had to move through the bottleneck created by the narrow front door. 
 
    But still. 
 
    She changed her mind when an old Japanese woman went down and the people around her kept shuffling toward the door, an unstoppable force. When the woman cried out in pain—her hand stepped on—Sarah shouted, “Hey!” and cleared a path. 
 
    She crouched down by the woman, who was dressed in a loose fitting, blue-and-white, flower-print dress. Her face looked like it had been wrinkled by an artist, the long crow’s feet and deep frown-lines symmetrical. She startled at Sarah’s arrival. “I got you.” Hands under armpits, she lifted the woman up onto her feet. 
 
    Instead of being thankful the woman appeared angry. Maybe embarrassed. It was impossible to tell because the woman’s words, “Watashi ni furenaide kudasai!” were impossible to understand. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Sarah said, oozing sarcasm as she motioned to the door, which was now empty. 
 
    A shotgun blast snapped her attention away from the exit, as the woman shuffled out into the day’s light and kept chugging along. Sarah was about to run when she spotted Henry at the back of the empty restaurant, peeking into the kitchen. 
 
    A second shotgun blast put a basketball sized hole in the door, a foot above Henry’s head. 
 
    He didn’t even flinch. 
 
    Amygdala or not, how could he not flinch? She took an involuntary step to the door, but was stopped by shame. 
 
    She didn’t know Henry well. Not at all really. If he died, her life wouldn’t change at all… Except that I would feel like shit for abandoning him. But if he lived…well, she didn’t know. Maybe her life would change. Maybe for the better. It couldn’t get much worse. 
 
    There was also Helen. She was a woman of extraordinary means, and had shown an interest in both of them. Maybe she was the key to a better life. But that might change if Henry died, or worse, if Sarah let Henry die. 
 
    Damnit, she thought, and rushed back for him. He was a little taller than her, but skinny. She’d pick him up and carry him out if she had to. 
 
    She wanted to shout at him, but she worried the noise would attract the wrong kind of attention. 
 
    Didn’t matter. He sensed her coming. Turned around with a smile on his face. A kid on Christmas morning. “Check it out!” 
 
    She took hold of his arm, fully intending on dragging him away, but a quick glance inside the kitchen rooted her in place. 
 
    It was like seeing a flash ballet. 
 
    If ballet was bloody. 
 
    And violent. 
 
    And savage. 
 
    Helen moved with a kind of frenetic grace. Sarah had seen a glimpse of it back at the bank, but this was next level. This was a fight scene worthy of Chad Stahelski. 
 
    A masked man came at her with a pair of small, curved knives. He held them like he knew how to use them, and the crazed look in his eyes—almost like he was present, but also on another world—left no doubt that he would kill her. 
 
    Are they all on drugs? 
 
    The man stabbed down with both blades. Had they connected, Helen would have been impaled in both shoulders. It might not have killed her, but it would have incapacitated her for sure. But the man didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    Helen caught both of his hands, and yanked him closer. At the same time, she kicked out hard, catching the man in the gut…and probably the balls. Physics launched his lower half off the floor, and for a moment, he hung in the air, arms extended like Superman, until Helen flung him downward. 
 
    The man’s face struck the linoleum with a crunch. 
 
    He was perfectly still. 
 
    Blood pooled around his face. 
 
    Holy shit… How hard did she throw him down? 
 
    Sarah’s eyes moved up, taking in the rest of the kitchen. Four bodies littered the floor, only one of them moving. A fifth was sprawled over a grill, skin sizzling. Dead, Sarah thought, her stomach turning. Must be dead. Please let him be— 
 
    The sizzling man shrieked and yanked himself off the grill, falling back to the floor. The skin on one side of his face was charred. Upon hitting the floor, he fell unconscious again. 
 
    Despite the brutal force Helen employed, the attackers persisted. 
 
    A fresh wave pushed through the rear door, led by a short person in a ski mask. A woman, Sarah guessed, because of her curvy figure. She held a pistol. Aimed it at Helen, who was already in motion. 
 
    A cast iron frying pan took the first bullet. The round passed through the metal, but its trajectory changed. 
 
    Sarah yelped when the round struck the doorframe beside her face. 
 
    The action in the kitchen paused. 
 
    Helen glared at the two of them. 
 
    The ski-masked woman did, too, but then her eyes went wide. Does she know me? Sarah wondered. 
 
    “She’s not alone,” the woman shouted. “There are three of them!” She turned her weapon toward Sarah. “Blessed be!” 
 
    The woman’s trigger finger compressed. 
 
    And then froze. 
 
    Her whole body went rigid. 
 
    Sarah didn’t understand why at first. Her eyes were locked on the handgun still pointed at her eyes. 
 
    Then Henry said, “Sick,” and she noticed the knife sharpener jutting out of the woman’s temple. The steel rod poked through one side and out the other. 
 
    Sarah clutched her stomach and stumbled back. 
 
    She’d seen enough. 
 
    Too much. 
 
    “Henry,” she said, sounding queasy. “We should go.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Does she seem like the kind of woman you shouldn’t listen to?” 
 
    As the sounds of fighting resumed in the kitchen, Henry shrugged. 
 
    “Hint,” Sarah said, “she’s not.” She took hold of Henry’s arm. “And in case you didn’t notice, they’re after us now, too.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “You’re impossible.” She pulled him away from the door as more gunfire rang out. “And I need your help. The idea of death might not bother you, but it scares the shit out of me.” 
 
    He resisted. 
 
    “Please,” she said. 
 
    His brow furrowed. “Why aren’t you just leaving?” 
 
    She had no answer. 
 
    “You feel it, too, don’t you?” he asked. 
 
    “Feel…what?” 
 
    “Our connection.” 
 
    She wanted to roll her eyes. To treat him the way she did any weird guy who came on to her. But that wasn’t what he was doing. She knew exactly what he was talking about. “Yes. Now let’s go!” 
 
    He came willingly. 
 
    She exited the front door, frantically trying to figure out where to go. 
 
    He stepped out beside her, chewing. The rhythmic crunch drew her attention. Is he eating? The handful of Crab Rangoon, pilfered from someone’s abandoned plate, confirmed it. “Seriously?” 
 
    “I’m hungry,” he said. 
 
    “But right now?” 
 
    “Always,” he said, and she felt a twinge of sadness for him. For a moment, she saw past the indifference and the almost luminous Poison shirt, and she saw him for the neglected, desperate kid he was. “Also…” He pointed to a staircase in the sidewalk across the street. 
 
    The subway. They could reach the city’s far side in minutes. Disappear in any of a hundred public places, but she decided they’d head to the one she knew best. 
 
    They started across the empty street. 
 
    The totally empty street. 
 
    Nothing clears a road like a gunfight, I guess. 
 
    “Hey!” a man shouted. 
 
    A uniformed policeman jogged toward them. He was young. In shape. Eager. 
 
    Sarah pointed at the restaurant. “In there!” 
 
    Henry ate another Crab Rangoon. Stuffed the whole thing in his mouth. “Airs umfin ot rye.” 
 
    “What?” Sarah said, stepping toward the officer. “The Asian place. In the kitchen. A bunch of people with guns.” She wanted to explain that Helen wasn’t one of the bad guys, but she figured the officer would quickly see that. There was something about Helen that stood out as exceptional. 
 
    Henry grasped Sarah’s arm. Swallowed. Whispered. “There’s something not right about him. Look at his eyes.” 
 
    He was right. The officer had the same glazed over, yet somehow frenetic, look in his eyes. Like he wasn’t totally there, but was totally there. A paradox inside a person’s eyes. The officer confirmed Henry’s theory by drawing his pistol and pointing it at them. “May the rebirth be glorious.” 
 
    Henry paused mid bite. “Rebirth? Is this like a Jesus thing?” 
 
    From what she’d seen so far—the guns, the violence, the lack of concern for others—had nothing in common with Jesus. 
 
    The officer adjusted his aim to Henry’s head. “Blessed be.” And then pulled the trigger. 
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    “Oww!” Henry said, slapping a hand to his ear. It burned to the touch, and then felt hot and wet. He was bleeding. 
 
    “You shot me,” he calmly observed, holding up his hand to show the blood. Then he turned his head to a horrified Sarah, revealing his wounded ear. “How bad is it? Am I going to look like Evander Holyfield?” 
 
    “I’m going to shoot you again…” the officer said, holding his ground, weapon still raised at Henry’s head. “…if you don’t answer some questions.” 
 
    “We’re not going to tell you shi—” 
 
    “Go for it,” Henry said, and then realized his words could be misinterpreted as asking the officer to shoot him again. The truth was, he didn’t have any problems answering the man’s questions, even if he was deranged. 
 
    “What?” Sarah said. She was aghast. He didn’t understand why, but also didn’t care. 
 
    “I don’t want you to die,” he said. It was a strange admission. People came and went on planet Earth and Henry didn’t really notice. He’d assumed that not caring about people was part of his disorder, but he was beginning to think that might not be true. He’d just never met someone worth caring about before. Weird that it was the Dunkin’ Donuts girl. 
 
    “Who are you?” the officer asked. His wild eyes were framed by a slightly pudgy face—not from overeating, but because he was young, probably fresh out of the Academy—and because he had a broad jaw. The Sean Astin of Boston’s Police force, except crazy instead of adorable. 
 
    “Who are you?” Sarah responded, irate. She leaned forward reading his ID. “Officer Poole.” 
 
    “I’m Henry Finch.” He motioned to Sarah. “This is Sarah.” 
 
    Sarah gave him a backhanded slap to his shoulder. “Henry!” 
 
    “I don’t know her last name, but she was fired from Dunkin’ Donuts this morning.” 
 
    “What the actual fuck?” Sarah said. 
 
    Poole’s body language relaxed a little. He seemed more confused than crazed. “Dunkin’ Donuts?” 
 
    “At least she had a job. I’m a foster kid runaway,” Henry added. “Been staying in the shelter over on Kingston.” 
 
    “You have?” Sarah sounded surprised. 
 
    Poole looked like he’d been slapped. “Uhh. How do you know Helen Atreidai?” 
 
    “We don’t know her,” Sarah said. “Not really. We just met her at the bank. The one that was robbed? We’re the ones who helped stop it. She was giving us a ride.” 
 
    “Where?” Poole asked, unimpressed by their heroism. 
 
    “We don’t know,” Henry said. When Poole squinted in disbelief, Henry added, “Have you seen her car?” He hitched a thumb toward Sarah. “She’s jobless. I’m homeless. Helen Whatever-her-last-name-is has money up the wazoo. Why would we not go with her?” 
 
    “Why were you at the bank?” Poole asked. His body language had shifted. Instead of glaring at them, he was glancing toward the Pan-Asian restaurant, where the sounds of battle—screams, breaking glass, and the occasional gunshot—continued. 
 
    “Depositing my last check,” Sarah said, understanding that the truth really would set them free this time. 
 
    “I was going to rob it,” he said. “Didn’t get the chance.” 
 
    “Okay,” Poole said. “Get out of here.” Then he headed for the restaurant, gun raised toward the door. 
 
    “You just told him you were going to rob the bank,” Sarah observed. “And he didn’t care.” 
 
    “He’s one of them,” Henry said. “A ski-mask.” 
 
    “She might not see him coming,” Sarah said. 
 
    “She seems capable enough to—” 
 
    “Henry. We can’t just—” 
 
    The restaurant’s front window gave birth to an unconscious man. Coated in blood, he slapped to the sidewalk like a stillborn giraffe. Shards of glass rained down around him. 
 
    Poole barely flinched. He gave the unconscious man a single glance and continued cautiously toward the door. 
 
    “Fine,” Henry said, backtracking toward the restaurant. 
 
    “Henry!” Sarah said again. 
 
    “Make up your damn mind.” He was getting tired of hearing his own name. 
 
    Sarah didn’t make up her mind. Didn’t say anything else. Which was fine by him. He stepped up onto the sidewalk as Poole edged into the restaurant’s front door, adjusting his aim. 
 
    He’s seen her, Henry thought. Maybe Sarah was right? 
 
    He bent down and pulled a holstered handgun from the unconscious man’s waist. He’d never fired a gun before, but he understood the concept and had played enough video games to intuit the process. He chambered a round, then looked for some kind of safety switch. When he didn’t see it, he raised the weapon toward the officer’s back. 
 
    “Henry!” Sarah hissed in disapproval. 
 
    He took a deep breath. Godammit… Then lowered his aim. “Stop.” 
 
    Poole obeyed, angling his head back just enough to see Henry. “You lied?” 
 
    “I don’t really lie. Like ever. I mean, I could. I just—” 
 
    “How do you know Helen?” Poole asked. No amount of the truth would convince him otherwise now. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Sarah shouted. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Henry replied. 
 
    “Shoot him!” 
 
    “You didn’t want me to shoot him!” Henry shouted back. He liked Sarah, but holy hell on a hockey stick, she was getting on his nerves. 
 
    “I didn’t want you to kill him!” 
 
    “Oh,” Henry said, and shot Poole in the leg. 
 
    The officer dropped to one knee, shouted in pain, and spun around to shoot Henry. 
 
    While most people would have flinched away from the gun, Henry stood still and fired again. 
 
    Poole got off a shot, but it went wide when Henry’s bullet passed through his shoulder. The officer’s weapon clattered to the brick sidewalk. 
 
    Poole ground his teeth, seething. “Fucking kid. When we find out who you are, we’ll kill you and your family.” 
 
    Henry crouched over the man, immune to the sounds of battle raging from the restaurant’s open door. “I don’t have a family.” 
 
    “Everyone you care about, then.” Poole was desperate. Grasping for some way to hurt Henry. 
 
    “I don’t care about anyone,” Henry said, and realized that he had lied. Somehow, he cared about Sarah. Maybe that would change if she kept on irritating him, but in case it didn’t... “But you won’t be killing anyone.” 
 
    He stood, aimed at Poole’s left knee. Fired. 
 
    Aimed again. At his right knee. Fired again. 
 
    Poole writhed on the ground, agony replacing righteous fury. 
 
    Henry tucked the gun into the back of his shorts. Lifted the fluorescent green T-shirt over it. The gun was uncomfortable, and hot, but this was how people carried holster-less weapons in the movies. This, or in the front, and he wasn’t about to risk shooting his own dick off. He might be fearless, but there wasn’t a man alive, amygdala or not, that wouldn’t protect his manhood. Doubly so for virgins. 
 
    He joined Sarah and headed for the subway entrance once more. 
 
    “You can’t take the gun,” she said. 
 
    “I just shot a cop with it,” he replied. “It has my fingerprints on it. Why would I leave it? And, you heard him, he’s going to kill everyone I care about.” 
 
    “Who do you care about?” 
 
    “No one.” He wondered if telling the same lie twice counted as just one lie, but then decided it was two, because he’d told it to different people. 
 
    “Over there!” Poole shouted. “Those two!” 
 
    Two men in ski masks—not police officers—stormed out of the restaurant. One, dressed in a business suit, carried a sword. The other, wearing a Red Sox jersey with a mustard stain on the front, had a taser in each hand. 
 
    Sarah took Henry’s arm and pulled him two steps down. “Let’s go!” 
 
    “I have a gun,” he said, resisting. 
 
    “Ugh!” Sarah released him. They were getting on each other’s nerves. 
 
    Henry poked his head up from the Green Line stairwell, taking aim with the handgun, while considering where they might go. They were at the Haymarket stop. From here they could head back to North Station and hop on a train to who knows where. Or they could head south to the Blue Line and out to Revere. Or just stay on the Green Line and head west, to Fenway, or— 
 
    “What are you doing?!” Sarah shouted. 
 
    “Right,” Henry said, and pulled the trigger four times. 
 
    All four bullets zipped toward the sword wielding man. 
 
    All four bullets missed. 
 
    The man’s zig-zag run made him an impossible target. 
 
    Sarah stepped up next to him, no doubt to survey the bloodbath. Instead, she found both men closing in. 
 
    “Seriously!” she shouted, and this time, when she pulled Henry, there was no resisting. By the time they reached the bottom step, the two men chasing them were at the top. 
 
    A wave of pressure announced the arrival of a subway train ahead. 
 
    Sarah, in the lead, leaped over the Charlie card turnstile with little effort. Normally, there would have been people around to give her disapproving looks, but the only people with them were far ahead, waiting to board the train and get the hell out. 
 
    Henry had never jumped over a turnstile. He had subtler ways to get through. But he figured, Why not, and leaped. 
 
    As he sailed through the air, Henry realized he was learning a lot about himself that day. 
 
    He could lie. 
 
    Outside of point-blank range, he was a bad shot. 
 
    And, he wasn’t an athlete. He knew he wasn’t in good shape. How could someone malnourished build muscle? But Sarah could outdo him at every turn…including the turnstile jump. 
 
    His foot struck the bar, toppling him forward. The hard tile floor rushed toward his face. 
 
    But never struck. 
 
    Sarah’s strong hands caught his shoulders, slipped under his armpits, and hauled him the rest of the way over. Then she gave him a shove in the back, propelling him toward the train. 
 
    Brakes screamed. 
 
    The train came to a stop. 
 
    A dozen people scurried inside, meerkats running into a hole. 
 
    “Go, go, go!” Sarah shouted. 
 
    Henry ran through the open doors just as the chime sounded. Sarah followed, twisting her body sideways and slipping inside without touching the doors, which would have forced them back open. 
 
    As Sarah caught her breath, hands on knees, Henry looked toward their fellow passengers. A dozen people were crammed together at the front of the car—the first one in a line of four. 
 
    He shook his head. They were terrified. Stupid people. His annoyance bubbled over. “What the hell did we do?!” 
 
    A little girl dressed in a My Little Pony hoodie, complete with a unicorn horn, raised a little shaky finger. The tiny digit passed Sarah, landed on Henry, and then continued on until she was pointing behind him. 
 
    He followed the child’s direction, looking back to the car behind them. “Huh.” 
 
    “Huh, what?” Sarah said, standing up straight and having a look for herself. “Shit.” 
 
    The two men pursuing them had boarded the next car back and were steadily moving their way. Neither showed any sign of wanting to hurt the people they passed, but when they looked at Sarah and Henry, floodlights of malice beamed out. 
 
    Henry reached around to his back and grasped the handgun, but before he could pull it out, a gunshot ripped through the air— 
 
    —and Henry dropped to the floor. 
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    Sarah barely heard Henry’s shout of pain through her hands. She’d clasped them to her ears—too late to do any good—when the gunshot boomed in the enclosed space. It was the loudest thing she’d ever heard, and she was pretty sure her ears were ringing now. It was hard to tell over the shriek of metal car wheels grinding against rails. 
 
    The subway turned hard to the right, bouncing up and down. Henry was flung across the floor, leaving a trail of blood behind him. Between the blood from his ear—which had soaked his neck and shirt—and the fresh blood from a wound on his ass, he was a mess. 
 
    And for the moment, he was out of commission. 
 
    She looked for the two men. They were moving between the cars. 
 
    So who shot Henry? 
 
    “Who shot you?” she asked, backing away from the doorway. 
 
    Henry was in obvious pain, but somehow chuckled. “I shot myself in the ass!” 
 
    There was something about the way he said it, and the fact that he’d shot his own butt, that struck her as funny. 
 
    She laughed with him, and then a woman huddled at the back of subway car shouted, “They’re almost here!” 
 
    “Relax!” Henry said. “They want to kill us, not you!” He grasped a vertical rail and tried to pull himself up. “Ohh… My damn ass!” 
 
    The subway’s roar doubled, suddenly unfiltered. 
 
    Sarah faced the two men stalking toward her. 
 
    “Each taser has two shots,” Henry said. “Don’t let both prongs hit you and you’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mr. Miyagi,” she grumbled. “Any other advice?” 
 
    “Not a lot of room to swing a sword,” he said, pushing himself away. “You’ll find an opening.” 
 
    “For what?” she asked, annoyed that her recent partner in crime and soon-to-be fellow victim was fleeing the fight at a snail’s pace. “What the hell are you going to do?!” 
 
    He looked toward the front of the car as they took another turn. His dropped handgun slid across the alley. 
 
    “Right,” she said, and then dove to the side, as the Red Sox fan’s taser fired with a snap. She felt a pinch as one prong struck her side, but no mind-numbing jolt followed. She grasped the line and yanked, pulling the metal tip from her skin with a wince. 
 
    “Just remember,” Henry said. “They’re underestimating you. They have no idea how strong you are.” 
 
    “You just told them…” she said, under her breath. 
 
    “Right, well, sis-boom-bah and all that.” He slid away, feet slipping in his blood trail. “You can do it.” 
 
    Then she faced the two men. The Red Sox fan was aiming at her again, but having a hard time steadying his aim in the moving train. She bounced back and forth, making an even harder target. Beside him, the swordsman moved closer, but kept one hand on the rail over his head. 
 
    The Red Sox fan was a local. Knew how to shift his weight with the train’s movement. But the swordsman… Local or not, he didn’t ride the subway. The expensive suit he wore—a Ralph Lauren, or Prada, or something—hinted that the man rarely, if ever, rode the subway. Though the ski-mask covering his face was a plain, knit cotton deal. The kind you’d find at Walmart. The kind you could buy in bulk without anyone thinking twice about it. 
 
    The taser snapped again. This time both prongs missed their mark by a lot. 
 
    “Shit,” the man said, dropping the weapon and raising the second. 
 
    With every drawn out second, Sarah felt her fear wane and her irritation grow. She didn’t like waiting for a fight, and she never stayed on the defensive for long. But her normal tactic—get in close and deliver the pain—was meant for the wrestling ring, not a fight with a swordsman. 
 
    “C’mon,” she barked, catching herself and the two men off guard. 
 
    They glanced at each other. The Red Sox fan shrugged. 
 
    The swordsman charged. 
 
    He made it two steps. The subway turned left. The swordsman fell right. 
 
    And Sarah charged up the middle like a running back who’d found a gap. 
 
    A flash of surprise crossed the Red Sox fan’s face. Then he fired. 
 
    Sarah lowered her head. Felt one of the prongs bite into her shoulder. The other struck her hair and became lodged in one of the pom poms she’d spent so long perfecting that morning. 
 
    She collided with the man before he could fire again. 
 
    Shoulder to his gut, she lifted him up and then jumped, arced forward, and drove him into the hard floor. He coughed on impact, the air driven from his lungs. In a normal fight—one-on-one—she’d have finished the man with any number of incapacitating moves. 
 
    But this wasn’t a normal fight. 
 
    “Behind you!” Henry shouted. 
 
    The sword glinted as it swung toward her head. 
 
    She dove to the side, knowing there was no way to dodge the blow. Instead, she let the subway do the fighting for her. 
 
    Metal clanged against metal, sword against vertical rail. 
 
    The man swung again from the opposite side and Sarah repeated the move while climbing to her feet. 
 
    With a roar of frustration, the man swung the blade over his head, but only managed to strike the light, shorting the lighting in the entire car. Pale, yellow light strobed in the car. Everything seemed to move slow, and fast, at the same time. 
 
    The swordsman switched strategies again, this time faster than Sarah could prepare for. Instead of swinging, he jabbed. The blade slid against the vertical rail, but pushed forward, slipping through Sarah’s shirt and grazing her arm. 
 
    At first there was no pain. 
 
    Then a biting sting. 
 
    Followed by an intense, throbbing pain and the warm ooze of blood. 
 
    Rage flowed through her. 
 
    With a scream of anger and pain, she reached out, grasped the man’s expensive suit, and yanked him closer. Off balance and unprepared, the swordsman’s face collided with the rail. He flailed back onto the floor, knocked senseless for a moment, but not unconscious. 
 
    She took a step closer to finish him when she heard the now familiar crack of a taser being fired. She felt a subtle sting in her back, and her butt, and then agony. 
 
    Every muscle convulsed. 
 
    She bit her tongue. 
 
    Exquisite pain wracked every nerve, muscle, and sinew in her body. 
 
    But she didn’t fall. 
 
    Above the quivering pain, she heard the scream of a little girl. Something about being murdered in front of a kid fueled her anger. 
 
    The pain suddenly ceased. 
 
    “What the hell?” the Red Sox fan said, looking down at his taser, as Sarah turned to face him. He’d gotten back to his feet, but he didn’t look like he had much fight in him. Unfortunately, he didn’t need to. 
 
    The man pulled the trigger again, sending another wave of jolting pain through her body. Her muscles went rigid, quaking. A vibrato scream of pain tore from her. 
 
    But she didn’t relent to it. 
 
    Instead, she stepped into it, eyes blazing at the Red Sox fan as she stepped toward him. All he could do was hold down the trigger and back away. 
 
    “What the hell!” he said again. 
 
    And then the pain faded. 
 
    The shaking subsided. 
 
    The taser had run out of juice. And Sarah had been set free. 
 
    She lunged forward, driven by stored rage. Punching was not part of her repertoire. Grappling. Various holds and throws. But she wasn’t being guided by the rules of wrestling, or past training. She was guided, instead, by fury. 
 
    Her fist struck the man’s face once. She felt something give—his jaw and some teeth maybe. The man’s shout of pain was cut short when she struck him again, this time square in the nose. Twin geysers of blood shot from his nostrils. His head lolled back. 
 
    He was done. 
 
    “Behind you!” Henry shouted. “Get down!” 
 
    She caught sight of the swordsman rushing her, sword extended to run her through. A gunshot reverberated through the train, followed by shouts of pain from everyone inside it. 
 
    But Henry had missed. 
 
    He sat up, looked over the sight, finger on the trigger. 
 
    Sarah’s eyes widened. From her perspective, Henry’s gun was leveled at her face. 
 
    “Wai—” 
 
    The train lurched. 
 
    The swordsman stumbled sideways. 
 
    Henry fell back, and his gun hand struck a railing. The weapon fired. 
 
    There was a drawn-out moment, with time slowed, when Sarah was sure she was about to die. The gun had been aimed at her, but then everything was muddled. 
 
    Something red exploded from inside the swordsman’s mask. 
 
    Hot liquid spritzed Sarah’s face. 
 
    For a numb moment, she felt confused. The world was upside down. And then realization. The swordsman had been shot. In the head. And whatever had come out of him, had splashed on her. He was on her face. In her hair. In her mouth! 
 
    Sarah gagged, but disgust gave way to sudden pain. It lanced from her thigh, radiating out through her body. Her hands snapped to the pain, grasping hold of the Red Sox fan. He’d buried a short knife in her leg. 
 
    The rage returned. 
 
    “You fucking asshole!” Sarah yelled, yanking the man up. “Just stay the fuck away from us!” 
 
    She flung him with everything she had, spinning, pulling and then heaving. The man catapulted to the side, struck the window full on, shattered it, and in the blink of an eye he was outside the subway car, vanished into the dark far behind. Definitely dead…along with the swordsman. 
 
    I just killed a man, she thought, and she vomited atop the swordsman. 
 
    “You did what you had to,” Henry said. He’d climbed to his feet and was standing beside her, clinging to a rail. “He had it coming, but…we both know you didn’t mean to kill him. The window must have been faulty.” 
 
    The subway squealed and stopped. Sarah grimaced. The knife still in her leg made every movement painful. But she knew better than to take it out. Not before she had a way to stop the bleeding. 
 
    The doors opened. 
 
    At the far end, their fellow passengers raced out. Those waiting to board the train took one step inside, saw the gore, and backed away. 
 
    “Cops will be here soon,” Henry said. 
 
    For a moment, she thought, Good, and then she remembered that at least some of the people chasing them were police. Henry wasn’t informing her, he was warning her. 
 
    “We’re not going to get far looking like this,” she said. Both of them were covered in dark red. “Sorry about your shirt.” 
 
    He limped toward the door and she hobbled after him. “I’m not,” he said. “That was awesome.” 
 
    “We need to work on your view of what is good and what is bad,” she said, following the crowd. “And then we need to work on your aim.” 
 
    When they reached the top of the Park Street terminal’s exit, the summer heat assaulted them. To the left was Boston Common, a large park with crisscrossing paths, fountains, a bandstand, and a frog pond. Full of people and trees, it would have been a good place to get lost in—if they weren’t blood soaked and drawing stares. 
 
    Word was spreading about the violence on the train. People were fleeing in all directions, leaving Sarah and Henry exposed. 
 
    We need to find someplace to hide. 
 
    There was a Burger King across the street, but as soon as they walked inside, the patrons would spill out. To the left, on the far side of the Commons, stood the golden dome of the Massachusetts State House. No freakin’ way they could go there. To the north and east, the city’s tall buildings stood like a wall, designed to keep White Walkers out, but they’d just left that part of town. Going back would be a mistake…especially when they both resembled Stephen King’s Carrie—after her blood-soaked prom. Where could they go, be safe, and welcome? 
 
    “There,” Henry said, tugging her toward Park Street Church. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’re a believer,” she said while following. 
 
    “Church is for suckers,” Henry said. “But suckers also help people.” 
 
    She was about to agree when a blue uniformed officer, moving against the fleeing crowd’s flow, barreled straight toward them. 
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    Sarah tensed. About to strike the onrushing officer. 
 
    “Wait,” he said. “Look at his eyes. He’s not one of them. Quick, fake an injury.” 
 
    “We are both injured,” she hissed. 
 
    “But you look like the frikken’ Juggernaut after getting kicked in the nards.” He hunched forward, clutching a hand to his ear. It wasn’t hard to look in pain—lightning bolts arced from the wound in his backside—but he wasn’t normally a crier. Until now. 
 
    Henry poured on the wet works, hiccupping sobs as he pointed back to the Park Street subway stairwell. “Back there! They both have guns!” 
 
    Sarah stood still, a kind of glazed look in her eyes. He’d gone for hysteria. She’d gone for shock. It worked. 
 
    The officer drew his gun. Held it away and toward the sidewalk as he hurried toward them, slowing. 
 
    Maybe I was wrong, Henry considered, moving his hand back to the handgun once again tucked into the back of his pants. Most people wouldn’t have kept the gun there after shooting themselves, but Henry didn’t think he’d repeat the mistake. He’d put his finger around the trigger before pulling the weapon out. This time he wouldn’t. Lack of fear played a part. He could shoot himself in the butt, loathe the pain, and then do it again without any apprehension, but he wasn’t incapable of learning from his mistakes. Shooting himself wouldn’t get him any closer to his goals, and that was unacceptable. 
 
    So he learned. 
 
    The officer slowed as he approached, but his angle was off. He wasn’t coming for them. 
 
    “Are you two okay?” The man sounded genuinely concerned. One of the good guys. 
 
    Henry let go of the gun. “L-looks worse than it is.” 
 
    The officer glanced at Sarah. “Is she okay?” 
 
    If the officer looked at Sarah’s leg and saw the small knife sticking out of it, things might not work out the way he planned. 
 
    “It’s not her blood,” Henry said. 
 
    The officer paled. “People are…dead?” 
 
    “At least two,” Henry said. 
 
    “Ambulances are on the way.” He glanced into the park. Policemen were sprinting toward them from the State House. Still a good minute out, but approaching fast. “Backup, too.” 
 
    Sirens wailed across the city. 
 
    “Try to find someplace off the street,” the officer said. “The whole city is going to hell.” 
 
    “That’s the plan,” Henry said, and he started walking, freeing the officer from his obligation. The man charged down the subway stairs. 
 
    “We should probably go now,” Henry said, casual once more. 
 
    But Sarah didn’t respond. She just stared. Dumb and mute. 
 
    “Ohh.” Henry took her hand. “You’re in actual shock. Sorry, I forget that happens to people.” 
 
    He pulled her along like a two-legged puppy, guiding her across the sidewalk—a patterned mix of brick and concrete—heading for the Park Street church. The building was tall; the white steeple rising up from the brick walls looked almost noble. A relic of the past, defying the modern construction around it. The black clock on the side of the spire caught his attention. The minute hand snapped vertical. 
 
    The church’s bells rang out the Westminster Chimes, as though beckoning them. The sound blocked out the city’s hum, the siren’s wail, and the shouting of people as panic spread. Had Henry felt tense, they would have relaxed him. They had no effect on Sarah. 
 
    At least she’s following me. 
 
    Twelve steady bongs rang out as they followed the red line known as the Freedom Trail. In this part of town, it was a brick path, just two across, that led the curious to sixteen different sites that somehow impacted early American history. That included Park Street Church, whose history of abolitionism earned it a stop on the two-and-a-half-mile long trail. 
 
    Henry paused at the bottom step. Just twenty feet away was a homeless woman, curled up in a ball next to the granite and wrought iron wall surrounding the church’s old cemetery. Her shoes were off. A windbreaker covered her body and head. Could be dead. No one gave her a second look. 
 
    But Henry did. 
 
    The church was supposed to help people like her. But there she was, a stone’s throw from Boston’s most iconic church, with a congregation in the thousands and money to burn, unconscious and uncared for. Buried in the cemetery were men like Paul Revere, Samuel Adams, and John Hancock. People who had fought and bled for a fledgling country. What would they think of the woman lying near their graves? 
 
    They probably wouldn’t care, either, Henry decided and started up the steps, leading Sarah along. 
 
    The bells finished chiming when they reached the front door. A grid of windows in the entryway revealed the foyer and sanctuary beyond. How many great speeches were delivered here? Henry wondered, and then he took hold of the door’s handle. 
 
    Locked. 
 
    His knuckles rapped on the wooden door. The sound was impossible to miss in the empty chambers. And soon enough, a man appeared. Could have been the pastor, or a deacon, or whatever kind of church person sticks around during the day. At first, the man seemed eager to reach the door. Then he got close enough for their back-lit silhouettes to resolve. 
 
    His eyes widened. 
 
    He looked a bit like Darth Vader after his face was revealed, only somewhat less sickly and donning a pair of wire rimmed glasses that looked like something Benjamin Franklin would wear. The man twiddled his fingers atop his maroon, wool sweater-vest. And then he slowly shook his head. 
 
    “We’re hurt,” Henry said, motioning to the knife in Sarah’s leg. “She needs help.” 
 
    “Wait for the police,” was the man’s muffled reply. 
 
    Henry reached for the gun. 
 
    “Good Lord, look at you two,” said a heavyset woman from the bottom of the steps. She was pushing sixty, had skin darker than Sarah’s, and wore a bright yellow T-shirt and ball cap, both emblazoned with a bold Daisy Duck Tours logo. Like other cities, Boston had its share of tour buses for those too lazy or out of shape to walk the Freedom Trail. What made the Duck tours different is that the six-wheeled ‘buses’ were amphibious and shaped like what you’d get if a HUMVEE knocked up a boat. They could slip in and out of the water with ease. 
 
    Henry nearly dismissed the woman, but he realized she might be able to help them when the church was unwilling. “We were in the subway. I’ve been shot. Twice.” He turned his ear toward her. “And in the ass. And…” He motioned to Sarah’s leg. “She was stabbed.” 
 
    The woman looked ready to pass out on the spot. Then she straightened, cleared her throat, and asked, “They won’t let you in?” 
 
    Henry shook his head. 
 
    “Probably more worried about their rugs than helping a couple of kids in need.” She waved them on. “C’mon. I’ll take care of you, until the ambulances get here.” 
 
    Henry turned to the man inside the church, flipped him the bird, mouthed, “Fuck you,” and then started down the steps with Sarah. 
 
    The woman got on Sarah’s left side, slid under her arm, and helped her walk around the church’s Park Street side, leading them past the building. “Name’s Linda.” 
 
    “I’m Henry. This is Sarah.” 
 
    “She always this quiet?” Linda asked. 
 
    “In shock, I think.” 
 
    Linda leaned forward a bit, looking Sarah over. “What happened?” 
 
    “Someone was shot,” Henry said. “Besides me. But he was shot in the head…and it went all over her.” 
 
    Linda’s cheeks puffed. She looked ready to vomit, as she identified the small jiggly bits of red clinging to Sarah’s body, hair, and face. But she held it together and kept moving—now at a faster pace. “Didn’t know people had been killed.” 
 
    “A bunch,” Henry said, trying to mentally count the number of bodies he’d seen. Some were dead as dead gets, but others might have just been unconscious. “That I saw.” 
 
    Linda shook her head, frowning. “Jesus I know wouldn’t close the door on people like you.” 
 
    “I’m not a good person,” Henry said. He didn’t buy it. 
 
    “Then he’d open it all the wider. But for folks who don’t help the less fortunate, there will come a day when they stand at a different doorway, begging to be let in, and Jesus will say, ‘I don’t know you or where you came from. Get away from me, all you who do evil.’ That’s a quote from Jesus himself, given to men whose values align with the world, more than with what is holy.” 
 
    They approached the building directly behind the church. It was a much more modern, four-story building that might have had apartments above, but was home to Daisy Duck Tours on the first floor. A gaudy logo covered most of the window. It blocked the view of the park from the inside and made it all but impossible to see inside. 
 
    “So it’s worse to say you believe and do the wrong thing, than to just do the wrong thing?” 
 
    “That’s one way of putting it,” Linda said, unlocking the front door, where a handwritten sign hung: Out for lunch. Back in twenty. 
 
    “Then I’m good to go,” Henry said, pushing open the door and holding it for the two women. The interior was simple. Chairs to wait in. A counter. A computer. 
 
    Linda led the way to the back door. “Only if you believe.” She gave him a wink. 
 
    “And do nothing wrong.” He followed her into some kind of employee lounge that was actually bigger than the office space out front. There was a futon, a kitchenette, and a table and chairs. The door to a full bathroom was left open. No windows. A good place to hide. 
 
    “Damned if I believe, damned if I don’t,” Henry complained. “Real nice.” 
 
    Linda laid Sarah down on the couch. “Just gotta try, Hon. Good Lord doesn’t expect anyone to succeed. That’s what Grace is for.” 
 
    “You live here,” Henry declared, looking around the lounge. There was no direct evidence of permanent habitation, but it felt lived in. 
 
    “Owner’s letting me stay until I get back on my feet.” 
 
    Henry gave a nod. “The kind of guy Jesus would open the door for.” 
 
    Linda smiled. “Now you get it.” 
 
    “Not even close,” Henry said, stepping into the bathroom. He looked at his face in the mirror. Blood concealed his features. The Poison shirt was toast. “First-aid kit?” 
 
    “Next to the towels.” 
 
    He found a small first-aid kit right where she said it would be. He popped it open. Antibacterial ointment. A roll of gauze. Tape. Nothing to close the wound. “Have any duct tape?” 
 
    “What in the world would I have duct tape for?” Linda soaked a kitchen towel in the sink. Wrung it out. 
 
    “Closing the wound,” Henry said. He’d never done it before, but they say duct tape is good for everything. 
 
    “I got something better.” She dug into a drawer and took out a small bottle of super glue. 
 
    “Cool,” Henry said. “This will be fun.” 
 
    She gave him a sidelong glance, but then headed for Sarah. He joined her. Together, they looked at the knife. Henry reached down and rolled Sarah’s shorts up higher, suddenly aware that his hand was rubbing against her inner thigh. He paused. Confused by what he was feeling. Whatever it was, it wasn’t pleasant. 
 
    “How we gonna do this?” Linda asked, snapping him back. “I mean, do you take it out slow? Should we give her something for the pain? I only have Ibuprofen.” 
 
    Linda was too nervous to hold on to a knife in someone’s leg. She was more likely to flinch and carve off a chunk, like Sarah’s leg was a Mother’s Day roast. Henry had never seen someone cut an actual roast, but he’d seen it in a movie once. 
 
    He looked at his hands. Steady, as always. 
 
    “Sarah,” he said, a bit of sing-song in his voice. “Time to wake up.” 
 
    Then he took hold of the knife and yanked it out of her leg. 
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    Sarah’s awareness stopped at the police officer rushing toward them on the street and then snapped back to startling vividness when pain exploded from her leg. 
 
    She screamed and reached for the wound, but someone held her back. 
 
    “Chill,” Henry said. “We need to stop the bleeding.” 
 
    Sarah focused. She was in some kind of weird, windowless apartment. Henry was crouched next to her, holding a towel to her leg. 
 
    He pushed hard. 
 
    Pain ground her teeth together. She was about to slug him when she noticed the towel turning red. There was a knife there before… “What are you doing?” 
 
    “You can’t walk around with a hole in your leg,” Henry said. 
 
    “I should be in a hospital,” Sarah said. “And so should you! You were shot. Twice!” 
 
    “Heavens!” 
 
    Sarah flinched. She hadn’t seen the woman standing to her side. For a moment, the pain faded, replaced by recognition. 
 
    “What is it?” The woman asked, taken aback by Sarah’s intense stare. 
 
    A thump of pain radiated from her leg. The woman’s question sifted through. Sarah shook her head, emerging from the past. “You look like my mother.” 
 
    “She must be a beauty, then,” the woman said with a broad smile. 
 
    Sarah looked to the floor. “She’s dead. Dad, too.” 
 
    “Geez,” Henry said. “Buzzkill much?” 
 
    “I have a hole in my leg, Henry. What’s there to be buzzed about?” 
 
    The woman walked to the kitchenette. Started filling a glass with water from the tap. 
 
    Henry maintained pressure. “Dude, we stopped a bank heist. We were chased by a cabal of assassins! We fought for our lives and won. We—” 
 
    “Killed a man,” Sarah said. 
 
    The woman at the sink went rigid. The water cup overflowed in her hand. 
 
    “Two men,” Henry said. “But they were trying to kill us. And for what? Because we took a ride from some rich lady?” 
 
    “She’s more than just some rich lady,” Sarah said. 
 
    “Well, yeah, obviously.” Henry smiled. “I mean, I don’t think all rich women have assassin cabals hunting them down.” 
 
    “Cabals, huh?” The woman’s return was stealthy. She held a closed hand out to Sarah. “For the pain.” 
 
    Sarah held out her hand. Four maroon Ibuprofen dropped onto her palm. “Four is a little much.” 
 
    “Just drink all the water and don’t do it again any time soon,” the woman said. “I’m Linda, by the way.” 
 
    Sarah accepted the glass of water. “Sarah.” 
 
    Linda smiled. If she was pretending to be unfazed by the revelation that they’d killed two men, she was doing a good job of it. “Pretty name.” 
 
    Sarah looked at the four pills, unsure. 
 
    “You’re going to want them for when we glue you back together.” Henry held up a super glue tube with his free hand. “Once the bleeding stops.” 
 
    Sarah downed the pills, chasing them with the full glass of water. She handed the glass back to Linda and noticed that the blood from her leg had run down onto the couch. “Sorry about this.” 
 
    Linda waved her off. “I marched with Dr. King. Yours isn’t the first bloody wound I’ve tended. Weren’t really cabals back then, though. More like ignorant, frightened mobs.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Sarah said. 
 
    “Happy to help.” 
 
    Sarah motioned to her leg. “Wasn’t talking about this.” 
 
    “We do what we can,” Linda said. “Now, about what he said.” 
 
    “The men we killed were trying to kill us,” Henry said. “The one I shot was going to stab her with a sword. The guy she threw off the subway—” 
 
    “I was talking about you,” Linda said, looking a little green. “You were shot?” 
 
    Henry twiddled his wounded ear with a finger. “Not a big deal. My ass hurts, but not as much as my pride.” 
 
    Linda looked dumbfounded. 
 
    “I shot myself trying to pull a gun out of my pants,” Henry said. Then he reached back and pulled the weapon out. “See?” 
 
    Linda reeled away from the gun, true fear in her eyes for the first time. 
 
    “You’re scaring her,” Sarah said. Henry’s lack of fear made him oblivious to other people’s, too. 
 
    Henry put the gun on the floor. Slid it away. “Sorry. It’s not mine. I took it from—” 
 
    “Henry.” Sarah stared into his eyes. “I think you’ve said enough.” She turned to Linda. “We don’t know what’s happening. We were with this rich lady. She was giving us a ride…or something. I don’t know. But these guys—like some kind of cult or something—were after her, and then they were after us. They would have killed us…and I really have no idea why.” 
 
    “Sounds horrible,” Linda said. “But…why are you here, instead of out there? Ambulances are here by now.” 
 
    Sarah could hear the wail of first responder vehicles outside. Part of her wanted to call them in. To get real medical attention, but that wasn’t possible. 
 
    “One of them was a police officer,” Henry said. “He shot my ear. Was going to kill Helen—the rich lady.” 
 
    “But…” Linda said. 
 
    Henry tilted his head toward Sarah. “She shushed me. You’re going to have to ask her.” 
 
    Linda turned her gaze toward Sarah, who sagged in defeat. “Henry shot him.” 
 
    “But didn’t kill him,” Henry added. 
 
    Linda sat in silence for a moment, digesting everything. Then she said, “Well, if there’s ever a cabal hunting me down, I know who to call for help.” 
 
    Henry smiled wide and truly happy. It was enough to make Sarah smile, too, despite the pain. 
 
    “Well now, let’s get this over with,” Linda said, and then to Sarah said, “Best hold on to something.” 
 
    Sarah barely had time to grip the couch cushion before Linda pulled the towel away. Her leg was a mess, but there wasn’t any fresh blood chugging out. She felt a moment of relief, and then hot lava poured over her leg. In reality, it was a splash of alcohol followed by a quick wipe. The wound wasn’t exactly clean, but the half inch puncture was clearly visible, and somewhat disinfected. 
 
    “Now?” Henry asked. 
 
    Linda gave a nod and Henry squeezed out a liberal line of superglue over the wound. He then gently pushed the sides of her leg, making sure the cut stayed closed, leaned down, and blew on the glue, drying it with his breath. 
 
    She watched him attending to her—this strange kid—and wondered if she’d known him earlier in life. He didn’t care about much, other than his own self-interest, but for some reason, he seemed to care about her. 
 
    “Whew,” Henry said, after a few minutes of blowing. “Getting dizzy. How do we know when it’s dry?” 
 
    “You put a lot on,” Linda observed. 
 
    “Well, there’s one way to know.” Henry pushed his finger against the wound. 
 
    “Gah!” Sarah said, wincing. “Your finger’s gonna get stuck to my leg!” 
 
    Henry pulled the finger away. Held it up. “Dry. See?” 
 
    “Give it a few more minutes,” Linda said, “just to be sure. Then you’re welcome to use the shower. Clean yourself up.” 
 
    Sarah became aware of the stink emanating from her. Like she’d gone for a swim in a vat of old pennies and rotten meat—Scrooge McDuck style. Then she felt the tightness of her skin where someone else’s blood had dried. She closed her eyes, trying not to picture the congealed bits of flesh clinging to her, but failed. 
 
    How am I going to wash my hair without touching it? 
 
    She couldn’t. 
 
    Couldn’t touch it. Maybe not ever again. 
 
    For a moment, she envied Henry. He could wash it out. He’d experienced the same horrors that she had, but he was still calm. Still happy. Come to think of it, in the short time she’d known him, the crazier things got, the happier he seemed. 
 
    “Do you have hair clippers?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “Oh, Hon,” Linda said. “Your hair is so nice. Must have taken years to…” She shifted her gaze to Sarah’s pom-pom hair. Lips pursed. Then frowned. “Ain’t nothing wrong with short hair. You hold on.” 
 
    As Linda bustled around the make-shift apartment, Sarah and Henry sat in silence. 
 
    When she couldn’t take it anymore, Sarah said, “Thanks. Pretty sure you saved my life.” 
 
    “More than once.” Henry smiled. 
 
    “So modest.” 
 
    “We saved each other when other people would have laid down and accepted their fate. I mean, that’s easy for me, but you’re a normal person. You should be proud.” 
 
    “I killed someone.” She felt like a scratched CD, repeating herself over and over, but taking a life… She’d never considered it before. Was totally unprepared for the otherworldly sensation that came from knowing another person no longer existed because of her. 
 
    “He was a bad man. He would have killed you. And then me. And maybe they killed that Helen lady. But seriously, that was some real Captain America shit, throwing that guy through a subway car window. Not just because you tossed him like a trash bag, but because you saved people doing it. Damn, dude. I wish I was that strong.” 
 
    Sarah slid her feet to the floor. Pressed down. Her leg throbbed, but the glue held, and the ibuprofen was doing its job. “Probably good that you’re not, being an aspiring bank robber and all.” 
 
    Henry smiled. “Maybe.” 
 
    Linda returned with an electric hair clipper and a wad of clothing. 
 
    “What’s that for?” Henry asked. 
 
    “Can’t have you two traipsing about in those clothes after you wash up. Sorry. I know these aren’t exactly in style…in any generation…but they’re not covered in blood, so I expect no complaints.” 
 
    She put down two pairs of khaki shorts that had small Daisy Duck Tours logos on the legs. But it was the two shirts that held Sarah’s attention. They were bright yellow. 
 
    Linda unfurled one of the shirts. It had a large Daisy Duck Tours logo along with the image of a poorly drawn duck dressed as the famous Gloucester Fisherman clutching a ship’s wheel, as waves splashed around it. 
 
    It was hideous. 
 
    “O.M.G. Just when you thought things couldn’t get any worse,” Henry said, managing to get a laugh out of Sarah. 
 
    Her good humor faded when Linda flicked on the clipper. She turned it back off, and handed the device to Sarah. “Can you handle doing it yourself, while I look at his wounds?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sarah said. “Of course.” 
 
    She was a little embarrassed that she’d thought more about the fate of her hair than she had Henry’s injuries. He was just so good at hiding the pain. 
 
    “I got you,” Henry said, offering his hand and then helping Sarah to her feet. She put weight on the leg, and then hobbled to the bathroom, taking a pair of shorts and one of the T-shirts with her. She paused at the door. Glanced back. 
 
    “You want to see the ear or the butt first?” Henry asked. 
 
    “Whichever is worse,” Linda said. 
 
    Without warning or hesitation, Henry dropped his shorts to the floor. 
 
    “Oh God.” Sarah spun away, closing the door behind her. She leaned against it, and started to laugh. 
 
    But then the laughter turned to tears. She stepped in front of the mirror. Watched the tears clear brown paths on her red-stained face. She looked at her hair. What was in her hair. With a flick of her thumb, the clipper buzzed to life. 
 
    As the first bits of hair fell to the sink, Sarah realized that her life would never be the same again. This new hell she’d found herself in was just getting started. She’d killed a man. Henry had, too. And they nearly killed a cop. Cabal or not, they were screwed. 
 
    “Well,” she said to herself, “Your life kind of sucked anyway. Might as well lean into whatever the hell this is.” With every stroke of the clipper, hair dropping into the old sink, she felt the burden of what she’d done fall away. She was becoming someone new. She just didn’t know who yet. 
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    “Gonna hurt to sit,” Linda said. 
 
    Henry shrugged and sat anyway, wincing in pain as his wounded butt pressed down on the hard wood. The chair, like everything else in the apartment, was old. Probably a yard sale find. Whoever had designed the seat hadn’t put much thought into comfort, never mind people with ass-gouges. And that’s all that it was. A two inch gash, carved by a bullet. 
 
    It had bled a lot, probably because it couldn’t clot while Henry was running around, but it wasn’t deep. After Sarah went into the bathroom, Linda had tended to the wound, her only words during the three-minute clean-and-bandage were, “This has got to be the whitest butt I have seen my whole life.” 
 
    Henry liked Linda. Not only was she kind to strangers—in Boston—but she spoke her mind, and honestly. And she didn’t mind when he did the same. 
 
    She’d scolded him for dropping his shorts without warning, mostly for Sarah’s sake, who was apparently embarrassed, but she did so with a smile. 
 
    “These shirts are God-awful,” Henry said, looking down. The yellow was as bright as his Poison shirt, but the graphic was cringey. He’d put it on without hesitation, but felt no pride in wearing it. 
 
    Linda tossed Henry’s old clothes in the trash. “I know.” 
 
    “Who the hell did the art?” 
 
    Linda smiled. Raised her hand. 
 
    “Well, you did a shit job.” 
 
    Linda barked a laugh. “Know that, too. The owner heard I had a background in art, back in the day. He was trying to help me out, hiring me to draw that…abomination. I told him it was bad, but he insisted on using it. I think he’s waiting for me to die before changing it. Bad news for him, I got longevity in my family. I’m pushing seventy, and my mother is still living, out in Lynn.” 
 
    “Lynn, Lynn, city of sin. You never come out, the way you went in.” 
 
    “Except for my mother. She’ll give you a hug, and give you a grin.” 
 
    “Ohh,” Henry said, exaggerating pain. “Bad at drawing and poetry.” 
 
    “You are a strange child.” Linda opened a cupboard. Took out a box of chocolate chip cookies. Dropped them on the table in front of Henry. “You know that, right?” 
 
    “Yep.” Henry tore into the cookies. Eating with abandon. He offered a food-stuffed, “Thank you,” when Linda put a cup of milk down in front of him. 
 
    Linda sat down across from him. He knew the look in her eyes. Had seen it on the faces of counselors, correctional officers, and a kaleidoscope of foster parents. She was about to have a heart to heart with him. 
 
    “Ahh, chomon. Iwuv benin oh I oh.” His complaint was unintelligible, and the smile on Linda’s face told him that had been her plan all along. 
 
    “I’m not one to interfere in people’s lives, but I know what it means when a young person is so skinny his thrift store clothes hang loose, his hair hasn’t been washed in a month, he stinks like a post-game basketball team, and his shoes are nearly worn through.” 
 
    Henry swallowed, ready to argue. But something held him back. He was interested in hearing what she had to say. 
 
    “How long have you been living on the streets?” she asked. 
 
    “A month,” he said. 
 
    “And before that?” 
 
    “Foster homes.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “Stopped counting at a dozen,” he said, and then added, “Fourteen.” 
 
    “Is this a regular thing for you?” Linda asked. “Getting chased, and shot, and all this other nonsense I’ve been hearing about?” 
 
    “I get into a lot of trouble,” Henry confessed. “I’ve been arrested for shoplifting, lewdness, trespassing, drinking, smoking pot—” 
 
    “I get it,” Linda says. “And I think I understand that all that comes from whatever it is makes you this way.” 
 
    Henry stuffed another cookie into his mouth. “I have no amygdala.” 
 
    “Uh-huh…” 
 
    “It’s the fear center of your brain.” 
 
    “Right…” Linda took a cookie for herself. “And that’s what makes you impulsive, and honest?” 
 
    Henry nodded. Drank half the glass of milk. “And not give a shit.” 
 
    “We both know that ain’t true,” Linda said. 
 
    Henry stopped chewing. 
 
    She glanced at the bathroom door where the hiss of a shower had replaced the sound of the buzzing clipper. Henry still needed a proper clean-up, but had wiped himself clean with a wet towel while Linda diverted her eyes, shook her head, and occasionally ‘tsked.’ “Near as I can tell, you care about Sarah.” 
 
    “I don’t know her,” he said. 
 
    “I didn’t say that.” 
 
    Henry felt his patience waning. 
 
    “And,” Linda said, “you thanked me for the milk.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “You thanked me for the milk.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “We both know you’re not polite. The only reason you’d thank me is because you’re concerned about me liking you or not.” 
 
    “I don’t get concerned,” Henry said. “It’s biologically impossible.” 
 
    Linda raised an eyebrow. “Says you.” 
 
    Henry’s face grew hot. 
 
    “And you care about how people see you. If you didn’t, you wouldn’t be getting all red in the face.” 
 
    Henry’s argument caught in his throat. He was angry. Why? He didn’t care what she thought about anything. Didn’t care what anyone thought. And didn’t care about anyone, not even Sarah. 
 
    He was about to say as much, when there was a knock at the front door, on the business side of the building. 
 
    Linda stood. “Probably UPS. They come around this time of day.” 
 
    “It’s the police,” Henry guessed. “People died out there, remember? They’ll be looking for the people who did it. There’re enough cameras around that they have our pictures by now.” 
 
    “Police aren’t all bad,” she said. 
 
    That meant a lot, coming from her, not because Henry cared what she thought, but because he knew her history. The police weren’t kind to black people in general, but back when she’d stood up for her rights, they were downright brutal on a national scale. 
 
    “No way to tell who is who,” he said. “Until then, we can’t trust any of them.” 
 
    Linda pursed her lips. “Fine.” 
 
    Henry ducked to the side when she exited the apartment and entered the business. The move kept him from seeing who was at the locked door, but also kept him out of sight—the logical move. 
 
    The bathroom door cracked open. Sarah poked her head out. She’d shaved her hair short. Really short. “Did I hear someone knock?” 
 
    “You look tribal,” Henry said. 
 
    Sarah scowled. “What?” 
 
    “Like, I don’t know. African.” 
 
    “Racist much?” 
 
    Henry sighed. “I’m trying to say I like it. It’s bold. Strong. Like you hunt lions or something. Way better than those silly pom-poms.” 
 
    Sarah watched him for a moment, then relaxed. “And way better than this bullshit.” She stepped out of the bathroom dressed in a yellow and khaki ensemble that matched his. “Am I right?” 
 
    Henry pushed the cookies across the table. “Cookie?” 
 
    Sarah sat down across from him. Took out three cookies. Ate the first. “What do you think of this lady? Weird that she let us in.” 
 
    “Seems cool. I think she was going to tell me I could stay here. Because I’m homeless.” 
 
    “Being a runaway isn’t the same as being homeless,” Sarah said, on her second cookie. 
 
    “It is if they don’t take you back,” he said. “They never take me back.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, who can blame them? Your taste in music is…blah. Your taste in clothing is worse. And you’re like a powder keg of unpredictability.” 
 
    Henry smiled and pushed his half-finished glass of milk to her. 
 
    “Thanks,” Sarah said, and she downed the milk. 
 
    You thanked me for the milk. Henry didn’t want to care, about anyone, but it felt good when Sarah thanked him. “Don’t mention it.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m going to mention it every chance I get. The day Henry—what’s your last name again?” 
 
    “Finch.” 
 
    “Weird last name,” she said, and then wistfully continued, “The day Henry Finch was nice. Narrated by John Lithgow.” 
 
    “Did you just turn my life into a children’s book?” Henry said with a laugh. 
 
    “They’re back there.” The voice was faint, but definitely Linda. 
 
    A swirl of emotion cut through Henry, strange and new. Unidentifiable. “Linda just sold us out.” 
 
    Sarah’s amused expression disappeared. “What?” 
 
    “To whoever is out there.” He motioned to the office door. He winced as he stood, hobbled over to the end table where his gun was, and picked it up. He didn’t know how to check the magazine for rounds, but he assumed there were still between one and three bullets left. 
 
    “Not here,” Sarah whispered. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because she’s a sweet old lady, whether she sold us out or not.” 
 
    “Maybe she’s one of them?” 
 
    “Do you think she’s one of them?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then why would she sell us out?” 
 
    His eyes widened. “They’re going to hurt her.” He stepped toward the door, but Sarah held him back. 
 
    “Best thing we can do is leave. They won’t hurt her if we’re not here.” Sarah pointed to a wall-mounted keychain organizer beside the office door. There were twelve sets of keys, all with Daisy Duck Tours keychains. “And we have the perfect getaway vehicle.” 
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    “Do we have to walk so fast?” Henry asked, as they moved past John Hancock’s grave, headed north. “You don’t even know where the floaty truck thing that goes with those keys is.” 
 
    “Floaty truck thing? They’re called Duck trucks. A World War II design for storming beaches.” Sarah pictured the six-wheeled amphibious truck-boat rolling onto a beach. She doubted they were very intimidating. Maybe if there were hundreds of them, packed full of marines. But alone, they were humorous to look at and probably better suited for tourism than fighting Nazis. “And yes, I don’t want to get shot.” 
 
    “I’ve already been shot,” Henry complained. Sarah noticed his slight limp and twinge of pain with each step. He was unflinching, but not impervious. 
 
    Sarah slowed her pace. “Just try to look normal.” It was a ridiculous thing to say. They were wearing bright yellow beacons with gaudy Daisy Duck Tours illustrations. Then again, no one was even giving them a second glance. The cemetery was busy with tourists, and had no doubt seen their fair share of Duck tours moving about the city streets. Perhaps their loud clothing was actually the perfect camouflage? 
 
    “Why do you know so much about Duck trucks?” Henry asked while staring at the rows of slate gravestones, names worn away by time. He pointed at one with a skull and crossbones engraved at the top. “That one’s cool.” 
 
    “I applied for a job there,” Sarah said. “Didn’t get it. Can we move on?” 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    Sarah pointed to the tall building ahead. She’d been inside, only once—another failed job interview—but she knew there was a parking garage beneath it. If the Duck tour boats were parked within walking distance, that was where they’d be. 
 
    She hoped. 
 
    “Damn,” she said as they approached the cemetery’s north end. A four-foot-tall brick wall with an additional two-foot wrought iron fencing atop it blocked their path. “Parking garage is on the other side. In the alley.” 
 
    “Okay,” Henry said, leaping onto the wall. He gripped the iron bars and planted his feet on the brick. They were standing in what was essentially sacred ground in Boston. He wasn’t desecrating graves, but people were definitely looking now. 
 
    And if she lingered, she’d be the one confronted about it, thanks to their matching uniforms. Sarah leapt up onto the wall as Henry climbed over and dropped down on the far side. She landed beside him with a grunt. The pain in her leg had become a constant ache she could ignore while walking, but the jarring landing woke up her nerves. She winced and held on to the wall. 
 
    “I know, right?” Henry held a hand to his wounded butt cheek. 
 
    “You have a scratch,” Sarah said. “I have a puncture wound.” 
 
    “Well, I’m missing part of my ear,” he said, twiddling his wounded earlobe with a finger. He smiled. “Banter makes being injured fun.” 
 
    Sarah pushed away from the wall and started toward a blue sign with a big ‘P’ on it. “Not even close.” 
 
    She tried to look casual as they approached the small attendant’s booth outside the building. The Latino man inside looked bored. Pushing sixty. 
 
    “Hola,” Sarah said. The man flinched. He hadn’t been expecting anyone to approach from the alley’s dead end. 
 
    She held up the Duck tour keychain, offered a smile, and said, “Picking up.” 
 
    The attendant eyed them. The deep wrinkles around his eyes said he’d seen some shit, but the complete lack of interest in his eyes said those days were behind him. He looked from the keychain, to their matching uniforms, and their awkward smiles. Then he waved them toward a blue, solid metal door with the words ‘Parking Garage’ stenciled on it. 
 
    As they approached, a buzzer sounded, and the door unlocked. 
 
    Leaving the summer heat behind, they descended a stairwell. Clean for a parking garage. Inside, the garage smelled faintly of vehicles, but the air felt crisp and cooled, air conditioned and filtered. The parking spots were full of BMWs, Jaguars, Bentleys, and Teslas. “Nothing but the best for Boston’s elite.” 
 
    “And Duck tours.” Henry pointed to a line of Duck trucks. The thirty-foot-long, double-parked trucks that looked like boats in the front were hard to miss. They were painted in an array of bright colors, calligraphed with silly names like, ‘Rainbow Trout’ and ‘Pete’s Dragoon.’ 
 
    Sarah held out the key-fob. Pressed the unlock button. 
 
    A bright pink Duck truck at the end of the row flashed its lights and let out a happy, ‘Bwip-bwip.’ 
 
    “Pink is my least favorite color,” Henry said. 
 
    “Same.” Sarah headed toward the vehicle, reading its delicately painted name. “Pink Panther. Lovely.” 
 
    Henry snatched the keys from her hand. 
 
    “Hey. You can’t drive.” 
 
    “No shit,” he said. “Well, I can, but I know you won’t let me.” He stood by the side of the vehicle, scratching the pink paint with the key. “Why can’t we just hide out in here? It’s cool. It’s underground. Who’s gonna find us?” 
 
    “If Linda notices a keychain is missing—” 
 
    “Right,” he said. “I get it.” Henry stood back, revealing his handywork. He’d scratched the paint so that the Duck truck’s name now read, ‘Pink Panther’s Taint.’ 
 
    Sarah snorted. “Taint?” 
 
    “I once had a friend named Al. Taint was his favorite word. Used it whenever he could. Used to call him Al McTainty.” 
 
    “Oookay. Weirdo much?” 
 
    He handed the keys back, and they climbed into the awkward vehicle—Sarah in the driver’s seat, Henry in a bench behind her—and started it up. The truck roared to life, loud in the solid garage. The truck’s interior was sparse and built more for water resistance than for comfort. The high ceiling was covered in strapped-in life preservers, and surrounded by a wall of glass providing panoramic views. 
 
    “So, where’s Al now?” Sarah asked. “Is he someone we could hide out with?” 
 
    “He was hit by a train…while trying to save a box full of kittens. They all died.” 
 
    Sarah sat silent for a moment, and then burst out laughing. She knew it was wrong, but ohh man, that was funny. 
 
    Henry laughed with her. “He was pretty stupid. Always rushing in—” 
 
    A door on the garage’s far side slammed open. 
 
    Sarah tensed. The garage was full of cars. It could be anyone, but she didn’t want to find out. She steered the long vehicle through the garage. She was sure Henry would have plowed into a number of hundred-thousand-dollar cars, had he been behind the wheel, but she was careful. Last thing they needed were car alarms, and security—who was no doubt watching—to call the police. 
 
    The big truck barely fit in the vehicle elevator. Sarah pulled in, just an inch from the front wall, before the gate closed behind them and the vehicle rose two stories. They jolted to a stop, and then the garage door ground up. 
 
    Sarah pulled out, nice and slow. Looked down at the attendant. Gave him a wave. The man seemed to look right through her, and then went back to reading a paperback novel. She had to perform a three-point turn to fully enter the alley, but she made it with room to spare. 
 
    At the end of the alley, Sarah hit the brakes, sending Henry sprawling to the floor. Without getting up, he said, “You have a license right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sarah said. 
 
    “But you live in Boston…so you never drive.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Well…” Henry pushed himself up and took the seat across from Sarah. “This will be interesting. Let’s go!” 
 
    She looked at him, waiting. “You’re not going to buckle—” Shook her head. “’Course you’re not.” 
 
    The Duck truck jolted forward, lagged, jolted again. Horns honked. “Sorry!” Sarah called out. 
 
    “No, she’s not!” Henry shouted, smiling, back to having the time of his life. 
 
    And then they were on Beacon Street, headed east toward the city’s core. 
 
    “So, what’s the plan?” Henry asked. “Hide in plain sight?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You know, like being so obvious that no one even thinks to look at you?” 
 
    “We’re driving a bright pink Duck truck, wearing blindingly yellow shirts. Yeah, I think that’s the plan, unless you have a friend that wasn’t hit by a train?” 
 
    “Don’t have any friends.” Henry grew serious. “Don’t have any family. You?” 
 
    Sarah cringed. She hated being asked about her situation. Her parents were dead. Henry already knew that. But she’d lost all her friends after getting kicked off the wrestling team—she broke a teammate’s arm during practice—and she had no cousins, uncles, or siblings to speak of. She was alone. It embarrassed her. But Henry was alone, too. “No one.” 
 
    “Peas in a pod,” he said. 
 
    “Great.” Sarah rolled her eyes. “Awesome. My life is improving.” 
 
    Henry missed the sarcasm. “Mine, too.” 
 
    Sarah felt like an ass. However bad her life had been, Henry’s was worse. Without a fear filter, he’d made a series of bad choices, including running away, and very nearly robbing a bank. She had an apartment—which she felt sure the bad guys had found by now—and while she had lost her job, she would find another. Henry…he was fearless and hopeless. 
 
    She put on a smile for him, and continued driving straight through the intersection. Park Street to the right was blocked off by police vehicles. An intense search was underway. A crowd of onlookers had gathered. Covered bodies on stretchers were being carried to ambulances. 
 
    Sarah gripped the wheel, emotions surging. 
 
    Then Henry grabbed her shoulder. “Down the street. First cop car on the right.” 
 
    Sarah’s eyes flitted to a parked police cruiser. It was Linda, being questioned by a man in a suit. Her eyes flitted toward them, and then locked on target. If anyone would know the Duck truck was out of place, it would be her. But she said nothing. Did nothing. She just watched them move through the intersection… 
 
    …a little too long. 
 
    The man turned, saw the truck, and then looked down at Linda’s Daisy Duck Tours shirt. The man’s gaze snapped back toward them. He pulled off a pair of sunglasses, eyes blazing, a frown on his face. Then he sprang into action, just as they slipped out of view. 
 
    “Can you just give us a break!” Sarah said to the sky. “Just one!” Then she hit the gas, racing up behind the vehicles in front of her and hit the horn. 
 
    It came out as a crackling, ‘Quack, quack!’ and was followed by the sound of a motorcycle tearing down the street behind them. 
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    “Turn right when I tell you,” Henry said. 
 
    “Why would I follow your directions?!” Sarah was frazzled, driving fast in a thirty-foot-long truck-boat, half on the brick curb, half on the street, circumventing the traffic caused by their previous…adventures. 
 
    Henry hitched a thumb toward the lone biker closing in behind them. “Because he’s gaining on us. I know the city. I can chart a course that will be difficult for him.” 
 
    The man chasing them wore a suit coat, his tie whipped by the wind. His face was covered by a sleek black helmet. The motorcycle was futuristic with a red paint job. Some kind of Japanese sports bike. Whatever it was, it was fast, and had no trouble maneuvering through traffic. 
 
    “Unless,” Henry said, pulling the handgun from the back of his pants, “you just want to stop. Either way.” 
 
    Sarah eyed the gun. Distracted, she thumped a car as they passed it, the owner’s angry shouts fading behind them. 
 
    “Sorry!” she shouted, glancing in the rearview. “He was with the police, right? Probably one of them?” 
 
    “A detective,” Henry guessed. “Or an FBI agent. That would be cool.” 
 
    “Shooting an FBI agent would not be cool!” A mailbox exploded away from the Duck truck’s front end, envelopes fluttering through the air. “Damnit!” 
 
    “Then go where I tell you,” Henry said. “Turn’s coming up.” 
 
    “Fine.” Sarah focused on the road ahead, dodging a cocky pale man with a shaved head, dressed in Celtics green from head to toe—Boston’s native species. “Fine!” 
 
    They raced down School Street, approaching a congested intersection. Turning at the T-junction would be…impossible. Best case scenario, they’d plow into a few cars. Maybe kill a few people. But Henry had other plans. 
 
    “Turn here!” 
 
    “I don’t see a street!” Sarah shouted. 
 
    “That’s the point!” Henry reached out, took hold of the wheel, and turned it clockwise. The Duck truck jounced as it drove up onto the curve. Tires squealed as they tore around an expanded section of sidewalk. Outdoor restaurant tables with big red umbrellas were lined up beside an impassable garden of flowers and trees. 
 
    People scattered as Sarah crushed her palm on the horn. ‘Quack, quack!’ 
 
    “Get out of the way!” she shouted, waving people to the side. 
 
    And then it happened. They plowed into the line of tables, chairs, and umbrellas. Some were crushed underneath. Some launched to the sides, and the umbrellas twisted through the air above. 
 
    It was a mess. Henry smiled. A well-planned mess. 
 
    He knew the city better than most. Even other locals. Spent a lot of time walking the streets, sometimes because he was bored, sometimes to be away from foster families, and sometimes to pick pockets. He’d sat at these tables just a week ago. In fact, it was where he’d first thought about robbing a bank. 
 
    He twisted around to watch the bike strike debris and topple to the pavement. 
 
    But that wasn’t what happened. 
 
    The bike hopped up onto the curb, zig-zagging around his glorious debris field like the rider had memorized the course. Whoever this guy was, he wasn’t a chump. 
 
    Ooh, Henry thought, maybe he’s a real assassin? He imagined it was John Wick pursuing them, and smiled. 
 
    “Where do I go?” Sarah shouted as they approached the curb’s far side, careening toward an intersection. 
 
    There were three options. Head right into a grid of city streets with no unique features to help them escape. Banging a hard left would bring them right back to the congested intersection they just avoided. And then the obvious choice—a less dramatic right turn that would take them toward the Norman B. Leventhal Park—where Henry had slept on occasion—and the main event beyond. 
 
    It was going to be awesome. 
 
    “Right!” Henry said. 
 
    “Which right?!” 
 
    Henry pointed, and Sarah guided their floating behemoth toward the turn. They thumped back onto the street, quacking at traffic. 
 
    As they bounded through the intersection at an angle, the Duck truck’s front end slid up over the hood of a car that didn’t stop in time. The big front tires struck next, crunching metal and bouncing the truck into the air. 
 
    They landed with a jolt, unharmed, but no longer facing the correct direction. Instead of racing down the road, they careened headlong toward the Old South Meeting House. The old brick church was similar to the Park Street Church—a massive brick church and steeple with a black clock on the side—but its historical significance was not just central to Boston, but to the entire country. A little thing called the Boston Tea Party kicked off inside its ancient walls…and they were about to plow through its front door in a Duck truck. 
 
    Sarah fought the wheel, turning hard to the right. 
 
    Tires shrieked, spewing the scent of burned rubber. The vehicle came off the road again, nearly tipping. Once they were facing the right direction, Sarah turned the wheel in the other direction, slamming them back down to the pavement. 
 
    Henry laughed. “They totally should have hired you to drive these things! This is the best Duck tour ever!” 
 
    Sarah gave him a wild-eyed glance. “No. It’s not!” 
 
    The biker swerved between cars, keeping pace. 
 
    He’s waiting for us to make a mistake. 
 
    “Okay, see up ahead? Where the buildings open? Where the trees are?” 
 
    Sarah waited for the Duck truck to stop quacking and said, “Yeah…” 
 
    “Hard right,” Henry said. “Through the park.” 
 
    Sarah frowned. She knew the city, too. “There’s a fountain there!” 
 
    “And a short wall around it. With our angled front end and big ass tires, we’ll fly right over, but that guy...” He looked back at the biker. “Well, you get it.” 
 
    “I don’t kn—” Sarah was interrupted by a pop and a crack. “What was—” 
 
    They saw it at the same time. A bullet hole in the windshield. Henry looked back. There was a matching hole in the back. A large caliber. The assassin was growing impatient. 
 
    A look of determination filled Sarah’s eyes. She pressed the gas pedal and quacked at traffic. 
 
    Henry didn’t consider himself a thrill seeker. He found things other people were afraid of fun, but he didn’t get the rush normal people experienced. There was fun and not fun. He knew about adrenaline, and its effects on the body, but he’d never felt it himself. 
 
    When a second gunshot rang out, the bullet embedding in the ceiling of lifejackets, Sarah steered to the right, bouncing over a curb corner, back into the street and then onto the brick walkway, framed by trees. The park wasn’t large. You could walk across it in a minute. Driving took less time. 
 
    “Hold on!” Sarah shouted. 
 
    The fountain was dead ahead. A short, round wall surrounded by small arching fountains encapsulated a large ring sitting atop four posts. Beams of water sprayed up from the ring, merging in the middle and falling to the brick walkway as a cone of water. It was a good place to wash off in the middle of the summer. 
 
    But not for long, Henry thought, as Sarah sped up. 
 
    A screech of metal on stone rang out as the front end slid up the wall. Then the front tires struck and heaved them upwards. Momentum carried them, and then the double set of back tires launched them into the air. The fountain shattered, the large ring spinning through the air like a coin toss. 
 
    When they landed on the decimated fountain’s far side, Henry looked back. The biker drove a straight line through the park, zipping forward even as the large ring hit the concrete and spun on its side, directly in his path. 
 
    The assassin crouched and then bounced up, pulling the bike into a hop as he ducked down. Motorcycle and man passed through the spinning ring, a precisely timed maneuver. 
 
    Henry sat up a little straighter. “Holy shit.” 
 
    “Where to?” Sarah asked. They were about to careen out of the park. 
 
    “Left, then straight on until the end.” 
 
    “What’s at the end?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    “Not a good time to be vague!” Sarah shouted, turning left onto Franklin Street. 
 
    Two more gunshots punched through the back window and windshield, hitting who-knows-what ahead of them. 
 
    “Seriously!” Sarah shouted, looking back. “Fucking asshole!” 
 
    Then she hit the gas. Really hit the gas. Traffic was light here, and the cars ahead had no trouble seeing the bright pink behemoth racing toward them. A path was cleared, and Sarah took advantage. Unfortunately, the motorcycle was far faster. 
 
    The assassin buzzed up beside them, gun raised. 
 
    “Do something!” Sarah shouted. 
 
    Henry rolled down the window, leaned half his body outside. The sudden dramatic move made the assassin flinch. When Henry fired two rounds, the man braked hard and swerved back behind them. 
 
    “Good news,” Henry said. “That put the fear of God into him. Bad news…” Henry pointed the gun at himself. 
 
    “Stop!” Sarah said, reaching for him, but was too late. 
 
    Henry pulled the trigger, again and again. It clicked empty every time. 
 
    “Dude,” Sarah said. The look of panic in her eyes bothered Henry, but he wasn’t sure why. 
 
    “It was empty,” he said. 
 
    “I didn’t know that!” 
 
    “Right. Cut across that park,” Henry said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Right!” 
 
    Tires squealed for a moment as they raced across to Atlantic Ave, tearing through a patch of grass and narrowly avoiding destroying another fountain. 
 
    “Hard right!” Henry shouted. 
 
    Sarah slammed on the brakes, leaving a cloud behind them as they turned ninety-degrees to the right. Then Henry was thrown back in his seat as they accelerated down Long Wharf, toward a wall of blue—sky above, ocean below. 
 
    “Well,” Sarah said, “Why the hell not?” She pushed the gas pedal to the floor, accelerating down the brick wharf that ended with a ten-foot drop into Boston Harbor. 
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    There were three things Sarah remembered about The Dukes of Hazzard. First, her father had loved it, despite it being ‘a show about inbred, white honkies.’ It reminded him of home in the South, and that was enough for him. She also remembered the General Lee, a bright orange car with a confederate flag emblazoned on the top. She didn’t find the flag offensive at the time, but she was also ignorant of its history. And last—her favorite part of the show—when the General Lee would launch skyward, leaping a river or a road to escape Rosco P. Coltrane and his basset hound, Flash. The car would hang in midair while a Southern charm voiceover would explain the situation to the audience. 
 
    Reality was so different. 
 
    The Duck truck slammed into the foot-tall granite wall at sixty miles per hour. The angled front end slipped up and over the stone, but not without consequence. Metal shrieked and ground as they slid forward. Sarah worried that the hull had been torn up, but then the front tires struck and compressed until the round, metal wheels slammed into solid granite. The jolt knocked Sarah’s head into the steering wheel. Then the front end—propelled by the rear wheel drive—sprang forward, slapping her back in the seat. 
 
    She had time to think, Why aren’t there airbags in this thing? and then she was looking at the Atlantic Ocean. 
 
    It was less of a jump, and more of a topple. The Duck truck lunged out, tipped forward, and plunged into the ocean. Water rolled up over the hood and struck the windshield. The glass held, but laser beams of high-pressure water sprayed through the bullet holes, striking Henry. 
 
    Some distant part of Sarah’s subconscious loved that he’d been sprayed, but the rest of her was distracted by the seatbelt biting into her chest. 
 
    The back end splashed into the water, leveling them out. 
 
    Henry sat up, spit saltwater from his mouth, and had a look around. He pumped a fist. “We made it!” 
 
    Worried shouts chased them from the pier. A woman and her daughter looked down at them. “Are you okay?” the woman shouted, but then she made eye contact with Sarah. Anger took over. “You could have killed us!” 
 
    Sarah hadn’t seen the woman or the girl when she plowed down the pier, but she also hadn’t been looking. 
 
    She ignored the woman, not because she didn’t want to give her a piece of her mind—Sarah had a verbal beatdown on hand for all occasions—but because the sound of an approaching motorcycle was growing louder. 
 
    Fast. 
 
    They were about to have company. 
 
    “I’m on a boat!” Henry said. “Everybody look at me, ’cause I’m—” 
 
    “No Lonely Island!” Sarah barked. Once upon a time, she enjoyed Andy Samberg’s comedy. Then a boyfriend—now an ex—who turned out to be an asshat, became obsessed with all things Samberg. So the comedian, his TV series…and his weirdo, pervy rap band were memories-non-grata. “Not now. Not ever.” 
 
    She pushed the gas pedal. Tires spun. Frothy water sprayed into the air. The starfish on the sea floor below them could move faster. 
 
    “You need to transform,” Henry said. “Like Optimus.” 
 
    “Bumblebee,” Sarah said, locating a button with a boat on it. She pushed it. “Optimus is self-righteous.” 
 
    The Duck truck rumbled. Something inside the metal beast was changing. 
 
    Henry made a Transformer sound effect, “Cheechoochhchecheh!” 
 
    He could be annoying as hell, but he was also kind of endearing. He’d seen a lot of shit. Lived through worse. But there was something about his personality that made him refreshing. Other people were repressed. Henry could do and say anything—including act like a little kid—and not care what people thought. 
 
    Blessing and a curse, I guess, she thought, and then she tried the gas again. 
 
    The Duck truck, now a Duck boat, sprang forward, kicking up water behind them. She didn’t think the tourist vehicle could move fast in the water, but all they had to do was steer clear of the pier and drive away faster than their own personal Rosco could swim…assuming he didn’t steal one of the yachts docked nearby. 
 
    How embarrassing would that be? Chased down and run over by a twenty-million dollar boat called Golden Poodle or something… 
 
    The motorcycle’s whine built to a high pitch. 
 
    Henry opened his side door. Leaned out. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Sarah asked, annoyed that he was still goofing off. 
 
    “I want to see,” he said, and she realized that she did, too. 
 
    Keeping a foot on the gas, she shoved open her door. Water seeped in over her left foot and slid down the floor—not nearly enough to worry about, though. She craned her head around, just as Rosco reached the end of the pier. He lifted the front wheel up and over the short granite wall, but the back end struck it hard. Rosco was catapulted into the air. 
 
    For a moment, he flailed, out of control. Then he found his equilibrium and sailed up in an arc that would bring him straight to the boat. 
 
    “Whoa,” Henry said. Then Rosco reached inside his sports coat, drew a pistol, and aimed it at them. “Are you seeing this?! He’s like a superhero!” 
 
    Henry was right. The man in a suit coat and motorcycle helmet looked…epic. What he was doing was super-human. The total control. The lack of fear. It was like they were being chased by one of those agents from The Matrix. Sarah had no trouble picturing him landing on the Duck boat’s roof, turning his head toward her, and asking for Mr. Anderson. 
 
    The first gunshot shattered the side mirror behind Sarah. A foot lower and she’d be dead. He might look inhuman, but his aim still wasn’t perfect. Close enough to drive Sarah back inside the vehicle, though. 
 
    Henry lingered, even as Rosco fired two more shots. Sarah wasn’t sure where they hit, but she took some comfort in the sound of metal being struck, and not flesh. She leaned over, grasped Henry’s shirt, and yanked him back inside. 
 
    “Here he comes!” Henry said. 
 
    A meteorite of man-meat struck the Duck boat’s ceiling— 
 
    —and passed straight through! 
 
    An instant skylight lit the man, as he punched through metal and life jackets to crash on the floor in a heap. Bones snapped. 
 
    The man was still and lifeless. 
 
    Silence filled the Duck boat. For a moment, they just bobbed in the water. Then Henry thrust his fists in the air. “Ohh, ha! Hell yes! That was wicked awesome!” 
 
    Sarah crept toward the man, hands open, ready to grapple, ready for him to spring up—inhuman to the last. 
 
    Rosco didn’t move. 
 
    But he wasn’t dead. He laid on his side, limbs bent at awkward angles, but his chest rose and fell. 
 
    “Hey,” Sarah said, nudging him with her foot. “Hey, asshole.” 
 
    A groan. 
 
    Not dead, but probably dying, Sarah decided. She crouched down. Lifted his helmet’s visor. 
 
    Her hand snapped back upon seeing his face. Blood poured from his mouth and nose. 
 
    He grinned up at her. “Blessed be the Forgotten One. May She be restored to her rightful throne.” 
 
    “What the who now?” Henry said. “The Forgotten One?” 
 
    Rosco turned his cold blue eyes toward Henry, his smile growing wider. A wheezing chuckle escaped from his broken lungs. 
 
    “Is it Helen?” Sarah asked. “She’s who you nut jobs were after. Is she the Forgotten One? Why are you after her?” Anger swelled. She took hold of the man’s jacket. Pulled him up, oblivious to his groan. “Why are you after us?” 
 
    A bloody cough spritzed Sarah’s hands. She dropped the man, who moaned in pain and then laughed again. It wasn’t a maniacal sound. More like joy. “Cut clean and deep. Extend judgement to all the Earth.” 
 
    “This guy’s a fruitcake,” Henry said. “Been drinking some kind of Kool-Aid.” 
 
    “You think they’re a cult?” 
 
    “Have to be,” he said. 
 
    “Blessed be,” Rosco said, closing his eyes. 
 
    Henry thrust his hands at the man. “You see!” 
 
    “Blessed b…” Rosco’s eyes froze, mid-close, staring up at Sarah. His smile fell flat, chest no longer moving. 
 
    He was dead. 
 
    “Unless you like the smell of shit,” Henry said, “we should probably get the hell out before this guy’s bowels void.” Henry winced, snapped a hand up to his nose. “Ugh. Too late.” 
 
    Before Sarah could move to the steering wheel and turn them back to the shore, the front end dipped down. 
 
    “We’re sinking,” Henry said. 
 
    “No duh.” The ocean swallowed up the front end. They were going down fast. 
 
    “No duh? Who says ‘no duh’ anymore?” Henry stood. Took a life preserver from the ceiling. “Can you swim?” 
 
    “Just because I’m black doesn’t mean I can’t swim,” Sarah said. 
 
    “And being white doesn’t mean I can,” Henry said, taking a second life jacket and slipping it on. “I mean, I can give it a go if you wa—” 
 
    “No,” Sarah said, donning her lifejacket. “Let’s just get the hell out of—” 
 
    The sound of a helicopter roared around them. Water and wind whipped around the boat, a flash tropical storm. 
 
    They looked up through the hole in the ceiling. The helicopter was silhouetted against the bright blue sky. Someone hung out of an open side door. It could be the police. Could be another assassin. There was no way to be sure—until a ladder unfurled and dangled just above the Duck boat. 
 
    An assassin could just watch them sink. 
 
    “Foot,” Sarah said, linking her fingers and bending over. 
 
    Henry, lacking any sense of chivalry, placed his foot in her hands and accepted the boost. He rose through the ceiling, caught hold of the ladder, and climbed up two rungs. 
 
    Sarah was sure he was about to leave when Henry stopped, leaned back, and offered his hand. “Grab on!” 
 
    It was a nice gesture, but she doubted the scrawny kid was strong enough to lift her weight, let alone his own—and she could do that just fine. She bent her legs, intending to leap up, grab hold, and haul herself up. Before she could jump, the floor shifted. Slick water and a sharp angle conspired against her. She slipped and fell, landing on Rosco’s body. The Duck boat slipped beneath the surface, dropping at a ninety-degree angle, filling with water. 
 
    Sarah was lifted up, carried by her life jacket, past the hole in the ceiling, and pinned against the back of the plummeting vehicle. She tried to push off, to swim down to the exit, but the orange vest fought her. Defeated her. Pulled her back up, while the sinking vessel dragged her down into the dark, cold water of Boston Harbor. 
 
  
 
  



 18 
 
      
 
    Henry stared down at the water, roiling in frothy rings, whipped by the rotor wash. It was getting hard to hold on to the twisting ladder rungs. Climbing a rope ladder was hard on a good day, but Henry’s body was already exhausted. He wasn’t sure how long he could hold on, but he didn’t want to leave without Sarah. 
 
    Where is she? 
 
    He reached for the next rung. Grabbed hold. Pulled himself halfway up. 
 
    And stopped. 
 
    He couldn’t leave. 
 
    Why not? 
 
    His stomach lurched. 
 
    Am I going to puke? 
 
    But it wasn’t that. He knew it, but didn’t like it. Because it meant he was wrong. 
 
    About himself. 
 
    About everything. 
 
    Henry was worried. 
 
    Henry was afraid. 
 
    “Fuck,” he whispered, the words torn away by the helicopter’s wind. He unclipped his life jacket, slipped out of it, and tossed it to the side. The rotor wash whipped it down to the water. 
 
    Henry followed. 
 
    He hadn’t been lying when he said he didn’t know how to swim. But how hard could it be? And right now, all he had to do was sink. 
 
    If he’d been in a belly flop contest, his leap from the ladder and plunge into the water would have scored a perfect ten. He left the pain at the surface, leaning into the ocean with his eyes wide open. The salt burned his eyes, but he could see the Duck truck below, fading into darkness. 
 
    He kicked hard. Sinking was harder than he’d thought, but easier after he shouted in frustration, blowing the air from his lungs. Then he kicked off his sneakers and made even better time. 
 
    It’s like the wind. My clothes are making drag. 
 
    The shirt came off fast. He reached into his shorts pocket, pulled out his trusty tactical pen, and slipped them off. Buck naked, he found moving through the water much easier. But his lungs were already burning—urging him toward the surface. 
 
    Indifferent to the warning, he swam deeper, wondering if he’d ever be able to catch up with the sinking Duck truck. 
 
    Then he saw it—a rectangle of orange in the dim fifty-foot-deep water. Sarah’s lifejacket, still pressed against the window. Still moving. Still alive. 
 
    His eyes adjusted to the dimmer light. A billowing cloud of sand rolled away from the vehicle’s front end as it landed nose down. The upright Duck truck swayed, unsure of which way to fall. Before it could make up its mind, Henry kicked down to the hole in the roof and slipped inside. 
 
    The interior was dark, but Sarah was easy to spot. She floated above him, struggling to undo a tangled lifejacket strap. Her eyes went wide when she saw him. She was worried, but not for herself. She was shaking her head. Telling him to leave. 
 
    He pushed toward her, unscrewing the tactical knife’s cap to reveal the razor sharp blade hidden inside. She resisted for a moment, insistent that he leave her, but screw that. Then she gave up. Moved her arms away. He found the problem strap, slipped the blade beneath and tugged. 
 
    The lifejacket fell away, floating up as Sarah sank. 
 
    Limp. 
 
    Unmoving. 
 
    She was telling me to leave because she knew it was too late. 
 
    No, he thought, noticing the intensity with which his own lungs were burning. No! 
 
    He took hold of her wrist and clawed at the water, dragging her toward the ceiling’s hole. He had nearly reached it when the Duck truck finally decided to tip. The big vehicle moved in slow motion. Henry fought to reach the hole, but water swirled around him, pushing him back. 
 
    The sun’s feeble light grew darker. 
 
    With a grinding thump, the Duck truck hit the sandy ocean floor, lying on its roof. A rolling wave of kicked up sand spread out, away from the vehicle. 
 
    We’re trapped. 
 
    He released Sarah and pulled himself to the front doors. Tried both sides. But they were embedded in sand. Impossible to move. Maybe if he was stronger, but muscle bulk was hard to come by when meals came few and far between—and usually from a dumpster. 
 
    Henry pushed back to the middle of the bus, where Sarah floated, eyes closed, arms wide. She looked peaceful, but also wrong. 
 
    Henry felt his heartbeat, thump-thump, in his chest. It hurt. He ignored it. 
 
    The back end of the tactical knife was a hardened steel tip designed for shattering car windows. So he put it to work, banging against a window. 
 
    He was either not strong enough, the window too strong, or his movement too slow in the water. The tactical pen didn’t even scratch the glass. 
 
    Henry remembered the bullet holes in the windshield. Maybe it would be weak enough to break? 
 
    He was about to try it when his mouth opened up and his lungs filled with water. The action was against his will, his body defying mind. For a moment, he raged against it, twitching and flailing. 
 
    Then he gave in. 
 
    Time to see what death is like, he thought, before noticing that drowning wasn’t like he pictured it. He was still conscious. Lungs full, but still alive. 
 
    He reached out for Sarah. Grasped her hand. Pulled her close. 
 
    I’m sorry, he thought, and then his vision began to fade. 
 
    A shadow moved. It seemed distant, but he knew it was close. Just outside the window. 
 
    A pair of legs. Standing. And then arms, reaching down. 
 
    Water shifted around Henry. He felt himself slide to the side. Felt his head strike the wall, but it was like watching a movie. 
 
    And then, he felt nothing at all. 
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    Someone tugged on her hair. Pulled her up by it. 
 
    But I don’t have hair. I cut it. 
 
    She jolted back and forth. Someone cutting her hair away. Then she was freed and dropped. She landed on hard stone, the pain of impact dull, and then gone. 
 
    Memories of pain returned slowly, neurons traveling through viscous sludge. Her lungs burning. Pressure all around. Someone with her. What happened? 
 
    “Síko páno,” a man said. For a moment the words were lost on her, and then she understood them. “Stand up.” 
 
    The world around her was a haze. But she felt stone beneath her feet, and warmth rising from the depths of what she thought must be a cave. A shadowy figure reached out a hand. 
 
    “Why can’t I see?” she asked. 
 
    “Follow me, child,” the man said. 
 
    “Child?” Sarah hadn’t been called a child since she’d been one, and she didn’t appreciate it coming from someone who didn’t sound much older than her. 
 
    “You can let go of your anger now,” the man said, sounding almost kind. “Your fight is over.” 
 
    “The hell it—” 
 
    The man took her hand. Her mouth snapped shut, the fight fleeing her with his touch. His skin was smooth, but his grip firm. She followed him, the grade beneath her leading downward. The well-worn path beneath her feet was solid stone, but almost soft to the touch. 
 
    “Where are we?” she asked. 
 
    The man didn’t reply. 
 
    She tried to see him—really see him—but the moment she focused on him, he became a blur, like he was moving too fast to clearly see. 
 
    As they moved deeper, the walls began to glow. Dull orange words flickered to life on it. She couldn’t read the language. 
 
    “What does it say?” she asked, and this time the man replied. 
 
    “The names of those who went before you, Imítheos.” 
 
    “My name is Sarah.” 
 
    The man said nothing. 
 
    Deeper still, the carved names glowed lava hot, and the air warmed around them. There was a sense of time passing—they’d been walking for a long time—and not passing at all. There was no sense of exertion. No pain from the walk…or from what had happened earlier. 
 
    What had happened? She couldn’t remember. 
 
    The cave before her opened up, lit all around in luminous orange names. 
 
    Geez. How many people went before me? 
 
    The path led through craggy jutting stones. The place felt old. Primal. She wasn’t the first person here, by a longshot, but aside from the names, there was no trace of the people who’d come before. Even on the most remote mountain path, people leave something behind. But here, there was nothing. 
 
    Sarah looked down. Maybe there were footprints. 
 
    All she saw were her own bare feet. 
 
    Where are my shoes? she wondered, and then she noticed that the rest of her clothing was missing. She couldn’t remember what she’d been wearing… Something yellow. 
 
    A memory flashed. A boy. Smiling. In yellow. 
 
    “Don’t resist the transition,” the man said. “It will not be comfortable.” 
 
    “Why am I naked?” she asked. 
 
    The man stayed silent. 
 
    Two stone pillars marked the path’s end. They emerged from the field of stones and were greeted by the sound of rushing water, a warm breeze, and another figure. He sat on the pylon of a wooden pier, beside which bobbed a small boat. She couldn’t see his face, or rather, couldn’t make it out, like there was a smudge in her vision. 
 
    But he seemed bored. Indifferent to their arrival. 
 
    A chorus of howls echoed through the cave. Across the river. A wolf… Three wolves? She squinted, trying to focus. But everything felt like a dream, just out of reach. 
 
    The disinterested man on the pier stood at their approach. He was dressed in a black robe, had pale skin, a bald head and sunken eyes—Voldemort with a nose. When he spoke, it was a raspy whisper, like crinkling paper. “It’s been a long time. To what do I owe the—” 
 
    She felt the man’s gaze land on her, but she couldn’t look him in the eyes. Couldn’t see his eyes. It was like an ocular migraine. Part of her vision was just missing. 
 
    “Ahh,” he said. “Imítheos.” 
 
    “My name is Sarah.” 
 
    The man leading her said, “There is another.” 
 
    “Two in one day…” 
 
    “We must be quick about it.” 
 
    “Who are they?” the boatman asked. 
 
    Both men tensed. They’d heard something she hadn’t. 
 
    The wolves howled again, but then yelped. 
 
    “Too late,” the raspy voice said, and then the figure leaned in close. 
 
    Sarah saw him. His face of peeling, pale skin framed a pair of glowing orange eyes. “We’ll meet again,” he said through black teeth. 
 
    The boatman turned away. Whispers filled the air. Then he said, “A deal has been struck.” 
 
    Then the world flaked apart and floated away. 
 
    The river’s roar faded. 
 
    The warm air disappeared. 
 
    The names dulled and fell apart. 
 
    She was alone again. Even her companion was gone. 
 
    A familiar darkness swallowed her up, comforting. 
 
    Then it belched her out into a world of agony. 
 
    Sarah awoke, coughing and heaving. Her memories slammed back into place, vivid in her fully alert mind. 
 
    I drowned, she thought. I’m dead. 
 
    She touched her body. It was solid. And clothed. But the Daisy Duck Tours T-shirt and shorts were missing. Instead, she was wearing a loose-fitting, sheer gown of some kind. It was so light she barely felt it, and where she did, it was the softest thing she had ever touched. 
 
    She was lying on her back, staring up at an arched ceiling twenty feet up, painted ruby red and intercut by an X of warm wood. The floor beneath her was solid and cool. 
 
    To her left, a wall of windows stretching ten feet high and thirty feet from end to end. Outside, the sky, bubbling with white cumulus clouds. A long, black leather bench sat beneath the window, the same length. It was just a bench, but something about it seemed different. Original. Like someone had put a lot of time into designing it, and making sure it fit that window perfectly. Not the kind of thing you could pick up at Walmart. 
 
    She hadn’t seen much, but what she had seen screamed: MONEY. And a lot of it. 
 
    “Where the hell am I?” Her voice echoed. The floor was marble, swirling gray and white. Polished to a shine that reflected the sky. It was beautiful, and otherworldly. “Where the hell am I?” 
 
    The helicopter… It’s the cult. They caught us. Brought us to this— 
 
    She turned her head to the right, afraid that if she moved more than that, she’d be noticed. But then she gasped. 
 
    Laid out beside her on the floor, dressed in a loose robe that showed off way too much, was Helen. Her eyes were closed. Her face placid. If not for the glow of her skin and the very slow rise and fall of her chest, Sarah would have guessed the woman was dead. 
 
    “Helen?” Sarah said. The woman didn’t flinch. 
 
    Okay…so, Helen took me. 
 
    Helen saved me. 
 
    But I drowned! 
 
    She remembered it clearly, the way the water tasted, and burned her throat, and stabbed her lungs. We were fifty feet down. And trapped. 
 
    Henry… 
 
    Sarah sat up, panic rising. Henry risked his life to save her. Last she saw him, they were both screwed, locked inside the upended vehicle. No way he made it out, she thought, but then how did I get here? 
 
    She sighed with relief when she spotted him lying beside Helen, dressed in a white robe. Maybe Helen was the one in a cult? 
 
    Noticing how see-through Henry’s clothing was, Sarah looked down again. She pulled her garment tight. “Great. Nips and everything. Like he’s not going to point that out.” 
 
    She smiled, looking at Henry again. He was more pale than usual. And his chest… 
 
    She climbed over Helen’s prone body and crouched beside Henry, placing a hand on his chest. It wasn’t moving. 
 
    Henry was dead. 
 
    Sarah didn’t know CPR, but she’d seen it a lot on TV, and she had once heard that if you’re doing it right, ribs will break. 
 
    She linked her fingers. Placed both hands over his sternum. 
 
    How long had he been dead? How long since they’d been in the water? Was she trying to resuscitate a corpse that had been dead for hours, because if yes—gross. 
 
    If not… 
 
    She leaned over him, arms locked. She steeled herself, ready to snap ribs. She’d broken a lot of bones over the years—other people’s—but never on someone she cared about. 
 
    And she did care about him, which was why she had to— 
 
    “Stop.” Helen’s hand snapped out. Locked onto Sarah’s wrists. “He’s right behind me.” 
 
    Sarah was about to argue when Henry took a breath. It was shallow and slow, but enough to send an electric shock of surprise through Sarah. She flinched away, falling onto her butt. 
 
    His eyes fluttered open. Then he stretched and yawned like he’d just woken from a nap. “Well, that was weird.” He noticed Sarah. “Hey.” He looked her up and down, confused by the robe. Then he smiled. “I can see your nips.” 
 
    Sarah could only laugh. She was glad he was alive, whether or not he was a rude perv. 
 
    “Yeah, well,” Sarah said. “You have morning wood.” 
 
    Henry leaned his head up for a look. “Pssh. Nice one.” Then he noticed Helen next to him. She was older, but her body was like an Olympian’s, and she was pretty enough to be famous for it. Henry’s eyes traveled south. Lingered. “I gotta be honest, I’m going to have morning wood for real, soon, if we don’t get some clothes on.” 
 
    Helen grinned. She pushed herself off the floor. “That is… Nevermind.” She shook her head, smiling. “There are clothes for you both.” She pointed to an arched doorway framed by two modern chairs. Each held a small stack of clothing. “Bathroom is down the hall. One of you can change in there.” 
 
    She strode past them, and down a long hall toward an open concept space with black marble floors, a kitchen, a dining area, and a lavish living room with deep red furniture. The place looked more like a modern art museum than a home. “Meet me in the kitchen, when you’re ready. I owe you both an explanation.” 
 
    Henry tilted his head as he watched Helen leave. Her butt was visible through the fabric, and she had to know. She just didn’t care, like Henry. Shameless. Who wouldn’t be, with that body? Sarah thought. Then she turned around and saw the window’s full view for the first time. “Uhh. Holy shit.” 
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    Henry leaned forward until his forehead hit the glass. His skin squeaked as he pushed himself up, trying to see straight down. His lips moved as his finger tapped on the window, counting. 
 
    Sarah stood next to him, mumbling expletives. After everything they’d already experienced, she was still capable of being surprised. 
 
    Henry pushed back from the glass, an imprint of his forehead, nose, and finger left behind on the otherwise clean pane. “Sixty…we’re sixty stories up. Sweet.” He looked around the large room. Sparse furnishing. Two pieces of modern art. Tall ceilings. Marble floor. It wasn’t exactly cozy—the long bench was the only seating—but everything about it felt really expensive. 
 
    “That’s the same number of floors as the John Hancock building.” Henry watched Sarah for a reaction and got nothing. “The John Hancock is the tallest building in Boston.” 
 
    She still looked startled, but blinked and said, “So…where are we?” 
 
    Henry returned to the view. Boston was different from seven hundred feet up. Everything was little. Henry wondered what it would feel like to jump. To hit the ground at terminal velocity. To be whisked into the afterlife without pain. 
 
    Drowning sucked. He’d do it all again, but the pain of drowning was the worst he’d ever experienced. It wasn’t as bad as watching Sarah die, though. That had been worse. Because he’d failed. Because he liked her…not in a liked her liked her kind of way. She was attractive, for sure, but when he thought about her it was different from how he thought about other young, pretty women. It was like…well, something he hadn’t felt before. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re alive,” he said, not taking his eyes off the streets below. There were a lot of police, fire, and ambulance lights flashing around the city, amplified by the glass towers surrounding them, all of it overshadowed by the orange glow of a setting sun flooding into the room. 
 
    “You, too,” Sarah said, almost a whisper. Then she pointed down and to the right. “Look.” 
 
    Henry followed her finger down. He saw police cars first. A lot of them. News crews, too, floodlights illuminating the faces of tiny talking faces. And beside it all, Park Street Church, recognizable thanks to the steeple, the cemetery, and its proximity to the State House—its golden dome on fire in the sun’s light. 
 
    He pointed a finger, traced it back to the Daisy Duck Tours building, then across the cemetery to the tall building with a car park hidden in its bowels. From there he followed their previous path through the streets of Boston. “It’s like Google Maps without the labels.” 
 
    He stopped on a curved corner, where red umbrellas lay scattered. He followed the road—Franklin Street—right past the tower they were in which meant, “This is Millennium Tower.” He looked up through the glass. Saw nothing but sky. “This has to be the penthouse! Do you know how much this place sold for?” 
 
    “Why do you?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “Because sometimes I Google the most expensive places in Boston so I can see where I’ll live when I’m rich.” 
 
    Sarah looked at him like he’d stepped in dog shit. “Really?” 
 
    “You don’t?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, I look at nicer apartments…but not this.” She opened her arms toward the view. “How much?” 
 
    “Forty-five million.” 
 
    Sarah’s eyes widened a bit, darting around the view and then the room like she was seeing it all again for the first time. “Now I feel like I shouldn’t even be walking on this floor.” 
 
    Henry shrugged. “Meh. We’re barefoot, remember. Would take like a million years to put a dent in this floor.” 
 
    Sarah looked down, and then crossed her arms over her chest. “Speaking of…” She turned and headed for the fresh clothes waiting for them. “And keep your eyes on that view, okay?” 
 
    Henry obeyed, which was easy. He was still fascinated by the view, identifying all the places he’d slept. “Don’t worry. I don’t think of you like that. I mean, I thought I might when I touched your crotch.” 
 
    “Say what now?” Sarah said. Henry didn’t turn around, but could feel her eyes leveled at the back of his head. 
 
    “It was more like your inner thigh,” he said. “When we were taking care of your leg. Me and Linda. Don’t get me wrong. You’re a stone cold hottie, and I should want to jump your bones, but…I don’t. Who knows why.” 
 
    Sarah was silent. 
 
    “Should I still not turn around?” 
 
    “‘Stone cold hottie?’” Sarah finally said. “‘Jump your bones?’ 1995 called and wants its slang back.” 
 
    Henry smiled. Blinked when a door closed behind him. 
 
    He turned around. Sarah was gone. In the bathroom. Her clothing with her. 
 
    Henry turned back to the view. “Awesome…” Then he glanced at the ceiling. This was a forty-five-million-dollar mansion in the sky. It had to have everything, right? “Hey Alexa,” he said. “Play Nothin’ But A Good Time by Poison.” 
 
    “Here’s Nothing But A Good Time, remastered 2006, by Poison. Starting now, on Amazon Music,” replied a computerized woman’s voice from high def speakers embedded in the ceiling. It was followed by the addictive guitar riff that kicked off the song. But it wasn’t loud enough. 
 
    “Alexa, turn up the volume.” 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    “Alexa…uhh, volume five.” 
 
    The music volume increased. Henry grinned. “Alexa, volume ten!” 
 
    The music blared. Henry bopped his head. Broke into a dance worthy of an 80s hair metal band strutting for the camera. Henry not only knew all of Poison’s music to the note, but he also knew the videos. He hopped along the line of windows, playing an air guitar. When the singing started, he peeled off his robe and spun it over his head. 
 
    He faced the window, legs spread wide, one foot thumping. He stretched the robe between his hands, converting it into a guitar, thrashing his shaggy hair for all of Boston to see. 
 
    He barely noticed when he was struck from behind, but noticed the second impact. A shoe. The first projectile had been a T-shirt. 
 
    “Alexa,” Sarah shouted. “Stop!” 
 
    The music winked off. 
 
    “Seriously, dude…” Sarah was blocking her eyes with an open palm. Used her free hand to pick up Henry’s clothing, throwing it all at him. “No one wants to see that. And in case that was the point, this building has mirrored windows, remember? The only person whose day you’re ruining is mine.” 
 
    Henry rolled his eyes. “No fun.” He slipped into a T-shirt. It was the softest shirt he’d ever felt. 
 
    “So,” Sarah said. “Weird question. How does your butt feel?” 
 
    Henry twisted around, looking at his wound. The bandage looked fresh. “The better question is, how does it look?” 
 
    “Try to be serious for a second,” she said. 
 
    Henry flexed his butt-cheek. Over and over. It should have hurt. “Uhh, fine mostly. Stings a little I guess…” 
 
    “But not bad enough to stop you from being possessed by the spirit of Bret Michaels?” 
 
    “Bret Michaels is alive,” Henry pointed out. 
 
    “Thrilling.” 
 
    “Why do you ask?” 
 
    Sarah lifted her leg, bringing her knee to her chest. Then she hopped on one leg. “I should be on the floor crying in pain.” 
 
    “Huh…” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “So,” she said, “hurry up. I want to know what the hell is going on.” 
 
    Henry finished dressing. He’d seen things that day that should have been impossible. He drowned in Boston Harbor and woke up in a mansion sixty floors up. But the lack of pain seemed impossible, especially for Sarah’s wound, which had been grievous. “Maybe we’re hopped up on painkillers?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m lucid. More awake than usual. Though…drugs would explain the dream.” 
 
    “Couldn’t have been as weird as mine,” he said, slipping into wrinkle-free gray shorts. He gave a little stretch. “Everything fits.” 
 
    “I think she measured us, while we were out.” Sarah motioned to her perfectly sized outfit—khaki capris, a white blouse, and sporty looking sandals—Mediterranean casual. “Or some butler did. Either way, creepy.” 
 
    “I had an odd dream, too,” Henry said. “You were ahead of me, on a path. I don’t remember what you were wearing. It was kind of hazy. Hard to remember. Lit in orange.” 
 
    “What?” Sarah held onto the doorframe. She looked pale. “Were you in a cave? With orange words?” 
 
    “Was I dreaming about a TV show or something?” He shook his head. Henry hadn’t watched a lot of TV in his life. 
 
    “You said I was there,” she said. “Was there writing on the wall? Or a river? Someone walking with me?” 
 
    Henry’s brow furrowed. “How…” 
 
    “Because I was there,” she said, and then she turned toward the hallway leading to the open-concept living space. “And I think she was, too.” 
 
    “In our dreams…” 
 
    “People don’t share dreams,” Sarah pointed out. 
 
    “Right,” Henry said. “Cool.” 
 
    “Not cool.” Sarah started down the hallway. “Let’s get some answers.” 
 
    Henry followed her, new shoes in hand. He liked the way the hard, cool floor felt on his bare feet, and the gentle slap they made with each step. It reminded him of the cave. The well-worn path. He knew what it was the moment he saw the riverside ferryman, and heard the howling trio; he just hadn’t believed it was real. 
 
    But now? 
 
    Maybe it was. 
 
    And if so…they’d both visited the River Styx. 
 
    How cool was that? 
 
  
 
  



 21 
 
      
 
    “Help yourself to anything in the kitchen,” Helen said. She was seated in the open living room, relaxing on a red, leather couch that looked like it had been designed by Andy Warhol. 
 
    Henry broke formation, slipped into the gourmet kitchen, and opened one of two brushed metal fridges. 
 
    Sarah was hungry, but she ignored the temptation. She headed for a wooden chair opposite the couch. It looked like it had been formed from a single piece of wood, bent and smoothed into a form fitting chair. She lowered her weight onto it. There was some give, but then it resisted. 
 
    “It can take a lot more weight than you,” Helen said. 
 
    Sarah relaxed. Without realizing it, she started bouncing in the seat. The motion took her back. To a playground. The playground. She clenched her eyes shut. Stopped the bounce. Focused. “Why doesn’t my leg hurt?” 
 
    Helen smiled. Sipped from a glass of red wine. “Really? That’s your first question?” 
 
    “I’m warming up,” Sarah said. She had to resist the urge to keep bouncing in the chair. Some still-a-child part of her couldn’t. But that side of her had been squelched for a long time, and couldn’t compete with her desire to not remember. She sat in silence, waiting for an answer. Helen seemed happy to make her wait. 
 
    Henry sat at the mirror-topped coffee table, unloading an arm full of cookies, chips, and three bottles of beer. 
 
    “That’s revolting,” Sarah said, looking at the food assortment. 
 
    “I know,” Henry said. “It’s awesome.” Then he tried to twist the top off a beer, and failed. 
 
    “Noob. Have you even had beer before?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “Nope,” Henry said. “Never had the chance.” 
 
    She tired of watching him struggle and reached out for the bottle. “Give it.” 
 
    He handed it to her and watched in amazement as she got her thumb up under the cap and popped it off. It was an old trick. She didn’t really know how it worked, and didn’t know anyone else who could do it, despite many a college bro giving it a whirl. Some relented to the pain. Others when they bled. All failed. It was a talent she’d been born with. Made for a good party trick. 
 
    She handed Henry the open brew—some kind of import in a language she couldn’t read—and then she took a second for herself. Popped the top. Took a swig. Not bad. 
 
    “Hey,” Henry said. 
 
    Sarah raised an eyebrow at him. “They’re all for you?” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because you don’t even know if you like it yet,” Sarah said. She was aware that bantering with Henry wasn’t getting her any closer to the answers she wanted, but she also didn’t want to let Helen think she was irked by the woman’s silence. 
 
    Helen leaned forward, placed her wine glass on the table and took the last bottle. 
 
    Henry groaned. “C’mon…” 
 
    Then Helen popped the cap with little effort. The metal disc landed on the coffee table. Sarah watched it spin to a stop. 
 
    Huh… 
 
    Sarah sat back. Then said to Helen, “So?” 
 
    Helen took a long pull from the bottle. Settled back. “A little bit of this. A little bit of that.” 
 
    “Really?” Sarah said. “You’re going to quote GTA?” 
 
    “Grand Theft Auto?” Henry asked, sitting up straighter. 
 
    Sarah pinched her nose, eyes closed. “Good Times Ahead, they’re a…never mind.” 
 
    Helen just watched them, a curious grin on her face, like she was watching monkeys in a zoo. 
 
    “Seriously, lady,” Sarah said. “What the hell?” 
 
    “The saying was around long before the song,” Helen said, lasering her gaze into and through Sarah. “If you must know, I stitched the wounds myself and applied a topical anesthesia made from herbs.” 
 
    “But that’s not how you saved our lives,” Henry said. 
 
    “How did you get us out of the water?” Sarah added. 
 
    “I saw her down there.” Henry raised the beer bottle to his lips. Took a drink and did an immediate spit-take. “Ugh. That’s horrible.” Then he immediately took another drink, held it in his mouth for a moment, shrugged, and swallowed. “I didn’t see her pull us out, though. We were both dead by then.” 
 
    “We were dead,” Sarah said. She’d known it from the moment she opened her eyes. It wasn’t like waking up from a deep sleep—the mind slowly emerging from a dream state. It was more like settling back into her body. Her anger and distrust fizzled. “Thanks… So…did you do CPR or something?” 
 
    She knew the answer to that. Her ribs weren’t broken. So what had Helen done? 
 
    “Or something,” Helen said. 
 
    “I’m getting tired of the Yoda answers, lady. Just tell us—” 
 
    “She brought us here, put us back together, and then followed us into the afterlife,” Henry said, like it wasn’t the most ridiculous thing to ever come out of his ridiculous mouth. He noted her disbelief with a grin. “That guy walking with you was Hermes. The dude at the boat? Charon. And the howling wolves… That was Cerberus.” 
 
    Sarah stared at him. He’d just upped the ante on weird, but also reminded her that they’d had the same dream. And that wasn’t normal. 
 
    “I may have given you some mildly hallucinogenic herbs as well.” Helen smiled like it was no big deal. 
 
    But it was a big deal to Sarah. As an athlete, she’d taken good care of her body, avoiding recreational drugs entirely, and most prescriptions stronger than Ibuprofen. 
 
    “People can’t have the same hallucinations,” Henry said. 
 
    “You were both in here at the time.” Helen pointed to the hallway. Above the entryway was a ten-foot by ten-foot square painting of her dream. A woman being led to a subterranean river. The ferryman. Even a three headed wolf, standing on the far shore. It was an intimidating image and perfectly reflected her dream, right down to the glowing letters on the walls. 
 
    “Yeah,” Henry said. “That’s the River Styx, all right.” 
 
    “You know the Greek myths?” Helen asked. 
 
    Henry shrugged. “The Greeks were hardcore.” 
 
    Helen nodded. “Not just the Greeks. And their stories usually end in tragedy.” 
 
    “But not us!” Henry yanked open a bag of Fritos, filling the air with the scent of deep-fried corn-stuff. He shoved a handful into his mouth. To Helen he said, “Ish can’t be or food.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I got it for you. I guessed at your taste.” She turned to Sarah. “There are an assortment of sandwich meats and fresh fruit for you.” 
 
    Sarah’s mouth watered. She ignored it. “So what were you doing with us in there? With the robes and all that?” 
 
    “Meditating,” she said. “You could call it praying.” 
 
    “To who?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” Helen asked. 
 
    “Most people would think so.” 
 
    Henry took a swig of beer. Winced. “I think we’re still asking the wrong questions.” 
 
    Sarah sighed. Pushed herself up from the chair, which Henry promptly stole, and headed for the kitchen. Hunger had faced pride in a no-holds-barred, mental cage match and come out victorious. Sarah opened the fridge, sure she was going to find prosciutto or some horrible fancy meat that tasted like death. Instead, she found her favorites—onion rolls, honey ham, provolone, pickles, and barbeque sauce. 
 
    “Who are you?” Henry asked, speaking like a bona fide interrogator—who enjoyed his job too much. 
 
    “Helen Atreidai.” 
 
    “That’s just a name,” Henry said. “Means shit. So, who are you?” 
 
    Helen took a drink of beer while having a staring contest with Henry, neither of them blinking. Sarah went back to making the most epic sandwich of her life and just listened to the pair. 
 
    “You tell me.” 
 
    “Okay… You’re crazy rich. I’m guessing generational wealth. You don’t work. Never have. But you’re not soft, either. I mean, you killed people today. You also took more than a few hits, but you don’t look like it. You’ve trained your whole life for something… For today.” 
 
    Henry stood and walked to the other set of windows, facing east. A view of downtown and the ocean beyond. Sarah watched him from the corner of her eye, layering on her ham. He was putting a lot of thought into this. More than she had. 
 
    “So the next question is, who is chasing you? They hate you enough to kill anyone associated with you…and are willing to die in the attempt. So…a cult. But they’ve been around for a while. Long enough to have a lot of members. There were cops, and businessmen, and blue-collar types all working together. Only one of them seemed like a trained killer—the guy who actually killed us—by proxy. I mean, it was the ocean that killed us, but he chased us there. And I think he was FBI or something. So, what did you do to piss off this cult? Did you leave it?” 
 
    “Close… But they don’t hate me.” Helen stood and joined Henry at the window, watching the people far below. “They worship me.” 
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    “Whoa,” Henry said, sizing up Helen again. She was dressed in a stylish, loose-fitting outfit that flowed over her body—some kind of thin fabric, but not silk. All black, save for a rich, red scarf. The black matched her hair—tied back in a tight ponytail now—and her eyes, which were more pupil than iris. She stood with unwavering confidence. And she was stunning. Perfect skin. Perfect features. Perfect balance wrapped up in a human being. And yet, as with Sarah, Henry appreciated her beauty without feeling attracted to her. It was a new experience for him. 
 
    He could picture people admiring her beauty and her fortune. Who wouldn’t want to be like her? She hadn’t tried to sell him or Sarah anything wonky, but he was hungry for more than food. 
 
    This woman could change his life, and he wasn’t afraid to let her. 
 
    “So…you’re the leader then?” he asked. 
 
    She scoffed. “I have nothing to do with them.” 
 
    “Aside from being their idol,” Sarah said, “and not in a Lady Gaga kind of way, but in an actual ‘they pray to you’ kind of way.” 
 
    Helen gave a subtle nod. “Because of…” She motioned to the epic penthouse surrounding them. “…all this, and certain events in my life, they believe that I am a goddess.” 
 
    Sarah moved to a long dining room table that looked hewn from a single slab of redwood. She sat down with her sandwich and beer. “Other than being the richest MILF in the world, why would they think you’re…I don’t know, what’s the word?” 
 
    “Divine,” Henry said. 
 
    “That.” Sarah took a bite of her sandwich. Then a second. Henry thought it looked good. Really good. Realized he might have made a mistake with the junk food. “Also, do you have kids?” 
 
    “I do…and with enough money, you can create the illusion of godhood. It seems that anything is possible. You can change lives. Grant wishes. And in some cases, you can save lives.” 
 
    “Like you did with us,” Sarah said. 
 
    “But that was different,” Henry argued. “She didn’t take us to a hospital. She brought us back to life on her own.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you bring us to a hospit—never mind. Killer cult. Cops and all that.” Sarah took another bite. Seemed to be enjoying it less. 
 
    “So who are they?” Henry asked. “People like us? People you helped for some random reason? And now they want more?” 
 
    Helen smiled. “A lot more. And yes…most of them have come into contact with me in one way or another, some of them indirectly, but…” She looked out the window. It was the first time Henry had seen her hesitate. “…the leader was a lover.” 
 
    “A oovah?” Sarah said, mouth full. She swallowed. Took a swig of beer. “Like a boyfriend, or like a one-night stand? Because if that’s the effect of getting in your pants just once—” 
 
    “Boyfriend,” Helen said. “For a short time. Long ago.” 
 
    “What about a husband?” Henry asked. 
 
    “Dead.” 
 
    “Did the cult kill him?” 
 
    “Henry,” Sarah scolded. 
 
    “What? We all know I’m gonna say what I’m thinking. Stop acting surprised.” 
 
    Sarah rolled her eyes. Went back to eating. 
 
    “It was nothing so dramatic. He died of old age.” 
 
    “Ode aish?” Sarah said, mouth full again. Henry chuckled. She couldn’t stop asking shocked questions. Couldn’t stop eating, either. She swallowed. “Old age? But you’re like forty-something.” 
 
    Henry laughed. Didn’t even think not to. “Ohh, snap. You’re a sugar baby! That’s where all your money came from. I don’t think I’m good looking enough to land a sugar mama, but I would if I could! Good for you.” 
 
    “He wasn’t a sugar daddy,” Helen said, more bemused than annoyed, which was a different experience for Henry. Most people would have been offended by now. “He was a good man. Would have done anything for me. But I was…different before I met him.” 
 
    “What about your kids?” Sarah asked. “If you had them in your twenties, they’d be around our—” 
 
    Henry gasped, a rare expression of surprise. “Are you our mother?” 
 
    He had never met his real parents. They could be alive. Could be dead. He didn’t really care…until this very moment. It seemed preposterous. They had no physical features in common, but maybe the old, dead, rich dude had been pasty white with dominant genes. That wouldn’t explain Sarah’s dark skin, but maybe there was another man? Henry was so excited about his next thought that he said it aloud. “Maybe Sarah is the cult leader’s daughter?” 
 
    Helen laughed. Good and hearty. 
 
    “How the hell did you make that mental leap?” Sarah was laughing, too. “Just when I think I’m getting used to you… Seriously.” 
 
    Helen put a hand on Henry’s shoulder. “You are both special, but you are not my children.” 
 
    Something in Helen’s face shifted. Henry had a hard time understanding what it meant. It looked like fear, but it wasn’t. 
 
    Sarah had no trouble deriving meaning from the momentary shift. “Oh…oh God. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “What?” Henry asked. 
 
    Helen waved a hand. Turned to the glass. “It’s fine.” 
 
    “What?” Henry repeated. 
 
    Sarah was on her feet, the sandwich forgotten. She looked sad, but not for herself. Henry watched her approach Helen. Up until this moment, Sarah had been abrasive to the mystery woman. Something had changed that. Henry sensed the weight of it, but lacked the intuition to decipher the clues buried in subtle emotion. 
 
    “What is it?” he whispered. 
 
    They were standing on either side of Helen, whose gaze remained locked on the ocean view. Henry saw just a hint of wetness in her eyes. 
 
    “She’s like us,” Sarah said. “She’s alone.” 
 
    “Your kids are dead?” Henry asked so earnestly that Sarah didn’t chide him for asking. “And your husband… And your parents…” He was guessing, but knew he was right. Helen was moving through life, isolated and alone. 
 
    Just like him. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said, and something in him cracked. 
 
    A tear slid down his cheek. 
 
    He remembered crying as a child, because of pain, often at the hands of someone meant to care for him, but generally he moved through life cut off from his emotions. Fear wasn’t a choice, but the rest—he’d erected impervious walls to protect himself. 
 
    This was different. 
 
    This was empathy. He could feel Helen’s pain, because he’d lived it. Not being afraid of loneliness didn’t make it any easier. Suppressed feelings bubbled to the surface with a sob—and then a hug. He wrapped his arms around Helen and repeated. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Her arms slid around him, strong and welcoming. Her embrace was earnest. Comforting in a way he’d never experienced. And then the weight of her embrace increased, not because she was squeezing him tighter, but because Sarah was. 
 
    The three of them stood rooted for a moment, strangers bonded through common experience, looking out over the city. 
 
    It was Helen who broke the silence. “I recognized our commonality in both of you earlier today. First at North Station. And then at the bank.” 
 
    “You were at North Station?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “I didn’t see you,” Henry said. 
 
    “People don’t see me if I don’t want to be seen—” 
 
    “Holy shit, you’re a ninja. Like Michael Dudikoff.” 
 
    “Michael Whodafuq?” Sarah said. 
 
    “You haven’t seen American Ninja?” Henry said. It was a classic ninja movie from the 80s. Henry had found it online. For a time, he’d aspired to be Michael Dudikoff, but changed his mind after seeing Fury of the Fist, a movie so bad he’d thrown the stolen phone he’d watched it on into the harbor. 
 
    Helen smiled. Mood lightened. “I’m not a ninja.” She gave Henry a wink. “I’m worse.” 
 
    What’s worse than a ninja? Henry wondered, growing excited. He’d seen her fight. Her skill was obvious, and it had martial arts mixed in, but she also used brute force. She could throw a man like gravity had cut her a deal. So what kind of person could fight like that? 
 
    “So you followed us to the bank?” Sarah asked, stepping back out of the group hug. 
 
    “I needed to go, anyway,” Helen said. 
 
    “And you didn’t know the cult was after you?” 
 
    “I knew they were out there, but they always are. Sometimes I run into them…but nothing like this. This is different.” 
 
    “Because of us?” Henry asked. 
 
    Helen shook her head. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Can we just run?” Sarah asked. “You have enough money, right? We have nothing holding us back. So, take us someplace nice, foot the bill, and wait until this all blows over. We could go to London…or Tokyo…or Paris.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Helen said. “I hate Paris.” 
 
    “Wherever. It doesn’t matter. Why can’t we just leave?” 
 
    “Because I will never let a man control me again,” Helen said, fire in her eyes. “Because I will never forget who I am, or where I am from. I do not run, or hide.” 
 
    The intensity of Helen’s words backed Sarah up a step. “Okay, okay, geez. Can you at least tell us what they want?” 
 
    Helen sagged a bit. Looked tired. Returned to the couch and her wine. “They want to expose me for who I am.” 
 
    “A goddess…” Sarah said. 
 
    “The deluded, fanatical belief of a scorned lover, but yes.” Helen took a drink. “He believes if the odds against me become too overwhelming that I will reveal my divinity.” 
 
    “And that’s why he wants to kill us?” Sarah says. “Because of the bank? Because he thinks we’re important to you? And if we’re in danger, that will force your hand?” 
 
    Henry shook his head. Sarah was nearly there, but she was missing the obvious. “It’s not because he thinks we’re important, it’s because we are.” 
 
    Sarah stared at Helen, waiting for her to argue the point. But she didn’t. 
 
    Something like sadness swept over Sarah’s face. “Why?” 
 
    A gentle, almost sing-song chime sounded. 
 
    Helen went rigid. “Damnit.” 
 
    “What is it?” Sarah asked, growing worried. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Helen scowled. “They’re here.” 
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    “How do they know you’re here?” Sarah put a mental pin in the question of why this stranger would give half a turd about her, never mind why she might be important—to anyone. She could slip off the face of the Earth and the only impact her absence would have is that there might be a longer line at Dunkin’ Donuts for a single morning shift. But not even that was true now. 
 
    She was nobody. 
 
    She was worthless. 
 
    “She doesn’t hide,” Henry said. “Remember?” 
 
    “So you fought a battle on the streets of Boston, with a freakin’ cult, in which many people were injured or killed—including cops—and didn’t go someplace no one would think to look?” Sarah was annoyed she hadn’t realized this when she’d awoken in a forty-five-million-dollar penthouse. They were hiding in the first place this cult—and the police—would look for them. “Why? And please give me a straight answer.” 
 
    Helen grinned. She stepped around Sarah, while Henry looked out the window. The city below was cast in the Millennium Tower’s shadow. The light surrounding it was a ruddy orange. The sun would set on Boston in a few minutes, but the penthouse—seven hundred feet in the air—would be lit for a while longer, shining orange like a beacon— 
 
    For all the crazies. 
 
    Helen stood beside the coffee table, bent down, reached under the lip, and pushed a button. The bottle caps slid away, as the top lifted up, split down the middle, and opened to reveal a hidden trove. 
 
    “Holy shit…” Sarah whispered. Encased in foam were two swords with thick, curved blades that came to smooth tips, as though they had been painted by a calligrapher’s brush. The handles looked like Cs, protecting the bottom and the top of the hand, but open over the knuckles. They looked absolutely deadly. What they didn’t look like, was new. The nicks in the blades suggested they had even been used. 
 
    Only a woman like Helen would keep antique weapons around for home defense. Looking down at the swords, Sarah felt a little queasy. This wasn’t a friend showing her a collection. This was a woman, capable of great violence, about to employ fucking swords against a God damn cult of killers. 
 
    This was going to get messy. 
 
    And if things went poorly, Sarah would be dead—again—and so would Henry. 
 
    Helen lifted both blades from the foam, smiling at them. Old friends reunited. 
 
    “These have served me well. They will do the same for you.” She held one of the two swords out to Sarah. 
 
    “I was afraid you were going to do that,” Sarah said. 
 
    “Both of you,” Helen said louder, attempting to pull Henry’s attention away from the view. 
 
    He didn’t budge. “Everything is so small. From here, I feel powerful. And if they want to see me, they have to look up. In reverence.” 
 
    Oookay, Sarah thought, and now Henry has dunked his head in the Kool-Aid. 
 
    “How could they not think you’re a goddess?” Henry asked. “Living in the clouds, looking down at everyone. It’s like M—” He turned around and saw the offered swords. Like a teenage boy seeing a naked woman for the first time, he glided away from the window, eyes wide and locked onto the blade held out before him. 
 
    Helen spun both swords in her hands, slapping the flat blade edge against her arms and offering the weapons. Henry took his, admiring it. “Lighter than it looks.” 
 
    “Take it,” Helen said, staring into Sarah’s eyes with a strange kind of intensity. “You’ll be fighting for your life.” 
 
    Sarah took the weapon, looking it over. Henry was right, despite being solid, it was light in her hand. “I don’t know how to use a sword.” 
 
    “It’s not a sword,” Helen said, heading toward the kitchen island. “It’s a ‘kopis.’ Deadly, yes, but not elegant.” 
 
    “Like me,” Henry quipped, cool as ever, despite the impending doom. 
 
    “Use it like an axe.” Helen motioned with her hand. “No skill required. Only the ability to swing hard, and a willingness to kill those meaning to kill you.” 
 
    Sarah leaned on the counter. “I’m going to be sick.” 
 
    “You’ll do no such thing.” It sounded like an order, more than encouragement. Helen picked up a remote. “Otherwise, you will die.” 
 
    “They’ll have guns,” Sarah said. 
 
    Henry gave her bicep a squeeze. “You have guns.” He chuckled. She wanted to punch him. 
 
    Helen put a hand on Sarah’s. Looked her in the eyes. “You have everything you need.” She poked Sarah’s forehead. “In your mind.” She poked her sternum. “In your spirit.” She clapped Sarah’s arm. “And Henry is right…” She smiled. “You’ve got the guns. Use them.” 
 
    Sarah laughed, but not because she was amused. She was incredulous and stupefied. Helen is totally a cult leader, she thought, but she kept it to herself. 
 
    Despite her doubts, something about Helen’s words stoked a fire in Sarah, as they had before. Borrowed confidence, Sarah thought, but she wondered if it was something more. Maybe I’m the one drinking the Kool-Aid? 
 
    Helen pointed the remote at a 4k, flat-screen TV mounted on the kitchen wall. It displayed a black-and-white security camera view of an elevator’s interior. Stuffed inside were seventeen men and women, one of whom was dressed in a doorman’s uniform and had his hands raised. The rest wore ski masks and carried an assortment of weapons. Some of them had handguns, but others carried blades. A man in a Red Sox jersey carried a wooden baseball bat. 
 
    “If that bat is signed,” Henry said, “I call dibs.” 
 
    “Jerry triggered the alarm,” Helen said, pointing at the doorman. “The elevator is moving at half speed and will open on random floors.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you just shut it down? Or, I don’t know, fill it was sleeping gas or something?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “Where’s the fun in that?” Henry said. 
 
    “And why can’t we just escape? There has to be another way out of here, right? Fire codes and all that? Or a panic roo—” 
 
    Helen squeezed her hand. “What made you this way?” 
 
    “What way?” 
 
    “Afraid.” 
 
    “Any normal person would be afraid right now.” Sarah realized the two people she was speaking to didn’t seem afraid at all. 
 
    “You’re not a normal person,” Helen said. “You’ll understand soon enough. Also…” Helen motioned to the doorman. “Jerry. He’s a good man. Keep him alive. You have sixty seconds to prepare yourselves.” 
 
    “You mean we, right?” Sarah asked. “We have sixty seconds?” 
 
    Helen was already walking away, stepping toward a doorway at the back of the kitchen. “You. Both of you.” She paused in the doorway. “Stay close to each other. Trust each other.” 
 
    “But we’re injured,” Sarah said. She felt like she was going insane. Everything about this was insane. She hated feeling like a helicopter parent on steroids, worrying and nagging all the time, but there wasn’t anything about this day that wasn’t off-the-rails nuts. 
 
    Helen squinted at her. A hint of a smile. “Are you?” 
 
    She slipped through the door. “I won’t be long.” 
 
    Sarah hurried after her, grasping the door’s handle, but it was locked. 
 
    She looked back at Henry, who was moving toward the central hallway, where the elevator doors were. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “That we need to kick some ass.” He gave his kopis a swing, testing its weight. “That you should probably get over here in the next forty-five seconds.” 
 
    Sarah looked down at her leg. The bandage was hidden beneath her capris, and the wound beneath that. But she could feel it…couldn’t she? She reached down, hand on leg, and squeezed. Hard. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    No pain at all. 
 
    “Herbs, my ass,” Sarah said. 
 
    “Thirty seconds,” Henry said. He was standing in front of the door, sword in hand, raised and ready to swing. He’d get gunned down the moment the doors open. 
 
    Sarah forgot about her leg. Forgot about all her unanswered questions. 
 
    Armed men were about to flood out of those doors, and she had no choice. Again. Fight or die. That was the position Helen had put them in, twice now. She’d take it up with the woman later. Right now, Captain Fearless needed some direction. “Are you stupid? Get away from the doors.” 
 
    Sarah looked around the penthouse living area for something to accompany her sword—specifically something that could block bullets. I’ve got a sword that’s not a sword, she thought, so why not a shield that’s not a shield? But she found nothing that 1) she could hold in one hand, and 2) that could stop a bullet. 
 
    “Our only advantage is that they don’t know we’re ready for them,” Henry said. 
 
    “We are far from ready for them!” Sarah said, hurrying to the hallway but stopping short of joining Henry right in front of the doors. 
 
    “They’ll never see it coming,” Henry said. 
 
    “How do you know that?” Sarah was breathing hard, chest heaving like she’d been running. It wasn’t an uncommon experience. She’d felt it before every wrestling match, and she knew what it was: adrenaline, preparing her mind and body for the battle ahead. 
 
    Henry grinned, poised to sprint at the doors, just a few feet away. “No one ever sees me coming.” Then he smiled. “Alexa, volume ten. Play Apashe by Dies Irae featuring Black Prez.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Trust me.” 
 
    “Here’s Apashe by Dies Irae featuring Black Prez. Starting now, on Amazon Music.” 
 
    A melodic mix of violins rose, mixing with some kind of choir, before building to a bass drop and a digital drumbeat. The music was…epic. Sarah’s nervous energy transformed into strength. 
 
    Henry met her eyes, looking mischievous and quoting the song’s lyrics. “I’m a beast.” 
 
    She smiled—What’s happening to me?—all her misgivings somehow fading into the ether. She braced herself for a fight. “We both are.” 
 
    The elevator chimed. As the doors slid open, Henry charged. When there was just enough room to fit through, he dove into the elevator full of killers. 
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    Henry swung the kopis like an axe, putting everything he had behind it. He wanted to swing in an arc. In his mind, he saw himself cutting down the whole front row. But then he remembered Jerry the doorman. Jerry didn’t deserve to die, and Helen seemed fond of the man. So he swung high— 
 
    —and connected. 
 
    There was a sharp ping of metal on bone, the sound of it dulled by the ski mask. A vibration shook through Henry’s arm. He nearly dropped his newly acquired and already beloved weapon. 
 
    The man with a cleaved skull twitched and gurgled. 
 
    For a moment, the elevator stood silent with shocked killers. 
 
    Henry smiled at them. “You totally didn’t see that coming, right?” He turned to look back at Sarah. “I got one!” 
 
    Henry didn’t see the attack coming because he wasn’t worried about it. A foot caught him hard in the gut. He spilled back out of the elevator, landing hard on the floor. He slid across the smooth marble, hitting his head on the equally hard wall. 
 
    He pushed himself up, kopis in hand. “Who’s ne—” 
 
    Some kind of human freight train barreled into Henry from the side. He was lifted off the ground and body slammed farther down the hall. The wall and the floor where he’d been standing turned to powder under a barrage of gunfire. 
 
    The sound of it was painful, each shot echoing off the penthouse’s solid floor and walls. 
 
    Sarah rolled off him. She’d save his life. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. The word felt strange in his mouth, like the Tide Challenge, which, yeah, he did. Twice. He would have done it a hundred more times without flinching, but the social rewards for doing something stupid reversed quickly with that particular challenge. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” she said, and then she shoved him hard. He spilled out of the hallway entrance, rolling over the chair that had held his clothing. Bullets zinged through the air where they’d been standing. 
 
    The elevator was vomiting its deadly payload. 
 
    The first killer ran into the room without backup—without thinking. The petite woman was dressed in a gray power pantsuit, heels discarded for bare feet. Gun raised, aimed toward Henry, she didn’t see Sarah’s forearm swing toward her neck. The blow struck, perfectly timed with a bass drop in the music, and it flipped the woman, head over heels backward, while her body continued forward. She slammed into the large glass window upside down, before crashing to the floor, unmoving and unarmed. Her gun slid into the room’s corner, but there was no time to retrieve it. Her partners had arrived. 
 
    Henry dove into the fray again, and as usual, no one was prepared for the scrawny whirlwind of violence. Even the most crazed person—willing to give their life or not—flinches from the sudden threat of pain. It’s impossible not to…for most people. 
 
    Three killers—two men and a woman—fell with screams of pain, clutching various spots on their bodies that Henry had stabbed or hacked. None of his strikes were particularly deadly, but they caused pain and sowed chaos. 
 
    People fell to the floor around him. Those rushing in behind them, tripped and toppled. 
 
    Some hit hard and fell unconscious. Some got tangled with others. The rest were clutching wounds, faced with the sudden realization that this fight might not go their way. Nothing like a little blood and pain to test allegiance to a cause. 
 
    Henry couldn’t even remember what he’d done or how he’d done it, but the end result was seven people on the floor. Two of them were getting back to their feet, but the rest would be slower to rejoin the fight. And the lady Sarah clubbed… She might never get up. That left…Henry did the math. 
 
    Nine left in the fight. 
 
    Wait, that’s wrong. 
 
    The dead man with a hacked skull laid half inside, half outside the elevator. The doors closed, squished against his lifeless body—pushing blood from the wound—and then opened to repeat the process again. Behind him, seated on the elevator floor, arms wrapped around knees, was Jerry the Doorman. His eyes were stuck wide-open, locked on to the dead man. He wasn’t a threat to anyone. 
 
    Eight left. 
 
    Not too shabby. 
 
    Henry swung low, hoping to strike someone’s leg. But the only person he struck was an already unconscious man’s thigh. The man jolted awake, sitting up and screaming in pain. Henry slapped the flat side of the blade into the man’s forehead, knocking him out a second time. 
 
    “Henry,” Sarah said. “Get up.” 
 
    The eight fully functioning killers entered the room, fanning out around them, each of them armed with a variety of bladed weapons. One man carried a replica of Connor MacLeod’s Katana from Highlander. There were two machetes, a crowbar, a Negan bat and—what the hell?—a woman wearing a hippy dippy skirt with paisleys, carrying a butcher knife and… “Is that a potato peeler?” 
 
    The woman sneered at him. 
 
    Who the hell does she think she’s intimidating? 
 
    “Bring it on, Martha Stewart!” 
 
    The woman charged, but looked surprised when Henry did the same. She swung the butcher knife like a bona fide serial killer, looking to stab it straight into Henry’s chest. But he was faster, and the kopis was a bigger blade. 
 
    Before the butcher’s knife could strike his chest, it spiraled away, still clutched in the now-severed hand that held it. The woman shrieked, but didn’t stop. She swiped the peeler at Henry’s face, striking his chin and coming away with a curled strip of skin a few layers deep. 
 
    Henry winced. “You peeled me?” He ran the kopis through her chest. It might have been meant to hack, but its curved, pointed tip made short work of the human body. 
 
    “Behind you!” Sarah shouted. 
 
    Henry spun around, yanked the kopis out of the woman as she fell, and swung out blindly. Three men leaped back out of range. 
 
    He glanced at Sarah, who was backstepping away from the Highlander and Negan wannabes. Her confidence was wavering. 
 
    They made eye contact. Henry held her gaze. It was dangerous, but he wanted her to feel it—what he did all the damn time. Not just the fearlessness, but the rhythm. The beat. The drums of war. The music brought it out of him, to the surface, his head bobbing in time. 
 
    When she smiled, he knew she felt it, too. 
 
    Then the three men charged him. 
 
    Two of them had skill, holding machetes like they’d used them before. The third was bigger. A brawler. Dressed in a wifebeater and holding a crowbar. He came in first, swinging hard and missing without Henry needing to dodge. The man was overeager. 
 
    And he was woefully unprepared for Henry’s response. 
 
    “Blessed be!” Henry shouted in a high-pitched squeal. Pilfering the cult’s tagline staggered the man, but then Henry leapt into the air, like he’d been shocked, waving his arms wildly. The mask covered most of the man’s face, but Henry could see a pair of bewildered eyes watching him. “Blessed be!” 
 
    The man didn’t have time to register Henry’s flailing switch into a chop. The kopis carved a trough in the man’s meaty shoulder, stopping when it hit bone. The man wailed. Dropped the crowbar. 
 
    “Heads up!” Sarah shouted. 
 
    “Let’s do this!” Henry said, spinning around, extracting the kopis from the shoulder, sweeping it around, and striking another man’s neck full on. Henry didn’t put any thought into the strike. Had no idea what to expect. But even he was surprised when the blade passed through meat and bone, cleanly severing the man’s head with enough force to send it toppling through the air. A spiral of blood flung from the head, while a fountain gushed from the still standing body. The floor, turned blood-red, Jackson Pollock painting, was smeared when the man’s body crumpled. 
 
    But no one was watching his body. All eyes were on the spinning head, eyes frozen in surprise. It wasn’t just the head, it was the Negan fan careening through the air—somehow flung by Sarah—hands raised, shouting a long, drawn out, “Nooooo.” 
 
    And then, whack. Negan fan and decapitated head collided in mid-air, both of them hitting the far wall. 
 
    They fell to the floor together. 
 
    The head rolled in a lazy circle and then stopped so it appeared the man’s frozen eyes were staring at his still standing compatriots. Everyone was frozen in shock for a moment. 
 
    Then Henry burst out laughing. “Heads up! Yes!” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant!” Sarah said. 
 
    The man with the Highlander sword took a step back. “This isn’t how it was supposed to be.” 
 
    “Stand your ground, Rick,” one of the men facing Henry growled. 
 
    “Yeah, Rick,” Henry said. “Blessed be!” 
 
    “Kid’s a fucking psycho. We don’t even know who they are.” Rick took another step back, leaving Sarah free to act. 
 
    She reached back and grasped the long bench lining the long window. She tugged. The bench wiggled. Heavier than she thought. 
 
    Whatevs, Henry thought, and he started swinging his kopis wildly, engaging both men. They blocked his strikes, filling the air with the sound of clanging metal. They knew what they were doing, but Henry’s attack was so erratic, that they were off balance, incapable of counterattack, as the kopis whooshed toward heads, feet, and crotches. 
 
    In the back of his mind, Henry heard Sarah shout, but not in pain. It was exertion. Then he was kicked in the gut, and he staggered back, sucking for air. He was wide open to attack and completely vulnerable, not just because he had the wind knocked out of him, but because he wasn’t worried about attack—or anything else. 
 
    In his mind, a lack of fear making him slow to react to danger was his only weakness. He was aware of it, but he could do nothing about it. 
 
    But someone else could. 
 
    “Down!” Sarah shouted. 
 
    Henry obeyed, ducking to the floor. He felt a breeze brush past his neck and then looked up. The room-length bench swung over his head, and careened into the two machete holders and everyone else still standing. Sarah stepped past, muscles quivering as she plowed into the cult and slammed them against the far wall. Bones cracked. People shouted in pain. 
 
    Sarah pressed harder. Held it. 
 
    Men gasped. 
 
    Beyond the struggle, out in the hall, the Highlander fan dragged the dead man out of the elevator. He slipped inside without looking back, or acknowledging Jerry, who was still frozen in fear, seated on the elevator floor. The doors closed behind him. 
 
    Sarah pushed harder. Holding… Holding… 
 
    The cult members passed out, one by one. 
 
    Henry kicked one of the people on the ground, knocking him unconscious. When another reached for a gun, Henry stabbed him through the forearm and stomped on his head. 
 
    Sarah released the bench, dropping it, and the rest of the killer crew, to the floor just as the song ended. 
 
    They stood there together, surrounded by carnage, out of breath. 
 
    After looking at the mess, they turned to each other, and said in unison, “How did you—” 
 
    A loud crackling sound interrupted—from outside. They spun toward the window and found eight men in tactical gear swinging down from a pair of helicopters. They shot the windows out with automatic weapons and then crashed through, rolling across the floor and the dead without missing a beat. 
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    Sarah’s revolt over what she’d done and seen done in the past minute took a back seat to what she could only describe as bloodlust. Henry had gone too far with the severed head thing, but these people were trying to kill them for no good reason. Tit for tat, and all that. They had it coming. And holy hell, she was capable of so much more than she believed possible. 
 
    How much did that bench weigh? She couldn’t tell, but it had to be more than she’d ever lifted before, not to mention carried and used to crush several people. 
 
    Everything felt unreal. Like a dream, except instead of moving in slow motion, or being limited, she was powerful. 
 
    But not bulletproof. 
 
    Without warning or asking permission, she grabbed Henry around his waist, hoisted him up, and ran for the hallway. As she leaped over bodies and the long bench, glass shattered behind them. 
 
    She heard the men thump to the hard floor. Could see them in her mind’s eye, rolling back to their feet as shards of glass twinkled like fire in the setting sun. She could feel their rifles rising toward her back. As they passed through the hallway, into the living space, she tossed Henry to the right—into the kitchen, and she dove left into the living room. 
 
    Bullets buzzed through the air between them as they separated. 
 
    “Hey!” Henry shouted, pushing himself to his feet. “You can’t just pick me up!” 
 
    “Actually, it was pretty easy,” Sarah said, looking around for something to use as a weapon, or a shield. She’d brought a kopis to a gun fight. But the couch, chairs, and coffee table weren’t going to do much good against a killer SWAT team in body armor. 
 
    Henry stood in the kitchen, doing the same. Aside from knives smaller than his blade, and a few pots and pans that wouldn’t stop a bullet, he was out of luck, too. He laughed, “Well, yeah, but don’t.” 
 
    “Pretty sure I saved your life,” she said, and then she thought, Where the hell are they? 
 
    Unlike the mob who poured out of the elevator, these guys were well trained professionals rather than crazed zealots. Were they part of the cult, or hired mercenaries? Or worse, were they actual SWAT? 
 
    She slipped up to the hallway entrance, and quickly peeked. Two lines of men snapped their weapons toward her, but held their fire as she ducked away. They were approaching slow and careful. The men in front held riot shields. 
 
    “Are they cops?” Sarah shouted to Henry. 
 
    He rummaged in the cabinet beneath the sink. “They have to say it if they are.” 
 
    “Are you cops?” Sarah shouted. 
 
    No reply. Just the steady march of boots. They would arrive in the next ten seconds, armed men poised to kill, protected by a moving wall. 
 
    Henry stood holding a spray can. Glanced back at the hallway. Put the can in the microwave and started a five-minute cycle. Then he opened the fridge, and emerged with a beer and a dozen eggs. 
 
    He whacked the beer bottle’s cap on the countertop’s edge, dislodging the cap. Then he took a long drag, tossed the bottle over his shoulder, and then started a count down from five on his fingers. 
 
    What the hell is he counting down to?! Sarah asked herself with a befuddled expression. 
 
    He waved her over and then resumed the countdown. 
 
    At three, he opened the egg carton, and somehow managed to pick up four eggs in his long fingers. 
 
    Two… 
 
    He cocked back the handful of eggs. 
 
    She understood the plan. It was simple. He’d throw the eggs, the SWAT dudes would duck behind the shields for a moment, and she would dive into the kitchen. 
 
    But she didn’t like it. Eggs against armored soldiers. Only Henry would conceive of such a thing. 
 
    Why not? They’d already done and survived crazier things…including death, apparently. 
 
    She glanced up at the River Styx painting, flashing back to the dream. The glowing letters. The stench of it. The strange underground warmth of the place. The haunting howls. It had felt so real. 
 
    A surge of confidence focused her. She nodded. 
 
    Henry lowered his last finger and lobbed the eggs toward the hallway. They started in a tight formation, arcing through the air like an ovoid fighter squadron. Then gravity, mass, air resistance, yolk size, and a dozen other minute factors—including the fact that Henry threw with the skill of a Chimpanzee chucking its own feces—conspired to separate the eggs. 
 
    Sarah attempted to track the projectiles through the air, but suddenly she had to focus on the one headed toward her face. 
 
    She ducked and dove, the egg splattering behind her. 
 
    A second egg struck Charon on the river’s edge. And the other two entered the hallway, one high, one low. As she slid across the smooth floor, Sarah saw one egg strike a man’s head, and the other burst against a shield. The six men ducked down behind the shields. The two in front opened their eyes a little wider when she slid to a stop in front of them, arms extended like Superman. 
 
    The men tensed. 
 
    “Oh, shi—” Sarah was yanked away, whooshing out of view like she really was a self-propelled Kryptonian. Then Henry yanked her up in an uncommon display of strength. 
 
    She was about to thank him when he shoved her back down to the floor between the kitchen cabinets and the island. 
 
    “Dude!” she said. Her complaint was followed by a barrage of gunfire. Shards of cabinetry burst into the air. But it wasn’t an uncontrolled barrage. It was a duo of three-round bursts. 
 
    Sarah tried to move, but Henry held her back. “Wait.” 
 
    The island’s granite countertop would protect them from bullets until the men leaned up over the top or stepped around it. Either way, they were toast if they didn’t move. 
 
    She struggled against his grip. Was surprised when she couldn’t break free. 
 
    “Listen,” he whispered. 
 
    There were boots on the floor, calm and steady. 
 
    She could hear distant sirens and the rumble of the city far below, sifting through the broken windows at the hall’s end. 
 
    But there was something else. It was subtle and constant, a high-pitched squeal growing louder, melded with an electronic hum. 
 
    The microwave. 
 
    The spray can. 
 
    The explosion wasn’t particularly large. There was no shockwave. But it was loud, sudden, and it kicked out a momentary fireball that would force anyone to take cover. Pinned beneath the counter directly below the microwave, they were safe from the fire and plastic shards, but the distraction would only last a moment. 
 
    This time when she moved, Henry didn’t slow her down. She scrambled to her feet, but stayed low, running like a cat to the dining area. This might have been Henry’s plan; might not have been. He probably didn’t have any kind of plan at all. But the solid redwood table was the last thing in the room that could stop bullets. She upended the table. 
 
    Henry ducked behind it. “You read my mind!” 
 
    “Yeah, but now what?” she said. 
 
    “Pick it up,” he said, like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “Squash them with it!” 
 
    “I’m not strong enough to—” 
 
    “Pretty sure you are,” Henry said. The look in his eyes was strange. In some ways, it resembled the lunacy projected by the cult members’ eyes. Helen had alluded—more than once—that there was something different about them. Something special. Beyond the fact that they were all alone in the world. And as much as she had enjoyed that connection, she wasn’t wallowing in a damn lake of Nutso Flavored Kool-Aid. But Henry… He was buying it. That they were stronger. That they were beasts. That they could heal fast. He was probably close to believing they were bulletproof. He’d be dead soon after that… Then again, he’d step in front of a bullet without thinking twice, either way. 
 
    Speaking of…why was he hiding behind the table with her? It seemed out of character. 
 
    Gunshots rang out. This time it was four three-round busts. The table shook, but held strong. Not even a full-on Rambo style barrage would break its surface. 
 
    But they had nowhere to go. To the right—open space in which to get shot. To the left—a wall. And behind them, a pane of glass and a sixty-story drop. 
 
    “Okay,” Henry said. “So we stay back here and force them to come to us. Then we—” He made a stabbing motion with his kopis. 
 
    It was a shit plan, but the only thing she could think of. She gripped her weapon tight and waited for someone to approach…which they did…at a distance. 
 
    A line of soldiers moved into view, still behind shields, but twenty feet out. 
 
    The first man in line behind the shield-bearer stood. Raised his weapon. 
 
    Sarah did the only thing she could think of—she threw the kopis as hard as she could. 
 
    The weapon sailed through the air, spinning death—and on target. It flew over the shield straight for the standing man’s chest. He was wearing body armor, but it was designed for stopping bullets, not blades. Sarah couldn’t remember how she knew that, but she did. 
 
    What it could block, however, was blunt sword handles. The kopis bounced off the man’s armor and clattered to the floor. 
 
    “Damnit!” Sarah shouted, “I am no freaking good with this kopis bullshit!” 
 
    Stupid last words, she thought, as the man raised his weapon again. She gripped the table leg, hoping to drag the thing kitty-corner, but she doubted she could win the race against a bullet. 
 
    Then—she didn’t have to. “Try this, instead!” 
 
    It’s Helen! Sarah thought, and then she shouted in surprise as a long spear struck the rifle-wielding man’s head, punching straight through—helmet, bone, brain, bone, and helmet again—and finally to the window. The glass didn’t shatter. Instead, it clung to the spear, and the spear to the now limp man. 
 
    There was a moment of stunned silence—and then gunfire. 
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    Henry leaned out around the table the moment he heard Helen’s voice. He saw her throw the long spear. She wore the same clothes but now held a large, round shield emblazoned with a Spartan mask, an image most people now recognized thanks to the movie 300—whether they saw it or not. The shield was different from the kopis hidden in the coffee table. While the pattern on its fringe looked ancient—Greek or something—the sheen of the metal looked new. A belt around her waist held a sheathed sword. The blade was tapered, but straight and just a little bit longer than the kopis. A weapon of finesse more than a hacking device. 
 
    “Hell, yeah!” he shouted when the spear pinned the man to the window. 
 
    Fear was a stranger to Henry, but he felt an unusual kind of energy billowing from Helen. She was projecting some kind of ‘I’m gonna kill you’ pheromone or something. 
 
    The soldiers reacted to it by forgetting all about the two strangers with swords and focusing all of their attention on Helen. 
 
    She made eye contact with Henry for just a moment, long enough to offer a slight grin and a nod. Their full attention was exactly what she wanted. 
 
    Then she ducked down behind the large, convex shield and the men opened fire. Hot rounds pinged off the angled shield, punching into the walls and the ceiling. But none penetrated. The shield was new—and bulletproof. 
 
    Awesome. 
 
    Henry leaned back behind the table and poked Sarah’s shoulder. She jumped in surprise and spun around. 
 
    “We need to attack,” Henry shouted over the sound of gunfire, and then cut off Sarah’s doubt. “She wants us to attack!” 
 
    He pointed to the spear lodged in the window, holding the man in place. “And she wants you to use that!” 
 
    Sarah looked at the weapon. Henry could feel her revulsion. Really feel it. She didn’t want to pull the spear out of the man’s head. Didn’t want to stab anyone else with it. Didn’t want to get shot, either. 
 
    He thought of a number of encouraging things to shout, but they didn’t have time, so he shoved her instead. 
 
    Sarah was like a bowling ball on a hill. All she needed was a little push in the right direction. Then she barreled forward, a kinetic force. 
 
    She stumbled a step and then—seeing Helen under fire—grasped the spear and yanked it from the glass. The dead soldier slumped to the floor. Spear in hand, Sarah’s whole countenance changed. It looked like it felt comfortable in her hands, the way the kopis felt in his. 
 
    She swung it in a two-handed grip, striking the nearest soldier in the back of the head. The back of his helmet shattered…fucking shattered. He sprawled forward, sliding across the floor. 
 
    Henry didn’t see what happened next. He’d successfully loosed Sarah on their enemies, and now it was his turn. He slid out from behind the table, imagining how he would go about dispatching the three soldiers in the kitchen. 
 
    He had visions about how it would happen. How it would be over in seconds. How he’d stand up when it was done and say something cool. He didn’t know what, but it would be awesome. Hell, he could say, ‘Bananas are Tuesdays in a black hole,’ and it would still sound badass with three dead dudes at his feet. 
 
    Sarah would cringe at the image, but he knew she’d come around when she remembered these were bad guys—cult members—who were out for their blood. And for what? 
 
    We did kill a bunch of them, Henry realized, but only in self-defense. By now, these asshats deserve whatever bad medicine I give them. 
 
    Henry slid toward the nearest soldier, standing between the dining area and the kitchen island, gun and attention trained on Helen. 
 
    “Reloading!” the man said, ejecting his magazine to the floor and reaching for a fresh one. 
 
    It all played out in Henry’s mind. The soldier would buckle, fall back, and land atop the kopis—his own weight driving the blade through armor and flesh. 
 
    And then the moment came. 
 
    Henry kicked out, aiming for the back of the man’s legs. 
 
    He missed. 
 
    Kicked the island instead. 
 
    Pain radiated up his leg. A shout popped from his mouth. 
 
    The soldier was surprised to see him there, but recovered quickly, slapping in the fresh magazine and chambering the first round. 
 
    Henry swung his kopis hard, aiming for the man’s knee. It would be sloppy, but his plan could still work. 
 
    The soldier turned his knee into the strike. The blade struck his hard kneepad, bit into the surface and became wedged. 
 
    Well, this is embarrassing. 
 
    Henry worked to free his weapon even as the soldier brought the rifle around toward his face. 
 
    He kicked out, but the man sidestepped. A futile effort. 
 
    Pitiful, Henry thought, growing angry with himself. 
 
    Some part of his mind was struck by the realization, I should probably yell for help. He heard it like a whisper, but it came and went with the force of a hamster sneeze. Pff. 
 
    Time slowed. He saw the soldier’s finger wrap around the trigger. 
 
    Squeeze. 
 
    A blur of energy sailed into view, striking the soldier’s chest. The man was lifted off the ground, yanked away as though flicked by a giant. He slammed into the kitchen cabinets and fell to the ground. Rising from his chest was a seven-foot-long spear. 
 
    Sarah’s spear. 
 
    “YES!” Henry shouted, pumping a fist in the air, as Sarah sailed over the cabinet. She was a vision, her body fluid, in control. 
 
    One hand on the island’s top, she kicked the second soldier. 
 
    He toppled to the side, helmeted head cracking into the microwave’s shredded remains. 
 
    The next soldier in line reacted quickly, turning his weapon on Sarah. 
 
    Henry acted without thought, scrambling to his feet and diving forward. He rolled over the body of the man with a spear in his chest. Back on his feet, he leaped forward, stabbing out hard with his kopis…and missing again, as the man sidestepped the strike. 
 
    Damn, damn, damn! 
 
    Then a secondary opportunity presented itself. While the first soldier moved out of the way, the last depended on his shield to protect him. 
 
    Henry put everything he had into the strike. 
 
    The curved tip slipped through the transparent polycarbonate shield. The soldier shouted in surprise, but held the shield far enough from his body to not get stabbed. 
 
    Henry didn’t relent, shoving his whole body against the shield. The man resisted, and was twice Henry’s size. 
 
    Why isn’t he just tossing me aside? Henry wondered, and then he realized with a burst of excitement, because he can’t! 
 
    Henry pushed harder, even though he didn’t think it was possible. 
 
    The soldier’s eyes widened. 
 
    His whole body shook. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Henry said, a grin slipping onto his face. “You’re so fucking dead!” 
 
    The man’s eyes turned up in fear. Then his feet came off the ground. 
 
    Henry lifted him, charged, carried him six feet, and slammed the man into the double set of ovens. The man’s arms folded from the impact. The kopis punched through him, and the oven glass. 
 
    “This goose is cooked,” Henry said, then shook his head while looking into the dying man’s eyes. “That’s no good, right?” 
 
    The man gurgled. And then died. 
 
    “Meh,” Henry said. “good enough.” 
 
    Gunfire ripped through the air. Henry ducked as bullets pummeled the cabinets, oven, and the now dead soldier. 
 
    “Henry!” Sarah shouted. 
 
    He looked up to an upside-down view of Sarah, spear stabbed into a soldier’s back. Very dead. She’d killed him while Henry had dealt with goose-man. 
 
    The spray of bullets arced around toward her. But she didn’t flinch back or hide. With all of the boldness reserved for Henry, she stood her ground, and then lifted. When the dead soldier lifted off the ground, Henry understood what was about to happen. 
 
    “I have got to see this,” he said, and he stuck his head up despite the bullets still flying. 
 
    Sarah spun around, spear in hand. With a grunt, she put everything she had into catapulting the man. The spear extended. Snapped to a stop. The soldier didn’t tumble across the room, or sail, or pinwheel—he rocketed. On the far side of the dining area, a wounded soldier with a shield provided cover for the man shooting. 
 
    The flung soldier crashed into them with the force of a human cannonball. The gunshots ceased but were replaced by the cracks of breaking bones and the shouts of men in pain. 
 
    Helen stood. 
 
    Lowered her shield to the side. It wasn’t even scratched by the bullets. 
 
    She surveyed the carnage. Gave a subtle nod. 
 
    “There is potential in you both,” she said. 
 
    “Potential?” Sarah asked, chest heaving for air. “For what? Murdering people?” 
 
    “This wasn’t murder,” Henry said. “It was—” 
 
    “People are dead,” Sarah said. “I killed them. I don’t care if the reason was good, or justified, I don’t like it.” She leveled him with a serious gaze. “And neither should you.” 
 
    “People are dead.” Helen walked toward the last two men alive. They saw her coming. Backed away until they bumped against the large last window. “But it’s not murder.” 
 
    Helen drew her sword. “Whether you like it or not has no bearing on what you did. This…” She motioned to the gore-splattered penthouse. “…was a battlefield.” 
 
    “And we—” With a sudden surge of motion, she crouched and stabbed the sword through the soldier’s shield, his body, and the man behind him. She ground her teeth. Pushed harder until both men fell limp. Then she stood and flicked the sword clean of blood, spritzing it across the floor. Then she sheathed the blade and turned to face them. “—we are at war.” 
 
  
 
  



 27 
 
      
 
    “You are at war,” Sarah said. “None of this has anything to do with us. I’m a college dropout who got fired from Dunkin’ Donuts.” She pointed her spear at Henry. “He’s a homeless, foster-kid runaway. We’ve gone through life mostly unnoticed. We have nothing to do with you, or your war. So what if none of us has family? It sucks, but that’s hardly a good reason for us to help you fight it.” 
 
    Sarah couldn’t help feel like she was betraying Helen. She felt a connection to the woman, but there was nothing logical about it. If Helen really gave a shit about them, she’d have taken them someplace safe, not given them weapons and had them fight mercenaries—alone. 
 
    There was more to it than that. Helen hadn’t just forced them to fight. She’d stood back. Observed. She was testing them. 
 
    Helen stood by the window, looking out over Boston. The sun had set, the city lights twinkling to life. Far below, the city strobed with blue light. It wouldn’t be long before the police arrived, and Sarah had no idea if that would be a good thing, or if the fight would start all over again. 
 
    We need to get out of here, she thought, but she refrained from saying it. She wanted answers. 
 
    Henry moved to the window. Stood beside Helen, mimicking her stance. “You really haven’t figured it out?” 
 
    “Figured what out?” Sarah said, stepping up beside them. She didn’t look at the city. She’d seen enough of it. Instead, she stared at Helen, waiting for the woman to notice her. 
 
    “Who she is,” Henry said. 
 
    This got Helen’s attention. Her eyes flicked to Henry. 
 
    In the silence that followed, Sarah heard the howl of wind from the shattered windows on the penthouse’s far side. The breeze was cooling, but also swirling the wretched stench of death. 
 
    “I want her to tell me,” Sarah said. 
 
    “Really?” Henry was incredulous. He held up his weapon. “The kopis.” He motioned to Helen’s shield. “The bashing shield.” He placed his hand on her spear. “This is called a dory.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “I’m a homeless, foster-kid runaway—thanks for the reminder,” he said. “Not an ignoramus. I know stuff. And these are only surface clues. A place. A time period. The real mystery is the person. The who. And the answer is…well…” He turned to Helen. “…you can tell her.” 
 
    She sagged a bit, looking a little tired. Walked back to the couch, took a seat, perched on the edge beside a body. “This isn’t how I wanted any of this to go. I didn’t know about this...” She nudged the body with her foot. “…that they would strike today.” 
 
    She paused, looking at the dead. “ósoi thymoúntai. That’s what they call themselves. Or just thymoúntai for short. It means, ‘Those who Remember.’” 
 
    “Remember what?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “The Forgotten,” Helen said. 
 
    “Shocker.” Sarah couldn’t help but roll her eyes. “A cryptic answer.” 
 
    “I am the Forgotten,” Helen said. “Capital F.” 
 
    “Oh…” Sarah sensed an image coming together, but she was still missing at least half the puzzle pieces. “Who forgot you?” 
 
    “Everyone.” 
 
    “Because she’s like us,” Henry said, “Remember? But not everyone has forgotten you. I mean, I know who you are.” 
 
    Helen smiled. “I appreciate that, but there is so much more you do not know.” 
 
    “Then tell us, damnit.” Sarah twisted the spear—the dory—in her hands. 
 
    “I’m confident in all things, except for this moment. I have spent lifetimes worrying about it, wondering if it would ever come. I had nearly given up hope.” 
 
    “Hope in what?” Henry asked. 
 
    “Lifetimes?” Sarah asked. 
 
    Helen addressed Henry first. Big surprise. “Hope that I would ever find you. And to be honest, I did not expect to find you both, in Boston of all places, at the same time. And until today, I didn’t believe either of you worthy. But fate…” She grinned. “Fate brought you together.” 
 
    “How long have you been watching us?” Sarah asked, putting a pin in the whole ‘lifetimes’ thing. 
 
    “All your lives,” Helen said. 
 
    “All our lives?” Henry was angry. “You could have saved us. Could have…we could have been a family.” 
 
    It was the weirdest thing Henry had ever said, but was so earnest and full of hurt that Sarah was caught off guard, her own desires for family sneaking past her defenses. Bringing a tear to her eye. She wiped it before it was seen. 
 
    “Trials build character,” Helen said. 
 
    Sarah huffed. “That’s cold.” 
 
    “Like a sword in a forge,” Henry said, then a little more excited. “Like the trials of Hercules.” 
 
    “Hyperbole conjured by a man who wanted the world to believe he was something he was not,” Helen said. 
 
    “Something that you are.” Henry looked like he was about to hop around, clapping his hands. 
 
    “Please…” Sarah pinched her nose. Eyes closed. “Just…who are you? For real? One of you tell me.” 
 
    “My name is Helen…Helen of Sparta.” 
 
    Sarah watched Helen watching her, waiting for a reaction. Henry looked ready to burst with excitement. 
 
    “What?” Sarah said, “Is Sparta still a thing? Is that why you’re into all this shit?” She hefted the dory. 
 
    Helen frowned. “You might recognize my more common title: Helen of Troy.” 
 
    Sarah squinted. She’d seen the movie Troy. Vaguely remembered the overall plot. The Trojan horse. The war. Paris…who abducted Helen, the most beautiful woman in the world… 
 
    She hates Paris… 
 
    Paris was a person… 
 
    She is Helen…of Troy…from the Trojan War… The woman who thousands fought to reclaim. Who ancient heroes battled and died for. Who is alive and well in a penthouse…in Boston, thousands of years later, spending time with two nobodies? 
 
    “Bull and shit,” Sarah said. 
 
    “How else can you explain what she can do?” Henry asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, however the hell, we can do it, too.” Sarah ticked off her points on her fingers. “We can heal, fast. We can toss people around like they were bags of feathers. We’re faster than we should be. We fought off a small army on our own.” 
 
    “She’s not wrong,” Helen said. “You can do all those things for the same reasons as me.” 
 
    Henry sat down, hands cupped over his mouth in excitement. “Please, please, please…” 
 
    “My children are dead,” Helen said. “They have been for a very long time. But my bloodline has been carried down generations, diluted, but present, weaving its way around the world.” 
 
    “C’mon…” Henry said, oozing eagerness. “C’mon…” 
 
    “And in all that time, I have never found someone worthy of that lineage. Until now.” 
 
    “You’re saying…that we’re…” Sarah pointed at herself and Henry, but she couldn’t finish. It was impossible. Everything she was saying was impossible. Cult to the core. 
 
    Helen stood, suddenly an authority figure again. “My grandchildren. Both of you.” 
 
    Sarah felt the sudden weight of Helen’s stare. “Your strength is not an accident.” She turned her gaze to Henry. “And your fearlessness is not a birth defect. You…” She got a little emotional, eyes damp. “You are Spartans. You are warriors. And for the first time in thousands of years, I may not have found just one torchbearer, but two.” 
 
    Henry didn’t react. He just sat still. Motionless. In some kind of shock. Eyes locked open. 
 
    Sarah watched him for a moment, lost in the miasma of liquid horseshit that was Helen’s story. 
 
    And yet…what other explanation would make sense? 
 
    She had seen and done the impossible. 
 
    More than that, it felt right. Sarah let her logic take a backseat. Recalled the day’s events. The power she felt. The connection with something…primal…guiding her limbs. She’d felt it before, usually before people’s bones got broken in the wrestling ring. A guiding force. An instinct. 
 
    I am a warrior, she thought, and then she said, “Imítheos.” 
 
    Helen tried to contain her surprise, but failed. “Where did you hear that?” 
 
    “After the dead guy in the ocean,” Sarah said. “The guy in our shared dream. He called us Imítheos. Said he’d found two in one day. What does it mean?” 
 
    Helen swallowed. Apparently, this was the hardest revelation of her insane story. “Demigod.” 
 
    Henry rose from his seat with the force of Mount Vesuvius erupting, shaking fists rising above his head, shouting, “Yeeeessssss! I. Am. Immortal!” He turned to the hallway, eyes burning with mania, and then took off in a sprint—straight toward the shattered windows. 
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    Henry felt strong. Really strong. Could feel his veins pumping blood infused with ancient power. He was inhuman. Capable of anything. And he’d live—as Helen had—forever! 
 
    Confidence washed over him as he sprinted down the hallway, headed for the open windows ahead. Each step was perfectly placed, missing bodies and debris, propelling him forward, faster and faster. 
 
    He was a blur, moving with the speed of Hermes…who he’d really seen in the underworld. So awesome. 
 
    Death couldn’t hold him—or Sarah—because they were the descendants of gods. History flashed through Henry’s mind. Who were Helen’s parents? One of them was a god. One of them was— 
 
    He bellowed a laugh when he remembered. 
 
    Zeus! I’m the descendant of the most powerful god! The usurper of Titans! 
 
    Holy shit, maybe I can throw lighting?! 
 
    He tried, while running. Imagined bolts descending from the sky, striking and emanating from his body. But nothing happened. Not even a subtle static charge. 
 
    I’ll figure it out later, he decided, staying on mission—to leap six hundred feet to the ground. He imagined his fall. Could see himself, looking at his reflection in the building’s mirrored windows. 
 
    I should strike a pose on the way down. 
 
    Arms behind my head? 
 
    Flexing? 
 
    Gotta make it look good for the people who see me land. 
 
    “Henry!” Sarah shouted, the sound of her voice felt distant. She was worried, but when was she not? Once he landed and came back up in the elevator, she’d finally accept who and what she was. Then she could stop being a worry wart. Her constant concern was getting on his nerves, and really, he wanted to see what she could do. 
 
    He was stronger than he should be. He’d already seen that. But so was she, and since she was now something damn near the Hulk, he couldn’t wait to see her true strength. 
 
    “Do something!” Sarah shouted. Henry ignored her. 
 
    He eyed the path ahead, picking his steps. Glass was everywhere. Splayed limbs. It was an obstacle course, but his newly awakened Spartan instincts guided his steps. It was like having access to the knowledge and skillsets of that ancient tribe of warriors. They coursed through his blood, guiding mind and body, making him harder, better, faster, stronger. It was like Daft Punk had written the song about him. 
 
    Life, he thought, is finally going my way. 
 
    Pain lanced from the shin on one leg and the calf of another. 
 
    One second he was upright, the next he was falling. All his grace and control contorted into a chaotic sprawl. He slid across a field of glass shards, then bumped into and rolled over a corpse. 
 
    Momentum carried him forward, toward the gaping window and the rush of wind rising from below. 
 
    Doesn’t matter how I leave the window, he decided, just how I stick the landing. 
 
    He slid to a stop, just a few inches shy of the window. 
 
    “C’mon,” he said, reaching out for the window’s frame. With a firm grasp, he yanked hard, propelling himself out into the cooling night. The city’s lights were a spectacle from above, mixed with the flashing blue of police cars below. 
 
    Maybe I’ll land on a police car? That’d be cool. 
 
    Gravity tugged him downward. He wouldn’t hit the ground moving at terminal velocity—122 miles per hour. That took about twelve seconds and 1500 feet. The six-hundred-foot drop would get him almost halfway there, and for anyone else it would still be terminal. 
 
    He opened his arms, planning to embrace the fall, flip near the end, and land on his feet. 
 
    He arched out, and then—continued swinging. Before he understood what the pressure on his ankle was, he faceplanted into the building’s side, striking hard. 
 
    Someone had grabbed his leg. 
 
    He kicked, trying to break free. “Let me go, Sarah! I need to do this!” 
 
    Instead of falling down, he rose. When he cleared the window, he turned his head up. Helen stared down at him. Anger burned in her eyes. 
 
    “Fearless does not mean stupid,” she said. “You must learn to control yourself.” 
 
    “It’s not stupid,” he said. “We’re demigods. You said it yourself.” 
 
    She pulled him inside, but kept a hold on his leg, dangling him over the floor. He was helpless. 
 
    “Do you feel pressure building in your nose?” she asked. 
 
    He did, but refused to say it. 
 
    “What do you think that is?” 
 
    When he said nothing, she reached down with her free hand, grasped his shoulder and then spun him upright, depositing him on his feet. The moment he was vertical, blood gushed from his nose. Faceplanting into the building’s side had injured him. 
 
    Helen watched him dab his finger in the blood. 
 
    “Yes…” she said. “There would have been little left of you.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Hermes said we were demigods,” Sarah said, stepping out of the hallway, carefully picking her steps past bodies. She nodded toward Helen. “Not her.” 
 
    Sarah was right. It was a detail Henry had missed. 
 
    “Damn,” he said, disappointed. 
 
    “You’re just upset that you’re not immortal,” Sarah said. “You don’t care that you nearly jumped out a window and killed yourself.” 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “What do you care about?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “Are you angry?” Henry asked. 
 
    Sarah threw her hands up, exasperated. Picked her dory up off the floor and left the room. As she walked down the hallway, she shouted, “Is there a room in this goddamned penthouse that doesn’t smell like blood and shit?!” 
 
    “But you’re a demigod,” Henry said to Helen, and waited for an answer. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “Everything I said was true, including who you are.” 
 
    “Would you survive jumping out the window?” he asked. 
 
    “I would not be foolish enough to try it,” she said. “But probably not. Immortal does not mean unkillable. If it did, I would not be the only one left.” 
 
    “Only one what?” 
 
    “Child of Zeus,” she said. “The rest crossed the River Styx long ago, and there was no bringing them back. You were lucky to have drowned. Your bodies were still viable.” 
 
    “How did the others die?” Henry asked. “What can kill a demigod?” 
 
    “Same things that kill normal people. It’s just…harder. Unless you’re also a demigod. I’m afraid most of them killed each other, and if I’m honest, I was forced to escort a few to Charon’s ferry myself.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It is my curse,” she said. 
 
    “They were like Paris,” he guessed. “They tried to take you.” 
 
    “Many have,” she said. “Only the first succeeded. But I am not that woman anymore. Haven’t been for nearly thirty-four hundred years.” 
 
    “Must be lonely,” he said. 
 
    “Beyond description.” 
 
    “Is that why you found us?” He asked. “For company?” 
 
    “Generations of Atreidai have come and gone,” Helen said. “I watched you all. But none were worthy of their potential. As different as you are, the DNA that makes you remarkable is locked away…until I unlock it.” She held up a finger. A blue electric arc flickered between the tip and knuckle. 
 
    “Lightning powers,” Henry whispered. “I knew there were lightning powers.” 
 
    The blue light flickered away. “I’m afraid that’s the extent of it.” 
 
    Henry frowned. Too bad. “So you found me and Sarah, because we’re worthy.” His eyebrows rose. “Unlock me already! Let’s get this show on the road.” 
 
    “I was watching you both, yes. And I was intrigued by the two of you being in Boston. But I had not intended to reveal myself.” 
 
    “Why not?” Henry asked, but then he realized the truth. “Because we’re not worthy.” 
 
    “Had you and Sarah not been unique, I would have given up on you both long ago.” 
 
    “What makes us unique?” Henry asked. 
 
    Helen frowned. “You are the last. My lineage ends with the two of you.” 
 
    “Why not just tell us that? Why not take us in? Train us? It’s not like either of us had much of a chance to do anything good with our lives.” 
 
    “Whether or not you had parents, or a home, or any creature comforts, you had the blood of Zeus running through your veins. You could have done anything with your lives. Adversity is a tool. It makes you stronger. Push against it. Rise above it. You stooped beneath it, and she…” Helen looked to where Sarah had walked away. She was nowhere to be seen. “…she never tried.” 
 
    “I can do better,” Henry said. 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
    “Then there is still a chance?” 
 
    Helen headed for the door. “For one of you.” 
 
    “What do you mean, one of us?” 
 
    Helen pushed the elevator door button. Drew her sword. “Only one of you will step into your full power.” 
 
    The elevator pinged. The doors slid open. Inside, the man with the Highlander sword frantically pushed buttons. “Why won’t it work? Why won’t it—” 
 
    Beside him was Jerry. Bloodied and dead. 
 
    Helen let out an angry growl and ran the Highlander fan through, right in the chest. The man coughed and gurgled blood. She yanked the sword free, leaving the stunned man standing. She reached in, grasped his shirt and flung him out of the elevator, smashing him into the marble wall. 
 
    She flicked her sword clean, sheathed it, and then stepped into the elevator. As the doors closed, she said, “I’ll be watching.” 
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    Sarah tried to ignore the bedroom that defied her expectations and then some. It looked more like a museum. A repository for ancient weapons, scrolls, and clothing, some of it protected by glass cases. Her only clue that it was a bedroom was the hammock slung between two columns. Helen lived like the queen she claimed to be, but slept like the Spartan warrior she believed herself to be. 
 
    What do I believe? Sarah wondered, looking over the bedroom. There was an attached bathroom—clean and resplendent. And an attached wardrobe larger than Sarah’s apartment. She eyed the stylish clothing, and then went back to looking at the weapons. 
 
    Swords, knives, blades she couldn’t recognize. It looked like many cultures were represented, without any preference for the very Spartan weapons she’d supplied them with. 
 
    Sarah glanced at the spear still in her hand. It felt good. Felt right. So did the shield Helen had tossed to her before running after Henry. But why? 
 
    Indecision plagued her. Was it all bullshit? The kind of thing rich people can do with enough money? Or was it real? 
 
    “No freaking way,” Sarah mumbled, moving to a display case of more modern weapons—handguns, rifles, assault weapons—and she noticed, for the first time, that each weapon was labeled. She leaned in close. 
 
    A pair of revolvers and a rifle, displayed together. One revolver was labeled “Thunder – Colt double action .41 caliber” and the other “Lightning – Colt, double action .38 caliber”. The rifle was labeled “Winchester 73.” 
 
    Beneath all that was a nameplate. She read it aloud. “William Henry McCarty Atreidai.” Below the name were several aliases, “Kid Antrim… William H. Bonney… Billy…” Holy shit. “Billy the Kid.” 
 
    She leaned back from the case as though struck. She scanned the room with fresh eyes. The bedroom wasn’t an armory, or some kind of weird collection. “They’re family heirlooms.” 
 
    She wandered to a case containing a Roman sword and a gleaming breastplate. Looked for the name. Nearly fell back when she read it. “Alexander Atreidai III of Macedon, Alexander the Accursed, Alexander…the Great.” 
 
    These relics belonged to some of the world’s most renowned heroes, villains, and conquerors. And if Helen was telling the truth… “They’re my family.” 
 
    Pride mixed with a sobering dose of reality. These people were killers. Legendary killers, because they brought death to the world. 
 
    She scanned more names. Some of them had shaped human history, but through violence. She moved around the room, finding only weapons on display. No pens. Or books. Or pots. Or anything else hinting at a benevolent or normal life. 
 
    Maybe Helen didn’t bother collecting relics from her descendants if they had lived normal lives? 
 
    Or maybe they were all violent? 
 
    Or this is all bullshit. 
 
    Demigods? The Trojan War? Helen of Troy, her still-living great, great, etcetera, grandmother? 
 
    Every cell in her body wanted it to all be an elaborate ruse. But those same cells felt powerful. 
 
    What she did with the spear…how she flung that man…how naturally she could kill… 
 
    The violence that went down in Helen’s penthouse might make Billy the Kid queasy. 
 
    What relic will she keep from me? Sarah wondered. Was it too late to live a peaceful life and not be worthy of inclusion in the collection? Or would the dory in her hand get a case of its own? 
 
    She wondered why the rest of the people included here bore weapons representational of their location and time period. Why hadn’t Helen just given her and Henry guns? Instead, they got the real deal Spartan gear. The swords felt authentic, but the shield and spear were new—harder than she thought possible, and yet still light. 
 
    She winced at the thought that the shield and spear had been made for her, that forces larger than her imagining were pulling the strings on her life. Both Helen and the cult. 
 
    “Thymoúntai.” She struggled to say the cult’s name. “Stupid name.” She thought for a moment, conjuring a new name. “Idiot bitches,” she said, still moving around the room, still looking at the weapons. “Dick Faces.” She paused to admire a black machete with the label, “Faithful.” 
 
    “Anal vortexes,” Henry said. 
 
    Caught off guard, Sarah spun around, spear cocked to throw. Despite the surprising speed of her reaction, Henry didn’t flinch. 
 
    “What?” Sarah said. 
 
    “Sounded like you were just saying random dirty words,” Henry said. 
 
    “Renaming the cult.” 
 
    Henry wandered to the case of weapons. His furrowed brow lasted just a moment before a satisfied smile replaced it. 
 
    Of course he’d love this. 
 
    “Fairies,” he said. 
 
    “Not cool.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Literal fairies. Seriously. Imagine you’re in a cult of crazies, and you’re all like, we’re going to fucking kill those kids. Then when they find us, we just call them fairies. Like, those fairies are after us again. The fairies are in the next room. How pissed would that make you if you were in an ancient killer cult chasing a demigod? Maximum disrespect, right?” 
 
    An unwelcome smile crept onto Sarah’s face. “We’re not calling them fairies.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I feel like we’d end up underestimating them.” 
 
    “I’m not even going to estimate them,” he said, flashing a smile and pointing at Billy the Kid’s guns. “Maybe something Latin?” 
 
    “I think they’re more of an ancient Greek thing. Latin was Rome.” 
 
    “Well, no duh, but I don’t speak Greek.” 
 
    “No one speaks Latin.” 
 
    “Fututus morere in igni.” 
 
    “What the hell does that—” 
 
    “Fuck off and die in a fire.” 
 
    Sarah pinched her nose. “How many languages have you memorized swears in?” 
 
    Henry ticked out fingers while counting in his head. “Six. Not including English, obviously. And I know more than swears.” Then he grinned. “Lupas.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” She wasn’t really sure she wanted to know, but the conversation was helping her relax. She didn’t have the adrenaline shakes, which was weird. But she was locked in a constant state of outrage, like she’d absorbed and was containing Twitter. 
 
    “Depends on the language. If they know Spanish, they might think we’re calling them magnifying glass. Or in French, forget. But we’ll know the truth.” 
 
    “Which is…” 
 
    “Sluts.” 
 
    Sarah tried it on. “Lupas. Sounds like chalupas.” 
 
    “You’re right.” He gasped, looking at Alexander the Great’s breastplate. “I like chalupas. That won’t work. How about the Culus. It means assholes. I mean, technically it means ‘anus’ but with the right inflection—Culus—well, you get it.” 
 
    “Fine. Culus.” 
 
    “The Culus.” 
 
    “The Culus. Whatever.” Sarah looked to the door, wondering why Helen hadn’t come in yet to give a rousing speech and then get them the hell out of the penthouse before the police arrived. “Where’s Helen?” 
 
    “She left,” Henry said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Down the elevator.” 
 
    “But… Why?” 
 
    Henry looked perplexed for a moment. Then he shrugged. “Said we were on our own. That we should go our separate ways. Live our lives. All of that.” 
 
    “But the…the Culus.” 
 
    “Done,” he said. “I mean, probably we should lay low, just in case there are some stragglers. But, we’re good.” 
 
    “So we can just leave?” 
 
    “You can leave,” Henry said. “I’m going to stay here.” 
 
    Sarah looked out the window. Flashing blue still strobed below. “But the police?” 
 
    Henry just shrugged. 
 
    “There’s twenty-something bodies out there. The windows are shattered. How long do you think it will be before—” 
 
    “No one is going to miss those guys.” Henry motioned to the living area. “And unless the police were looking straight up at just the right time, no one is going to know about the windows. They broke inward. No glass outside.” 
 
    “You think.” 
 
    “It’s logical.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t know if you weren’t being logical.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” Henry said, his tone making a sudden shift. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Fuck. You.” He punctuated the words with a forced smile that somehow repeated the insult. 
 
    Sarah was dumbstruck. Henry had been a lot of things, many of them uncool, but he’d never been an outright jerk to her. She could put up with a lot, but she had zero tolerance for this uncalled-for B.S. And maybe he was right. Maybe the danger was over. 
 
    “Fine,” she said, heading for the door. “Enjoy your stay at the Hotel Freakshow.” 
 
    She winced upon entering the living area. The fumes of the dead were being swirled around by the night’s breeze. Despite wanting nothing more than to leave, she paused when she looked at the shield. Then she glanced at the dory still in her hand. 
 
    She couldn’t walk around Boston looking like one of the chicks from Black Panther. She rubbed her short-haired head, missing her pom-poms. Then she noticed four notches in the spear’s shaft. She took hold of two ends and twisted. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Twisted harder. 
 
    The spear split at the seam and popped apart, held together in the core by a flexible strand. She repeated the process lower down on the spear, three more times. When she was done, the spear folded into five equal segments. Portable, but still dangerous looking. 
 
    She looked the shield over. Discovered five clips on the inside and two straps. She pushed the folded spear into the clips. A perfect fit. Then she slung the shield over her shoulders. 
 
    I look like a Ninja Turtle, she thought, but shields weren’t illegal. And if any of the Culus were still around, at least they couldn’t shoot her in the back. 
 
    She had no intention of leaving Henry. Not really. Fearless or not, they’d been through a lot and maybe he just needed some time on his own to process. She did, too. 
 
    Thirty minutes, she decided, and if the cops haven’t raided the place and taken him out in handcuffs, then I’ll come back. She pushed the elevator call button, and waited a minute. When the doors opened, she tensed, half expecting an attack, definitely expecting blood. 
 
    But it was spotless. As though nothing had happened. 
 
    She stepped inside, hit the button for the ground floor, and waited for it to descend. 
 
    She tensed again when the elevator opened to the lobby. People came and went. There was no screaming. No police. Everything was normal, which was to say, nothing was normal. 
 
    How… 
 
    She headed for the front door. The blue strobing lights. The police would see her. Would react. It would start all over. 
 
    Just look cool, she told herself. Look cool with a shield strapped to my back. Riiight. 
 
    A few people gave her a second glance, but no one questioned the shield. And the police…they were dealing with what looked like a potential riot. The people of Boston had been riled by the day’s chaos. Probably demanding answers. Or just primitively responding to violence with more. She looked at the mob pushing up against a line of police. Most were young men. And none of them were looking at her. 
 
    The night felt dangerous— 
 
    —but maybe the true danger had passed? 
 
    As soon as the thought entered her mind, she noticed the cargo van keeping pace with her. 
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    “This is so boring!” Henry said, pacing amongst the bodies. “And you guys smell like shit. Like literal shit.” 
 
    He’d already perused Helen’s entire collection. Being part of such an epic heritage thrilled him, but the feeling didn’t last long. Compared to the rest of the previous day and night, his ancestry was far less exciting. 
 
    He yawned. Eyes heavy. His body wanted sleep, but his mind craved action, and his spirit desired battle. “I’m a Spartan,” he told himself, willing energy into his muscles. “I don’t need to sleep.” 
 
    It was a lie. He knew it. He’d slept all his life, and whatever part of his DNA could be traced back to Zeus was still dormant. Or partially dormant. Something like that. He was still human. Not yet a demigod. So…he yawned again. 
 
    His thoughts drifted to the hammock. He would have preferred a bed, but if it was good enough for a woman accustomed to the best life had to offer, he could probably deal. 
 
    Still, he fought it. 
 
    Leonidas wouldn’t have given in so easily, he thought. He swung the kopis, which he had yet to put down. Saw himself in slow motion, fighting off waves of Persians at Thermopylae. 
 
    I should have been there. He swelled with pride. Someday, people might make a movie about his story. About the overwhelming odds he’d faced and overcome. 
 
    But not alone, his subconscious whispered. 
 
    “Shut up,” he said. The sword whooshed through the air. Part of him recognized that his attacks lacked form and skill. Instinct guided him, but he was more like a Viking berserker than a highly skilled Spartan Hoplite. He imagined that some of the most famous Vikings must have been his ancestors, too. He didn’t see any in the bedroom museum, but Helen had to have other homes, and other collections. 
 
    She’ll train me, he decided, after I’m a demigod. 
 
    He tried to imagine what he would do with his life. Would he live forever, as Helen had? Would he inherit her wealth and power? He envisioned a life of mansions, half naked women, and battles with the Culus, or anyone else who got in his way. 
 
    You sound like a bad guy, the small voice said, and this time it even sounded like Sarah. 
 
    “Bite me,” he said, but a building guilt lingered. 
 
    Of course, he had lied to her. 
 
    Of course, he had sent her away. 
 
    He knew it was wrong. Knew that she might even be more deserving than he was. But there was nothing to stop him from making that choice. It would be better for her, he reasoned. She didn’t like the killing. 
 
    You shouldn’t like killing, he heard her say. 
 
    “She couldn’t handle the killing,” he said to his reflection in the window. Beyond his face in reverse, Boston glowed with life. The city felt different. Smaller. Afraid. But also alive with greater possibilities. 
 
    If demigods were real, so were the gods that gave birth to them, and maybe even all the other legends. Who knows what else was out there, waiting for him? 
 
    Thinking about the possibilities gave new life to his impatience. 
 
    Where are they? The sooner the next wave of Culus arrived, the sooner he could prove himself to Helen, find out what he was truly capable of, and free himself from the guilt assaulting him. 
 
    The elevator dinged. 
 
    Henry spun around, a glint in his eye, kopis at the ready. 
 
    The doors slid open. 
 
    Who would it be? More police? More Culus? Something new? Maybe the Culus had their very own Persian Immortals. 
 
    He grinned, bouncing on his feet, ready for anything. 
 
    An old woman in a maid’s uniform stepped out of the elevator. She took one look at him and raised an eyebrow as if to say, ‘What a cute little moron.’ Except that’s not what she said. 
 
    “Baja eso, hombrecito.” 
 
    Put that down, little man… 
 
    The audacity. 
 
    “Hazme,” he said. 
 
    Make me. 
 
    The woman rolled her eyes and pulled a cleaning cart out of the elevator. Five more maids followed, dispersing throughout the penthouse, observing the mess and the dead as though it was just another day on the job. 
 
    They work for Helen, he realized. 
 
    If she sent a cleanup crew, then maybe the danger had passed for now. Maybe he should sleep? 
 
    One of the women shook out a body bag. With the help of another, they loaded one of the dead into it. Stronger and quicker than they looked. The penthouse would be clean soon enough. The six women had to be in their sixties. How many aftermaths had they seen? How many bodies had they hidden? Not one of them looked haunted. If anything, they were enjoying the work. 
 
    They were old ladies, but kind of badass. And one day, they might work for him. 
 
    “Continua,” he said. 
 
    Carry on. 
 
    A second eye roll was the only reply. 
 
    He retreated to the bedroom. Left the door unlocked and open behind him. Strode over to the hammock hung between two columns. Yawned hard enough to squeeze out tears. “Aww, shit. Fine.” 
 
    He climbed inside the hammock, surprised when he sank down into it, hugged on all sides. It wasn’t just comfortable, it was comforting. It was like a red womb. 
 
    A surge of rage shook through him. The only time he’d spent with his real mother was in the womb. 
 
    But it made me who I am, he decided, finding peace with the thing that had haunted him his whole life. He hadn’t been loved. Hadn’t been part of a family. But now he was part of something bigger. Something primal, bound by ancient blood. He didn’t need a family. 
 
    He had a tribe. 
 
    With that thought, sleep came quickly. 
 
    He woke with the realization that he had betrayed his tribe. He’d only known Sarah for a day, but he felt an undeniable connection to her. The same blood ran through their veins, diluted by separate genealogies, but persevering through generations. She had fought for him. Had saved his life. Had overcome her own fear and emerged victorious. 
 
    All I did was be myself. Being fearless wasn’t an accomplishment for Henry. Helen said it wasn’t a weakness, but he wasn’t so sure. It not only made him susceptible to physical harm—why not pick up the venomous snake?—it allowed him to make bad decisions without a second thought. See a nice butt, why not grab it? Need money, why not take it? There was no consideration given to consequences, social, financial, or legal. 
 
    But he could still feel regret for the people he hurt, or scared, or groped. The problem was, regret didn’t stop him from repeating harmful behavior. He could push a button and get shocked a hundred times and he wouldn’t flinch when pushing it the hundred and first time, no matter how much it hurt. 
 
    But Sarah was different. 
 
    He wanted to change his mind. Wanted to…what? 
 
    She deserves a fair chance, he decided. She deserved the truth. That only one of them could ascend. 
 
    She might even willingly step aside. 
 
    He shook his head at that idea. She’d taken the shield and spear. Whether she knew it or not, she was still in the running. 
 
    I should tell her, he thought, but he didn’t move. Selfish desire roiled against his conscience, unhindered. 
 
    I care about her. 
 
    She’d tell me. 
 
    It’s the right thing to do. 
 
    It was the noble thing to do. The demigod thing to do. And Helen was watching. 
 
    The shuffling of aged feet caught his attention. One of the old ladies was in the bedroom with him. But there was no mess to clean in here. 
 
    “Hola,” he said, wondering if they even knew he was in the hammock. 
 
    “Hola,” came a gravelly voice. It was the sassy woman he’d spoken to earlier. 
 
    “Cuál es tu nombre?” 
 
    “Fernanda.” 
 
    “Well, Fernanda, can I call you Fern? I’m going to call you Fern. You can leave a bill or whatever. Thanks for cleaning up the mess.” 
 
    He expected to hear her shuffle away. What else could she need from him? But she didn’t move. Didn’t breathe. He could sense her on the far side of his womb, waiting. 
 
    For what? 
 
    “Que necesitas, Fern?” He waited. “Fern?” 
 
    Then he heard it, five more sets of aged feet padding across the marble floor. One by one, they stopped outside the hammock. 
 
    He sighed. “Seriously…” He pulled down the red fabric holding him above the floor and peeked over the top. 
 
    Fern stood just two feet away, framed by her fellow maids. 
 
    “No dinero. And I’m pondering, here. So…” He waved her away with the back of his hand. “Salir. Vamoos. Get lost. Buena? You feel me?” 
 
    Fern smiled. 
 
    “Gracias,” he said, but then he noticed something off about the old woman’s grin. It was mirrored on the faces of all six women, who he now saw were a collection of nationalities—a veritable United Nations of house cleaners. Their strange grins were…rigid. Too big. Forced…or crazed. 
 
    He glanced at Fern’s hands. Thought she’d been holding a mop or something. But the eighteen-inch-long baton wasn’t a cleaning device, it was a stun-gun baton. It crackled with energy. 
 
    “Fern, seriously. You know who I am, right? You being a bunch of old ladies isn’t going to matter. Like, at all.” 
 
    Fern responded by pressing a button on the baton’s handle. 
 
    Blinding light lanced into Henry’s eyes. He winced, seeing luminous green in his vision. 
 
    The gentle touch of a baton against his hand lasted just long enough to register it, but not long enough to realize what was about to happen before 150,000 volts of electricity flowed up his arm, spread through his core, and convulsed every muscle in his body. 
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    Sarah walked down the well-lit street, feigning confidence until she felt it. She’d done and seen things that should have been impossible. If the person following her in the van gave her any trouble, they’d find out exactly what she could do—damn the consequences. 
 
    It worked for Henry, why not her? 
 
    Because you’re not a nutjob, she told herself, and then she felt bad for thinking it. He’d been an outright asshole. But it was out of character, even for him. He didn’t do anything if it didn’t somehow benefit him. He was fearless, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t predict how people would respond to his actions. 
 
    Did he want me to leave? 
 
    Was he trying to protect me from something? 
 
    He’d been wrong about the Culus being done with them. The van was proof enough. And that meant that either Helen was also wrong—which seemed unlikely—or that... 
 
    Henry was lying. 
 
    But why? 
 
    As her anger with Henry faded, more possibilities began to take root, but none of them could grow while she was being followed. 
 
    She glanced back casually when a laughing man and woman passed her. Made like she was watching them. The van was still there. Dark blue. No insignias or logos. The windshield wasn’t tinted, but the driver was impossible to see at night, even with the city glowing around them. 
 
    She nearly tripped when she looked ahead and saw an empty sidewalk. 
 
    Where did everyone go? 
 
    She glanced back again. The van was still there, but the couple was gone. 
 
    Get a grip. The people didn’t just disappear. 
 
    The pitch of the van’s engine rose slightly. It started gaining. 
 
    She picked up her pace, debating fight or flight. Either choice was viable. Her confidence in both options was neck and neck. But running wouldn’t get her any answers. She understood what was happening, to a degree, but did she believe it? Why should she trust Helen, especially when her version of events was insane? 
 
    I need a second opinion, she decided, and she stopped in her tracks. Turned around fast, glaring into the driver’s side of the van’s windshield. Whoever was behind the wheel wasn’t mentally prepared for her sudden reversal. Hit the brakes too hard. 
 
    A pale forehead smeared against the glass for a moment, and then fell back. 
 
    She smiled. Waited. 
 
    The van didn’t move. 
 
    She waved the van over, casual, like she was motioning to friends. To herself she said, “C’mon assholes. Come say hello.” 
 
    The van moved forward again. Then it crossed into the left lane, pulling to a stop beside her, facing the wrong way. She eyed the sliding door, expecting it to open and vomit a killer clown posse or something. But nothing happened. And the driver’s side window was tinted. 
 
    She motioned for the driver to roll down the window. 
 
    Waited. 
 
    The glass lowered slowly, revealing a balding man with spectacles and a gut. Not exactly intimidating. But he was just the driver. 
 
    “Hi,” she said, with an honest smile that put the man on edge. He said nothing. 
 
    “Any chance you’ll answer some questions for me?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Cause, I’m all about the questions these days. Nothing’s making a whole lot of sense, you know?” 
 
    The driver’s eyes flicked toward the back of the van. 
 
    “You’re worried about them?” Sarah slid the shield from her back. Yanked the spear from the clips and tried to hide her surprise when it snapped straight and pulled itself together. 
 
    Okay…that was cool. 
 
    The man flinched, but was still more worried about who was in the van. 
 
    “You’re all in a cult, right?” 
 
    “It’s not a cult if it’s true,” the man said, a little defensive. He wasn’t used to having his beliefs criticized or questioned…which was kind of what a cult was all about. The moment you shed light on what was wonky, it stood out. 
 
    Sarah squinted at him. “I’m not sure if that’s accurate.” 
 
    She cinched the shield tight around her forearm. Ready to rock…if need be. Maybe a good talk would take her off the Culus’s radar? She doubted it. But why not give it a whirl? “So, what’s the deal with you guys?” 
 
    The silent treatment resumed. 
 
    “Ugh, seriously. Okay, I’ll say it. You can confirm or deny. Helen Atreidai. Super pretty. Crazy rich. Kind of a badass. Lives…” She pointed to the penthouse towering above. She paused on the view. While many of the windows glowed from interior light, the penthouse was brighter—light flowing from the windowless gaps, unhindered. It was noticeable. 
 
    Henry had been wrong about that, too. Or was he lying about that, as well? 
 
    “…up there.” She turned back to the driver. “You guys think she’s a goddess. Sorry, a demigod. Specifically Helen of Troy.” 
 
    “Sparta,” the man corrected, falling for her subtle trap and confirming everything she’d said. 
 
    “Daughter of Zeus, captured by Paris, rescued by blah, blah, blah. Achilles. The Trojan Horse. All that shit. You think it really happened. That Helen is the same woman…not reincarnated or reborn—the same immortal woman…BUT, you’re pissed because she’s not playing along. Not following the cult handbook that says what? What do you want her to do?” 
 
    Sarah leaned an elbow on the window frame, her proximity making the man nervous. “Sit on a throne? Have wild orgies? I mean, that’s kind of the problem with her, right? Men can’t help themselves. They just want her. Kind of a shitty superpower if you ask me.” 
 
    She remembered Helen’s explanation. “But that’s not the plan, is it? You want her to get pissed. Want her to reveal herself, not just to you, but to the world. That’s why you’ve been making a spectacle of everything. Making a mess in public. You want twenty people with cellphones to YouTube this crap. 
 
    “What would that accomplish?” she asked. “It would put her into conflict with the cops. The real cops. They’d come for her. She’d fight back, because it’s impossible for her to bow down to a man, never mind the man. Cause, you know, of course you know, she’s a Spartan. She’d do what? Take the city? The country? The world?” 
 
    His eyes flicked toward her. 
 
    “Really? The world? How could Helen do that—” 
 
    The van’s far side door slid open. The vehicle shifted as someone stepped out. She turned to the sound of footsteps approaching from the van’s rear. The man who stepped into view was well dressed, handsome, and somehow both young and old simultaneously, like Jude Law, but with skin as dark as hers. He smiled, confident in a way that made her sneer. 
 
    She hated him. No idea why. 
 
    “Not alone,” the man said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The world,” he said. “She couldn’t take it alone.” 
 
    Sarah reassessed the stranger. Like Helen, he was a man of wealth and unbridled confidence, but his eyes weren’t kind like hers. There was no affinity. No mercy. 
 
    “Did she tell you,” he asked, “who you are?” 
 
    Sarah refused to answer, but the way she tensed was enough. 
 
    The man smiled. “Interesting. Most of her children don’t know who they really are when they die.” 
 
    Sarah tightened her grip on the spear. She read the threat between the lines. “You killed them?” 
 
    “Not all of them,” he said. 
 
    “And you’re what? Immortal, too?” 
 
    “Some would say—” 
 
    The whoosh of her shield flowing through the air was enough warning for the man to raise his arms, but it was followed by the clang of metal on meat and bone. Sarah put everything she had into the strike, and caught the man off guard. She expected to sprawl him onto the sidewalk, then she would point the spear at his throat, and ask a few more questions. 
 
    But the man went flying. 
 
    He pinwheeled thirty feet. Crashed into and through the windshield of a car. 
 
    “Oh!” Sarah said, cringe-smiling. She turned to the driver. “Dude, I think your boss is dead.” 
 
    The driver looked in the side mirror, frowning. Then he said, “You seem like a nice kid. My daughter’s age. The best thing you can do is run. Get the hell out of here and don’t look back. I know who you are, but it’s not enough. You can’t beat him.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean ‘them’? Cause, you know, the whole cult thing?” 
 
    “I mean him,” he stared at the ruined car in the side mirror. 
 
    Sarah turned to face the vehicle. She felt bad for the owner. Not only was the exterior messed up, but the inside would be all bloody and full of dead man stink, something she hoped to never experience again. 
 
    The car door exploded away, kicked off from the inside. It smashed through a storefront window, setting off a whooping alarm. 
 
    “Damn,” Sarah said, missing the days of Dunkin’ Donuts drudgery. “What I wouldn’t give for just one normal thing.” 
 
    “I’m an electrician from Chelmsford,” the driver said. 
 
    Sarah leveled an unamused gaze at the man. “Yeah, well, that is pretty normal. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Chuck,” he said. 
 
    “Well, Chuck…” She watched the well-dressed newcomer climb out of the damaged car. He brushed himself off, looked at the tear in his suit coat, and then frowned at her. “I’m going to need the van.” 
 
    “Wait,” Chuck said, reaching for the gear shift. “No—” 
 
    Sarah yanked open the door, took hold of Chuck’s arm and pulled him from the van, careful not to fling him. He seemed like the kind of guy who got in deep without realizing it, and now he just wanted a way out. She couldn’t help him with his cult membership status, but she could end his role as a driver. 
 
    With a quick squeeze and a twist, she broke his arm. She cringed at the sound of it, and his scream. Then she leaned in close and quoted him, “The best thing you can do is run. Go home to your daughter.” 
 
    She dropped him to the ground, threw her weaponry in the van, slipped behind the steering wheel, and glanced in the mirror. 
 
    The fancy man was running. 
 
    She crushed the gas pedal to the floor. Tires squealed and smoked before biting pavement and propelling the vehicle forward. Out in the street, speeding away, she looked in the mirror again. 
 
    The man was gone. 
 
    Chuck was alone. But he wasn’t watching the van speed away, he was looking up, his gaze shifting slowly toward her, following the arc of— 
 
    The van shook from an impact. She spun around. 
 
    There was a man-sized dent in the ceiling. 
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    Henry spasmed and flailed, his body no longer under his control. The hammock spun and coughed him out. Head and ribs took the brunt of his impact with the marble floor. 
 
    He groaned and tried to push himself up. The quivering in his muscles faded quickly, aside from the arm that was struck. It was still numb and immobile. “Damnit, Fern.” 
 
    He got to his knees, and looked over the hammock at the maid. She was still old. Still frail looking. But now she was grinning like a Cheshire Cat and holding a black baton that crackled with energy. “Why’d you have to do that? I thought you were kind of cool. But now…” 
 
    Henry looked for the kopis. It wasn’t on the floor. He hadn’t heard it fall. And Fern didn’t have enough time to take it. He found the shape of it pressed into the hammock’s red fabric. 
 
    But did he really need it? Fern was an old lady. 
 
    So were the others. 
 
    How much trouble could they be? He was a demigod after all. And they were what, a geriatric hit squad? 
 
    They’re an insult, that’s what they are. 
 
    Henry pushed himself up, one fist clenched. “Hey Alexa, play I Want Action by Poison.” 
 
    Alexa replied, “Here’s I Want Action, remastered 2006, by Poison. Starting now, on Amazon Mu—” 
 
    “Oye, Alexa. Para.” 
 
    “Not cool, Fern,” Henry said, eyeing the other maids as they fanned out around him, each of them armed with a baton. 
 
    Fern glared right back at him, smile never faltering. “Oye, Alexa, reproducir El Mariachi Loco.” 
 
    “Aquí está El Mariachi Loco,” Alexa replied. “A partir de ahora, en Amazon Music.” 
 
    “Really not cool,” Henry said. Then the music started playing. A heavy beat. Lots of bass. Sharp horns. It was catchy and started with a rousing, “Hey! Hey! Hey! Hey! Ha, ha, ha, ha, ha, ha, ha!” 
 
    Feeling returned to Henry’s numb arm. He squeezed his fingers and then shrugged. “I can work with this.” Then he dove over the hammock, performing his own version of the late, great ‘Superfly’ Jimmy Snuka’s Superfly Splash. His body collided with Fern’s, the old woman shouting in surprise. 
 
    She was more solid than she looked. The impact knocked her over, but took the wind out of Henry, too. They hit the hard floor together. Fern took the brunt of that impact, breaking Henry’s fall, which was kind of the point. 
 
    He rolled back toward the hammock, as two of the old maids swung their batons. One struck the floor, breaking the weapon. The second hit Henry’s leg just as he grasped the hammock’s underside. Muscles contracted. His arms involuntarily yanked, propelling him across the floor and into the wall. 
 
    The impact was jarring, but much less so than the kick from those batons. 
 
    Climbing back to his feet, fighting the numbness in one foot, he took stock of the situation. 
 
    He’d jump right into the fight again. He knew that. But would that be the smart move? He wanted to win this fight, and not just because losing to a bunch of old ladies would damage his pride, and his body, but because Fern had changed his music. It was just rude. Also, they were Culus, and now that he knew about his heritage, he knew the cult was his sworn enemy. Something like that, anyway. And he’d take them down. Take them all down. 
 
    It’s what Helen would want him to do. It’s how he’d be worthy. 
 
    As Fern climbed back to her feet, Henry grasped the hammock’s fabric, searching, until he found the kopis’s handle. 
 
    Fern touched a hand to the back of her head. It came away red with blood. 
 
    She spat at him, looking suddenly savage. “Yo pelaré—” 
 
    “Vete al demonio, puta madre!” Henry leaned back, holding onto the hammock and he lifted his feet. Instead of sailing over the fabric bed, he swung underneath it, once again catching the old woman off guard. 
 
    His legs struck her shins, pitching her forward with a shout of surprise. 
 
    But this time, she didn’t land on the floor. She landed face down on Henry’s crotch. 
 
    “Ohh!” Henry shouted in pain, but then he started laughing. “I knew you had feelings for me, Fern, but this is a little—fahahah!” An electric jolt radiated from his side, convulsing his body. 
 
    Through the pain, he focused on his fist, clenching it. Then with everything he had—which wasn’t much—he punched Fern in the face. 
 
    She took it like a champ, flinching in pain for a moment. Then she sneered and shoved the baton harder into his side. 
 
    “L-like th-that will m-make it any w-wo-worse,” Henry said, defiant until the pain multiplied by three. 
 
    The old ladies were ganging up on him. 
 
    Unconsciousness beckoned him to oblivion, but outrage at having been beaten by aging maids resisted. 
 
    I’m a demigod, he told himself. I’m more than human. I can take this—and more! 
 
    “Arrghh!” His body convulsed, as two more maids added their batons to the assault. 
 
    With the pain came clarity. 
 
    He wasn’t just a demigod. Some of them weren’t even worth talking about. But his ancestors—Helen included—were the offspring of Zeus, the most powerful of the gods. Ruler of the skies, hurler of lighting. 
 
    Electricity was his friend. 
 
    But it hurt like a bitch. 
 
    I just need to believe it, he decided. He felt like frikken’ Wendy, believing she could fly to Neverland with Peter Pan. It was that level of stupid. But this was different. Because this was real. 
 
    I’m a demigod, he told himself. A son of Zeus! 
 
    A scream popped from his mouth. He reached out a shaking hand. Took hold of the kopis handle through the hammock fabric. With a quick twist, the sharp blade cut through and fell to the floor with a clatter. 
 
    The last maid added her baton to his torture, but the pain was so intense already, he didn’t really notice the difference. “A-a-at l-least you-you-you aren’t sh-shocking m-my b-b-balls.” He reached out for the kopis, fingers wrapping around the metal handle. Electric rigor clenched his fist shut as the flow moved from limb to weapon. 
 
    He felt it grow hot in his hand. 
 
    Fern lifted her baton away, a savage gleam in her eyes. She aimed her baton for his crotch. 
 
    “I-I d-do-don’t th-think so!” Henry put everything he had into a swing. The blade met resistance and then passed through. 
 
    The electricity pulsing through his body disappeared as the six old ladies reeled back, one a little too late. 
 
    The effects faded faster than before. 
 
    Above him, Fern held up her arm. The hand was missing. Lying on the floor, still holding the baton. She leveled an aghast look at Henry. A solid, ‘How dare you?’ 
 
    Henry scoffed. “I told you it didn’t matter that you were old ladies!” He rolled over backward, beneath the hammock, standing behind it on shaky legs. But now he was armed. Anyone who came at him now was going to get poked, sliced, or chopped for it. 
 
    He glanced at the kopis in his hands. Arcs of blue energy flickered across the blade. His eyes widened. 
 
    Holy shit, I’m doing— 
 
    Without the batons’ energy to power it, the effect disappeared along with Henry’s smile. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    Whatever. 
 
    He gripped the hammock in his left hand and hacked away the two ends, leaving him with a rectangle of thick red fabric. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” he said, waving the fabric like a matador. “Toro!” 
 
    The maids just stood there looking outraged. Henry wasn’t sure if they were upset that he’d recovered so quickly, or that he’d cut off Fern’s hand, or that he was treating them like animals. Could be all of them. What he did know was that they still weren’t afraid of him. He saw a kind of wildness in their eyes. 
 
    “Aye, dominato ryhne seeboo!” Fern shouted in a language that Henry didn’t understand. In fact, he didn’t think it was a language at all—or something so old no one really spoke it anymore. 
 
    The other women replied with a battle cry. 
 
    Then Fern released her grip on the injured arm, allowing blood to spurt. She aimed the stub at her maid compatriots and doused them in red. They licked their lips, snarling and writhing. For a moment, he thought it was some kind of weird orgy ritual—Maybe they are after my crotch!—but then he realized the look in their eyes was born of violence. 
 
    This was bloodlust, pure and simple, fueled by Fern’s plasma, and yet they were hungry for more. 
 
    For his. 
 
    The gaggle of grandmas transformed from surprisingly violent and yet somehow still adorable, to looking like wild beasts. This wasn’t their first bloodletting. How many people have they torn apart before me? he wondered, and then asked himself a more important question. 
 
    How am I going to handle this? 
 
    He knew how he would handle it—throw himself to the wolves, kicking, punching, and cutting—but they’d do the same. He wasn’t sure he’d walk away from it. 
 
    He felt his body moving. Lack of fear guiding him without thought. 
 
    But then he asked the question: WWSD? 
 
    What Would Sarah Do?  
 
    The answer came in a flash and brought a smile to his face. 
 
    It took an inordinate amount of self-control, but Henry managed to change tactics. 
 
    Instead of a flailing, wild attack, he threw the hammock out, unfurling it like a fishing net, blinding the women for a moment. He charged forward, dove down, and slid beneath it, past the front line of killer grandmas. With one hand still on the hammock, he yanked it with him. 
 
    Then he did something that went against all his instincts. 
 
    He ran. 
 
    Henry glanced back at the old women as he barreled through the door and into the living space, trailing the hammock and still picking up speed. 
 
    Howling, they chased him. 
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    “Seriously!” Sarah shouted, and she stomped on the brakes. 
 
    There was a thump from above and then the stranger flew past the hood, striking the street hard. He rolled through the street, bounced over a curb, and struck a telephone pole with enough force to dent it. 
 
    He’s dead, she dared to think again. Has to be. 
 
    But the man proved her wrong once more. The moment his body fell still, life sprang back into him. He sat up on the curb, cricked his neck one way, then the other, and stood. 
 
    Sarah threw the van into reverse and hammered the gas. Tires squealed. She glanced away from the side mirror she was using to navigate the street. Behind her, a cloud of white smoke trailed the backward-moving van. 
 
    The man ran through the cloud, gaining. 
 
    And he looked pissed. 
 
    She’d taken him by surprise twice. And he’d survived the impossible both times. Even if she could catch him off guard again, she wasn’t sure it would matter. 
 
    Running is a waste of time, she decided. The van didn’t accelerate fast enough to leave him in the dust. Fighting wasn’t a much better idea, but she figured that if tossing him around in the street didn’t do the job, maybe putting a spear through his chest would. 
 
    She crushed the brakes, pressed into the seatback, as the van came to a sudden stop. 
 
    The man careened face first into the van’s front end. 
 
    “Oh!” Sarah shouted, letting out a chuckle despite the fact that an unkillable nutjob was after her. 
 
    The impact carried the kinetic force of a rhino strike. The van even moved a few feet. 
 
    Dude’s a demigod, too, she thought. Immortal like Helen. Has to be. And he killed a lot of her children. People like me. 
 
    But they didn’t know who they were. 
 
    What they were. 
 
    That has to make a difference. She took her shield and spear and stepped back out of the van. She noticed Chuck standing nearby, head shaking. “Dude, I told you to—” 
 
    Sarah felt intense pressure on her arm. Then her feet left the ground. There was a moment of wind, the pull of gravity, and then an impact. 
 
    She pushed herself up, back to the brick wall that had stopped her flight. The shield was still on her arm, but the spear had fallen out of reach. 
 
    The man stood over her, indifferent to the wailing alarm they’d set off earlier, or the whoop of approaching police sirens. For the first time all day, she hoped the cops would show up. They can’t all be bad… 
 
    Maybe if I get him talking… 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    The man cracked his knuckles in one hand and then the other. “My name…” He smiled a wicked grin, like he was about to pull off a Mission Impossible mask and reveal he was actually Richard Simmons. “…is Memnon.” 
 
    Sarah squinted at the man named Memnon. He clearly thought she’d react to the name, but she was clueless. “Like Agamemnon?” 
 
    “Aga…” The man flared his nostrils in outrage. “Agamemnon was a mortal. A king, but a mortal. And when he was slain after the war, he did not come back.” 
 
    “The…Trojan War?” 
 
    “The—” Memnon shook his head, exasperated. “Yes. The Trojan War.” 
 
    “And you’re what, in love with Helen, too?” 
 
    “We were lovers, once.” 
 
    “Riiight. You’re the ex-boyfriend.” 
 
    He grew irritated. “Every man and woman alive, who knows Helen’s true self, are profoundly in love with her. Would sacrifice anything for her to step into her rightful role.” 
 
    “That’s super creepy.” Sarah glanced to the right. The reflection of flashing blue lights grew brighter. “So is this like a dominatrix fetish kind of thing, like the world you want to take over is a metaphor for the—” 
 
    Memnon lashed out with a punch. 
 
    Sarah had just enough time to duck behind her shield. 
 
    The impact knocked her back hard. The shield held, protecting her from direct contact, but he struck her with enough force to shove her into the brick wall. It was bone crushing force, but the only thing that broke was the brick wall, mortar crumbling as her back dented into it. 
 
    “I am Memnon of Ethiopia, son of Eos, goddess of the dawn. I will not be mocked by the watered-down Imítheos who has yet to be awoken.” 
 
    Sarah peeked out from under her shield. Memnon, fists clenched, loomed. “What do you mean, ‘awoken’?” 
 
    “You can feel her blood in you. The strength it lends you. The speed. But your true godhood simmers just below the surface, locked away. And only Helen can unlock it.” He leaned back. “Why would she not tell you?” 
 
    He grinned and shook his head. “Helen is a fool.” 
 
    Sarah wasn’t sure why, but she felt offended for Helen. Maybe it was because she was Grandma Helen. Some kind of familial defense system. “Do you have demi-children running around?” 
 
    “I’ve had many,” he said. “And they all suffered the same fate as Helen’s lineage.” 
 
    “You killed your own children?” 
 
    “And grandchildren. And grandchildren’s children. Born, unborn, and grown. Until I was the only one left.” 
 
    All of Sarah’s snark fled. “But…why?” 
 
    “Do you really know so little about Greek history?” 
 
    “That’s more Henry’s department,” she said, and she felt guilty for mentioning his name. 
 
    “Since the days of the Titans, it has been the children of gods who have been their undoing. By killing my lineage, and Helen’s, I have protected—” 
 
    “That’s why you want to kill me? You think I’m going kill Helen? Or you? Dude, if you let me go, neither of you would see me again.” 
 
    Something about Memnon’s story didn’t make sense. If Helen had to awaken the true godhood of her descendants, but refused to do it, why would this guy bother killing them all, or his own family? 
 
    “I believe you,” he said. “I know a coward when I see one. But I don’t want to kill you.” 
 
    “Please don’t ask me to join the Dark Side,” she said, attempting to find her sense of humor in the face of the insane once more. 
 
    “You are inconsequential, in all ways except one.” 
 
    “Not nice,” she said, but she knew exactly what he meant. He was after Helen, and to get to her, he would use Sarah as bait. 
 
    He glanced down the street. Two police cars moved into view, side-mounted floodlights scouring store fronts. Lingering on the broken shop’s window. “I will give you a choice. Come willingly. Now. Or I will carry you away unconscious.” 
 
    “Well, it’s like Andy Middaugh used to tell me…” Sarah said. “He’s an ex. Kind of a dingus. Anyway, he used to tell me I wasn’t easy. Ever.” 
 
    Sarah ducked behind the shield just as Memnon’s fist struck it. She was pounded back into the wall again. The shield shook against her arm, again and again. She didn’t know what it was made from, but it could take a beating. 
 
    And so can I, Sarah thought, as her body pulverized the brick against her back. 
 
    “Okay, okay!” she shouted. “I’ll come!” 
 
    The pounding stopped. 
 
    She lifted the shield, kicked out hard with both feet. 
 
    Struck Memnon’s shins. 
 
    He fell forward as Sarah swung the shield up. She connected hard with his face, sprawling him to the side. 
 
    She jumped to her feet and quickly snatched up the spear. “For a demigod, you have shit reflexes.” She raised her spear, ready for a fight. 
 
    Memnon stood, smiling in a way she didn’t like. He knew something she didn’t, or had yet to realize. And it pissed her off. 
 
    She stalked toward Memnon, and to her surprise, he backed away. 
 
    Was it the spear he feared? Was it some kind of mythical god-killing weapon? 
 
    Or is it me? 
 
    When he matched her pace, backpedaling away from her, she grew angry. 
 
    “C’mon, you sonuvabitch! Now you’re afraid of me?” 
 
    When Sarah found herself beside the van again, she shouted, “C’mon!” and she backhanded the van with her shield. The vehicle came off the ground, rotated, and crashed back down on its roof. 
 
    “Holy shit.” She turned her wide eyes from the van, to Memnon. “Wait a second… You—” 
 
    A sharp prick in her neck. 
 
    She swatted at what felt like a bee. 
 
    Her hand came away clean. 
 
    And then the world began to spin. 
 
    She held on to the van’s upside-down body, stabilizing herself as the police cruisers closed in. She slid to the ground, limbs boneless. 
 
    All of her strength had been sapped, and she could feel consciousness fading close behind. 
 
    She looked up into the apologetic eyes of Chuck. He held a needle in his hand. 
 
    Memnon stood beside the electrician from Chelmsford with one daughter. Smiled down at her. “Physical strength is not everything.” He crouched. “You’re not fighting a man.” Four police officers arrived, standing behind Memnon, subservient. “You’re fighting a city.” 
 
    Sarah felt the police officers pick her up. 
 
    And then she felt nothing. 
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    Henry laughed. He’d always wanted to take part in the Pamplona running of the bulls. His fantasy included becoming world renowned for his fearless and epic run. People would be gored, left and right. Others would panic and try to scramble over barriers. Some would get horns up the butt for their effort. But not him. Henry the Unflinching wouldn’t run from the bulls, he’d run with them. 
 
    His theory was that the bulls would see his lack of fear, see him as an equal, and leave him be. Bulls didn’t look at each other, squeal in fear, and think, “Ahh! A bull!” It would be the same for him, he believed. 
 
    But now he knew the chase itself was part of the fun. 
 
    He didn’t feel the adrenaline rush other people experienced. He just felt giddy from knowing how his own running of the grandmas would end…and how ridiculous Fern and her friends looked. 
 
    They were keeping up, he’d give them that. But they were not agile. And the look in their eyes—something like hyenas mixed with the bulging ‘I fucking see you,’ of crazed tarsier lemurs—was hysterical. Determined madness. And it was all because of him. 
 
    Because he was important. 
 
    For the first time ever. 
 
    And it felt good. Really good. 
 
    He was a freaking demigod. Almost. Once he proved himself to Helen he’d make like Prince Adam, hold aloft his mighty kopis, and shout something about the power of Grayskull. That’s how he pictured it. He might even do it. Why not have fun with eternity and superhuman power? 
 
    Distracted by fantasies of the glorious future, Henry wasn’t really watching where he was going. The killer maid squad had done a good job of sanitizing the apartment. There was no trace of the previous violence. Probably no DNA for the police to find. All evidence of the Culus’s existence had been removed. There were no bodies to leap, or blood puddles to sidestep, so he ran on auto-pilot, indulging his imagination—and he clipped the granite countertop of the kitchen’s island. 
 
    He sprawled to the side, spinning and sliding to the floor like an ice skater who’d been dropped by her partner. 
 
    Intense pain sharpened his focus. He spun on his knees, bounced back to his feet, and picked up where he’d left off. The grannies gained a few steps on him, but that was okay. 
 
    The closer, the better. 
 
    He laughed again, hooting like an Arkham Asylum patient. “This is gonna be awesome, Fern! I’m telling you!” 
 
    She snarled in response. Teeth gnashing. Baton crackling with electric pain. 
 
    She was just a few steps behind him now. 
 
    Henry bounced off the hallway wall and sprinted past the elevator. He heard it ding as he passed, but he thought nothing of it. The horde was close on his heels. 
 
    He focused on the window ahead. Just a few more seconds. 
 
    The hammock stretched tight between his hands. 
 
    Have to time it right… 
 
    Five feet from the window and the six-hundred-foot drop, Henry stopped. 
 
    He spun around, and threw the hammock up between himself and the old ladies. It stretched out like a wall, hiding him from view. 
 
    No one saw him drop to the floor. 
 
    But they sure as hell felt him when they barreled into the hammock, tripped over his prone body, and sprawled forward… 
 
    …out into the night air. 
 
    One moment the thundering sound of orthopedic shoes filled the room, the next—silence. 
 
    Henry jumped to his feet, took hold of the window frame and leaned out into the night. They looked like a comet crashing to Earth. Fern and a few of her buddies were wrapped up in the hammock, while a few more spun through the air behind them. 
 
    “Really?” Henry called out. “No one’s going to scream?” 
 
    He had to give them respect. Not only could they clean like the Devil, they were also fearless about going to meet him. Or Charon. Or however the afterlife works. Whatever bad place there was, they’d be headed to it. 
 
    Maybe I’ll see them again, someday? 
 
    Henry looked down at the city below. Mentally mapped out his location and what laid below. He laughed again when he remembered it was a Mattress Firm. He pictured the crazy ladies crashing through the ceiling and hitting a memory foam mattress. “Maybe Fern will make it after all.” 
 
    Either way, a half dozen maids falling from the sky was bound to be noticed. And when things fall, people look up. It wouldn’t be long before someone noticed the broken windows and sent the police. 
 
    He watched their descent until, “Oh!” 
 
    What he’d imagined conflicted with reality. The maids didn’t punch through the rooftop. And it would take many more of them to clean up the mess. 
 
    He was about to get in a last word to Fern, because why not, when a loud voice shouted, “Don’t do it, kid!” 
 
    It’s a good thing I don’t flinch, Henry thought, and he pulled himself back into the penthouse. He glanced over his shoulder. Four police officers. More Culus. 
 
    He gripped the kopis, out of sight, holding it in front of his torso. 
 
    I’ll wait for them to get close. And then— 
 
    “I know things seem like they suck right now,” the officer said. “Life is hard. I get it. I’ve been where you are.” 
 
    “Doubt it,” Henry said. Grip on his weapon tight, he glanced back again. There was something weird about the officer…mostly that he wasn’t weird at all. He sounded genuine. He was middle-aged. White. Balding. Tall. He looked kind. 
 
    So did Fern. 
 
    But what really set him apart was that he was motioning for the other three cops to move away, and he didn’t have his weapon drawn. His posture was relaxed, palms open. 
 
    Not Culus. 
 
    Can’t kill them, Henry decided. This was still a problem. A big one. One of the officers would eventually recognize him as either the kid who foiled a bank robbery, or the kid who killed people on the subway. Maybe both. And when that happened… He really didn’t want to hurt good cops. 
 
    But he wouldn’t be afraid to. 
 
    And now, rather than being the solution, the kopis became the problem. If they saw the weapon, they might become threats sooner rather than later. 
 
    “Ending your life feels like the solution. No more pain. No more worrying. Right? But I don’t think that’s the truth. The world is a beautiful place, when you wipe away the grime.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” Henry asked. 
 
    “Officer Robles.” 
 
    “First name, I mean.” 
 
    “Frankie.” 
 
    “Why not just Frank?” Henry asked, curiosity taking him on a tangent. 
 
    “It’s what my grandmother called me.” Frankie shrugged. “It stuck.” 
 
    “You seem like a good guy,” Henry said. 
 
    “I do my best. Why don’t you step away from the edge, and we can talk about how awesome we both are.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Henry said, taking hold of the window frame and leaning back out into the night. 
 
    “Kid!” Frankie said, stepping closer, reaching out in earnest concern. 
 
    Henry released the kopis. It fell in front of his body, concealed from the officers behind him. He’d heard that if you dropped a penny off a skyscraper it would kill anyone it hit below. It was bullshit, obviously, but the kopis… If someone was on the sidewalk directly below... 
 
    Probably should have thought about that before I dropped it. Ah well. 
 
    He pulled himself back inside. 
 
    “Seriously, kid, you nearly gave me a heart attack,” Frankie said, holding his chest. 
 
    Henry turned to face the man. Moment of truth. “You okay?” 
 
    Frankie stared at him for a good long moment. And then, “Am I okay?” He smiled. “I’ll be peachy just as soon as you step away from the window.” 
 
    “Because I have a lot to live for,” Henry said. 
 
    “And people who care about you,” Frankie added. 
 
    Henry was about to argue, but for the first time in his lonely life, he wasn’t sure he disagreed. Sarah cared about him. Helen, too. They only knew him for a day, but it was like one of those action movies…like Speed. The bond forged through life-and-death situations was accelerated. An hour felt like a year. Sarah felt like an old friend… 
 
    …and I lied to her and sent her away. 
 
    “I’m an asshole,” Henry said. 
 
    “We all have bad days.” 
 
    Henry smiled. “You have no idea.” 
 
    “It was a rough day for everyone.” 
 
    He’s talking about the chaos we caused, Henry realized. Need to keep his attention on me. 
 
    Henry feigned sadness. Squeezed out a faux tear. 
 
    Frankie reached out for him. “Whatever it is, we’ll work it out.” 
 
    Henry lingered, doing nothing to hide his internal debate. While Officer Frankie would think he was mulling the idea of killing himself, Henry was actually considering how easy it would be to unbutton the man’s gun and draw it. A practiced hand could probably do it in a second. But Henry had never tried it before. 
 
    Henry took Frankie’s hand and allowed the officer to pull him away from the window. Let him feel like he accomplished something. Maybe the dopamine from saving a life would keep him from recognizing Henry’s face. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Frankie asked, leading him toward the elevator. 
 
    “Zack,” Henry said without hesitation. It wasn’t the first time he’d given the police a fake name. 
 
    “There a way I can reach your folks, Zack?” 
 
    “I’d rather you didn’t.” Henry put on a conflicted face that he hoped looked full of fear. It was an unnatural expression for him. Kind of felt like the face he made when pushing out a big dump. 
 
    “Right… Any other family members you might want to contact?” 
 
    “This is my grandmother’s place,” Henry said. 
 
    Frankie looked around the opulent, very clean penthouse. “Helen A. is your grandmother?” 
 
    “I know, right? Kind of weird to have a stone-cold hottie for a grandma, but it’s the truth. You can ask her yourself when she gets back.” 
 
    “And that will be…” 
 
    “No idea.” 
 
    The elevator doors opened. Frankie motioned for Henry to step inside. Henry obeyed and smiled at the officers stepping in behind him. 
 
    “Any idea what happened to the windows, Zack?” Frankie asked. 
 
    “Like that when I got here,” Henry said. “Is that why you came up?” 
 
    Frankie nodded. “And it’s a good thing we did.” 
 
    Henry grimaced when the officer tousled his hair. 
 
    Seriously? 
 
    The doors closed. 
 
    A radio crackled to life. 
 
    “All officers in the Millennium Tower, be aware we have reports of bodies on the rooftops below. Witnesses saw them fall from the tower. One said it looked like they’d been thrown.” 
 
    Four sets of eyes shifted toward Henry. 
 
    He grinned. “If it helps, they weren’t thrown. I tripped them.” Henry eyed Frankie’s holster again. They were still transitioning from him being a potential suicide to a mass murderer. If he was going to strike, it would have to be— 
 
    “Ouch!” He swatted a hand to his neck. The officer beside him pulled away an emptied syringe. “Shun uv a biiish.” 
 
    Henry’s vision blurred. 
 
    The elevator spun around him. 
 
    Frankie shouted, “What the hell did you just—” 
 
    As Henry slid to the floor, Frankie fell beside him, pummeled by his fellow men in blue. 
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    Sarah was vaguely aware that she had been dreaming. She thought. It felt real, but the pink penguins dancing around her were impossible. Her mouth was dry. She remembered talking. A lot. And laughing, though she couldn’t recall why. 
 
    Then she remembered being injected. 
 
    I was drugged. 
 
    I was hallucinating. 
 
    Shit, what did I say? She tried to remember, but her mind-altered memory diffused as the drug’s effect tapered off. 
 
    She tried to get up. Arms, legs, and waist were bound; all she could move was her head. The room around her was a stark white surgical suite. She’d never been under the knife before, but she recognized the tools aligned on a tray beside the table to which she was strapped. Scalpels, saws, drills, clamps, and needles. 
 
    A chill stung the skin of her belly. She looked down. Tensed. 
 
    She felt more anger over being naked than shame. 
 
    “Fuck you guys,” she said to no one and flexed against her bonds. The metal cables snapped tight, unrelenting. Unbreakable. There was an IV drip in her arm, a heart rate monitor on one finger, and electrodes taped to various parts of her body. 
 
    “Hey, Hun,” a woman said. She slipped into view, her face concealed behind a facemask and visor. She noted Sarah’s confused attention. Lifted the visor. “Sorry about that. Things can get messy in here. I hate it when blood gets in my eyes.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m your anesthesiologist.” 
 
    “That’s for pain, right?” Sarah’s head spun. She wanted to offer nothing but stoic, pissed-off, ‘I’m going to put my fist through your face’ anger, but her fear bubbled to the surface, set free by the drugs she’d been given. 
 
    The woman cackled like Sarah’s question was both the funniest joke, and most ridiculous thing, she’d ever heard. “Oh, Hun, no. You’re going to feel everything. I’m just here to make sure you don’t die before it’s time.” 
 
    Sarah laughed. She had no idea where it came from. This was just too ridiculous. 
 
    She stopped laughing when the anesthesiologist joined in and said, “I know! Isn’t it wonderful?” A door handle turned. The woman clapped her hands. “Oh, here come the others!” 
 
    The woman cleared her throat, crushed her smile, and slipped into a very professional persona. “She’s awake, sir.” 
 
    “Thank you, Rhonda.” 
 
    Sarah knew the voice. Deep and confident. It was Memnon. 
 
    She turned to face him, feeling some of her defiance return. He wore scrubs over his suit, and a smile instead of a facemask. 
 
    A trio of nurses followed him in. All men. Big dudes. 
 
    She had a million questions, but she said nothing. She didn’t want Memnon to hear her voice quiver. 
 
    He walked around the table, looking her over. 
 
    Shame crept up on her. 
 
    Larry, Curly, and Moe were getting an eyeful. While Memnon seemed indifferent to her nakedness, looking at her the way he might a cardboard box—more curious about what was inside, than the packaging—the three stooges looked like frat boys at a strip club. 
 
    When Larry licked his lips, she said, “I’m gonna crush your gawdamn eyes with my thumbs.” 
 
    It was a hollow threat. She was strapped to a table. Drugged. Helpless. But something in her voice made the man blink. He looked her in the eyes. She held his gaze, deadly serious. He turned away, maybe remembering who she was, or perhaps what was about to happen to her. Curly and Moe followed suit, looking away. 
 
    Memnon stood beside the table, looking down at her, pleased by the exchange. “Of all her children over the millennia, you are without a doubt the most impressive.” 
 
    “I’m a college dropout,” Sarah said. 
 
    “With the potential to be—” 
 
    “A God? That’s what all this is about, right? Being better than other people. Having them worship you. Or Helen. Controlling the masses. Living forever. All that bullshit?” 
 
    “What else would you call someone who lived forever and held the world in his hand?” 
 
    “Delusional,” she said. “For a start. Also, an epic asshole.” 
 
    Moe glanced back at her, startled by what she was saying, or maybe just by the tone she said it in. Either way, he probably wasn’t accustomed to hearing someone badmouth his demigod boss. 
 
    “You’re not a little ‘g’ god and will never be a big ‘g’ God. It’s not like you can erase the ‘demi’. You’re half human. What you want is impossible.” After the words left her mouth, she realized that she was all in. She believed Helen’s story. About Troy. About her life. About her own heritage. It was all real. And maybe, what Memnon was after, wasn’t impossible. 
 
    “Oh, I like her,” the woman said. “She’s feisty.” 
 
    “You have no idea,” Memnon said with casual familiarity. These two had worked together before. How many people had they carved up together? How many demigods? 
 
    “Where are we?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “Mass General,” Memnon said. 
 
    Sarah didn’t know what to say. She expected to hear that this was a secret room in Memnon’s mansion, or in some abandoned warehouse. But Mass General? The sprawling campus was congested with people, twenty-four seven. Someone would have seen her. 
 
    “It was a busy day,” Memnon said, answering her unasked question. “You helped see to that. You’re just one of many people in need of intensive care.” He smiled. A real champ. “But getting you here would be easy on a slow day, too. I paid for this building. My name is on a plaque by the front door. I come and go as I please. And getting you out…well, that will be even easier. No one worries much about the ash that comes from the furnace.” 
 
    “Classy,” Sarah said, trying to act calm, but the beeping heart rate monitor betrayed her. Her pulse had leapt from seventy BPM to one hundred as the drug’s effects wore off and reality sank in. 
 
    “Somebody’s a nervous nelly,” Rhonda said, tapping the heart monitor. 
 
    “Dude, this lady is a freak,” Sarah said to Memnon, and she wasn’t just talking trash. “You’re old as hell and not quite human. You’ve seen some shit. I’ll give you a pass for being a little loco, but this chick is batshit.” 
 
    Rhonda’s smile faded. 
 
    Memnon didn’t disagree. 
 
    What he did do was hold out a gloved hand. “Scalpel.” 
 
    The heart monitor sped up another ten beats a second. 
 
    “What do you want?” Sarah asked, growing desperate. 
 
    “First, your DNA,” Memnon said. “I took that while you were unconscious. But now, I want to hurt you…and watch.” 
 
    “Watch what? You want me to scream? You want to see me in agony?” 
 
    Rhonda handed the scalpel to Memnon. Leaned over her. “The agony is all for me, dear.” Her smile returned. 
 
    “To observe how you heal,” Memnon said. “How much you can take. To see if your potential has been diluted by time. To learn how it works…and how to replicate it in my followers.” He gave Rhonda a nod. The three stooges stood a little taller. 
 
    Sarah let out a nervous laugh. “You guys think he’s going to share godhood with you? He killed all his children. All of Helen’s. You think—argh!” 
 
    Memnon poked the scalpel into her belly. “The ósoi thymoúntai are not my children. They are my brothers and sisters…” He smiled at Rhonda. “…whom I trust implicitly. They are deserving of what you were gifted at birth.” 
 
    The scalpel left a neat line of blood across her stomach. She screamed at the sight of it…and then a moment later the sharp sting and the deep, throbbing wrongness of being cut open. 
 
    Blood dripped off the scalpel’s entire blade. He’d cut her deep. 
 
    I’ll bleed out if he doesn’t sew me back up! 
 
    Pain morphed her fear into anger. 
 
    “Fucking asshole. I’m going to bleed out before you can—” 
 
    Memnon wiped a cloth against the long cut. 
 
    Sarah winced, body tensing for a surge of pain. 
 
    She felt the cloth rub against her skin. Watched the blood seep into the fabric as it smeared across her belly. Then she flinched when Rhonda squirted water over her torso, rinsing it clean. 
 
    Sarah blinked. 
 
    “What the—” 
 
    Rhonda finished. “Fuck…” 
 
    The wound was gone. Healed completely. 
 
    “That was fast,” Rhonda said, stunned. Turned to Memnon. “Faster than y—” 
 
    A phone chimed. Moe dug into his pocket and took out a cellphone. Looked at the screen. A slight grin. “They got him.” 
 
    Memnon stared at Sarah’s stomach, lost in thought. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    Memnon blinked. Then he turned toward Moe. “What?” 
 
    “The kid,” Moe said. “They picked him up. Bringing him in now.” 
 
    Memnon gave a nod and then turned back to Sarah’s belly. He lingered there for a moment, and then his gaze locked on to hers. His forehead was creased. His eyes pinching. Was that concern? Suspicion? Confusion? 
 
    He was hard to read, but her healing so fast was as much a surprise to him as it was to her. She knew that much. But what did it mean? Did Memnon even know? 
 
    “Who’s the kid?” Sarah asked. She felt weirded out by her miraculous healing, but she was more concerned that the kid was— 
 
    “Henry,” Memnon said, and then he turned to the three stooges. “Get him prepped. Suite five.” 
 
    The three men nodded like their heads were attached. In unison, they said, “Blessed be,” and then they exited the room. 
 
    Memnon peeled off his gloves, one at a time. Apparently, the single cut was enough for him. 
 
    He wants to see if Henry is the same. 
 
    “That’s all you got for me?” Sarah said. Her pulse was coming down. Bravery rising with the knowledge that the pain was over—for now. 
 
    “Not remotely,” Memnon said, handing the scalpel back to Rhonda. He headed for the exit. Paused in the door. “Have fun. Record everything.” 
 
    “Blessed be,” Rhonda said. 
 
    Memnon gave Sarah a wink. “Blessed be.” Then he closed the door. 
 
    Rhonda stood over Sarah. Lowered the visor back into place. “Let’s see what happens when we cut something off.” 
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    “Finally,” Henry said when a man wearing scrubs over an expensive suit walked in. He was black and handsome. Manicured. He carried himself with the confidence of a man in charge. “It’s about time someone with a brain showed up.” 
 
    Henry pointed at one of the three beefy men who’d been watching over him. His hand snapped to a stop, bound in place by steel cables. “BT-dubs, I think this dude’s thinking about getting pervy on me. You’re not a sex cult, right? So you might want to rethink having pedophiles in the mix.” 
 
    He smiled at the guard’s discomfort. The man turned red when Henry shook his naked body. “That’s right, big guy, I’m not eighteen yet. Get an eyeful before I tear them out.” 
 
    “What is it with these two and my eyes,” the man mumbled. 
 
    “You can leave,” the handsome man said. He waited for the three men to exit the room, and then sat beside Henry. “My name is Memnon.” 
 
    Henry blinked up at the man. Then he barked a laugh of excitement. “No way. No. Way! You’re not the Memnon? You’ve got to be shitting me…” 
 
    “I am,” Memnon said. 
 
    “Seriously…the Ethiopian King…who fought in the Trojan War…son of Eos. Made immortal by Zeus.” 
 
    “The same.” 
 
    Henry’s mind raced. Two ancient demigods in twenty-four hours. Yesterday, the most exciting thing in his life was the possibility of Poison coming to town. Now… “You saw her, didn’t you? In Troy. On the arm of Menelaus. Wanted her for yourself.” 
 
    “Everyone does.” 
 
    “Not me.” 
 
    Memnon grinned. “Well, that would be weird, wouldn’t it? She is your grandmother…several generations removed.” 
 
    “That’s what all this is about?” Henry asked. “Some ancient poontang? In all the years you’ve been alive, you haven’t fallen in love? Haven’t found someone better?” 
 
    “None compare.” 
 
    “That’s depressing.” 
 
    “Greeks,” Memnon said. “Am I right?” 
 
    Henry had a good laugh at that. Despite being the leader of a cult who’d spent the night trying to kill him, and that he was currently strapped naked to an operating table, Memnon was an okay guy. 
 
    “But it’s got to be hard, right?” Henry asked. 
 
    Memnon slid a scalpel from its sterile container. “What is hard?” 
 
    “Pursuing a woman through millennia and perpetually, no matter what you do, being out of her league.” 
 
    Memnon arranged the surgical tools on the tray beside him. “Explain.” 
 
    Henry watched Memnon work, indifferent. “You’re immortal, and that’s awesome. Grandpappy Zeus saved you. Badass. You’re rich. And a stud. And you have a cult, which honestly, is lit AF. But Helen is out of reach. You’re forever alone, right?” He chuckled. “You know the meme. Potato head looking dude, crying his eyes out.” 
 
    “Probably doesn’t help that I murdered all of Helen’s other heirs.” Memnon pinched the scalpel’s handle, dangling it over Henry’s face. 
 
    “Obviously, that’s a problem,” Henry said, watching the scalpel waggle over his face. “And I’m guessing why after a few thousand years there are just two of us left… But you probably didn’t jump right into killing babies. You probably tried to woo her, yeah? Maybe waited for a generation to pass. For the memory of her husband to fade some. Showed up at her doorstep. ‘Hey, I’m that Ethiopian king from Troy, remember me? I helped save your hot ass. Wanna Netflix and chill? What did they call it back then? Throwing the spear? Wait. No. Throwing the Dory.” Henry laughed. “Oh, that’s funny… You know…because of the fish.” 
 
    Memnon stared at him, befuddled. Glanced at the heart monitor connected to Henry’s finger. His BPM held steady at 67. 
 
    “If you want that to change, you’re going to have to let me do jumping jacks or show me some photos of Jennifer Love Hewitt.” 
 
    Memnon dropped the scalpel. 
 
    It fell straight toward Henry’s open eye. 
 
    The blade stopped a millimeter before striking, pinched once more between Memnon’s fingers. 
 
    Henry didn’t flinch. 
 
    Didn’t blink. 
 
    Memnon withdrew the blade, looking a little stunned. “What did you feel when I dropped the scalpel?” 
 
    “Annoyed that you didn’t let me finish explaining why Helen is out of your league.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen one like you before.” Memnon stood. Picked up a hammer that had no business being in a surgical suite. 
 
    “Hell, you don’t even measure up to me. I’ve got the blood of Zeus running through my veins. All you have is—argh!” 
 
    Henry shouted in pain as the hammer struck the side of his kneecap and relocated it to the side of his right leg. 
 
    “Fuck. Ahh.” He leaned up to inspect the damage. “That doesn’t look good.” 
 
    “You’re the diluted bastard of a god no one has heard from or worshiped in two thousand years. I have looked into eyes like yours hundreds of times and seen more desperation than divinity.” 
 
    “But not in mine,” Henry said. “That’s why you’re pissed. You see something different in my eyes, don’t y—argh!” 
 
    Memnon knocked Henry’s left kneecap sideways. 
 
    After seething in pain for a moment, Henry said, “You should know that all the pain in the world isn’t going to intimidate me into shutting up. If you want that, you’re going to have to gag me, or impress me. And I’m pretty sure you can only do one of the two.” 
 
    Memnon took a seat beside him, cool and collected. “I’m not a child of Zeus. You’re right about that. But there was a time when Helen and I… It felt like a lifetime. But she grew tired of me, as she does with all things.” 
 
    “So, you murder her descendants, out of what? A scorned heart? I guess that’s kind of a Greek thing to do. Pretty sure Zeus pulled shit like that, too.” 
 
    “To understand,” Memnon said, “what makes the children of Zeus different? Immortality and divinity is in the DNA. Even godhood can be understood by science.” 
 
    “Understood and replicated,” Henry guessed. 
 
    “And here, I took you for a buffoon,” Memnon said. 
 
    “Most people do.” 
 
    “But you’re surprisingly insightful…for the most annoying person I’ve met during my long life.” 
 
    “We all have something that makes us special,” Henry said, wincing as an intense itch sprang up from his knees. “But not all of us can pass it on, right? I mean, maybe you’re not a limp dick, but maybe Eos’s DNA doesn’t get passed on? You have kids, they’re nothing special and they die. Helen, on the other hand… All of her descendants have Zeus’s DNA special delivery. They could live forever if Helen unlocked their godhood. Could be amazing. So, you kill them before she can find someone worthy of the power.” 
 
    Memnon sat in silence for a moment. “She told you about that? That she needed to unlock your power? That you needed to earn it?” 
 
    “She’s going to unlock Sarah, or me, depending on how we do.” 
 
    “Godhood needs to be earned,” Memnon said. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “That doesn’t seem fair, does it?” Memnon put the hammer down. “What if it didn’t need to be?” 
 
    “You want to unlock divinity,” Henry said. 
 
    “And gift it to my brothers and sisters, who won’t have to beg for food, live on the streets, or earn their place in my eternal family.” 
 
    Henry’s instinct was to unleash a torrent of snark, but something about Memnon’s words struck a chord. So, he listened. 
 
    “She knew about you,” he said. “From the moment of your birth. She knew when you were given up. When you were tossed from home to home, lost and alone. The boy who knew he was different, but didn’t know why. Unloved. Hungry. Cold. She chose to leave you in this condition. I would never do this to my family. There is no pleasure in this world I would deny them, certainly not the most basic of needs.” 
 
    “What’s the deal then? I agree to let you study me, unlock the secret of Zeus’s DNA, and you unlock it in us both?” 
 
    “If you agree to join me, no more harm will come to you. You will be one of the ósoi thymoúntai. And when Helen inevitably comes to her senses…” 
 
    “…your cult will be some kind of new pantheon. Is that the thinking? Then what? You remake the world or something?” 
 
    “Or something,” Memnon said. 
 
    Henry’s smile was slow to develop, but it spread wide. “This is so dope. Seriously. I’m in.” 
 
    Memnon squinted at him, unsure. 
 
    “I don’t lie,” Henry said, “and what do I care? I’m not afraid to join a cult.” 
 
    “And not afraid of hurting others to get what you want?” 
 
    “You know I’m not.” 
 
    “Good, then you won’t mind waiting here while I get what I need from your cousin.” Memnon clapped Henry’s knee. The fully healed bones didn’t hurt at all. He headed for the door. “I won’t be long.” 
 
    “My cousin?” Henry asked, but Memnon was already out the door. He left it open. 
 
    Henry listened as Memnon’s footsteps faded. Then, farther down the unseen hallway, a second door opened, unleashing a scream from within. There were no words to discern. Just raw anguish and pain. Despite that, Henry recognized the voice. 
 
    “Sarah…” 
 
    He tested his bonds. 
 
    Remembered Memnon’s promises. To not be forgotten. To change the world. To be a demigod without having to prove himself to Helen or anyone else. This was a test, too, he knew. But not of worthiness. Of loyalty. 
 
    And he was okay with that. 
 
    He knew how to handle it. 
 
    As Sarah’s screams continued, Henry closed his eyes and laid back. 
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    “Look at that,” Rhonda said with earnest astonishment. “It’s growing back.” 
 
    “You cut off my finger!” Sarah screamed, as pain pulsed from her finger, up her arm, and then radiated through her chest. 
 
    “Just the tip,” Rhonda said, with a wink and a grin. “And from what I’ve heard, you’ve endured far worse than a little snip today.” She held up the heavy, curved, blood-soaked clippers that had cut through nail, flesh, and bone. Gave them a double squeeze and set them aside. “So buck up. For now, at least. It gets worse from here.” 
 
    “W-what are you going to do?” 
 
    Rhonda shrugged like she was deciding between jelly and jam. “A little bit of everything. We’re going to take you apart. Test your limits. I like to be diligent, so it will be slow, but try to think of it like boiling frog syndrome.” 
 
    Sarah stared at the woman, refusing to take the bait. 
 
    “You don’t know what that is?” Rhonda asked. “Tsk. Kids today. What happens when you toss a frog into a pot of boiling water?” She paused, grinning. “Same thing that happens when you throw a person in. They freak out from the pain and try like hell to get out. Emphasis on the try. For frogs…and for people. But, if you put a frog in lukewarm water and slowly increase the temperature, it enters a blissful state of relaxation, to the point where its mind shuts off, and it doesn’t register the pain of being cooked alive. To be clear, there is a point where people react to the pain of a slowly rising temperature. Our brains have long since evolved past the reptilian.” 
 
    “Frogs are amphibians.” 
 
    Rhonda glared. “Huh? What was that? You want to skip ahead? We could have taken our time. Given your mind time to disassociate like a fucking frog before things got bad, but we can jump right to vivisection. If that’s what you want, so be it.” 
 
    She picked up a bone saw. Marveled at its gleaming teeth. “To me, you’re no different than the frog. Fast or slow, I’m going to cook you and render your body down to its various parts. There will come a point when things can’t grow back, you know. You can’t get something from nothing.” 
 
    She motioned to Sarah’s hand. “The cells in that new fingertip didn’t materialize out of thin air. I wonder, if we cut off your arm, and it grows back, what part of your body will give up raw material to form the new limb? I don’t see much fat on you. So maybe it will be the muscle in your legs. You’ve got powerful thighs. Meat to donate. But what if we take off the other arm? See where I’m going with this? With each removal, you’ll lose mass. Eventually, you won’t be able to heal. Eventually, you will die. But not before giving me everything I need. At least your death will mean something. Think about all the frogs who came before you.” 
 
    Sarah tried to hide her revulsion. Rhonda wasn’t really speaking about frogs anymore. How many people had she killed here? How many of them were Helen’s descendants? How many were normal people? And what about before Rhonda? Memnon had been doing this for thousands of years. 
 
    Goosebumps sprang to life all over Sarah’s skin. 
 
    Rhonda was delighted. “You understand. Wonderful. Since I like your fighting spirit, I’ll start at the wrist, instead of the shoulder. Take a breath now. See if you can’t find your happy place.” 
 
    She positioned the saw over Sarah’s wrist. The razor-sharp blade tips grazed her skin. Drew blood. 
 
    Sarah’s mind didn’t retreat. It sharpened. 
 
    Rhonda was a crazy bitch, but she was also right. Sarah wouldn’t survive being dismantled. That pretty much killed anyone, human or supernatural. She needed to escape, and losing a hand might be the way to do it. 
 
    It would hurt like hell, but if she could stay conscious through the pain, she could slip her stump arm from its binding. 
 
    Then what? 
 
    Would her hand grow back fast enough to take the saw from Rhonda, kill her, and then hack her way to freedom? What if the cables couldn’t be cut through? Would she have the strength to cut her other hand off? Her feet? 
 
    Sarah didn’t think so. 
 
    Maybe Rhonda has the keys... 
 
    Maybe they’re just clips. No hacking or keys required. 
 
    And if my hand doesn’t grow back really fast? 
 
    Sarah glared at her captor. 
 
    I’ll stab her in the eye with my stump. 
 
    Rhonda paused, saw held still. Looking at Sarah’s raging eyes. “You’re the one who feels fear, right?” 
 
    She’s talking about Henry… 
 
    Rhonda nodded to herself. “So, where is it?” 
 
    “In my happy place,” Sarah said. “Hanging out with Fuck and You.” 
 
    Rhonda had a good chuckle at that. “Oh, Hun, I do like you.” 
 
    She pulled the saw. Teeth sliced through skin, separating layers as it slid back. Blood seeped from the wound, but the real damage—to sinew, ligaments, and vessels would come when Rhonda pushed the blade forward and the teeth really bit in. 
 
    And then it happened. A vibrating pain launched an assault on Sarah’s body, drawing an involuntary scream. 
 
    “There it is,” Rhonda said. “Back from the happy place.” 
 
    The saw slid back again, cutting deeper. 
 
    How many passes would it take? Five? Ten? More? 
 
    Stay conscious, Sarah told herself. You’ll be fine. It’s just pain. 
 
    Doubt crept into her thoughts. What if it didn’t grow back? What if her ability to heal was limited to flesh wounds? Achilles was brought down by a wound to his foot. He didn’t even have it cut off. 
 
    Even as she felt warm blood on her skin, her arm grew cold. 
 
    Motion in the doorway. 
 
    Memnon was back, looking pleased with himself, and then confused by what he saw. “Skipping a few steps?” 
 
    “She…antagonized me,” Rhonda said, saw blade held still, lodged in Sarah’s wrist. 
 
    “Defiance is part of her charm,” he said. “Fortunately, the other is far less…scrupled.” 
 
    “He’s joining us?” Rhonda asked, ecstatic. 
 
    “Time will tell,” Memnon said, then he motioned to Sarah’s wrist. “Slow it down…but keep her screaming. We need to see how he reacts.” 
 
    Henry is here… 
 
    Henry is listening… 
 
    And he’s going to join them? 
 
    “Henry!” She screamed. “You asshole! For the first time in your God damn life you found out you had family, and this is how you treat me?!” 
 
    Rhonda looked to Memnon. “Should I take her tongue?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Let him hear every drawn-out moment of pain, and then the silence of her death. Only then will we know if—” 
 
    Sarah pushed her hand up into the saw, pushing the blade further through her flesh. 
 
    Rhonda gasped and yanked the blade out before it could fully sever the limb. When she realized what Sarah was attempting to do, she gasped again, but with a Cheshire smile. “I do wish you had been the one to join us.” 
 
    “Not too late,” Sarah said. “Let me loose, so I can go KILL HENRY!” 
 
    The pain in Sarah’s arm faded and disappeared. Her wrist had stitched itself together, flesh and bone. Whole again, and locked in place. 
 
    “He didn’t tell you, did he?” Memnon asked. 
 
    Sarah glared. 
 
    Memnon leaned his elbows on the operating table, casual, like he was getting ice cream with a girl on a pier. “Of course not. Why would he? Henry is a selfish person.” 
 
    Sarah didn’t disagree. 
 
    “Remember how I told you, that a demigod’s power needed to be unlocked?” He waited for a reply, but got only silence. “Before she left, Helen told Henry about that. And that she would only unlock one of you. Whoever proved themselves to be the worthiest. Henry sent you away so he wouldn’t have to compete with you.” 
 
    Sarah turned toward the door, imagining laser beams from her eyes cutting through the building and striking Henry, wherever the little douchebag was skulking. 
 
    “Is that all you have in you?” Memnon asked. “Dirty looks and a loud mouth?” 
 
    “Like I said…let me loose and—” 
 
    “Pathetic.” Memnon crossed his arms. “You were born with the blood of Zeus. Even though your true power hasn’t been unlocked, you are still more than human. And the pinnacle of your life so far is serving donuts to commuters. Never once employee of the month. The only thing you are a poster child for is mediocrity.” 
 
    Sarah ground her teeth and pulled up against her bonds. She felt them resist, and then stretch. 
 
    Memnon and Rhonda glanced to the side, both of them staring at a monitor beside the bed, more interested in what it displayed than in Sarah’s attempt to break free. Memnon and Rhonda’s shift in expression was subtle, but both looked impressed. 
 
    They’re testing me still. 
 
    Monitoring my strength. 
 
    “I am…getting…so fucking tired…of this fucking day!” Sarah pulled harder. 
 
    “Oh my god,” Rhonda whispered still watching the screen. 
 
    Sarah didn’t know how many PSI they were seeing on the screen. Didn’t care. She wanted to rip the bed to pieces, and then Rhonda and Memnon, and then the whole damn wing of the hospital with his name on it. 
 
    Sarah screamed, this time in exertion. 
 
    Memnon glanced at her bonds, looking a little worried. 
 
    Then Sarah stopped. “Hold on. What the hell, dude? Why are you concerned? I’m strapped to a damn bed by steel cables. I’m strong, I get it, but I’m not a…” 
 
    There was a hollow whoosh as a metallic blur catapulted past Sarah’s face. It was followed by a clang and the sound of Rhonda collapsing to the floor. 
 
    “Bedpan to the face!” Henry stood in the doorway, buck naked. One wrist was covered in blood, but there was no wound. 
 
    “Pull out, dummy,” he said to her, “not up.” Then he charged into the room, leaped toward Memnon and shouted, “For Asgard!” 
 
    Memnon sidestepped the attack, put his palm on the back of Henry’s head…and tossed him through the wall. 
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    Henry lay still on the floor of a neighboring lab, full of glass jars of various sizes. Each was full of light blue liquid and a body part. Sarah saw feet and hands, eyeballs and tongues, and a row of brains. She didn’t need to be told what she was looking at, she knew, without a doubt, that she was looking at Helen’s descendants. 
 
    My ancestors… 
 
    And then the truth struck her like a sledgehammer to the sternum. 
 
    My parents… 
 
    It would be just one of them. She doubted both her parents were Helen’s progeny. Who was it? Her mother? Her father? They both died in the… 
 
    Holy shit… 
 
    “Did you kill my parents?” 
 
    Memnon turned from the view of Henry on the floor. Leveled a fiendish smile at Sarah, still lying on the table. 
 
    “It was your mother,” he said. “She carried the blood. A strong woman. Not like you. But she had potential. Your father was undeserving of her. Do you know what he did for a living? He was a janitor. Cleaning other people’s filth while they slept. You might have inherited your mother’s strength, but you take after your father in every other way. At least he might have been proud of you.” 
 
    Sarah’s chest heaved with each breath. Her body tensed. Grew hot. Vision narrowed. Heart hammered. 
 
    “Look at it this way…” Memnon turned back to the lab where Henry was still sprawled out naked on the floor. Motioned to a high shelf. “…you’ll soon be reunited with your mother.” 
 
    Sarah’s vision followed Memnon’s hand, landing on a top shelf. The jars lining the shelf were larger than the rest, each one containing a surgically severed human head. The eyes and mouths were sewn shut, and the faces were distorted by the glass’s curvature, but Sarah had no trouble recognizing the face of her mother. The high cheekbones. The dark skin. The scar on the side of her chin. 
 
    “If it makes you feel better, she didn’t die in the accident with your father. She was here, with me and the others… Like Henry’s mother. They were impressive throughout our ten years together…and good company on occasion.” 
 
    Sarah froze in place. She understood what he was saying, but she couldn’t believe it. 
 
    Memnon gave a slow nod. “You had many brothers and sisters…as did Henry. Our best results came from splicing together the two. DNA is easily transplantable.” 
 
    Sarah reeled at the news. Memnon had not only killed her parents—and Henry’s—but he had used their mothers to create test-subjects. And some of them, created using an amalgam of DNA, would have been family to her and to Henry. 
 
    “That’s fucking insane,” she growled. 
 
    “They are the strongest of my creations, but their blood did not reveal the secrets of divinity. You and Henry, on the other hand. I don’t understand it yet, but you are both different from the others. Unique. It won’t be long before I understand why. And then…well, maybe you won’t join your mother right away. Maybe we’ll find out what kind of child comes from this union.” He glanced at Henry and then back again. 
 
    Revulsion overwhelmed Sarah. Two thousand years of immortality had detached Memnon from all traces of morality and humanity. An undying psychopath obsessed with uncovering the secret to godhood. 
 
    A tornado of rage spiraled inside her. Here was the man who had killed her parents and ruined her life. He’d done the same to Henry. And now, he was going to use her as a surrogate mother for Henry’s children? 
 
    “Not fucking likely!” she shouted, and she yanked up on the cables binding her. 
 
    Both arms snapped free like she’d been held down by cooked spaghetti. 
 
    She took hold of the cable across her stomach. Tore it away. 
 
    Memnon stumbled back a step when she sat up. His mouth moved like he wanted to speak, but he couldn’t find the words. 
 
    Sarah ripped away the cables around her feet. She swiveled herself to the side of the operating table. 
 
    Memnon bumped into the room’s back wall. 
 
    Sarah slid to her feet. Took a single step forward. Then pain exploded from her leg. 
 
    It was Rhonda. She had a goose egg on her forehead and a scalpel in her hand, buried in Sarah’s thigh. 
 
    The pain was intense, but it lacked punch. When people get injured, a good deal of the screaming that happens is fueled by fear more than pain. A scalpel in the leg could sever an artery. You could bleed to death. Then there is the future pain it promised. The hot burn of the blade slipping back out. The repetitive sting of stitches. It’s enough to send any person’s mind reeling. 
 
    But Sarah wasn’t afraid. 
 
    The blade would sting coming out, but the pain would be as short-lived as the injury. Sarah now knew that Helen’s herbal treatment, if there had really been one, had nothing to do with her healing quickly. Helen’s DNA, on the other-hand, had everything to do with it. 
 
    But why am I healing faster? 
 
    Why am I stronger? 
 
    Who gives a shit? 
 
    Sarah’s hand snapped out, clutching Rhonda’s neck and lifting her off the ground. 
 
    Rhonda gagged, but she was grinning. She swiped with the scalpel, striking Sarah’s arm. Cutting deep. Blood dripped for a just a moment and then the flow stopped, the wound healed, along with the puncture on her thigh. 
 
    With a quick twist of Sarah’s wrist, Rhonda’s neck snapped. 
 
    For a flicker of time, Sarah felt bad about taking another life. But then she looked up at the distorted face of her mother, cut up and kept in a macabre display of dead demigod descendants. Rhonda was a part of that, and would have happily added Sarah to the collection. 
 
    “Hey!” a man shouted from the room’s doorway. 
 
    Larry, Curly, and Moe had returned. They were armed with handguns, already drawn. 
 
    Without hesitation, Sarah threw Rhonda’s body at them—as hard as she could. 
 
    The result happened in the blink of an eye. Rhonda collided with Moe, striking with enough force to lift him off the floor and propel him into Curly, who was launched into Larry. The sound of bones cracking filled the air like a string of fireworks, as one body careened into the next. All four flew from the doorway, out into the hallway, where they struck the far wall and slumped into a pile of broken bodies. 
 
    Sarah looked down at her hands. 
 
    That was some Superman shit right there. 
 
    And she wasn’t done yet. 
 
    She looked for Memnon, but he was gone. She stepped through the hole in the wall. Revulsion roiled through her. She avoided looking at the body parts, searching for a whole body who might be hiding among them. But the lab was empty. She tried the door. Locked. 
 
    Sarah’s skin pricked up. 
 
    The lab was refrigerated. 
 
    She stood in front of the door. She could kick it down. Could hunt Memnon. Maybe find him. Maybe kill him. But to do that, she’d have to leave Henry. 
 
    He left me. 
 
    He’s an idiot. 
 
    But then he saved me…with a bedpan. 
 
    And chose me. Showed his loyalty. 
 
    Or is he still just trying to pass Helen’s test? 
 
    Sarah flexed her fingers, feeling a new kind of raw power. 
 
    Too bad for him, I’m pretty sure Helen already made her choice. 
 
    Feeling bad, Sarah went back for him. Memnon would escape, but Henry would survive…or at least have a fighting chance. They were still locked in Memnon’s private wing of Mass General, and there was no way to know what kind of resistance they’d face on their way out. 
 
    She crouched beside him. Tapped his face. “Hey. Henry. Wake up.” 
 
    His closed eyes fluttered and then snapped open. Looked her over. Smiled. “There are easier ways to get me naked, you know.” 
 
    “Well, you’re fine,” she said, standing and offering her hand. He took it and she pulled him up with ease. “C’mon.” 
 
    She led him back through the operating room. He looked at the table, eyes locked onto the broken bonds. When she led him out into the hall, he stopped at Rhonda’s feet. Looked over the three men. Then glanced back into the room. “Did you—” 
 
    “I threw her into them, yeah,” Sarah said, heading down the empty hallway. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “And you broke those cables? Pretty sure they’re Titanium or some shit.” 
 
    “So what?” Sarah stopped by an open door. The room looked like a typical hospital room, sterilized of everything, including décor. But lying on the bed was her shield, the dory still locked in place. Beside it, Henry’s kopis. And beside the weapons… 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 
 
    Henry stepped beside her, looking glum. Then he saw what was in the room and his eyes lit up. “No effing way…” 
 
    Time was undoubtably short, but Sarah didn’t want to break out of the hospital and go on the run—again—without any clothes on. But these clothes… 
 
    “This is ridiculous.” 
 
    “This is awesome.” 
 
    Henry stepped into the room and looked over the two sets of ‘clothing’. He pointed to the one on the right. “This one has boob cups, so I think it’s for you.” 
 
    Sarah joined him. “Why are there two?” 
 
    “He didn’t know which of us would join him,” Henry said. 
 
    “He killed our parents.” 
 
    Henry’s face fell unusually flat. “What?” 
 
    “Memnon killed our parents. Your mother was a descendant of Helen’s. So was mine. He’s got them in that room. Cut up. On display.” 
 
    “My…parents?” Henry’s eyes teared. “They’re here? They’re dead?” 
 
    “Your mother. Yeah.” 
 
    He sat on the bed, slumped, tears flowing free. 
 
    She was moved by Henry’s tears. She shared his sadness. “So get angry. We have a fight coming our way.” 
 
    Henry wiped one cheek. Then the other. He picked up the kopis. Stood. Stepped toward the door. 
 
    “Henry,” Sarah said. 
 
    He paused. “What?” 
 
    “Put some clothes on.” 
 
    “Right,” he said, returning and picking up the red cloak. 
 
    Sarah slipped into the blood red undergarment that fit and looked like a dress, if the top half was a T-shirt and the lower portion a knee-length skirt. She laughed at Henry when he slipped into his and said, “Sexy.” 
 
    “What is this, anyway?” 
 
    “A tunic,” Henry said. “Common clothing for Greeks back in the day, but the rest of this… There’s nothing common about it.” 
 
    The armor looked authentic, but it was jet black and modern. Probably stronger than what the Spartans had once worn, and a lot less heavy. Sarah found the black breastplate a perfect fit. Modern clips attached front and back like a life vest. A skirt of black, double-layered, hard leather flaps went on next. Combined with the breastplates, it was enough to make them look like gladiators. But they weren’t done yet. They slipped bracers on their forearms and greaves over their lower legs that functioned like athletic shin guards…for SWAT. 
 
    “We look stupid,” Sarah said, looking at Henry as he slipped his feet into a pair of modern tactical boots. 
 
    He looked her over. “Put on the cloak.” 
 
    “Hell, no.” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. Threw the cloak over her shoulders. He clipped it in place for her. Stepped back. “Why did he want us to look so…” 
 
    “Idiotic?” 
 
    “Badass. Seriously. I don’t get it.” 
 
    “It’s a cult, remember? They tried to recruit you. If you’d gone through with it, they’d have probably carted you out in this shit. Inspired the masses with your authentic look. Anything to boost the mythology.” 
 
    He smiled. Threw on his cloak. Clipped it in place. “Maybe they’ll tell stories about us some day?” 
 
    “They who?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Future people. How should I know?” 
 
    The lights winked out. For a moment, total darkness. And then, red emergency lights in each room and lining the hallways snapped on. Somewhere else on the floor, a young, feminine, singsong voice called out. “Brooother… Siiiister… Where arrrrre you?” 
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    “Who the hell is that?” Henry asked, and he slipped on his helmet. It was a Spartan design. Unlike the rest of their getup, the helmet was straight out of the movie 300, but black, with a tall red mohawk. 
 
    Sarah took hold of the rigid mane and lifted it off Henry’s head. “Uh-uh. You look ridiculous.” She shed her cloak. “Lose the cape, too. Haven’t you seen The Incredibles?” 
 
    “Aww, you really do care,” Henry said, putting the helmet back on. It matched the outfit perfectly, but this time it fell down a little, partially covering his eyes. Far from a perfect fit. He smiled up at Sarah. “Gerard Butler’s got nothing on me.” 
 
    Sarah raised an eyebrow, calling bullshit. 
 
    “Fine.” Henry pulled off the helmet and removing the cloak. 
 
    “Come on ooout,” sang the girl, still distant. 
 
    “Thought you two were all about family,” said a boy…or maybe it was a girl. Hard to tell with kids. “Come give us a hug.” 
 
    Henry’s face twisted in confusion, but shifted to suspicion when he noticed Sarah wasn’t baffled by what the people were saying. What was she feeling? It looked like anger, but also uncomfortable. “What haven’t you told me?” 
 
    She sat down, like someone had just plucked out her batteries. 
 
    Henry gave her shoulder an encouraging shake. “We don’t really have time to get depressed, and I’m getting an itch to do something stupid. So, you know, better hurry.” 
 
    “Memnon didn’t just kill our parents,” Sarah said. 
 
    “He put them on display,” Henry finished. “I know. I saw.” 
 
    Sarah cringed. “Worse.” 
 
    Henry sat beside her. Two psycho cult kids, maybe more, were looking for them, but Henry cared far less about when he’d kill them, and far more about what they said and how it affected Sarah. The insinuation was that the boy and girl were somehow related to one or both of them. Maybe other demigod cousins. Younger descendants of Helen who had joined the Culus. 
 
    Watching tears slide down Sarah’s face, he knew it was worse. 
 
    He put his hand on her back. Gave it a stiff rub that she could barely feel through the armor. 
 
    Sarah huffed a laugh. “You have to say, ‘there, there’. Feels like being comforted by the Terminator.” 
 
    Henry reached around to her shoulder. Pulled her closer. “Better?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Good,” he said. “Now tell me what the hell is going on. What did he do to our mothers?” 
 
    Sarah took a deep breath. Shook when she let it out. And then she calmed. “If the people out there looking for us are who I think they are, they’re your brother and sister.” 
 
    Henry held his breath. Brother and sister? Siblings? 
 
    “And mine,” Sarah said, snapping Henry out of his shock. 
 
    “Wait, what?” 
 
    Sarah looked pained. “They used our mothers to breed demigods. To experiment with. But they also spliced their DNA together, hoping for something more pure. 
 
    “He kept them here, like fucking breeding animals, for a decade.” 
 
    “A decade?” Henry said, his mind navigating a minefield of competing emotions. “But you’re twenty. Your parents died when you were ten…” 
 
    Sarah nodded. “Our mothers were alive. He might have killed them a week ago…or yesterday. If we’d known who we were…what we could do…” 
 
    “We would have torn this building down to get them back,” Henry said. “What about these two kids, then?” 
 
    Sarah rolled her eyes. “I swear, sometimes…” A sigh. “They’re your brother and sister, and mine. Memnon said they were the strongest. Most of the babies were experimented on. But not all of them.” 
 
    “If they really are our siblings, maybe we can reason with them? Turn them to our side?” 
 
    “Cults are hard to break free from,” Sarah said. 
 
    “Then we’ll give them a push.” Henry stood, reached his hand out to Sarah. 
 
    “Yooohooo,” the girl called. 
 
    “Marrrco,” the boy shouted. 
 
    “God damn, polo!” Henry shouted back. “We’re having a moment here. Fuck.” 
 
    “Gonna reason with them, huh?” Sarah smiled up at him. Took his hand. Stood beside him. 
 
    Henry picked up his kopis. “I’m a negotiator at heart.” 
 
    Sarah cinched her shield and dory to her arm. “I’ll go first.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “In case they have guns.” Sarah thumped her shield. “You’re immune to fear, not bullets.” 
 
    “Good plan. You know I’m kind of like a Mounds bar and you’re like an almond.” 
 
    She squinted at him with ‘dafuk?’ eyes. 
 
    “To make an Almond Joy.” When she still looked confused he oozed sarcasm and said, “You complete me.” 
 
    Sarah stepped to the door. “I just threw up a little in my mouth. Also, just so you know, we’re Spartan, not Asgardian.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it was fun to say ‘For Asgard!’” 
 
    “You got your ass kicked. It was embarrassing.” 
 
    He stared at her for a moment, unsure how to feel about the ribbing, because it was funny, but not really something he wanted anyone to know about. Can I feel embarrassed? Isn’t that fear? 
 
    He shrugged it off. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    They stepped into the hallway. 
 
    Henry cupped his hands to his mouth. “Marcooo.” 
 
    “Polo, bitches,” the young man said. 
 
    Sarah spun around. 
 
    Henry casually turned to face him. 
 
    The kid looked ten, but he was dressed like a commando. Black tactical gear. Two holstered pistols on his hips. Magazines strapped across his armored torso. The weaponry wasn’t nearly as interesting as his face. He was an amalgam of Sarah and Henry. 
 
    He looks like me…but with darker skin and cooler hair. 
 
    The boy’s hair was dark black, tightly curled, and cut in a mohawk that looked Spartan. 
 
    “Did you just call us ‘bitches’?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “Can call you worse,” the kid said. 
 
    He was an insolent, egotistical prick. He reminded Henry of himself…and he didn’t like it. “Can I stab him, please?” 
 
    “He’s a kid.” 
 
    Sarah’s response was predictable. Even Henry knew killing a kid—prick or not—was not cool. Especially one who’d been warped by a cult, and by family. 
 
    “You’re a cu—” 
 
    “Really?” Sarah said. “You’re gonna go there?” 
 
    “I don’t know what father sees in these two,” the girl said. She stood behind them, dressed similarly to the boy, but instead of guns, she had throwing knives strapped to her chest, and two katanas strapped to her back. Her face mirrored Sarah’s, but her skin was light, her eyes blue, and her hair blonde. 
 
    Henry took a step toward the girl, kopis clutched tight. “If you knew who your father really was—” 
 
    “At least we have a father,” the girl said. “Have. Present tense.” 
 
    Henry stopped. Both of these little assholes reminded him of himself, unafraid to cross social boundaries. “Is this what I’m like?” 
 
    “Kinda,” Sarah said. “Pretty much.” 
 
    “Sorry, then.” 
 
    Sarah looked touched. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Aww, so sweet,” the girl said, with a dramatic eye roll. “I’m going to enjoy almost killing you.” 
 
    “‘Almost’ because you’ll fail, and I’ll kill you?” Henry said, cringing. Even he could hear how childish he sounded. These two were bringing out the worst in him. 
 
    “Almost because father wants you both alive,” the girl said, and then to Sarah, she said, “How do you put up with him? Oh, I’m Phoebe.” She drew a throwing knife from her chest. Spun the blade tip on the end of her gloved index finger. Flipped it into the air, caught it, and pointed it at the boy. “That’s my twin bro, Deimos.” 
 
    “And we gone fuck. You. Up.” Deimos gave a sassy shake of his head. 
 
    Henry laughed. Couldn’t help it. The kid had guns, sure. And little sis had some blades. Big deal. He and Sarah could heal like Wolverine, and had already dealt with worse than a couple of kids. “You know I killed a whole bunch of psycho grandmas, right?” 
 
    Sarah choked on her own spit. “You did what?” 
 
    “They jumped me at Helen’s. I was taking a nap. And they tasered me…sooo, I kinda of threw them out the window.” 
 
    Sarah shook her head. 
 
    “Wish I could have seen that,” Deimos said. “Must have been satisfying.” 
 
    “Right?” Henry said. 
 
    “Hey.” Phoebe tapped two blades together, getting their attention with the metallic clang. “We’re supposed to give you a choice. Come with us on your feet…or dragged on the floor…or maybe in pieces. But we both know you’re gonna say no, right? You guys are pretty predictable.” 
 
    Henry gasped. “Predictable? Me? I’m the king of unpredictab—aaah!” 
 
    The impact felt like a wrecking ball had struck him from behind. For a fraction of a second, he thought Deimos must have shot him, but the blow wasn’t accompanied by a boom. And the effect… Henry launched forward, pinwheeling through the air. 
 
    Phoebe dodged to the side, just in time for him to pass by, arms flailing, kopis knocked free, a shout of surprise stretching out of his lungs. The girl moved with lightning speed, striking hard with her knife, plunging it into Henry’s chest as he flew past. 
 
    As his severed heart quivered, Henry spiraled another thirty feet, hit the hallway floor, and slid another thirty, leaving a smear of blood behind him. 
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    Sarah froze in place, watching Henry’s sprawled form come to a stop against the hallway wall. Deimos, a ten-year-old kid, had drop kicked him in the back and sent him flying. It didn’t seem possible, even after everything she’d witnessed over the past day. But there was Henry, sixty feet away, unconscious on the floor, blood oozing from his chest. 
 
    But was he dead? 
 
    Sarah felt that she could survive, but she wasn’t sure about Henry. He had the same potential as her, but it was still locked away. Helen had brought them back from death before, but she wasn’t here. 
 
    Where the hell is she? 
 
    Note to self, Sarah thought, looking at the long streak of blood, and the red dripping from Phoebe’s knife, the armor doesn’t stop blades—at least those held by little demigod shits. 
 
    Their very existence was confusing, and not just because they were her biological half-brother and sister. Memnon had two demigods in the cult already. Why did he need her? Or Henry? What made them special? 
 
    What could she do that Deimos and Phoebe couldn’t? They had DNA from two demigods. Whatever made Sarah special had to be more poignant in the twin sociopaths. 
 
    So what’s the deal? 
 
    Sarah snapped back to the present moment when Deimos fired a round into her leg. 
 
    She shouted in pain, dropping down into a crouch behind her shield. Deimos drew his second pistol as she dropped, leveled both pistols at her, and unloaded. 
 
    The kinetic energy of each round shook the shield, but the bullets deflected into the ceiling, walls, and floor. The red-lit hallways flashed yellow from the muzzle flashes and the sparks flaring from the shield. It created a strobe effect, flashing between bright orange to dark red. 
 
    Phoebe seemed to skip in and out of reality as she charged, knives drawn, rage twisting her young face. 
 
    What did they do to her? Sarah wondered, and then she stabbed out with her spear. 
 
    The last thing she wanted to do was kill a kid, so she aimed to miss, hoping to just fend off the attack long enough to attempt restarting a dialogue. 
 
    In her heart she knew it wouldn’t do any good. That these two had been brainwashed beyond hope. That any sense of empathy or goodness had been rinsed away. But she had to try. 
 
    Trouble was, fending off Phoebe’s attack was impossible. 
 
    The girl leapt away from the spear’s tip, sailing ass over tea kettle. For a split second it looked uncontrolled, like she might slap herself silly against the wall. But her feet struck the wall first. Knees bent as her momentum came to a stop. Then she extended her legs. 
 
    Sarah saw the girl’s trajectory in her mind’s eye. In half a second, Phoebe would be on top of her with those knives, and if she shifted the shield to defend herself, she’d be riddled with holes, courtesy of Deimos. 
 
    Phoebe pushed hard off the wall. 
 
    Too hard. 
 
    An average man, filled with anger, could put a fist through drywall. It wasn’t designed to be load bearing or impervious. When a demigod shoved her feet against it with all her strength, it crumbled. 
 
    Instead of launching forward, Phoebe’s feet shoved inside the wall, and she fell. Legs locked in place, she swung down and faceplanted against the wall, denting her angry expression right into the surface. 
 
    Deimos stopped firing so he could cackle at his sister. 
 
    It gave Sarah an opening. She raised the shield, just a little, and stabbed out with the spear like a bona fide Spartan Hoplite…except she was sliding the spear along the floor, not aiming for the head or chest. 
 
    She felt the blade hit something. 
 
    Deimos barked in pain. 
 
    “You stabbed my foot!” He wasn’t worried; he was incensed, voice oozing ‘How dare you?!’ 
 
    Intense pressure shoved the spear downward, the shaft crushing Sarah’s knuckles into the floor. 
 
    He’s stepping on it, she realized. 
 
    With Phoebe pulling herself from the wall, Sarah had just seconds before she was at the mercy of Satan’s tag team. She felt the bullet wound in her leg close up, then let go of the spear and charged Deimos, shield raised. 
 
    Bullets slammed into the shield, shaking her arms. And then, an impact. She shoved hard with the shield, and when the weight fell away, she lowered it in time to see Deimos sail away, mimicking Henry’s hallway flight, sans the blood. 
 
    Deimos dropped his guns. They slid beside him on either side. He pressed his hands against the floor. Skin squeaked against linoleum. He stopped short of colliding with the wall at the hall’s end. Both hands snapped up and snatched the guns before they slid out of reach. Then he sat up, death in his eyes. 
 
    “Yeargh!” Phoebe shouted, announcing her attack. She lunged, swiping with the knives. The blades bounced against the shield, over and over, forcing Sarah back. “C’mon, bitch! Stick your turtle head out so I can lobotomize your ass!” 
 
    Phoebe was lost in a freaky kind of rage, her high-pitched voice revealing a kind of violent mania. 
 
    Despite the potential of actually being lobotomized, Sarah felt a pang of mercy. She’s just a kid. She was probably abused her whole life. She knows who she is, but she never knew who her parents were. 
 
    “Mom wouldn’t want this,” Sarah said. 
 
    “You know nothing of my mothers!” 
 
    Knives struck the shield three times. 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Sarah saw Deimos. He was reloading, ejecting both magazines and slapping new ones home. She sidestepped and turned, putting Phoebe between them and Henry at her back. 
 
    “Our mother was kind. She was loving. Would have loved you if she’d been given the chance.” 
 
    “The woman who birthed me is not the woman who raised me. Your mother is dead…” The assault paused. Sarah glanced over the shield. Phoebe wore a twisted grin. “…and if we’re lucky, they’ll let me put your head in a jar next to your bitch moth—” 
 
    Sarah kicked out hard, catching Phoebe in the gut. 
 
    The girl spilled back, knives clattering to the floor, hands clutching her stomach. 
 
    Gunshots forced Sarah back down and behind her shield. 
 
    “Memnon killed your brothers and sisters,” Sarah shouted. “You mean nothing to him.” Her voice was muted by the sharp, contained reports of Deimos’s gunfire, but Phoebe had heard her. 
 
    “You’re an experiment,” Sarah shouted. “Expendable! He doesn’t give a shit about what happens to you! Why else would Memnon send you to face me? I’m the special one, remember? He knows you can’t win. You’re just slowing me down so he can escape.” 
 
    She peeked around the shield. It was just long enough for her to see the scowl on Phoebe’s face and the doubt in her eyes. It was also just long enough for Deimos to adjust his aim and pull the trigger. 
 
    Sarah didn’t register the bullet until it carved a trough in her cheekbone and knocked her to the floor. 
 
    Skin and bone burned, sending waves of pain throughout her body with each heartbeat. Blood pulsed from the wound. But then it slowed. The pain dulled. The wound healed. 
 
    Too close! Sarah didn’t know the rules of demigod-hood. Didn’t know what could kill her and what couldn’t. But she believed Rhonda was right. Eventually, when enough of her—or certain parts of her—were destroyed, there would be no coming back. A bullet to the brain would do the trick, she decided, and she regretted not wearing one of the ridiculous helmets. 
 
    As she pulled her legs back behind the shield, she felt something thump hard against her shin. It hurt, but not bad. Tucked behind her shield she looked down, expecting a wound. Instead, she found a pancaked bullet embedded in the armor. Not knifeproof…but bulletproof. 
 
    Sarah grasped the dory and stood in a half crouch. The large shield covered her body from head to knee. The leg armor protected the rest. She lifted the dory, angling it around and held her ground in a way that she thought would look intimidating. 
 
    But Deimos just laid into her, firing an endless barrage of bullets. The shield deflected most of it. A few rounds struck her lower legs, nearly knocking her down, but she held her ground. 
 
    All the while, Phoebe was gathering herself. 
 
    And then, the gunfire ceased. 
 
    Sarah looked out over the shield. 
 
    Deimos was reloading. Phoebe was on her feet, knives in hand. 
 
    “You don’t know anything about us,” Phoebe said. “You don’t even know yourself. Memnon is wrong about you. And I’m going to show…” 
 
    Sarah started moving before she knew what she intended to do. Instinct guided her—maybe even the cellular memory of her Spartan ancestors. All she really knew was that Memnon had to be taken down, and the longer she let these two mini-demis drag things out, the less likely that became. 
 
    When her mind caught up to her actions, there was a flicker of hesitation. They’re kids! But they weren’t just kids. They would heal from whatever pain she dished out—short of maybe taking their heads off. Free from doubt, she moved. 
 
    She lunged forward, backhanding the shield into Phoebe. The girl came off the floor, struck the ceiling, and then the wall. Before she hit the floor, Sarah took aim with the dory and flung it down the hall. 
 
    As the long spear sailed through the air, it passed bullets headed in the other direction. Three of them struck Sarah in the chest. She leaned into the impacts, absorbing the pain in an act of defiance that pissed off Deimos, until the moment the dory struck his armor and passed through it. The blade sank into his chest, lifted him off the floor, and flung him into the wall. 
 
    “Argh!” Phoebe yelled, drawing two more knives and charging. 
 
    Sarah felt the world slow down. She could see where Phoebe would strike. Where her arms would be. Where to move to avoid being stabbed. And where to counterattack. 
 
    She took a casual step back, leaning away from the first blade. Blocked the second with her shield. Then she reached out and around, grabbed hold of the girl’s armor, and yanked. Phoebe felt like a bag of packing peanuts in her hand. She barely felt the weight of her. But when the girl struck the wall, it crumbled. 
 
    Sarah reversed course and threw the girl into the opposite wall. 
 
    Phoebe attempted to stand, but a quick strike with the shield knocked her unconscious. 
 
    Sarah headed for Deimos. He’d dropped his weapons. Was trying to pull the dory out of his chest, but it had him pinned to the wall. 
 
    Sarah stopped in front of him. Took hold of the dory. 
 
    “This is going to hurt,” she said. “And I’m sorry about that. Really.” 
 
    He just looked at her, smoldering. 
 
    She yanked out the spear. He dropped to his knees, and after a quick shield strike to the back of his head, he fell face down to the floor. 
 
    The sound of scraping metal spun Sarah around. Shield and dory ready for another attack from Phoebe. 
 
    But it was Henry. Back on his feet. He picked up the kopis from the floor. He walked past Sarah without glancing at the two unconscious kids. A deep frown was locked on his face. “Let’s go. Memnon’s not gonna kill himself.” 
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    “Hey, slow down,” Sarah said, jogging a few steps to catch up with Henry. “Where are you even going?” 
 
    “To get answers,” Henry said. 
 
    Sarah put her hand on his arm. “From who?” 
 
    “From any damn person that gets between me and the exit.” He yanked away from her and pushed through a set of double doors. 
 
    “We’re dressed like Spartans,” Sarah pointed out. “The moment we step outside, people are going to see us.” 
 
    Henry pointed into a room as he passed by. Said nothing. 
 
    Sarah looked in. It was a hospital room. Like the other she’d seen earlier, but this one had a window. It was still night. Which meant it was sometime in the early AM. Maybe three or four. Sun would be up in a few hours. The recovering city would attempt to go back to work, hoping for some normalcy. 
 
    But they weren’t going to get it. 
 
    How can anything be normal again? Henry wondered. Gods and demigods were real. He’d killed people. A lot of people. And he’d blown his chance at becoming something…better. 
 
    I guess that’s kind of normal for me. 
 
    Sarah caught up to him again. “So it’s dark out. There are probably still cops everywhere. The good ones are looking to arrest us, and the bad ones will just bring us back to Memnon.” 
 
    Henry waved her concern away. “You can stop them.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “You and your spear. Sorry. Dory. And your big ass shield. You can probably lift a house by now, right? So…you can stop them.” 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    Henry grimaced. She didn’t dismiss the idea that she could stop them alone. Of course, she could. Henry had been taken out of the fight with the two runts in a split second. Sure, he’d survived being stabbed in the heart. Awesome. He was strong. And fast. And could do some damage. But Sarah… 
 
    He’d watched the way she dealt with the twins. While his body stitched itself together, she handled herself with the heart and mind of a warrior. She controlled herself. Struck with precision. And all the while protected her soul from the damage of killing children. 
 
    Henry would have killed them both and lived to regret it. 
 
    It was her all along. Always was. Why did Helen even bother to take me? Why did she tell me it could be me? 
 
    Was she expecting me to attack Sarah? 
 
    Does she still want me to? 
 
    “Hey!” Sarah said, taking his arm again, this time stopping him and spinning him around. “Why are you being so salty?” 
 
    He glanced down at her hand. 
 
    She pulled it away. “Sorry. Did I hurt you? I’m still getting used to—” 
 
    “Being a demigod?” 
 
    “Yeah. I mean—” 
 
    “Don’t rub it in.” 
 
    Her eyes lingered on his, slowly relaxing. “Henry…” 
 
    “You figured it out, too, huh?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Neither of us knows how this works.” 
 
    “She woke you up. Not me!” Henry started walking again. God help anyone who got in his way. 
 
    “We don’t know if—” 
 
    “You’re like a bazillion times stronger than me. You heal a lot faster. Move faster, too. You’re not afraid anymore, either.” Henry stalked a few more feet and then stopped. “Memnon is afraid of you. Not me. You. Ran like a little bitch. I just want answers now.” 
 
    “Like why not you?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “That’s one question, yeah.” 
 
    “You don’t think I deserve it?” Sarah asked, growing angry. 
 
    But Henry didn’t care. “You’ll do nothing with it. You had parents for ten years. You went to college. You have a filter that keeps your mouth shut and your hands from doing things before you have a chance to consider right from wrong. And what the hell did you do with your life? It was only slightly more impressive than my shitty life, and I have zero self-control!” 
 
    “Then get some,” Sarah said. “You’re not incapable of growth. You’re not stupid. You can think things through. You can weigh the long-term pros and cons against the instant gratification that rules your damn life.” 
 
    “I’m controlling myself right now,” Henry said. “If I wasn’t, this damn sword would be in your face.” 
 
    Sarah stood tall, like she’d been slapped. 
 
    All of her power shrank away. And then she stepped past him. Headed for the door. 
 
    He watched her push through it, step into another red-lit hallway to who-knows-where, and disappear. 
 
    He stood there, confounded. 
 
    Why did I say that? 
 
    Sarah had been good to him. In all his life, she’d been the best to him. She had defended him. Rescued him. Stood beside him even when he acted insane. And when he was with her, he felt different. Not really good or bad. He felt vulnerable. Because he cared. About her. His family. They didn’t have the same parents, but their parents had suffered together. At the hands of the same delusional, immortal asshole…who Sarah could stop. Who she could kill. For both of them. 
 
    “God damnit… I didn’t mean it.” He faced the doors. Called out. “I didn’t mean it!” 
 
    Henry’s pulse quickened as he ran for the doors. 
 
    He felt strange. 
 
    Uncomfortable. 
 
    He’d only run twenty feet, but he was out of breath by the time he pushed through the doors into another empty hallway. 
 
    Hands on his knees, he fought to catch a breath. Wondered if he was having a heart attack. He had been stabbed. And he wasn’t a demigod. Not a real one. 
 
    He tried to call out, but his voice caught in his throat. 
 
    She left me. 
 
    Sarah’s gone. 
 
    Then he heard her. Up ahead. There was an octagonal receptionist desk. He staggered toward it. Head spinning, he clung to the counter. “Sarah.” 
 
    She turned to face him. Had a woman pinned to the wall. She was middle-aged. A school marm type. A bug up her ass, but currently afraid for her life. 
 
    Sarah shifted from anger to worry when she saw Henry. “What happened? Are you okay? Is it the twins?” 
 
    “I…I thought you left.” His breathing slowed. “I don’t know what’s happening.” 
 
    “Looks like a panic attack,” the school marm said, and then she winced in fear when Henry glared at her. 
 
    “Not possible.” 
 
    Sarah watched him for a moment. His pulse slowed. Normalcy returned. Then she turned back to the school marm. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “I watch the children,” she said. “Bring them to meetings. To training. They really are wonderful dears.” Her eyes flickered between Sarah and Henry. “Oh, you didn’t hurt them?” 
 
    “Didn’t kill them,” Sarah said. “Hurt them…” She gave a shrug. 
 
    “You know who we are?” Henry asked. 
 
    She gave a nod. 
 
    “She’s a Culus,” Sarah said. 
 
    The woman furrowed her brow. “I’m sorry. What is a Culus?” 
 
    “Never you mind,” Henry said, drawing his kopis. He stepped closer. 
 
    The woman’s fearful response revealed she knew exactly who he was and what he might do. 
 
    “Now answer her questions.” 
 
    Sarah looked back. A slight smile on her face. “I only had time to establish her name, Margaret, by the way, and that she was in charge of the wonder twins.” 
 
    Henry rolled his eyes. Lowered the kopis. “She was talking already?” 
 
    “Totally.” 
 
    “Fine. Go ahead.” 
 
    “Where are they?” Sarah asked. 
 
    The woman put on a confused face. “Who?” 
 
    “You know who!” Henry pointed the sword at her again. 
 
    “I’m just a—” 
 
    Henry poked the tip of his kopis into her shoulder, drawing a sharp scream from Margaret’s lips. 
 
    “Henry!” Sarah said. 
 
    Henry waved a dismissive hand. “She wasn’t answering.” 
 
    “For like a second.” 
 
    “She’s in a cult,” Henry said. “She’s brainwashed. She’s not just gonna tell us—” 
 
    “Olympieion,” Margaret said through grinding teeth. 
 
    “Is that like in Greece?” Henry asked. It sounded familiar, but he couldn’t place the name. 
 
    Sarah took hold of his sword hand. Pulled the blade out of Margaret’s shoulder. “It’s the new wing at the Museum of Fine Arts. It’s all Greek stuff. I haven’t seen it, though. Hasn’t opened to the public yet.” 
 
    “Bought and paid for by Daddy Warbucks Memnon?” Henry asked. 
 
    Margaret gave a nod. “I imagine so.” 
 
    Sarah leaned in close. Looked the woman in the eyes. “Won’t he kill you for this? For betraying him?” 
 
    “No one else can control the children like I can,” she said. “Though that will be harder if you are still here when they…wake up?” 
 
    Sarah gave a nod. “They’re unconscious.” 
 
    “Not for long.” Margaret looked toward the doors like she expected the twins to arrive any moment. “You should go.” 
 
    A long list of quips, curses, and one-liners worthy of an 80s action movie queued up in Henry’s mind. But he kept them contained. Margaret wasn’t important. Neither were the twins. Memnon was the man that mattered. He was the one who could answer Henry’s questions. Also, the one who could bleed out at his feet. 
 
    “Whatevs,” Henry said, and then headed for the door over which glowed a red EXIT sign. 
 
    “Hold on,” Sarah said, stopping Henry in his tracks. “We can’t have her warning them. You want to knock her out?” 
 
    Henry smiled. “For real?” 
 
    “Wait a moment,” Margaret said. “There’s no need for—” 
 
    Henry rushed up and whacked the back of her head with the kopis’s handle. She slumped into Sarah’s arms. She deposited the woman in the chair. Yanked the phone cord out from the wall. While she tied the woman up, Henry searched her. Found her cellphone. Held it up to break it. 
 
    “Hold on,” Sarah said. “It’s a long way from here to the MFA. Subways don’t run at this time of night.” 
 
    “What, did Helen give you her number, too? Do you even trust her?” Henry was angry at Helen. She’d misled him. Lied to him. If he saw her again, they were going to have words. 
 
    Sarah took the phone from his hands. “No…but there is one person I do trust.” 
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    She laughed at them. They told her the truth. And she laughed. Hard. Her belly shook like a female Santa Claus—the entire bowl full of jelly. 
 
    Linda wiped tears from her eyes with the collar of her bright yellow Daisy Duck Tours T-shirt. “Oh, Lord. You poor children. What have you gotten into? You can tell me. Is it Molly? X? Disco Biscuit?” 
 
    “Those are all names for ecstasy,” Sarah complained. “We told you. It’s a cult.” 
 
    “And now you’re both hallucinating. Poor thing. It’s a sex cult, isn’t it?” 
 
    “What? Ugh.” Sarah pinched her nose. 
 
    “Are you in a sex cult?” Henry pointed his finger at Linda. “’Cause you know a lot of street names for the ol’ hug drug.” 
 
    Sarah leaned back on the couch. Returning to Linda’s apartment behind the Duck Tours business seemed like a really good idea and a really bad idea. Linda was good people, and the Culus hadn’t killed her, which meant they didn’t see her as a threat or someone who knew too much. They just let her be. So maybe they’d overlook her again. 
 
    If they’re even looking for us. 
 
    It had been long enough for the twins and Margaret to wake up and sound the alarm. There could be an army at the MFA, just waiting for them to waltz in—spray them with bullets and add a new abstract expressionist painting to the collection. Then again, maybe Deimos and Phoebe were the types to take matters into their own hands? Maybe they left Marg tied up and were hunting them down? 
 
    Did we put Linda in danger? Sarah wondered. Again? 
 
    There was no way to know, so Sarah focused on trying to convince Linda that their admittedly insane story was true, and get her help. “It’s a normal cult, Linda. Well, not normal. But not kinky. I think. I don’t really know much more about them than what we told you.” 
 
    “This Memnon fellow wants to cut you open, find out what makes you divine…and immortal…and then give it to their members.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Henry said. “Zeus made him immortal, but he doesn’t know how it works.” 
 
    “And Zeus also fathered your super great-grandmother…Helen. Trojan War Helen, who is also immortal, and your mothers’ ancestor.” Linda’s amusement faded. “Who are both kept in jars, in a secret lab, in Mass General. You know I see a podiatrist at Mass General, and I’ve never seen—” 
 
    “Secret lab, Linda.” Henry leaned in, like it would help her hear him. “See-cret. Not seeing it, or the cult, or any of this stuff, is kind of the point.” 
 
    “But they want the world to see Helen for who she is. Force her into the limelight. To show everyone who she is, and become what…Queen of the planet?” 
 
    “Or something,” Henry said. 
 
    Sarah nodded. “Or something.” 
 
    “And all of this nonsense in the city tonight. That was because of her?” 
 
    “Mostly it was us,” Henry admitted. “But because of her, yeah.” 
 
    “Okay, then why haven’t I seen her on TV?” Linda asked. “When Jeopardy is done, I just sit around watching the news. I’ve been hearing the sirens all night. There were reports of a crime wave. Bank robbers. Gang fights. Protests. All kinds of madness. People were advised to stay home. But there were no videos of this Helen woman. Or either of you, for that matter, despite what happened just outside, and in the subway, where there are plenty of cameras. So, if they want the world to see her for who she is, why hasn’t anyone seen anything? How hard can it be to record a video? Hell, I could be recording us all right now, and you’d never know.” 
 
    “That’s creepy, Linda,” Sarah said, thinking Memnon must have suppressed the video. If he could control the cops to some degree, why not the media? If revealing Helen for who she is was the point, maybe he was holding off until she’d done something impossible to ignore? 
 
    Henry looked around the room like he might actually find a hidden camera. “Are you a closet perv? Did you record me when I changed?” 
 
    “Boy, I sewed up your ass,” Linda said. “Nothing I want to see again.” 
 
    Henry gasped, stood up, turned around, and lifted up the leather flaps that looked like a skirt—a pteruges, according to Henry—and the red tunic beneath it. His blazing white butt cheeks clenched. He slapped his ass. “Check it out!” 
 
    Sarah diverted her eyes, hand to her face. “Damnit, Henry.” 
 
    Despite her claim about not wanting to see Henry’s ass, Linda didn’t look away. Instead, she marveled. 
 
    “Where is it?” She leaned closer. Inspecting. “There isn’t even a scar.” 
 
    Linda’s eyes shifted to Sarah. “And you?” 
 
    Sarah pulled her leg armor to the side and down, revealing the location of her previous wound. The stitches were still there, but there was no wound. Sarah took hold of the string and pulled. It stretched and then slipped through her skin, unwinding, leaving tiny red specks behind that sealed up and closed over a moment later. 
 
    Linda leaned back in her chair, sinking into it as her new reality did the same. 
 
    “I know, right?” Henry said. And then he said, “Check it.” 
 
    He drew the kopis in his right hand. Held out his left. 
 
    Sarah felt a flash of confusion and then put herself in Henry’s fearless shoes. “Henry, sto—” 
 
    The kopis stabbed through Henry’s palm. Slipped out the back. Henry grimaced in pain. “See…when I take this out?” 
 
    Linda looked faint. 
 
    Sarah raised a frustrated hand like she was about to smack Henry upside the head. “Dingus!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “At least pull it out over the sink!” Sarah said. 
 
    Linda cleared her throat. Pulled herself together. “Thank you, Hon.” She stood and headed for the sink. “Listen to your sister.” 
 
    “Cousin,” Henry corrected. “The twins were our brother and sister.” 
 
    “Right. Whatever. Come here.” 
 
    Henry held his impaled hand over the sink. 
 
    “Okay…” Linda said. 
 
    Sarah put a hand on his shoulder. “Slowly. She doesn’t need your nasty blood all over the counter.” 
 
    “But it hurts,” Henry complained. 
 
    “Should have thought of that before you stabbed yourself,” Linda said. 
 
    “You’re not afraid to pull it out slowly?” Sarah knew how much it would hurt, but she figured maybe his memory of the pain afterward would help him think twice the next time he considered stabbing himself in the hand. Probably not, but at least she could say she tried to help. 
 
    Henry grumbled. Tugged. Winced. Tugged again. Winced. Fearlessness and pain waged a war for a full thirty seconds before the blade was free. Blood dripped from the wound, the pace slowing with each passing second. Then the wound sealed itself. “Itches like a bitch,” Henry said. “But…” 
 
    He ran the tap. Held his bloody hand beneath the water. The blood washed away, revealing an uninjured hand. 
 
    “Well…” Linda wandered away. She sat down again. 
 
    “That’s it?” Henry said. “Well?” 
 
    “What do you want her to say?” Sarah said, and then to Linda, she said, “Can I get you a glass of water?” 
 
    “Top shelf.” Linda pointed to a cabinet. “In the back.” 
 
    Sarah reached. Felt the glass. Pulled it out. A bottle of whiskey. 
 
    Linda waved her over. “Whole bottle, please.” 
 
    Sarah sat across from her. Handed over the bottle. Watched Linda take a swig. 
 
    Then another. 
 
    And another. 
 
    Linda twisted the cap back on. “Ohh, that’s better. Now, let’s cut to the chase. What do you all need? Seeing as how neither of you will ever need stitches again, it ain’t that. So, what is it?” 
 
    “Another ride,” Henry said. 
 
    Linda coughed a laugh. “Thank you for reminding me. You all owe me a damn bus. It wasn’t on the news, but those things have GPS, you know? I know that bus is at the bottom of the harbor.” 
 
    Henry hitched a thumb at Sarah. “Hey, she was driving.” 
 
    “Dude,” Sarah said. 
 
    “What? It’s true.” 
 
    Sarah sighed. Why am I not used to this yet? Oh yeah, because it hasn’t even been 24 hours since I was fired from freakin’ Dunkin Donuts. 
 
    “It’s not like last time. We just need to get to the MFA without being seen.” 
 
    “So you’re going to take a Duck truck…in the middle of the night…dressed like Russell Crowe in Gladiator?” She shook her head. Twisted off the bottle’s cap. Took another drink. “What are you going to do at the MFA? Burn it down? Steal a mystical sword? Wage war against an ancient cult?” 
 
    Henry ticked up a finger. “Can’t make any promises.” Raised a second. “That would be awesome, but I don’t think so.” A third finger snapped up. “Absofuckinlutely, yes.” 
 
    Linda shook her head. “And why did you come to me for help?” 
 
    “You’re the only person I trust,” Sarah said. 
 
    “What about him?” She nodded her head at Henry. 
 
    Sarah laughed. “Hell, no.” 
 
    Henry grinned. “I’m impulsive.” 
 
    Linda regarded them both, looking from one to the other and back again. “I’m not giving you another bus.” 
 
    Henry opened his mouth to complain. 
 
    Linda silenced him with a raised hand. “But I will drive.” 
 
    “You just pounded down five shots of whiskey,” Sarah pointed out. 
 
    “We need to leave right this second?” Linda asked. 
 
    “Yah, we do,” Sarah said. 
 
    “Element of surprise and all that.” Henry moved to the keys hanging on the wall. “Which one?” 
 
    “Purple,” Linda said. “We’ll take Grape Ape.” 
 
    Henry snatched the keys. “Good to go.” 
 
    “You’re okay with her driving?” Sarah asked Henry. “Never mind. Stupid question.” To Linda, she said, “Just…don’t crash.” 
 
    “What do you have to be worried about?” Linda asked. 
 
    “You,” Sarah said. 
 
    Linda stood and took the keys from Henry. “Well, don’t be. I’ve lived a very long, very full life. If death comes looking for me, I’d rather have a belly full of whiskey when it does.” 
 
    “Hell, yeah,” Henry said, picking up the bottle. 
 
    Sarah swatted it out of his hand. It clattered to the floor, but didn’t break. 
 
    Henry stood, mouth agape. “Aww, c’mon.” 
 
    “When we’re done. If we’re still alive. You can get shitfaced, okay?” Sarah followed Linda out the back door. “Doesn’t matter which one of us has more power. Doesn’t matter who’s standing against us or how many there are. Tonight, we’re fucking Spartans, okay? And we’re going to finish this—for each other, for Helen, and for—” 
 
    “Asgard?” Henry said, smiling and hopeful. 
 
    “—our parents.” 
 
    Henry’s mood soured. He gave a nod. “Okay. BT-dubs, nice speech.” 
 
    “Wasn’t really a speech. But thanks.” Sarah stepped out into the night, eyeing the ancient graveyard. Anything could be hiding in the shadows, or behind the stone markers. They’d have to be ready for anyth— 
 
    “Let’s goooo,” Linda sang, raising her arms and doing a little jig as she walked away. “World ain’t gonna save itself!” 
 
    Sarah and Henry shared a smile, and then they followed after her. 
 
    Ten minutes later, after driving through the city without incident, or seeing a single police officer, the purple Duck Tours truck pulled to a stop across the street from the Museum of Fine Arts. 
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    Sarah put the vehicle in park. Turned back to find Henry sliding out from under Linda’s head. The woman had been three sheets to the wind when they reached the parking garage. Passed out before they hit Tremont Street. 
 
    “She okay?” 
 
    Henry laid her head against the window. “She’s a lightweight, but fine.” 
 
    “I feel bad leaving her here.” 
 
    “Ain’t like we can bring her with us.” Henry tiptoed to the front of the Duck truck. “’Cause, you know, killer cults and demigods and all that stuff.” 
 
    “But if someone saw us…” 
 
    “If someone saw us, I think they’d have attacked us already. The Culus aren’t that big on subtlety.” 
 
    “Mmm…” 
 
    Henry crouched by the Duck truck’s exit. “What’s the plan? Check out a Picasso? Visit the modern section, say ‘I could do that,’ and then head for the Greeks? Or are we going straight for the jugular?” 
 
    “Jugular,” Sarah said. 
 
    “Gloves off? Are we killing people?” He knew the question wouldn’t be well received. Henry didn’t enjoy taking people’s lives, but he’d do it without hesitation. They’d been hunted by these people all night. The Culus had made multiple attempts on their lives. The only way for this to end, for Sarah to be safe—other than being a frikken’ demigod—was to kill them all. It was crude. And violent. And not really good. But it was probably necessary. 
 
    “Memnon,” Sarah said. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “We’ll kill Memnon. Once we do that, the cult will fall apart. Most of them are normal people with normal lives. Without their leader, they’ll back down. Rejoin the real world. Happens all the time with cults.” 
 
    “Oh…okay…” 
 
    “Wanted to kill them all, huh?” 
 
    A sheepish smile. “We’re off to a good start.” 
 
    “We’re not killers,” Sarah said. “Even if we were forced to kill in self-defense.” 
 
    “Just so we’re on the same page. I can kill someone in self-defense?” 
 
    “Only if there is no other way to subdue them.” 
 
    “I’m not really trained on how to subdue people…or on how to think things through.” 
 
    “No, duh.” 
 
    “So…I’ll try. I’ll do my best. For real. Memnon is the King. If we take him out, the pawns have no power, right?” 
 
    “Have you ever played chess?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Didn’t think so, but yeah, you get it.” 
 
    He nodded. “Find Memnon. Kill him. Call it a night. Whem bem, thank you Memn.” 
 
    “That…was horrifying.” 
 
    “I’m a poet and I didn’t even know it.” 
 
    “You’re a freakin’ derp cannon, and you definitely know it.” They shared a laugh and then exited the truck. 
 
    Henry took a step to cross the street. Sarah caught him. Looked both ways. 
 
    “Seriously?” Henry complained. “C’mon. Even someone with a normal amount of fear wouldn’t look both ways in the middle of the night, with no obvious signs of vehicles around—you know, like headlights or the sound of engines.” 
 
    “Maybe the Culus use electric cars and are smart enough to turn off the damn lights?” 
 
    Henry pondered the possibility. He had fought a bunch of electric baton-wielding grandmas, not to mention a brother and sister who’d been born as the result of experiments on demigods. “Okay, that wouldn’t be out of the realm of possibility. Suspension of disbelief recommencing.” 
 
    “Life is more fun that way,” Sarah said. 
 
    “I kind of feel like we’re saying things are about to go off the rails.” Henry looked both ways. 
 
    “Without a doubt.” Sarah crossed Museum Road and stepped into the empty parking lot. In just a few hours, the sun would rise and the lot would fill with employees, art students, tourists, and buses of children. 
 
    “Do you think they’re watching us?” Henry asked, as they crouch-walked from one tree to the next. He motioned to a security camera ball mounted on a light post. 
 
    “Could have pointed them out before we took our time crossing.” Sarah broke into a run, heading toward the wall of trees ahead, behind which was a two story, windowless white wall. For an art museum, this side of the building was drab. 
 
    Henry chased after her. “Is that a yes?” 
 
    They stopped beside the outer wall, concealed in the trees. 
 
    Cameras won’t see us here, Henry thought. 
 
    Unless they’re using night vision. 
 
    They’re totally using night vision. 
 
    “Pretty sure the element of surprise isn’t going to work out.” 
 
    “Yup,” Sarah said. She was looking up at the barren wall. “Maybe.” 
 
    “What do you mean, may—” 
 
    Sarah took hold of Henry’s armor. He let out a, “Huh?” and was then flung skyward. 
 
    He nearly whooped as he sailed two stories up, but managed to control himself. The roof knocked the wind out of him when he struck. He coughed for air, and once he had it, he laughed. He rolled so his face stuck out over the roof’s edge. “You’re right, I totally didn’t see that coming!” 
 
    Sarah’s gaze locked onto him. Her body compressed. Muscles building toward something. 
 
    And then she was airborne, sailing up past him. There was a moment when her upward momentum and gravity reached an equilibrium. A kind of real-world slow motion. Legs bent. Arms flexed. Eyes locked on target. Jaw set. The moon’s light gleamed off her shield. 
 
    Then she landed beside him. 
 
    “You deserved it,” he said after a moment. “To have your…whatever unlocked. You’re good at being epic.” 
 
    “Not sure that’s a qualifying attribute,” Sarah said. 
 
    “Helen is epic, too. You know what I mean.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sarah said. “Well, you’re an epic pain in the ass, so, you know…” 
 
    Henry smiled and pushed himself up. “What now?” 
 
    “Well, we’re on the roof…and if we’re lucky, they won’t expect us to drop down from above.” 
 
    “Element of surprise regained.” 
 
    “So, let’s find a skylight or something.” Sarah moved down the roofline. To her right was a long tube of glass windows about the width and height of a bus, but several hundred feet long. 
 
    Henry paused, looking down through the glass. “Uhh, bruh, isn’t this a skylight?” 
 
    “We’re on the wrong side of the building, bruh. The Olympieion is on the other end. Past the café. On the right. It’s kind of wedged between the Art of the Americas gallery and Art of the Ancient World. Actually, it might be an extension of the Ancient World stuff. I haven’t been yet.” 
 
    “Wow. Nerd out much?” 
 
    “Okay, Captain Greekgasm.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with liking mythology?” 
 
    “You know more than anyone should about mythology crap for someone who didn’t yet know they were a demigod.” 
 
    “So did Ray Harryhausen.” 
 
    “Ray Whosandwhatsin?” 
 
    Henry just rolled his eyes. If Sarah wasn’t down with the Harryhausen, she was never going to understand what made mythology interesting, even when it wasn’t in your blood. Literally. “Just saying, it’s weird to know the layout of a museum.” 
 
    “Still have my college ID. I get in free. It’s a nice place to go after spending the day in North Station.” Sarah leapt the glass tube. 
 
    Henry climbed after her, happy that he didn’t stumble or look like a dufus. He might not hesitate to try things, but he still liked to do them well, especially with Sarah, who was getting harder and harder to measure up to. 
 
    Sarah took a step. Her feet ground against the stone rooftop. She shushed him with a finger to her lips and then carefully picked her steps across the surface. He followed, trying to be as quiet as she was, but doing a piss poor job of it. Stealth was not exactly in Henry’s box o’ party tricks. 
 
    Chaos. Mayhem. Unpredictability. That was his jam. Sneaking…not so much. But he did it. For Sarah. She’d become the de facto leader, and he accepted it. Anyone else would have gotten a middle finger and an express line viewing of his ass crack. 
 
    They parkoured their way across a collection of rooftops, built in different years, out of different materials. Some were covered in flat tar. Others held angled shingles and solar panels. They stopped atop the main lobby, four stories up, peering through the large, pyramidal skylight. 
 
    “Should we go in here?” Henry asked. 
 
    Sarah looked at him like he’d farted out a Smurf. “That’s a four-story drop.” He waited with a look on his face that said, ‘Annnnd?’ 
 
    “You’ll break your damn legs.” 
 
    He smiled. “Oh, sure. Rub it in. Sarah can leap buildings in a single bound. Henry can break his legs.” 
 
    “Also…” Sarah pointed across to the café’s blue glass ceiling. “Only halfway there.” 
 
    “Seriously? This is getting boring.” Henry moved away from the skylight through which he could see jack and shit. Then he was moving. Before he could even think about it. 
 
    “Yeet!” He jumped the ten-foot distance between the main entrance roof and the glass ceiling of the café. It looked inviting, like ocean water, but it was hard, and held his weight. When he started running, Sarah called after him, but it was hushed. And honestly, too late. He’d reach their destination in seconds, rather than minutes. 
 
    Time to get this party started, he thought, and then he heard glass crack beneath his feet. He glanced down. The pane beneath him was spiderwebbed. 
 
    I’m too heavy, he thought, but that was nonsense. Someone probably walked on the glass to clean it. And Old Man Winter would dump tons of snow on the ceiling, overnight. It was built to hold his weight and a lot more. 
 
    So why is the glass breaking? 
 
    “Henry!” Sarah called out, doing nothing to lower her voice this time. 
 
    He glanced back. She was hard to see in the dark night, but he could tell she was pointing at the ceiling behind him. His eyes shifted down. Beams of light zipped toward him, striking the glass ceiling. 
 
    Tracers. 
 
    The specialized rounds burned hot and visible. Letting soldiers…or cult members…see the bullets’ trajectories in the dark. For every tracer there were five bullets on either side of it. 
 
    And they were chewing up the glass beneath him as he ran. 
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    Henry flickered in and out of the night as glowing hot bullets struck the windows beneath his feet. The glass was thick, but it wouldn’t hold up forever, especially with Henry’s feet slapping down. 
 
    And then, it didn’t. Glass shattered. Sparkled downward. 
 
    But Henry was already on the next pane, pushing forward, undaunted. As usual. 
 
    The bullets followed right behind him. 
 
    Two of the glowing bullets, and probably a bunch that weren’t visible, launched up through the now empty window, arcing up into the sky. Then the stream followed on Henry’s heels, chewing up the glass. 
 
    “Break right!” Sarah shouted. It was the obvious move. There was a support beam wide enough for Henry to run along there. The breaking glass and bullets wouldn’t be an issue. 
 
    “I got this,” he shouted back, leaning forward and extending his arms out behind him. 
 
    “God help me,” Sarah said. “He’s Naruto running… Great… That’s just…” Then she shouted. “That doesn’t make you run faster!” 
 
    He barely made it off the glass again before it imploded. 
 
    The bullets shifted forward again, this time moving ahead of Henry, striking the glass where he would step. 
 
    It’s going to break. 
 
    Sarah leapt. It was the second time she’d thought about getting from point A to point B by jumping. She’d never really been good at leaping. But she was good at a lot of things now. Like healing. And fighting. And apparently jumping. 
 
    She sailed over Henry’s head, landing on the glass pane currently being decimated by bullets. She grabbed his armor, hoisted him off the ground, and as the start of a protest emerged from his lips, she flung him toward The Art of the Americas rooftop. 
 
    The moment his body left her hand, she felt gravity pull her down. 
 
    “Stay on task,” she shouted to Henry. “Element of surprise!” 
 
    She swung the shield beneath her. Curled up behind the bowl-shaped disc. Felt a stream of bullets ricochet off the far side. The barrage only lasted a moment, as she plummeted to the floor. 
 
    Sarah smashed through a table and then into the floor. She thought that the shield might absorb some of the impact. That’s how it worked in movies. But it really just acted as a middleman for the kinetic energy. The shield bonged when it collided with the polished concrete floor, but it was muffled when Sarah’s weight hit it. 
 
    Her first thought was, I’m alive! It was quickly followed up by, I’m conscious! 
 
    The impact hurt. Knocked the air from her lungs. But she’d felt worse in the wrestling ring, getting flipped onto her back. 
 
    I’m still getting stronger. 
 
    It didn’t seem possible. 
 
    Is Helen this strong? 
 
    And where the frik is Helen? 
 
    Henry was around and would no doubt be his unpredictable self, but neither of them were tacticians. And while fighting seemed to come naturally somehow, neither of them were trained fighters. She wasn’t sure how long they could keep plowing through each challenge. 
 
    But this is what Helen wanted, right? A trial by fire? To prove their worth? If she didn’t help them survive it, was she any better than Memnon? They were both immortals playing god with people’s lives, and people were getting killed as a result—some of them at Sarah’s hands. 
 
    She pushed herself up. Couldn’t see anything aside from two red exit signs on either end of the massive café space. Two walls were glass, like the ceiling. The wall behind her was barren of décor, but it was carved in two by a three story stairwell that led to the various floors of The Art of the Americas galleries. Ahead of her—where the bullets came from—was a Roman inspired neo-classical stone wall, part of the original museum, before the café space was added on in the 1980s. She could barely see any of it, but she had spent a lot of time in the café, pretending like her life wasn’t drab. She knew the layout. And that there were forty-plus metal tables filling the space, twice as many chairs, and a ‘kitchen’ that could be broken down and moved out for social events held for actual important people. 
 
    Fumbling in the dark, she shoved chairs away and pulled tables closer. 
 
    She could hear shuffling feet and hushed voices. They were moving into the café space, fanning out. 
 
    She tipped the tables, then pulled them together. 
 
    Great, she thought. I’m facing who knows how many dudes with automatic weapons, and my first thought is to create a fox hole…out of café tables…with nothing to shoot back. Smooth. 
 
    At least they can’t see me. 
 
    The lights flicked on, bathing the café in light. The tables and chairs were all there, as she expected, but then she saw the space’s most iconic occupant. How did I forget about that? she thought, glancing at the forty-two-foot-tall, lime green, blown glass sculpture that looked like the world’s largest and most dangerous cactus. Each of the twenty-three hundred, three-foot-long spines came to a needle point. It weighed ten thousand pounds, and it dominated the space. For the first time in her many visits, it didn’t hold her attention. 
 
    “Seriously?” She poked her head up, scanning from side to side. Then she ducked down feeling sexist. She’d imagined a hit squad of men in tactical gear. There were eight people in the café with her, two of them armed with assault rifles, but there wasn’t a man among them. 
 
    She considered invoking girl power or something. Trying to win them over. Memnon was a man, and a douchebag. But then the details of what she’d seen sank in. They weren’t average cult members, collected from society. These ladies were something different. Maybe even mercenaries. 
 
    They were all Japanese. And they were dressed in conservative schoolgirl uniforms—skirts past their knees, high white stockings, blazers with rolled up sleeves, and red scarfs tied round their necks. Aside from the two with assault rifles, two held pistols, two held katanas, and the last two wore spiked brass knuckles. 
 
    Sukeban, she thought, the name coming back to her from a former boyfriend who’d been obsessed with manga, anime, kaiju, and all things Japanese. He’d eventually broken up with her for a girl who liked to dress up as animals and post her photos to Instagram. 
 
    One of these ladies was the Sukeban—the leader. The rest were part of her gang. Historically, Sukeban led gangs of young Japanese women in the 1970s. They were idealized petty criminals, prone to drug use, shoplifting, and graffiti. Not hitwomen. 
 
    Sarah doubted appealing to them would help. If they were mercs, the only language they’d listen to was money, and she had none to her name. 
 
    She peeked again, attempting to track the women as they flanked her. She was rewarded with a barrage of bullets. They punched into and through the metal tables, pinging off Sarah’s shield. 
 
    So much for my foxhole. 
 
    She’d seen one of the pistol-wielding women moving around to the right. The shield would be useless if they got on either side of her. She leaned to the side. Saw the woman’s dainty shoes and white stockings. 
 
    Sarah cocked back a leg and kicked it as hard as she could into the bottom of one of the tipped-over tables. 
 
    It launched forward like a crash-test car on a hydraulic launcher and slid across the floor, its surface at an angle. Every table and chair it struck exploded into the air. The table-turned-high-velocity-plow struck the glass wall, smashed through the window, and tumbled to a stop outside. 
 
    Sarah had a clear view of the path left in the table’s wake. The woman was gone. 
 
    Most of her. 
 
    A pair of legs stood beneath the window, severed at the knees, the same height as the window sill. 
 
    The café went silent. 
 
    The Sukeban and her ladies shared Sarah’s shock. 
 
    She’d taken another life, but she could at least chalk this one up to being way stronger than she thought possible. 
 
    “Take the hint, Sailor Moon,” she called out, feeling a boost of confidence. “Walk away now, or lose your legs.” 
 
    She groaned inwardly. Walk away now or lose your legs? What the hell? 
 
    She blamed Henry’s influence, and then waited for a response. 
 
    Urgent whispering echoed in the large space. An argument in Japanese. At least one of them wanted to bail. 
 
    Another barked an order—one of the brass knuckle ladies—and the rest fell silent. 
 
    One of the severed legs lost its balance, fell into the other and the pair fell to the ground with a thump. 
 
    “Miiiisaaaakiii!” one of the women screamed, the tone and volume of her voice worthy of every anime Sarah had ever seen. Then all hell broke loose. 
 
    Both assault rifles fired, pinning Sarah behind the shield. 
 
    She couldn’t see or hear the others, but she knew they’d use the time to come in close. She took hold of the dory attached to the inside of her shield, but didn’t pull it out. 
 
    Not yet… 
 
    She flinched when one of the katana-wielding women sailed over her, landing on the far side. 
 
    The gunfire ceased. 
 
    Sarah stood, yanked on the dory, and swung it out around her as it snapped together and extended. The katana-wielding woman leaned to the side, narrowly avoiding being struck. Sarah didn’t see the rest of the dory’s arc, but she felt a momentary resistance, and then a sudden stop as the second katana-warrior blocked the strike. 
 
    There was a gurgle. 
 
    One of the brass knuckle fighters. Her scarf was darker than the others. Blood flowed from her sliced neck. She fell to her knees, and then onto her face. 
 
    “C’mon,” Sarah said. “That was totally anime, right?” 
 
    “Saaakuuuraaa!” The surviving brass knuckle fighter’s scream revealed her to be both overly emotional, and the Sukeban. She lifted her fist and threw a punch for Sarah’s face. 
 
    Sarah raised the shield, expecting to barely feel the strike, but a jolt of energy flowed from the shield, into her arm and then into the rest of her body. Off balance, she toppled back, straight onto the tip of a katana blade. It slipped through her armor…through her back…and then out through her stomach. 
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    Henry hit the rooftop, rolled twenty feet, and came to a stop. He coughed, pushed himself up, and said, “Hot damn, dude. You’re hella strong n—Sarah?” 
 
    The night was dark, but he could see well enough to know he was alone on the roof. Then he heard gunfire, and fighting, and a moment later someone screamed what sounded like a Japanese name. 
 
    She fell through in my place, he realized. 
 
    “Stay on task, my ass,” he grumbled, and he took a step back the way he’d come. 
 
    Then he stopped. 
 
    How will I get down? 
 
    Hurling insults from the roof won’t help her. 
 
    Jumping down and breaking a leg won’t help her, either. 
 
    Holy shit, I’m actually thinking ahead! 
 
    “Stay on task. Element of surprise. That’s how we win.” Sarah was a full-fledged demigod now. Whatever battle she was facing, she could handle. But Henry still had a chance to win the war. To be the hero. Maybe there was still a chance for him? For Helen to unlock his full potential. It sounded like new age self-help, but for him, it really would be life changing. 
 
    What if I really don’t deserve it, though? 
 
    He had lied. Had betrayed Sarah. Had been selfish. 
 
    Even now, after all they had done, he found himself consumed with envy. 
 
    But Sarah is my girl. My family. For real. So who gives a shit about me? I’m doing this for Sarah. 
 
    She really could change the world. 
 
    Be a superhero, even. 
 
    She had that inside her. Helen saw it. 
 
    He’d probably just make a mess of things. 
 
    It’s better this way, he decided, and he searched for a way to reach the new Olympieion rooftop. He made his way over the maze-like rooftop, reaching the far edge of The Art of the Americas wing. 
 
    The new wing was a mix of modern and ancient. The walls, like the café, were mostly glass, but they were intercut by frilly Corinthian columns. He thought it was an ugly combination, but he wasn’t the best judge of high culture. 
 
    Probably some juxtaposition B.S. Old mixed with new. Like adding glass makes columns look daring. 
 
    He enjoyed art, but the way people talked about it, like it took an intellectual to understand something that ultimately came from the heart, infuriated him. It’s why he avoided places like art museums…and museums in general. That, and being broke and homeless, or living with foster parents who didn’t care enough to bring him anywhere other than to therapy…which, looking back, probably wasn’t a bad thing. 
 
    I probably would have tried to steal a priceless work of art or something. Hell, the night’s not over. I still might. 
 
    “Okay, Olympieion, how do I get inside you?” As he looked over the rooftop that was separated from him by a ten-foot gap, distant knowledge started to coagulate and collect at the forefront of his thoughts. 
 
    Over there, he thought, finding a roof access surrounded by a small wall that made it look like a military foxhole. Huh…maybe it is? He shrugged and stood still, eyes returning to the columns, the word ‘Olympieion’ repeating in his thoughts. 
 
    He stood up straighter, eyes widening. “Ho-lee fartburgers. Olympieion…” 
 
    The name tested the extent of his ancient Greek knowledge. Being a building, it didn’t register as being all that cool. But he’d read about it. The real one. Olympieion was the Temple of Zeus in Athens. It was one of the largest Greek temples ever built, and it had been recreated, in Boston, by Memnon. The only differences Henry could see were that the temple looked new and complete—no ruins here—and the interior was enclosed in glass walls stretched between the columns. 
 
    But he couldn’t see inside. The glass was reflective. From the ground it might even give the impression that the viewer was inside the temple, looking out. Cool, I guess, he thought, but really who gives a rip? 
 
    He stepped away from the roof’s edge and stopped fifteen feet back. Looked like enough room to reach top speed. He sprinted forward, leaped from The Art of the Americas roof, and landed on the Olympieion with less effort than he expected. 
 
    Henry glanced back. Judging the distance again. That he didn’t trip and fall over the edge was impressive enough. But he’d cleared the ten foot jump and didn’t even have to pull himself up from the edge. Not Sarah, but not bad, either. 
 
    His ego got a boost. He might not be a powered-up demigod like Sarah, but he was still a demigod. Still better than the average human. He might not be Thor, but maybe a solid Captain America, sans the shield. 
 
    How come Sarah got the power up and the shield? 
 
    “Sorry, kopis…” He gave the sword on his hip a pat. “I still love you.” 
 
    He headed for the roof access. What looked like a wall from a distance were actually square ducts painted to match the ceiling and arranged in a way that kept them from completely clashing with the whole Temple of Zeus look. Despite the possibility of there being a band of gun toting Culus hiding behind the air ducts, Henry strolled up with the casual air of someone stepping into their favorite bar. 
 
    He tried the door. 
 
    Locked. 
 
    He drew the kopis. 
 
    Captain America could do this. So can I. 
 
    He swung down hard, blade striking locked doorknob. Metal clanged. The handle fell away. And then, the other knob on the inside fell. Henry peeked through the hole. The stairwell on the far side was dimly lit in red. It looked hellish, but was just the ambient light of a building shut down for the night. He pushed on the door, and when that didn’t work, he pulled. 
 
    Still locked. 
 
    “Freakin’ deadbolt.” 
 
    He sized up the lock. It was heavy duty. Part of a metal door meant to keep people out. 
 
    Because this is a museum… 
 
    He crouched and looked through the hole again. Craned his vision up. The red light was coming from an alarm keypad. If he opened the door, an alarm would sound. The police would come, and the element of surprise would be lost. 
 
    He shook his head. The whole place had to be rigged with alarm sensors—including the café’s glass ceiling, which Sarah had fallen through. And then there were the gunshots. 
 
    The Culus either took out the guards and disabled the alarms, or the guards are members. Memnon had the Olympieion built. Maybe he has access? Hell, maybe the museum’s CEO is part of the cult? 
 
    Whatever, he decided, and he kicked the door just beneath the deadbolt. The door held, pushing all that energy back into Henry. He fell backward, onto his ass, banging his head on the air duct. Annoyed, he sat up, spun around, and punched the duct. 
 
    His fist left a dent, right next to the one made by his head. 
 
    He looked from the duct to his kopis. “In Japan, the hand can be used like a knife.” He grinned, remembering the classic Ginsu knife commercial. Then he chopped his hand into the duct, denting it further. “But this method doesn’t work with an air duct. That’s why we use…a kopis!” 
 
    He swung the blade down hard, cutting into the top of the duct. It made an awful metal-on-metal shriek and then the blade got stuck. He jumped atop the duct and began sawing the blade through the metal, filling the air with what sounded like some kind of dinosaur in heat. It occurred to him that the sound would be resonating into every room with an air vent below, but no one would know what it meant or where it was coming from. Even if they did figure out someone was climbing through the air ducts, they wouldn’t know where he might go. 
 
    Not even he knew that. 
 
    He cut a hole big enough to fit through, and then slipped inside. It wasn’t even that tight of a fit. Being skinny was finally paying off. He crawled forward just a few feet before the duct dropped off. He peered over the edge. 
 
    Darkness. 
 
    Made a clucking sound. It echoed far below. 
 
    Could be five feet. Could be twenty-five. There was no way to know. 
 
    “Huh,” he said, and pulled himself over the side. 
 
    He fell. Headfirst. Crammed his hands and feet out against the metal walls. Friction slowed him. And then brought him to a full stop. Upside down. In the bowels of a building. “It worked! Sweet!” 
 
    I’ll just lower myself a few feet at a time until I reach the bottom. 
 
    He let go, fell, and instantly collided with the duct’s base, his nose squished, lips pressed down hard. “Fuch,” he mumbled, and then he dragged himself forward, contorting his body around the ninety-degree turn. 
 
    He slid forward, trying to stay quiet. 
 
    Then he reached a vent. 
 
    Below him, voices. 
 
    A man and a woman. He looked through the grate. The woman wore a red chiton. The flowing gown covered most of the woman’s body, aside from her arms. She wore sandals, and her hair was in an elaborate bun. The man wore a more revealing chiton. Also red. It looked like a loose, short dress, where only one shoulder was covered. Typical Greek fare, very different from Henry’s Spartan armor. 
 
    In fact, neither the man nor the woman carried a weapon of any kind. 
 
    “Okay,” the man said, flexing oiled muscles. “I come in with the bowl.” 
 
    “You hold the knife,” the woman said. “I hold the bowl.” 
 
    “Right...” The man looked nervous. Like he was about to go on stage. “Right. Then I…I cut her throat. I can’t believe we’re going to do this. To her. I always believed, you know? We’ve seen what Memnon can do. But I never really thought anything would come of it. It was a good way to meet people. A community. But recording a human sacrifice? Broadcasting it to the world? Immortality? Far out.” 
 
    “Has to be done,” the woman said. “And it won’t kill her. That’s not the point. After we go through the divination and are blessed with the seed of Zeus, when we release the footage from the past day of her healing from a mortal wound at your hands, the world will know that gods walk among them once more. And they will see the glory of her resurrection.” 
 
    “I’m worried she’ll know it was me,” the man said. 
 
    “We both have hoods. She won’t know who took part in the ritual, and when she comes to love us as her children, she won’t care. We’ll be her family, and that’s the only thing she really cares about, right? She’ll sit by Memnon’s right hand, and we will serve them forever. Blessed be.” 
 
    “Blessed be. Okay. So. I cut her throat. You collect Helen’s blood—” 
 
    They caught Helen? How the hell— 
 
    The woman continued, “—and then we do the new girl.” 
 
    “I saw her earlier,” the man said. “Outside the bank. She seemed…I don’t know. Normal. Nice. Young, too.” 
 
    “Best to not think about that,” the woman said. “He already got what he needed from her. She, and the crazy one, had their chance. They could have come along for the ride. Could have been part of the new pantheon. But now… If she shows, he’ll kill her.” 
 
    “Kill them,” Henry said. 
 
    The man and woman turned in all directions, baffled by who was speaking. 
 
    The grate burst open. Henry dropped from above. The kopis whooshed through the air twice. The sound was followed by the double thump of the man and woman falling to the floor. 
 
    Henry wiped the blade clean on the woman’s clothing. “If they show, he’ll kill them. Give me some respect. Geez.” 
 
    A plan formulated as Henry took the man by his arms and dragged him away before the blood staining his chest could leave a streak on the floor. He deposited the man in a closet, and then went back for the woman. She was gone. 
 
    “Huh…” Henry stood, dumbfounded. The woman was either a closet demigod and could heal from a mortal wound, or someone had moved her. “Why isn’t there an alarm?” 
 
    “Cause we don’t need help, bitch.” 
 
    Henry spun around. Deimos stood just a few feet away, arms crossed. 
 
    “Round two,” Henry said. 
 
    “Yah,” Deimos said, and then he ducked. Phoebe soared over him, throwing two knives, one into each of Henry’s legs, and then punching him square in the forehead. 
 
    Henry sailed backward, into the stone wall, and then he slumped to the floor, unconscious. 
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    Pain paralyzed Sarah. She dropped the dory to the floor. Would have dropped the shield, too, if it wasn’t strapped to her arm. Shock set in fast. Being impaled, through the gut, was a new kind of pain—deep and resonant. And the fear she felt, more than anything, was caused by how much it would hurt when the blade was withdrawn. 
 
    She looked down at the katana extending out of her belly, covered in her blood. And then into the eyes of the Sukeban. The woman held her brass knuckles a few inches apart from each other. She moved the weapons up and down, causing electric blue arcs to crackle between them. 
 
    “Your death will be my great pleasure,” she said in a heavy Japanese accent. 
 
    “Pretty sure…they want me alive…” 
 
    The Sukeban grinned. “We are not hired to spare people, and—” She glanced at the two dead women. “—even if we had been, your life now belongs to me.” 
 
    “The Sukeban demands justice.” The second katana-wielding woman stepped up and plunged the blade into Sarah’s leg. 
 
    Sarah wasn’t sure how she remained standing, or how she didn’t scream, but her resilience incensed the gang. 
 
    “Blood for blood,” said another, raising her handgun. Sarah attempted to raise her shield, but the woman adjusted her aim and shot Sarah’s shoulder. 
 
    Sarah ground her teeth. The pain was exquisite, but she could feel the hole in her shoulder knitting back together. 
 
    “Pain for pain.” Both assault rifles came up, about to blast her. 
 
    “Ugokasu!” The Sukeban shouted. 
 
    The katana in her belly withdrew. She felt it slipping through her, out the way it came, guided by the stiff armor. 
 
    Through the pain, Sarah realized what it meant. The swordswoman was about to move. The assault rifles would fire. She’d be torn apart. Reduced to slurry. There’d be no surviving that. Demigods might live forever, but they could be killed. Usually it was at the hands of another demigod, but sixty rounds of bullets in her face—the one vital area not protected by bulletproof armor—would do the trick. Sarah had no doubt. 
 
    She couldn’t let that happen. 
 
    She reached blindly for the swordswoman behind her, just as the blade slipped free, moving faster than any of them was prepared for. The sword in her leg twisted like an apple corer, but then she stepped back and the katana slipped free. She brought the shield up just in time to deflect a barrage of automatic gunfire. The rounds ricocheted off the shield and punched into her armor. It felt like Ronda Rousey was having a go at her, but she resisted the pain and the fear, focusing on the swordswoman, who’d been caught off guard. 
 
    She caught the woman’s arm and squeezed. 
 
    Bones broke. 
 
    The woman screamed 
 
    The sword fell to the floor. 
 
    The gun ceased, the shooters either out of ammo or afraid to shoot their friend. But their friend was screwed. 
 
    Sarah twisted, lifting the woman off the ground and flung her like an Olympic hammer thrower. The woman spun through the air, arms and legs extended, her scream coming and going with each rotation. 
 
    And then she struck the lime green, blown glass sculpture. The spines impaled her in twenty different places. Some of them shattered, but most of the points jutted through her body, pinning her in place. 
 
    Sarah cringed at the sight. 
 
    “Naaatsuuuukiiii!” The Sukeban shouted. 
 
    “Seriously,” Sarah said. “Shut. Up.” She crouched down as the two assault rifles were reloaded. Pistol rounds cracked through the air, punching into Sarah’s armor. She ignored it, took hold of the dory, and put everything she had into hurling it at the sculpture. It spun through the air, mimicking the swordswoman’s passage, but it struck the base instead of ten feet up. 
 
    Green glass exploded. 
 
    A loud grinding filled the air. 
 
    The perfectly balanced, forty-foot-tall sculpture was pulled by the weight of the woman pinned to it. And then—it fell. 
 
    Fast. 
 
    Sarah ducked, shield raised over her head. She considered diving away, but knew she wouldn’t make it. None of them would. The sculpture descended with the deadly intent of a guillotine. 
 
    Ten thousand pounds of glass struck with the power of Zeus himself. The floor shook. All around, windows shattered. 
 
    The shield protected Sarah from the spiked glass, but the weight and momentum slammed her into the floor. 
 
    Somehow still conscious, Sarah found herself pinned beneath her shield. What was left of the sculpture lay atop her. She looked around. Two of the women had been crushed. Another two were a few feet away, impaled by lime green spikes and exploded glass. 
 
    But not the Sukeban. 
 
    Where is she? 
 
    Sarah got her answer in the form of crunching glass. She turned toward the sound. The Sukeban staggered toward her. She was bloodied and pissed. She looked at each of her fallen, face twisting and quivering. 
 
    “Lady,” Sarah said. “If you start shouting all their names, I’m going to lose my mind. This is why people give up on Attack on Titan. Too much damn screaming, you know?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes at herself. There I go again, channeling Henry. 
 
    Screw it, she thought, these bitches tried to kill me. 
 
    The Sukeban deserved a lot worse than a dose of immature taunting. 
 
    “I mean, what’s the point, right? It can’t be good for your voice. What if you want to be a singer when you retire from being a damn killer for hire?” Sarah pushed against the shield, against the shattered statue. Most of its weight had been shed when it shattered, but there was still a good ton remaining. She felt it move, but she didn’t have the leverage—not with her shield arm, which was pinned against her chest. 
 
    “Though I guess you’ll have to retire after this, huh? Natsuki and the gang are dead. Who’s going to hire you now?” Sarah pressed her free hand against the sculpture. Glass shards cut her skin, slipping through her hand. Sarah winced, and then pushed harder. 
 
    The Sukeban stopped above her, glaring down. 
 
    “Well,” Sarah said. “What you gonna do now?” 
 
    Brass knuckles shot sparks when the Sukeban knocked them together. “Buchi korosuzo konoyaro!” She lifted her fist, aiming for Sarah’s head. 
 
    Sarah shoved with everything she had. She shouted in pain as glass shredded her hand. As her muscles cramped and snapped. 
 
    The sculpture’s jagged remains, like a giant baseball bat dipped in glue and then broken glass, shot up. 
 
    There was a crackle as the Sukeban’s punch struck glass. It was followed by a shout of pain, or surprise, and then a thump as the sculpture struck the hired killer, lifted her off the ground, twisted, and then fell on top of her. 
 
    Sarah sat up, picking glass from her hand, watching the wounds heal. Patched back together, she picked up her dory, averting her eyes from the dead women scattered about. Her body count was rising. She wasn’t comfortable with it, but what else could she do? Lie down and die? Give up? She didn’t have that in her. 
 
    She stepped over the wrecked sculpture and stood over the pinned Sukeban, their roles reversed. 
 
    Even as she lay dying, the gang leader seethed. She spit blood at Sarah’s feet. Muttered something in Japanese. 
 
    Sarah crouched over her. “I wish whatever happened in your life, that brought you to this point, never happened. For real. It sucks.” 
 
    The Sukeban frowned when Sarah stood up again. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Uhh, I got bigger bad guys to deal with,” Sarah said, motioning toward The Art of the Americas stairwell behind her. 
 
    “Kill me,” the Sukeban said. 
 
    “Not my style.” 
 
    The woman’s face contorted in confusion. “You’re a fraud.” 
 
    “Fraud? Lady, I don’t want to kill you. I didn’t want to kill any of you. You could have walked away. Could have taken another job. Could be on a beach, sipping a Mai Tai. But you came here, tried to kill me, and now all of your gal pals are—” 
 
    “Mercy,” the Sukeban said. “I am asking…for mercy.” 
 
    Sarah looked at the woman with fresh eyes. She was suffering. Dying slowly. 
 
    I did that… 
 
    …and it was right. 
 
    But maybe leaving her here…not finishing the job…maybe that was wrong? 
 
    “Do it,” the Sukeban said. “Send me to my ancestors. Do it n—” 
 
    Sarah flinched. 
 
    She’d stabbed the dory into the woman’s chest without much of a thought. 
 
    The Sukeban winced in pain, looked relieved, and then went slack. 
 
    Sarah looked at the dead woman, and then around the room. She’d destroyed a beautiful work of art, one of her favorite places to hang out, and killed eight women. And there was only one person to blame. 
 
    Memnon… 
 
    Anger brewing, she headed for The Art of the Americas and took the stairs two at a time, until she reached the second floor, where a bridge would give her access to the neighboring gallery, and then the Olympieion. 
 
    Sarah met no resistance. She worked her way through dimly lit, but still familiar galleries, her boots echoing in the empty spaces. She paused at a closed door. Outside it was a sign with a photo of ancient Greek ruins. Some kind of temple. And the words: Pay Homage to Zeus at: Olympieion! 
 
    She pushed the door. Unlocked. A staircase descended two flights and led to a short hall connecting the old museum to the new. She stepped through a second doorway and emerged in the ancient past. 
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    Sarah flinched at the sight of two men. One of them held a spear, aimed straight toward her. The other…held a discus and looked poised to clock the spearman in the side of the head. 
 
    Neither man moved. They were made of bronze, gleaming new in the tall ceiling’s recessed lighting. Both men were nude and caught in mid action, like a comic book panel. 
 
    They’re Olympians, she thought. Athletes. 
 
    They were positioned on raised platforms, framing a ramp that led toward tall Greek pillars holding up a perfect recreation of a Greek temple. To the left and right, glass filled the space between pillars, forming the building’s exterior. Ahead, the pillars were open, leading to an open space full of more support beams, all holding up the heavy stone roof, which was angled, but also merged with the flat, modern ceiling. The front of the temple, just beneath the roof, was decorated with a detailed relief of Spartan warriors and their steeds, painted in surprisingly bright colors. 
 
    She stepped past the statues and then the pillars, entering the Olympieion. 
 
    Ahead were two, twelve-foot-tall, bronze doors with basic Greek décor—raised circles inside relief squares. They weren’t exactly dazzling, but they looked heavy. 
 
    Sarah tried to remember what the space was called, but Henry was the Greek history whiz. 
 
    Probably some kind of weird term. I’ll call it a foyer. 
 
    Heat tickled her skin when she stepped into the foyer. Metal bowls on two-foot-tall stands flickered with real flames. 
 
    That can’t be part of the normal exhibit, she thought, and she pushed toward the doors. 
 
    On edge, she scanned every pillar, expecting a new kind of cult-inspired hunter to step out. But she couldn’t see or hear anyone. Her feet echoed in the large, open space surrounded by perfectly cut stone and glass. 
 
    She paused at the door. 
 
    This is it. Memnon is either on the other side of the door, or Marg is a liar and he’s long gone. 
 
    She placed a hand on the door. It was warm to the touch. 
 
    She glanced back at the flames. Thought about the Sukeban. 
 
    He’s here. 
 
    Anger built toward rage, as images of what she’d been put through in the last twenty hours flitted through her mind. She’d been tortured and abused, lied to, betrayed, hunted, drowned, and fired from her damn minimum wage job. Even the positive things like not actually dying, being able to heal quickly, and maybe even being an immortal demigod were not in line with how she’d dreamed her life would turn out. She didn’t want to fight people outside of the wrestling ring. Didn’t want to kill people. But choice had been removed, her life warped into a freakshow, and now blood was on her hands. 
 
    A lot of it. 
 
    And she wasn’t done yet. 
 
    She pictured her entry. Shield at the ready. Dory aimed to fly. Whoever was on the door’s far side was in for a rough night. And if it was Memnon, she wouldn’t hesitate. 
 
    One more body. That’s all it will take to end this. 
 
    She pushed. 
 
    The door swung open without a sound. 
 
    She intended to strike hard and fast, but the insanity waiting for her on the door’s far side shocked her into place. 
 
    The temple’s sanctuary was a large open space. Torches mounted to pillars burned bright, their wavering light dancing over a hundred buck-naked men and women of every nationality and body type imaginable. They stood in neat rows on either side of the fifty-foot-wide, hundred-foot-long space, leaving a ten-foot gap down the middle, creating an aisle that led to the altar. 
 
    At the back of the temple, seated on a throne and looking contemplative, was a towering marble statue of Zeus. But the grand sculpture didn’t hold her attention. She turned her attention to the altar below. 
 
    Helen was there, gagged and dressed in a flowing white robe like some kind of sacrificial virgin. Two metal cables hung from the ceiling. One was attached to her hands, bound behind her back and yanked high. The second was attached to her chained legs, holding her off the ground. She hung at a forty-five-degree angle, torso dangling over the altar. 
 
    She is a sacrifice. 
 
    How the hell did they catch her? And if they can stop Helen, a Spartan demigod with unlimited resources and thousands of years of experience, what the frik can I do? 
 
    Men and women on both sides of the central aisle turned to face her, craning their heads around, but not their bodies. None of them moved. Did they expect her? Did they not care? Were they high? Sarah didn’t know what to make of their blank stares. 
 
    They knew who she was. 
 
    Had to. 
 
    But no one moved to stop her. No one looked afraid. She made eye contact with a man and recognized him. Chuck, the van driver. The electrician from Chelmsford. The one with the daughter. She gave him a subtle squint of disapproval. 
 
    He didn’t react. 
 
    And the young woman standing beside him was a spitting image. His daughter was in the cult, too. The whole normal guy routine had been an act. Sarah had lowered her guard and paid the price. 
 
    Not this time. 
 
    Shield raised, the dory ready, Sarah stepped into the temple, walking between the cult members, doing her best to not be distracted by their nudity. 
 
    A hundred sets of eyes followed her progress. 
 
    She stopped in the middle, as fearless as Henry. These were normal, unarmed people. She’d just lifted a few tons back in the café. Knocking the lot of them back with her shield wouldn’t be too hard “Memnon!” 
 
    “Patience,” he replied, stepping onto the platform, dressed in brown armor that, like hers, combined new technologies with ancient styles—this time Ethiopian. A large curved sword hung at his hip. A tall, oval shield adorned with an intricate red, turquoise, and white pattern was held in one hand. The hair of some kind of animal bulged from his shoulders, and on his head, a crown of gold—king once more. “You’ve been through so much to get here. Don’t rush the—” 
 
    Sarah flung the dory. 
 
    Memnon raised his shield. The blade passed through and snapped to a stop. He looked incensed when he lowered the shield, the dory impaled a full foot inside it. How close had he come to being struck? 
 
    Two archers stepped onto the platform, bow strings drawn back. 
 
    They wouldn’t be enough to stop her. 
 
    She leveled her shield in front of her, about to charge. 
 
    Then the cult members at the front of the room moved inward, fusing together, blocking her path. 
 
    So I’ll jump, she thought. 
 
    “You’ve been impressive,” Memnon said. “Really. Far beyond my expectations. Beyond our queen’s.” 
 
    He placed a hand on Helen’s back. She sneered, but didn’t move. 
 
    “Blessed be,” Memnon said. 
 
    “Blessed be,” the gathered cult repeated. 
 
    “But you cannot stop what has been more than three thousand years in the making.” Memnon pulled the dory from his shield. Dropped it to the floor. 
 
    He could have attacked. What’s he waiting for? 
 
    “What you can do, is watch.” 
 
    Sarah bent her legs, ready to jump over the cult nudists and bash her shield into Memnon’s face. 
 
    “Do it,” Memnon said. 
 
    Sarah raised her shield at the sound of a loosed arrow. She expected to feel it shatter, but instead she heard a wet crack and the sound of a body slapping to the floor. She lowered the shield. 
 
    Lying at her feet was Chuck’s daughter. The arrow impaled the back of her head and extended through her forehead. 
 
    “Most of my followers live normal lives. Have families. Young children. Only a handful were involved in the events of the past day. The rest…well, they might not be innocent, but then, neither are you. If you try to interfere…” 
 
    Chuck stepped out of the crowd, standing directly behind his dead daughter’s body. 
 
    The archer to Memnon’s right fired another arrow. It struck Chuck’s head, killing him instantly and spraying Sarah with his blood. 
 
    “…their blood will be on your hands.” 
 
    Sarah stared down at Chuck and his daughter, feeling numb. 
 
    All of these people are willing to die for this, and if I make a move… 
 
    She looked up into Helen’s eyes, trying to read her. But she just looked pissed. And would no doubt sacrifice every life in the room. But Sarah hadn’t gone there yet. So she held her ground. 
 
    “A wise decision,” Memnon said. “Considering the men and women before you will soon be your family, and your equals.” 
 
    He lifted a metal case from behind the altar. Opened it to reveal a hundred small syringes embedded in foam, the fluid inside luminous yellow. 
 
    Divinity. 
 
    He did it… 
 
    “Brothers and sisters! The time is at hand. The divination is now!” All eyes turned back to Memnon. 
 
    Sarah stood among the cult, considering her options. Save Helen, stop the cult, and kill a lot of people. Or…let Helen suffer, let the Culus become demigods, and then…what? 
 
    I’ll have to fight them anyway, but then they’ll be as strong as I am. 
 
    It wasn’t really a hard decision. She knew that. But she still couldn’t bring herself to let another defenseless person die. They might not be innocent, but they were also in a cult, brainwashed by a man who’d had a long time to perfect the art. How much could they really be blamed for having their minds twisted? 
 
    “Each will drink of her blood and be changed. Kings and queens of the world. Servants of the most high, Helen of Sparta, mother of all.” 
 
    It was word garbage. Made no sense. But it didn’t need to. These people were all in, no doubt true believers. And they were about to be granted immortality. 
 
    A skinny man dressed in a red tunic, the top slung over one shoulder, belted at the waist, stepped out from behind a column. His face was concealed by a black executioner’s mask. In one hand, he held a knife. In the other, a bowl. The man stepped up to the altar, said, “Blessed be,” and then slit Helen’s throat. 
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    Blood flowed into the bowl, pulsing and spattering. It was harder to collect than Henry had imagined. He could feel Memnon’s annoyance with his performance growing, as the spray shifted direction, coating the altar’s top in Helen’s blood. The wound was healing, as Henry knew it would. Memnon didn’t want Helen dead. Just wanted her blood for this bullshit ritual. 
 
    “Sorry,” Henry whispered, voice barely audible through the mask. But Helen heard him, her eyes locked on his. He couldn’t tell if she was pissed about what he’d done, or confused about why he’d done it. She was doing a good job hiding her feelings—from everyone. 
 
    The bowl was full. 
 
    The flow of blood ceased. 
 
    Henry turned around, holding the bowl out, unsure of what to do next. He had no plan beyond ‘blend in and gain the Culus’ trust, get in close, and plunge his hidden kopis through Memnon’s heart.’ It was a far stealthier approach than he preferred, but he didn’t want to screw this up. 
 
    When Sarah walked into the temple, his plan grew complicated. She was a badass, for sure, but he could see the way she was looking at the naked people around her, especially when the archers shot down two of them. She felt bad for them. Felt mercy. 
 
    And that put her in danger. 
 
    If Henry attacked and failed, she could get hurt. 
 
    As much as Henry hated to admit it…and loathed to believe he was capable…Sarah’s welfare concerned him. 
 
    Worried him. 
 
    He was afraid. 
 
    For her. 
 
    And he didn’t know how to process that. For most of his life, he’d believed his lack of fear was from a birth defect to his amygdala. Nothing else made sense—because he didn’t know he was a descendent of Zeus. The blood of a god in the veins of a human sometimes had strange side effects—like Helen’s uncontrollable supernatural ability to attract the opposite sex. Now he knew he could feel fear…but not for himself, or for most people. 
 
    Just those he really cared about, and right now, that was just one person. 
 
    So, he was going with the flow, trying to follow what little he knew about the ritual. The first obvious problem was that there was supposed to have been a woman with him. The second was that Phoebe and Deimos would soon wake up and raise hell. 
 
    After coming to, he’d unleashed an aged-to-perfection bottle of whupass on the twins, attacking with a savagery not held back by Sarah’s concern for them being children, and the knowledge that they could heal from just about everything he dished out. He’d gained the upper hand the moment the pair realized that he’d do anything to win. Now they were tied up in the closet, along with the corpses of the man and woman he had killed and replaced. He considered killing the kids. They were a pain in his ass. But he didn’t really know how to kill a demigod, and he knew that Sarah and her bleeding heart might not forgive him for it. 
 
    “And now,” Memnon said, standing behind Henry. “A gift of blood.” 
 
    Henry held the bowl up in offering to the naked cult, some of whom had no business running around in their birthday suits. He nearly said so, but controlled himself for Sarah’s sake. 
 
    He stood there for a moment, waiting for some kind of cue. Were the Culus going to come up one at a time and drink from the bowl, like communion at a Catholic church? Was he supposed to carry the bowl around? Or was it symbolic? They were in a cult, but that didn’t mean they weren’t grossed out by the idea of drinking blood. 
 
    Henry’s thoughts were interrupted by a profound pain punching through his gut from behind. 
 
    He looked down as raw agony slid through him and emerged from just beneath his ribs. 
 
    Memnon’s curved blade slipped out and then turned upward. The tip of the long sword hooked up and impaled Henry a second time, skewering his throat—a worm on a hook. 
 
    At the back of the room, Sarah gasped, unprepared for Memnon to kill another one of his followers. 
 
    Frozen in pain, Henry stood still, bowl still held aloft. 
 
    Memnon stepped up beside him. Took the bowl from his hands. 
 
    “Behold the last child of Helen.” Memnon raised his hands toward Henry, who attempted to reply, but could only gurgle. “Misguided and deluded. The old will make way for the new. The children of Helen faced our trials and were given a choice—join the new pantheon or go the way of the Titans. They chose to follow those doomed gods into the abyss.” 
 
    Despite the pain, Henry finally understood some of what had taken place over the past night. The Culus wanted to capture Helen—and they did. They wanted Sarah’s awakened demigod blood, and they got it. But they had also been putting him and Sarah through the modern-day equivalent of Hercules’s trials. He really was offering them a spot in their new world order, but only because they had passed his trials…until now, when despite the power he was offering, they resisted. 
 
    Henry had a lot to say, but the blade in his throat and the blood in his mouth kept him quiet. 
 
    Memnon took hold of the mask concealing Henry’s identity. 
 
    Sarah’s face twisted in worry. She already suspected the truth, but hadn’t seen it yet. For all she knew, it was a ruse. 
 
    Then Memnon tugged the hood up. 
 
    Sarah staggered back. “Henry…” 
 
    He wanted to apologize for being an idiot. For thinking he could fool Memnon. For putting her in a place of weakness. 
 
    All he could do was meet Sarah’s gaze with no trace of fear in his eyes. Let her know that it was okay, that no matter what happened to him, she should fight. 
 
    Her face twisted from fear to rage, even as tears flowed from her cheeks. “Henry!” 
 
    The cult turned toward her. Closed in. 
 
    She swung a backhanded shield strike into them, sending two men and one woman careening through the air. The men struck the wall and slumped to the floor. The woman bent the wrong way around a column, her back snapping. Sarah flinched at the sound, but then she threw a punch at a man charging her, knocking him unconscious with a single blow. 
 
    “Brothers and sisters, come!” Memnon motioned to the open case of divinity elixir. “Partake in the divination, and kill the false gods!” 
 
    Helen struggled now, but she couldn’t break free. 
 
    While the cult members at the back of the sanctuary sacrificed their lives by attacking an enraged Sarah, those at the front climbed the steps, took the syringes, and injected themselves with liquid godhood. 
 
    Memnon sidled up beside Henry. Whispered, “Do you know the secret to killing a demigod?” 
 
    Henry glared, angry and fearless, despite the fact that he could feel the life draining out of him. 
 
    “You take their voice,” Memnon said. “Without that, no bargain can be struck. No mercy granted. Charon is pliable and has more of an affinity for the old gods and their children than he does for his silly coins. But if you cannot speak… If you cannot plead your case… Well, there is no return from that journey.” 
 
    Memnon shoved his curved sword. It slid up through Henry’s torso, shoved through his throat, and entered the base of his skull. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The world became dark. And painless. For a moment, gravity lost its grip. Then Henry felt rough stone beneath his feet, as he walked along a worn path. 
 
    A smooth hand took his. Led him forward. 
 
    “Follow me, Imítheos.” The blurry figure in front of him seemed to be in a rush. 
 
    Glowing orange text bloomed to life, covering the walls. 
 
    I’m dead, Henry thought. Again. This is the underworld. 
 
    He attempted to address Hermes by name, but had no voice. The injury inflicted by Memnon in life was affecting his spirit in death. And if he could not speak, Hermes would hand him off to Charon. He’d be taken across the River Styx, past Cerberus—which he’d actually really like to see—and walked through the Asphodel Fields. If that happened, he would never escape Hades’s realm, not because it would be impossible for a demigod to do such a thing, but because the fields robbed people of their memories. He would forget Helen. Would forget Memnon. And Sarah. 
 
    Without a voice, there was nothing he could do about it. Grasped by Hermes, Henry’s body was not his to control. 
 
    He heard the river before he saw it. Then they passed through two massive pillars and the view cleared. The broad, fast moving waters would be impossible to cross without the ferryman. 
 
    Charon stood by a small pier, his boat waiting. He stood at their approach, looking bored, and then surprised. “Helios has yet to make a full revolution since your last visit.” 
 
    Charon’s cold eyes locked on to Henry’s, waiting for a reply. Then he frowned. “A pity. Your potential was…” He shook his head. “Perhaps the other will be more fortunate.” 
 
    “Time is short,” Hermes said, holding up a rusty old coin. “We must complete the transaction.” 
 
    “The Spartan again?” Charon asked, holding out his hand. 
 
    Henry tried to fight, to pull Hermes back, but his legs followed the man as he held the coin out over Charon’s hand. 
 
    “Worse,” Hermes said. “His father.” 
 
    Henry’s mind spun as the coin fell. 
 
    My father? 
 
    My father is dead. My father was human. Nothing special. How could he— 
 
    The coin struck flesh. Clutched by a strong hand. 
 
    Not Charon’s. 
 
    Henry’s view of the underworld became a blur. Waves of energy flowed over him, pulsing through the massive cavern, pushing the waters back. The ferryman fell, landing on exposed rock. Somewhere distant, Cerberus whined. 
 
    Henry heard a voice. Booming and loud. But the words were indistinct. 
 
    The coin fell to the ground, clinking at Henry’s feet. He bent down and picked it up. The cool metal felt old. The shape of it was oblong, and dented, like it had been hand-formed and bitten a few times. He rubbed his thumb over the surface, cleaning away the mire to reveal a golden gleam. The face on the coin matched that of the statue in the Olympieion. 
 
    It was Zeus. 
 
    An argument broke out. Raised voices. Henry couldn’t tell who was saying what. 
 
    And then, a thunderclap. 
 
    It rolled through the cavern, echoing for twenty seconds before fading. 
 
    Henry tried to see the newcomer, but he was still distorted by waves of energy. 
 
    Charon cleared his throat. “A deal has been struck.” 
 
    Henry tried to say, “Wait,” but no sound escaped, even as darkness absorbed him again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Henry couldn’t remember being born, but he doubted it was as painful as his return to the land of the living. He was on the altar platform, fetal positioned, Memnon’s sword still in his gut and throat. 
 
    He pushed past the pain, reaching for the sword’s handle, but he couldn’t reach far enough back to take hold, let alone pull it out of himself. 
 
    “Calm yourself,” a familiar voice said. “I’ve got you.” 
 
    Pain flared, clutching Henry’s eyes shut. The blade slipped through his body and out of his throat. 
 
    “Stay quiet,” she said, calm as ever. “Take a minute. Your sister will need you strong.” 
 
    As the blade slipped out of his body, Henry looked up into the kind eyes of Linda. She was crouched over him, Memnon’s bloody sword in hand. She smiled at him. 
 
    “I’m proud of who you have become,” she said. 
 
    Henry tried to reply, but her hand covered his mouth. “And that you are starting to find control over the power roiling inside of you.” 
 
    Henry’s forehead furrowed. A hundred questions sprang to mind, but he couldn’t ask any of them, the first of which was, What the hell, Linda? 
 
    She gave him a wink. “There are two things I want you to know.” 
 
    “You’re not Linda,” Henry said, his voice muffled by her hand. 
 
    “Never have been.” She glanced around, surrounded by the sound of battle and oblivious to it. “What makes you different. What makes you strong. It cannot be awoken. It can only be realized.” 
 
    “I don’t understand…” Henry said. 
 
    “Helen is not just your distant relative.” Linda smiled. Crafty. “She is your sister.” 
 
    “Sister?” Henry’s eyes bulged. Linda’s hand compressed his mouth as he shouted, “Simstah!?” 
 
    “Henry…” Linda chuckled. She was getting a big kick out of all of this. “…I am your father.” 
 
    Henry just stared up at Linda…the elderly black woman who lived in the back room of a Daisy Duck Tours office. He didn’t know what to say. She was either insane, or… 
 
    “Homy shiv,” Henry mumbled, glancing from Linda’s face to the stone visage of Zeus above her. 
 
    “Good,” Linda said, leaning back. “Now that you understand who your parents are, show them what you can do.” Her eyes flickered with arcs of light, as she stood up and stepped back. 
 
    Henry pushed himself up. He heard Sarah shout in pain. He looked for her, but she was out of sight, lost in a sea of naked bodies. 
 
    He turned back to Linda…to Zeus, his real father, in disguise. But she was gone. Lying on the floor where she’d been standing was Sarah’s dory. Henry reached for the weapon, feeling a new kind of strength flowing through his body. It came with the knowledge that he wasn’t just a nobody homeless kid lost in the system, or even a diluted demigod unworthy of the title—he was the son of a demigod and a god. 
 
    Of mother fucking Zeus! Literally! 
 
    Henry picked up the dory, stood, and faced the chaos, a broad smile on his face. “This is gonna be lit.” 
 
  
 
  



 49 
 
      
 
    The mob of naked men and women stalked toward Sarah—fists clenched, muscles flexed, fat jiggling. The Culus weren’t picky when it came to body type. It was like a nightmare Burning Man, where everyone had taken a bad batch of LSD. They were out of their minds. Not in control. 
 
    The man she’d punched was at her feet, his forehead dented in. No coming back from that. Just like the woman who’d wrapped the wrong way around a pillar. 
 
    The body count was rising. 
 
    But she no longer cared. The moment Memnon put his sword through Henry’s body, something in her changed. 
 
    The Culus had sold their souls to Memnon for a chance at immortality. They wanted to rule the world. They might be normal people, but they craved power and had done horrible things to get it. 
 
    And some of them already were. Gathered around the open case of divinity syringes, men and women injected themselves and fell to the floor, bodies quivering. Was it working? Or was it killing them? 
 
    A man struck her shield, knuckles breaking for the effort. He didn’t shout in pain. He punched again and again, ruining his fists. 
 
    Sarah lifted the shield high enough to kick. The man’s bare balls compressed. 
 
    His face turned red. 
 
    “Felt that, didn’t you, you son of a bitch?” 
 
    The man toppled over and vomited, body curling up. 
 
    Men and women rushed her. Fists clenched. Fingers hooked. Nakedness flopping about. 
 
    A broad shield strike hit a half dozen of them, clanging like gunfire as it struck each. Some fell where they stood. Others flew through the air. One man, who’d been clipped in the temple, stood dazed. Sarah kicked the man’s chest, cracking ribs and sending him flying into the men and women behind him with enough force to clear a path. 
 
    She saw the platform again. The altar. Helen bound and watching, struggling against her bonds but unable to free herself. And Henry, still on the cold floor. Unmoving. Pierced twice by the blade. His normally pale skin was stark white. 
 
    He’s dead, Sarah realized. Memnon killed him. 
 
    She looked for Henry’s killer, but he’d fled. Again. Willing to let his minions do the fighting and dying. 
 
    Sarah obliged, striking out again and dropping another five people. They didn’t stand a chance. And they knew it. They slowed their attack, forming a neat semi-circle around her. She’d still have to go through them, but they weren’t pressing the attack. 
 
    Are they really afraid, or are they giving Memnon time to get away? 
 
    “C’mon, chickenshits!” she shouted. “Let’s finish this!” 
 
    The horde parted. A lone woman charged through the gap, fist raised. 
 
    Sarah rolled her eyes, lowered the shield and threw a punch of her own. Sarah’s fist connected with the woman’s jaw. The woman’s punch struck Sarah’s shoulder. 
 
    Both women sprawled backward. 
 
    Sarah toppled over the stone floor, coming to a stop when she collided with the solid metal doors. Pain radiated from her shoulder. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    The woman she’d struck climbed back to her feet. Her jaw was broken, but she’d taken the hit and shaken it off. 
 
    The serum worked. It’s turning them into demigods! 
 
    Sarah rolled to her feet. She hadn’t been holding back, but she hadn’t really let loose either. So, she channeled Henry and flung herself forward without forethought, focusing all her rage about what had been done to them, about Henry’s murder, and letting it out like a Viking berserker. 
 
    Bodies went flying. 
 
    She felt them thump against the shield as she swung it back and forth. Was vaguely aware that each strike spattered blood on the floor. She backhanded a woman, reversed direction, and punched a man in the throat. But the Culus kept coming, as fast as she could drop them. 
 
    Five struck at once, throwing themselves against the shield. Unprepared for the sudden shift in weight, Sarah tripped and fell back. The people on top of her pounded on the shield and on her exposed legs, but they couldn’t hurt her. She kicked out blindly. A woman catapulted away. She gave the shield a quick jolt, breaking the arms of those striking her. They fell away, consumed by more pain than their delusion could mask. 
 
    Sarah lowered the shield, ready to get back to her feet. But a man was airborne above her, fist cocked back. He looked powerful, like an actual buck-naked, Greek Olympian. The man hadn’t been thrown—he’d jumped—and he looked to be in complete control. 
 
    Another demigod, Sarah realized, and she raised the shield just in time to block his punch. The power of it resonated through her arms, but it didn’t slow her down. She rolled to her side and stood. 
 
    Two of the Culus leapt onto her back, biting and scratching. Sarah flung herself back, landing atop the pair with all of her weight. When she heard them coughing for air, she rolled back over them and stood. 
 
    No one attacked. 
 
    The ranks were changing. Men and women filed through the center of the sanctuary while others worked their way to the case of god-juice. 
 
    Twenty new demigods stood before her. More arriving every second. Soon, the surviving Culus would all be immortal and more powerful than she could overcome. 
 
    On my own. 
 
    She looked at Helen, still bound, and considered how to free her. But if the metal cables were too strong for Helen, what could Sarah do? 
 
    Helen gave a shake of her head and motioned her eyes toward the case of syringes. The message was clear: Forget me and destroy the syringes. 
 
    “Duh,” Sarah said to herself, annoyed she hadn’t thought of it. Rage blinded her. But now she had a plan. “Time to Captain America the shit out of this.” 
 
    She loosened the shield’s straps and jumped up. Ten feet above the floor, with a clear view of the sanctuary, she hurled the shield like a giant frisbee. It soared across the room, on target, and then— 
 
    —was caught. 
 
    The man who caught it, an emerging demigod, looked like a fighter. The gleam in his eye said that he relished his newfound power, and he knew how to use it. He flung the shield back with the strength of twenty men. 
 
    Sarah reached her hands out, catching the shield in midair, but all that kinetic energy slammed her back into a pillar, crumbling stone. Sarah fell to the hard floor, dazed. The shield spun in place next to her, its revolutions speeding up as it settled. 
 
    Blood warmed the back of her head. 
 
    I can’t win this fight. 
 
    But I have to try. 
 
    She scrabbled for the shield. Dragged it closer, until a bare foot stomped down hard. Her fingers slipped away. 
 
    Unarmed, she pushed herself up, bracing herself against the wall. 
 
    Her head wound sealed over. 
 
    Thoughts cleared. 
 
    Strength renewed. 
 
    I’m stronger than these assholes, she thought, and she had no doubt she could take each and every one of them individually. But this was like a lion facing off with a horde of hyenas. One on one, no contest. 
 
    If they all strike at once… 
 
    And then, they did. 
 
    Sarah struck first, landing two punches that leveled two men, but she was dealt three blows for the effort and knocked back into the wall. 
 
    “Rarr!” Sarah screamed, raw anger rising. Then she leapt straight up, pressed her feet against the column, and shoved herself back down. She struck with the force of a rocket propelled grenade. Rather than striking with fists and feet, she used her entire body as a weapon, plowing into the swelling ranks. Culus sprawled away from her. 
 
    But each and every one of them got back up. 
 
    Fuck. Shit. Fuck. 
 
    Sarah pushed forward, working through a series of practiced wrestling moves. Limbs snapped. People screamed. And yet, they kept coming. 
 
    After snapping a woman’s arm, a man caught her with a haymaker. Sarah staggered to the side, right into a woman’s heel. She knew how to fight, planting the foot in Sarah’s solar plexus. Sarah coughed as the air fled her lungs. A man kicked the back of her legs, forcing Sarah to her knees. 
 
    And then they came all at once. 
 
    Waves of pain wracked her body. She curled down into a protective, turtle-like posture, head covered by arms. It felt like being in the grasp of a giant, the pounding coming from all directions at once, growing in intensity. 
 
    She shouted in pain, and then despair. 
 
    Henry was dead. 
 
    Helen was helpless. 
 
    Memnon was getting away. 
 
    And his tribe of psychos would soon have the power to control the world. Maybe not right away, like in a violent coup, but they had time. A lot of time. 
 
    “Get. Off. Of. Her!” 
 
    The scream shook through the air like thunder. Like actual thunder. But it was also familiar. 
 
    Henry? 
 
    The thunder repeated, this time coupled with the sound of screaming. The pain wracking her body stopped all at once. She turned her head to the side. The male and the female Culus—demigods and regular people alike—spasmed in place, as blue arcs of electricity flowed through them. 
 
    The living lightning twisted toward Sarah, and through her, but instead of feeling pain, she felt powerful. 
 
    She felt changed. 
 
    The lightning disappeared. 
 
    “Yyyyyes!” 
 
    Definitely Henry. 
 
    Sarah spun around to find him on the platform, dancing a white boy jig. His red tunic was stained darker red by his blood, and Memnon’s sword was on the floor. 
 
    Did someone save him? 
 
    Henry saw her, standing among the throng of charred Culus. The smell was horrible. He pointed at her and laughed. “Yeah, baby! Check it!” Henry thrust his hands out. Lightning lanced from his fingertips, striking the case of syringes, bursting the glass, and vaporizing the contents. 
 
    Henry wasn’t just a demigod anymore. 
 
    He was something else. 
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    “How?” Sarah asked, as she picked her way past the smoldering bodies lying on the floor. 
 
    “Seventy-five percent, baby!” he shouted, lost in excitement. 
 
    Helen’s muffled voice turned him around. She was still strung up and gagged, struggling to get free. 
 
    “Right, sorry.” Henry looked over her bonds. They’d be hard to break while she was strung up. He took hold of the cable suspending her feet off the floor. Gave it a yank. A bolt pulled out of the stone ceiling, dropping her legs down. The shift in position lifted her arms higher. She grunted in pain. 
 
    “Sorry,” Henry said again, and he pulled out the second cable, hopping out of the way as it fell to the floor. 
 
    Sarah joined them on the platform, crouching to help, untying Helen’s gag. “What does seventy-five percent mean?” 
 
    “Demigods are made from a god and a human, right? They’re a fifty-fifty blend. Makes them stronger and faster and smarter.” 
 
    Helen let out a muffled, “Uh-uh.” 
 
    “Not smarter?” Henry said. “Too bad. Anyway, they’re half god. Like Helen. And Memnon. And apparently, that divine DNA doesn’t get watered down over time. It stays at fifty percent no matter how many generations and bloodlines it gets mixed with. That’s why they thought we were demigods. Because our mothers were descendants of Helen’s.” 
 
    “I know all this,” Sarah said, growing frustrated with the tight knot. 
 
    “Right, so, here’s the deal. We’re not cousins.” 
 
    Helen’s brow furrowed. She turned to face him, the motion interrupting Sarah’s efforts. 
 
    “Well, no. Technically we still are. This is some Deep South weird-ass family shit.” 
 
    “Henry,” Sarah said. 
 
    “We’re brother and sister. Half brother and sister.” Henry took a deep breath. He knew this was going to be hard to believe. But he had shot lightning out of his fingers. “Our mothers both cheated on our fathers with the same dude.” 
 
    Helen’s eyes flared wide. “Shoosh.” 
 
    “Yes!” Henry said, understanding what she was trying to say. 
 
    “Did she just shush you?” 
 
    Henry grinned. “She said, ‘Zeus.’” 
 
    “Our mothers…had sex…with Zeus. The god…” Sarah’s stare was blank. They’d experienced a lot of insane crap over the past day. Finding out her father was not just a god, but the king of gods, might be more than she could handle. 
 
    Henry reached out. Took her hand. “Sarah, you’re my sister.” 
 
    That broke through. Sarah’s eyes locked on his. “Your sister…” A lopsided smile slipped onto her face. “I have a brother…” 
 
    Helen fought to get free, mumbling into her gag, eyes wide. 
 
    Henry chuckled. “Uh-huh, she figured out what that means.” He took hold of the metal cable binding her legs. Pulled hard, the metal stretched enough to tug free. He repeated it with her hands. The moment Helen was free, she took hold of the gag and tore it away. 
 
    “I guess I could have done that,” Sarah said. 
 
    Helen stretched her mouth and her neck, and then faced them. She looked choked up. Tears in her eyes. “You can tell her,” she said to him. 
 
    “Tell me what?” Sarah was growing impatient. “Memnon is getting away, you know.” 
 
    “This is important,” Helen said. 
 
    “What could be more important than—” 
 
    “Zeus was Helen’s father, too,” he said. “She’s our sister, too.” 
 
    Sarah blinked in silence. And then, “Whoa…but—” 
 
    “She’s still our grandmother, too.” He laughed. “See, I told you. That’s some backwoods bayou shit, right? Grandmother and sister.” 
 
    “But why would Zeus—” 
 
    “Because Zeus sleeps with whoever he wants,” Helen said. “It’s one of his worst traits.” 
 
    “He straight takes on the form of an animal and seduces them,” Henry said. “I mean, sissy-grandma here was hatched out of an egg after Zeus did the deed with her mom…also our great, great infinity great grandmother…as a swan.” 
 
    Sarah shook her head. “That can’t be true.” Looked to Helen for an answer. 
 
    Helen shrugged. “That’s how the story goes, but I don’t remember my birth any better than you do yours.” 
 
    “It’s totes messed up,” Henry said. “But he seemed like an okay guy to me.” 
 
    “You met him?” Sarah and Helen said at the same time, followed by Helen on her own saying, “He hasn’t been seen since—” 
 
    “He did the deed with our moms?” Henry said. 
 
    “Long before that…” 
 
    “I think he’s been living here. Hidden as a human.” 
 
    “What did he look like?” Helen asked. 
 
    Henry grinned in anticipation of Sarah’s reaction. It was the best joke in the world, and only he knew the punchline. 
 
    “In the underworld, he kind of looked, I don’t know…like you. Greek. Tan skin. Black hair. Younger than how he’s depicted. I didn’t really get a good look. Everything was kind of surreal. Energy distorted everything. You know how the underworld is. Anywho, I couldn’t talk because of the sword in my throat. I was there with Hermes and Charon. They were making a deal for my soul. Standard stuff. Until a hand reached out and plucked the coin from the air. Then there was thunder…and I was back in my body. He pulled the sword out, and I saw him—” Henry pointed to the platform. “—right there…” 
 
    Henry got lost in the memory for a moment. 
 
    Sarah backhanded his arm. “Henry.” 
 
    “Right, sorry. It was…” He smiled. “It was Linda.” 
 
    Sarah sagged like she’d been wounded. “Linda… Nice Linda? Old lady, Linda, who we left passed out in the Duck truck?” 
 
    “She’s the only Linda I know. Yeah. What’s wrong with that?” He asked. “I thought you’d be excited.” 
 
    “Our father is alive, Henry. We were with him. And he didn’t tell us the truth about ourselves. He could have let us know who we were. Probably could have stopped all this, too.” 
 
    “To be fair,” Henry said. “Helen wasn’t up front with us, either.” 
 
    Sarah looked to her for an answer. Helen shrugged. “We’re Greeks. We don’t do things the easy way. And everything I told you was true. I just didn’t know who you really were…” She turned to Henry. “…or what you could do. For generations, I told my descendants the truth about who they were. None of them accepted it. Some of them were driven mad by the possibility. The few who realized some of their potential were soldiers fighting wars. None survived, but all were heroes. Trials and war unlock and prime some of a demigod’s powers, but immortality only comes with my blessing.” 
 
    “Or Memnon’s,” Henry said, motioning to the destroyed syringes. “Blessed be.” 
 
    Helen nodded. “I had to let Memnon’s plans play out, to prime you. It was the only way. I was as honest as I could be, but I was wrong. Not even I knew what you really were.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” Sarah punched the stone floor. It cracked beneath her fist. “You knew we were demigods.” 
 
    Henry put his hand atop her fist. “We’re not demigods.” 
 
    “Then what the hell are we?” 
 
    “There’s not…I don’t think there’s a word for it,” Henry said. “Our father was Zeus. Our mothers were demigods, descended from Helen…and ultimately from Zeus.” 
 
    Sarah scrunched up her nose. “Eww.” 
 
    “I know, right?” Henry said. “So we got fifty percent from dad, and twenty-five percent from mom.” 
 
    “Seventy-five percent,” Sarah said, but she looked more confused than excited. 
 
    Henry didn’t get it. How could she be upset about being mostly a god? “I’m going with ‘quasigods.’ The first of a new kind of—” 
 
    Sarah shook her head. “No…” 
 
    “What?” Henry said, growing frustrated. “Why would you not want—” He clamped his mouth shut when Helen chuckled. “What?” 
 
    “You did the math wrong,” Sarah said, standing up. “The fifty percent passed on by Helen isn’t diluted by time, right? We got fifty percent from her and fifty percent from Zeus…” 
 
    Helen stood beside Sarah. Offered her hand to Henry. “You’re not demigods, or even quasigods.” 
 
    Henry looked up at them, tears in his eyes. His whole life he’d been nothing. A nobody. People who passed him on the streets didn’t even see him. And all that time, he was a… 
 
    “Why did he wait? Why didn’t he tell us?” 
 
    “Why does Zeus do anything?” Helen shrugged. “Maybe it was to build character. Or to put you on a path that brought you to this moment. To connect with me. To defeat Memnon. He did kill your mothers, something Zeus would not take lightly. But your father does what he pleases. Honestly, I thought he was dead. Aside from those bound to the underworld, I thought they were all dead. No one has heard from the gods in a very long time.” 
 
    “Until now.” Henry took Helen’s hand. She pulled him to his feet. “Because we’re here, I mean. You know, because…we’re gods.” Henry chuckled. 
 
    “Memnon is so screwed.” 
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    “How did you get here?” Sarah asked. Henry was eager to pursue Memnon, and she was, too, but the question had been gnawing at her since she saw Helen strung up. Helen was the personification of strength and cunning. How had she been captured? 
 
    Helen sagged a bit, then she looked annoyed. “He used children. I didn’t know about them. I thought I was helping. But they were—” 
 
    “Strong,” Sarah said. “Demigods.” 
 
    “And so annoying,” Henry added. 
 
    Confused, Helen asked, “You know them?” 
 
    Sarah nodded. “Phoebe and Deimos. Memnon killed our mothers, but not before harvesting their eggs and making a brood of demigods. Most died in his experiments. The twins did not.” 
 
    “BT-Dubs,” Henry said, “They’re tied up in a supply closet.” 
 
    “They’re here?” Sarah was surprised, but she wasn’t sure why. Until the Culus had taken the divinity serum, the twins were Memnon’s most powerful weapon, aside from himself. 
 
    “I know, right?” Henry said. “You’d think one beat down would have been enough.” 
 
    “You didn’t kill them?” Sarah asked, hoping Henry hadn’t gone too far. 
 
    “You didn’t kill them?” Helen asked, voice steeped in disappointment. She either had no qualms about murdering children, or she understood the threat posed by the twins better than they did. Probably both. 
 
    “No and no,” Henry said, eyes lingering on Helen. “Should I have?” 
 
    “We’ll find out soon enough.” Helen picked up Sarah’s Dory and handed it to her. “Next time, don’t miss.” 
 
    Sarah took the weapon. Had a pithy comeback queued up. But then— 
 
    A groan turned them around. One of the charred Culus was pushing himself off the floor. Black sheets of burnt skin flaked away as his body flexed. The skin beneath was bright red, but healthy. 
 
    The new demigods had survived. 
 
    Sarah felt a pang of mercy. They’d lived through being struck by lightning. Or maybe they had reached the River Styx and struck a bargain. Hell, maybe Memnon had done it for them. There was clearly a way to reach the underworld without actually dying. Helen had done it for the both of them. 
 
    “What about them?” she asked, when a woman stirred. 
 
    Helen picked up Memnon’s hooked sword. She looked tired, but determined. “I’ll make sure they never walk the land of the living again.” 
 
    “That’s…dramatic,” Sarah said. 
 
    Helen stood tall. Strength renewed. Eyes burning. “Embrace who you are. Shed your doubt. Be bold. The things you can do…” She shook her head. “Not even I know the full extent of it. Now go, find Memnon. End this here. Tonight. I’ll take care of these charlatans.” 
 
    With surprising speed for someone who’d been strung up for who knows how long, Helen threw the curved sword like a boomerang. The blade swung around, striking the back of the man’s neck. With a ching of metal on bone, it severed the man’s head, dropping him in two pieces. 
 
    “Go,” Helen said to Sarah, stepping down from the platform. And then to Henry, she said, “Silence Memnon forever.” She picked up the sword and didn’t bother wiping off the decapitated man’s blood. Before Helen could step toward the recovering woman, a hand grabbed her ankle. Another man, rising from the dead. 
 
    Helen swiped the blade down, cutting the man’s hand off. “Go. Now! I’ll handle this!” She punctuated the statement by hacking off the man’s head like a lumberjack. Then she stalked toward the woman again, ignoring them. 
 
    Henry tugged on Sarah’s arm. “Dude. C’mon. She’s got this.” 
 
    Sarah lingered. How many Culus were divine? What if they all came back at once. “What if she doesn’t? She’s our sister. We can’t just—” 
 
    “She’s a Spartan,” Henry said. “She would rather die in battle than accept our help. Being captured? The humility of that… She’s got rage to spare right now.” 
 
    When the woman’s head hit the floor and Helen stalked toward a fresh pair of Culus, rising from the floor, shedding their burned skin, Sarah relented. 
 
    “He went this way,” Henry said, leading her to the back right of the sanctuary, where a second set of metal doors led outside the temple, which was still contained in column-framed glass and visible to anyone on the street. 
 
    A pair of human Culus slid out from behind the columns. Unlike those in the temple, they were fully dressed in police uniforms. 
 
    “These are two of the assholes who took me down,” Henry said. 
 
    “Piece of cake.” The officer drew his sidearm. The other did the same. 
 
    “Can’t kill us,” Henry said. 
 
    “Just need to slow you down.” 
 
    “You don’t need to die,” Sarah said, figuring it was worth a try. “Honestly, I don’t want to see you die.” 
 
    The man’s brows furrowed. 
 
    “Have you seen what happened in there?” Sarah asked. “Because gross.” 
 
    Both officers glanced toward the door. When they looked back, Henry’s eyes flickered with electricity. 
 
    A flash of abject fear snapped across both men’s faces. Sarah was sure they were going to relent. Then they raised their weapons. 
 
    Both officers were practiced, fast draws. But their weapons were still pointed downward when, moving at the speed of light, bright blue bolts sprang out of Henry’s hands. Both men quivered. Screaming. Their clothing smoldered. Caught fire. The flickering light added to the torchlight, but smoked black. The acrid cloud rose up, triggering a fire alarm and sprinklers. 
 
    Hidden lights strobed. A whooping alarm sounded. 
 
    How long until fire trucks rolled up? Minutes? Or would they move slow after a long night of rushing around Boston, cleaning up the chaos Henry and Sarah had left in their wake? 
 
    Sarah pushed past the scene as the flames were extinguished. She was soaked by the time she reached the next set of doors, which led to a hallway and into the Art of the Ancient World exhibit. 
 
    Eyes blurred by water, light strobing in the darkness, the alarm blaring, Sarah was disoriented when she entered the gallery. She almost didn’t see the man waiting for them. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    Instinct guided her leap, shield cocked back, ready to strike. 
 
    “Gah!” Henry shouted in surprise. 
 
    Arcs of blue light tore through the air. Some streaked beneath Sarah, striking the tall man, and the rest of it painlessly flowed through her, infusing the shield with crackling energy. Her eyes widened when she closed in and saw the man’s one-eyed face. 
 
    Cyclops, she thought, and then she swung the shield as hard as she could. Electric bolts exploded as she struck, decapitating the man-thing. The head launched across the gallery, pounded through a line of glass encased pots featuring Greek athletes, and came to rest at the feet of a statue of Demeter. 
 
    Sarah landed beside the headless body. 
 
    The still-standing headless body. 
 
    Henry chuckled. 
 
    Then laughed. 
 
    “We killed a statue!” He doubled over, hands on knees, laughing his ass off. 
 
    Sarah saw the humor in it, but she didn’t share the laugh. She thought she’d decapitated someone with a single blow—because she might actually be that strong. Even worse, she didn’t doubt, not for a second, that it really was a cyclops. That’s how screwed up her life had become. Henry saw everything as a blessing. But she just wanted a normal life. Not the shit life she had. But normal. A husband. Kids. A job. 
 
    Now…she didn’t know what she was. ‘God’ was a term she was uncomfortable with. She knew it was a small ‘g,’ that the Greek gods weren’t all-powerful, all-seeing creators of the universe. They didn’t have that kind of power, even as a collective. 
 
    So what are they? she wondered. 
 
    What am I? 
 
    From what little she knew about Zeus, Poseidon, Hades, and the rest of the gang, she gathered that they were petty, meddling, vindictive bullies who didn’t really love people at all. She didn’t want to be like that. She wasn’t like that. 
 
    Maybe that’s why Linda revealed her true identity to Henry and not me? 
 
    She pushed her endless questions from her mind and focused on Memnon. The confusing mess that her life had become could wait until the man who threatened not just her family, but the world, was dead. 
 
    One more body, she told herself. Please don’t let there be any more guards… 
 
    They worked their way through the gallery. The flashing strobe shut off and the alarm fell silent. With the fire extinguished, the alarm could be shut down, along with the emergency service response. And that was good. There was no way to know who was loyal to Memnon, or Helen, or just a normal dude doing his best to help people. 
 
    They crept into the mummy gallery. She’d seen it dozens of times. Felt at home in the museum. But now she expected the dead to rise again. To hunt her down. How many other ancient gods existed? How many of them were still kicking around? Would they be offended by the birth of new gods? If so, could she defend herself? “How do you do it? The lightning.” 
 
    Henry’s eyes crackled with light. He shrugged. “I just think it. When I found out who Linda was… Who we are… I believed I could do it. I mean, Helen has a little juice running through her veins, but we’re the real deal, right? So I figured…Why not give it a try?” 
 
    Sarah thrust her hand out at an empty wall. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    “Maybe you really have to feel it the first time, you know? Like really need it? I don’t know.” 
 
    Sarah read between the lines. Smiled at the hidden message. “Like your sister getting a beat down?” 
 
    “I thought they might…” 
 
    “Kill me?” 
 
    “Yeah. It sucks. I mean, I’d go to hell to get you back, but better if you never make that journey.” 
 
    “Thanks…little bro.” She mussed his shaggy hair. 
 
    He frowned and fixed his hair. Grinned and pointed at her. “Never again.” 
 
    Her growing smile shrank at the sound of a distant sing-song voice. “Helllloooo.” 
 
    It was Pheobe. 
 
    “Come on, bitches! We don’t have all night.” 
 
    Deimos. 
 
    And then laughter. Deep and resonant. It echoed through the museum’s hallways and galleries. 
 
    Memnon. 
 
    “They’re waiting for us,” Henry said, rushing ahead. 
 
    “Hold up,” Sarah said, clutching his arm. “Use your brain for a moment. Think it through.” 
 
    Henry looked confused, then irritated, and then surprised. 
 
    “There you go,” Sarah said. 
 
    His expression turned into a wicked smile. “So, this is what thinking first feels like…” 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “Right. So, first, we’ll run in. Lightning everywhere. The twins go down. Then you chuck your spear, right between Memnon’s eyes. Splat.” 
 
    “Wait, what? That’s your plan?” 
 
    “You got a better one?” 
 
    “Hell, freekin’ yes,” Sarah said. “Mahatma Gandhi could come up with a better plan.” 
 
    “Who’s Mahatma Gandhi?” 
 
    Sarah pinched her nose, collected her thoughts, and filled him in on the plan that would end in Memnon’s death. 
 
  
 
  



 52 
 
      
 
    Every step went against Henry’s desires, instincts, and subconscious fearless impulses. 
 
    He was sneaking. 
 
    He knew where the enemy was. Knew he could blast the room with lightning and be done with it. But instead of doing that, he’d gone the long way around, up a flight of stairs, and was now creeping down a hallway filled with portraits of old British dudes in white wigs. He half expected them to watch him walk, like Scooby Doo paintings. 
 
    “Ruh-roh,” Henry said, doing his best Scooby impression. “Ris is rupid.” 
 
    It took a moment for him to realize he’d said it aloud. In the empty, dead silent museum, there was no way Memnon and the twins hadn’t heard him. 
 
    “Was that like, from a cartoon or something?” Deimos asked, voice subdued, but still audible. 
 
    Yeah, they definitely heard me. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Phoebe whispered. “Sounded like it.” 
 
    An echoing finger-snap silenced the pair. Memnon didn’t care if they were exposed. He clearly wanted them to find him. But the cartoon-focused banter irritated him. 
 
    Henry took a few more steps, a smile slipping onto his face. 
 
    Sarah will kill me. 
 
    He already knows I’m here. What harm could it do? 
 
    The twins sounded like kids when they spoke about his impression. It reinforced Sarah’s desire to not kill them. But if Henry did more voices, it would reinforce the idea that he was just nuts. And after the spanking he’d given the twins earlier, and Sarah before that, their confidence would be at an all-time low. 
 
    He assumed. Wouldn’t make a difference for him, but they weren’t like him. 
 
    Sparks danced between his fingers. No one was like him. 
 
    He slipped into a proper British accent, and said, “Listen here, meat sacks, Admiral asshole is reporting for duty.” 
 
    He heard a chuckle. One of the twins. 
 
    “You know I care deeply about you monkeys... Wait! That’s a hard shmaybe. Truth be told, you’re like a barrel of stinky monkeys who’ve been at the ba-na-nas all day—” 
 
    More laughter. Both of them. 
 
    “Hey! I didn’t alter the fabric of space time to get Joe free Netflix just to be laughed at by some flea-bitten meat sacks.” 
 
    It was a reversal of Sarah’s plan, which involved her confronting them boldly and head on while Henry—who was supposed to be dead-dead—snuck up and then knocked them out with a lightning bolt. Clean and simple. Kind of boring. 
 
    This was better. 
 
    And in the silent museum, with all its hard, stone walls, Sarah would hear everything and adjust. 
 
    She couldn’t have believed he’d make it this long without being impulsive. 
 
    Maybe it was a test? 
 
    Maybe I failed? 
 
    Damn. Oh well. Too late. 
 
    “What voice is that?” Deimos called out. 
 
    “Seriously?” Henry shouted back, now casually walking down the hallway gallery. 
 
    “Is that from Rick and Morty?” Phoebe asked. 
 
    “Aww, gee, Rick,” Henry said, making a mockery of Morty’s voice, before reverting to his own. “Hell, no.” 
 
    “Then what?” Deimos asked. “Tell us before we kill you.” 
 
    Henry chuckled. Good luck with that. “I’m Skippy the Magnificent!” 
 
    Henry jumped out of the hallway and into the second floor of what Sarah had called ‘the rotunda’. His fingers crackled with energy, ready to light up the room, fry his enemies, and hopefully not burn the whole museum down. 
 
    He stood there for a moment, feeling stupid. 
 
    No one was there. 
 
    But they sounded so close. 
 
    His eyes drifted upward to the vaulted ceiling. There were frescos and paintings all around, mixed in with the elaborate architectural design. He was surprised when he recognized some of the pieces—not their names, or who painted them, but the subject matter. 
 
    Athena, he thought. She looked a bit like the Virgin Mary, but dressed in all white instead of the classic blue. She had her arms around a young man and a woman. Behind her was a female Spartan warrior wielding a shield that looked a lot like Sarah’s. She was the favorite daughter of Zeus. Henry wondered whether that was still true. Then he wondered whether Apollo was still Zeus’s favorite son. 
 
    He glanced left. “And there he is…” The painting of Apollo, god of light and patron of music and art, depicted him holding some kind of stringed instrument and surrounded by nine women in sheer, flowing gowns. 
 
    The muses. 
 
    It occurred to Henry that if he didn’t want to be a god everyone forgot, like the Astra Planeti—no one remembered those guys—he’d have to be god of something cool. Apollo was a rock star and was surrounded by women—like Bret Michaels back in the day. But of what was Henry a god? 
 
    Fearlessness? 
 
    Badassery? 
 
    Could you even be a god of badassery? 
 
    Problem for another time, he decided, and he wandered toward the middle of the room. There were hallways all around—six of them, leading toward different galleries and the museum’s rear entrance. But he could hear whispering closer than that. 
 
    He stopped at a wrought iron railing surrounding a fifteen-foot-wide hole in the floor, leading to the rotunda’s first floor—where Sarah was supposed to be. 
 
    Henry leaned his elbows on the railing. Looked over the edge. “Hey there,” he said to the twins. They looked up at him, mischief in their eyes. 
 
    “Going to kick your ass this time,” Deimos said. “We got a power up.” 
 
    Phoebe held out two empty syringes. Shook them about and then tossed them over her shoulder. 
 
    They were already demigods. Would the serum work on them? And if it did, how much higher than 50% divine would it take them? They used Sarah’s DNA, thinking she was a demigod and trying to reproduce that. What they didn’t know was that she was a real deal, full god, daughter of the big man himself. 
 
    100%, he decided. But do they know? 
 
    For the first time ever, in the history of mankind, knowledge really was power. 
 
    “Who wants to get spanked first?” Henry asked, lightning dancing in his eyes. 
 
    The twins’ wide-eyed stares were all the confirmation he needed. They didn’t know, and that meant they didn’t have access to their full capabilities. He braced himself to jump down and give them a dose of electricity. One hand on the railing, he hopped up— 
 
    —and was struck from behind. 
 
    Memnon’s shield launched him forward. Henry’s head struck the far side of the hole, flipping him over and dropping him to the marble floor below. He was a god, but that hurt. A lot. 
 
    He laid on the floor, looking up. Above him, through the hole in the ceiling, he saw Memnon. Behind him, Apollo and his gaggle of babes. Both of them smiling, mocking. 
 
    “Assholes,” Henry said, still looking at Apollo. Memnon looked confused and then glanced back. 
 
    “Apollo…” He turned back to Henry. “He’s not that bad.” 
 
    Henry pushed himself up. “Coming from you, that’s not a glowing recommendation.” 
 
    Memnon leapt over the railing and dropped to his feet. Something was different about him. 
 
    “You took the divine juice, too,” Henry said. 
 
    “Feels good.” Memnon drew a long knife from behind his back. That was a problem. The one thing that could kill a god was another god, and whether or not Memnon had realized it yet, that was him. 
 
    And the twins. 
 
    “You look nervous,” Memnon said. 
 
    “Really?” Henry said, and couldn’t help himself. Arcs of light danced in his eyes. 
 
    Memnon staggered back a step. He had no idea. 
 
    Henry decided to protect his secret with a lie. “I cut a deal with Charon. In exchange for power, I would deliver you.” 
 
    Memnon squinted. Wasn’t buying it. 
 
    And the twins were stalking him from behind. Henry could hear their light footsteps on the marble and their excited breathing. 
 
    “Whatever,” Henry said. He was done thinking things through. Lightning arced between his hands and then launched out, striking Memnon, who spasmed back, flinched at the boom of thunder, and then—just looked baffled. The lightning crackled around him and then continued on its way, like it was repulsed by Memnon’s body. The bolt struck the wall behind him, leaving a charred starburst and nothing else. 
 
    “Well, damn.” Henry drew his kopis. The twins were bad enough, but he doubted he was a match for the immortal Ethiopian king. Unlike him and Sarah, Memnon wasn’t a son of Zeus. Even though he’d taken the serum, Henry didn’t think the man could command lightning. But it didn’t hurt him, either. 
 
    Memnon started laughing, eyes blazing with maniacal energy. 
 
    He knows. 
 
    Henry glanced back at the twins. Their eyes glowed with power. 
 
    They all know. 
 
    It was a trap, after all. 
 
    “Cool trick, bruh,” Deimos said. “What do you think of ours?” 
 
    Henry was about to turn around and fire off a retort and a backhand when what felt like a flock of giant bees stung his back. 
 
    Knives, he realized. Phoebe. The pain was followed by a different kind of thunder—the rhythmic booming of two handguns. The backs of his legs spattered the floor in blood and bone. He fell to his knees as Memnon approached. 
 
    He struck hard with a knife, but Henry parried. Unprepared for Memnon’s strength, the kopis protected him, but it was knocked from his grasp. 
 
    Memnon cocked his knife back, ready to strike again, eyes on Henry’s throat. He wouldn’t make the same mistake twice. And without a head, even Zeus might not be able to bring Henry back. 
 
    What can I do? Henry wondered. He was at Memnon’s mercy. 
 
    Ain’t gonna beg. 
 
    Probably can’t block it. 
 
    Henry had just become a god, and now he was going to die. 
 
    Damnit, he thought, feeling a powerful emotion well up within him. 
 
    Regret. And attached to it like a parasite: fear. 
 
    There was so much he wanted to do. Places he wanted to go. The whole world was available to him for the first time in his life, and he wanted to experience it—with his family. But now…now he’d never get a chance. 
 
    Henry’s mouth snapped open, about to shout for Sarah in his first true expression of fear. But he was interrupted by the sound of Deimos vomiting. 
 
    Phoebe followed close on his heels. 
 
    Memnon froze in place, but he looked only slightly concerned for the twins. 
 
    Henry tried to glance back, but the knives in his back punished him for the effort. C’mon, he thought, heal. His legs were stitching up, but the embedded blades kept his divine body from doing its thing. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Deimos groaned, and he fell to his hands and knees. “Everything hurts.” 
 
    Phoebe stumbled into view, clutched onto a railing, trying to stay on her feet. Electric tears dropped from her eyes and sizzled on the floor. Then her back arched with a crack that drew a scream from her lips. Bones broke. Expanded. Reshaped. 
 
    Behind Henry, Deimos screamed, as his body came undone in a series of loud cracks. 
 
    The twins were changing. 
 
    Henry glared at Memnon. “What did you do?” 
 
    He responded by smiling and raising his knife. “A little something extra in the cocktail.” 
 
    Henry’s fear-fueled shout returned with a suddenness he couldn’t rein in. He took a deep breath and let loose. “Saarraah!” 
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    “Seriously?” Sarah had come across a series of challenges akin to those faced by Hercules himself. At least, that’s how she’d tell the story. “Another one?” 
 
    She jiggled the door handle. Definitely locked. 
 
    She could kick the door down. It would be easy. But it would also make a lot of noise and this was supposed to be an exercise in stealth…until the inevitable moment that Henry decided to throw the plan out the window and do something stupid. 
 
    What he didn’t know was that was the plan. As much as she’d like to believe Henry could channel his inner ninja, sneak up on Memnon, and send a lightning bolt up his ass, it was far more likely that he would start singing Smooth Criminal and moonwalk into the rotunda. 
 
    She had her confirmation a moment later, as his voice echoed through the empty hallways. His words were impossible to discern, but he’d revealed his location and no doubt attracted Memnon’s attention. 
 
    While anyone within earshot would be distracted by Henry’s voice, she grasped the door handle and turned it. She could feel the metal’s resistance. Then it slowly gave until it popped with a dull thud. The handle hung limp and the door swung open. She stepped into the gift shop that she’d frequented many times in the past, but in which she’d never been able to afford anything. Even the chewing gum was overpriced. 
 
    Henry’s voice boomed from the museum’s depths. 
 
    Was he shouting? Was he in pain? 
 
    “I’m Skippy the Magnificent!” 
 
    She shook her head and sighed. “He’s doing an impression…of Skippy? At least he has good taste in books.” 
 
    They’ll be good and distracted now, that’s for damn sure. 
 
    She snuck through the gift shop, avoiding the temptation to take a Picasso themed T-shirt, and she exited into the Art of Asia and Oceania gallery. Stylized heads, wooden masks, and strangely shaped figures of men and women stared at her from the shadows. She did a double-take at the elephant-headed statue of Ganesh, the Hindu god. 
 
    Are other gods real? she wondered. The Greek gods were basically human beings with powers that made them superhuman. Like if superheroes were real. But gods in other cultures were oftentimes monstrous. The Greeks had their fair share of monsters, but they generally weren’t gods. Maybe… She made a mental note to ask Henry, and then she crept through the rest of the exhibit and emerged into a small contemporary photography gallery. 
 
    She snuck up to the doorway, relieved to see no more doors between her and the rotunda. She’d have to stealth her way through the Works on Paper gallery and the Art of Africa hallway—the entire continent represented by two rooms while other parts of the world got entire wings. She had mixed feelings about that. On one hand, it could mean that the museum felt Africa’s contribution to art was insignificant. But it might also mean that less art was pillaged from Africa. 
 
    Wait. No. Egypt is Africa. 
 
    And the museum had benefited from their robbed graves, just like the rest of the world. While much of the art in the museum had been donated, the Ancient World exhibit was taken by archeologists in a time when white men could take what they wanted—statues, the dead, sacred relics, people. 
 
    She tried to ignore the tribal masks as she passed them. She felt like they were judging her. Here she was, a black woman dressed as a Greek. Because I am Greek, she thought, attempting to come to terms with her otherworldly heritage. The ancient world didn’t see color the way the post-colonial world did. You could be white and Greek, tan and Greek, or black and Greek. Skin color racism was a fairly modern invention. But why didn’t she look more…traditional Greek? More like Helen? 
 
    Because Zeus isn’t human, she decided. Because he can look like an old white dude with a gray beard, or a swan, or like Linda. Maybe what he passes on to his children has nothing to do with physical appearance? 
 
    Who the hell knows? 
 
    Who the hell cares? 
 
    Thunder boomed through the museum, rolling back and forth, pounding her ears with each passage. Henry was letting loose. Maybe he didn’t even need her help? 
 
    She pushed past the masks, flinching when she came across a tribal shield and a spear that resembled Memnon’s. 
 
    Gunshots ripped through the air. Henry in pain. 
 
    She hurried forward as quick as she could without making a sound. 
 
    Could hear people talking, but she couldn’t make out what they were saying. 
 
    And then…someone threw up. 
 
    “What’s happening?” It was Deimos. He didn’t sound good. “What did you do?” 
 
    Had Henry done something to make him puke? It certainly wasn’t impossible. But then Henry asked, “What did you do?” 
 
    Whatever was happening to the twins, it wasn’t Henry. 
 
    “A little something extra in the cocktail,” Memnon said. 
 
    Cocktail? 
 
    The divine serum. 
 
    He’d given it to the twins, who were already demigods. Was it making them sick? Was it killing them? 
 
    She leaned into the rotunda for a look, but the second floor was empty. “Damnit,” she whispered and she hurried toward the railing. 
 
    Goosebumps sprang up on her arms, and a jolt snapped through her body when a scream rang out. It wasn’t the volume that shocked her, or the fact that it was her name being shouted. It was that it was Henry. Fearless Henry. And he sounded terrified. 
 
    She leapt through the hole, landed in the center of the rotunda’s first floor and whipped her dory toward Memnon. His hand was struck. The blade knocked away. 
 
    Memnon snapped his wounded hand back, but she could see it was already healing. 
 
    And he wasn’t looking at her. He was looking behind her. 
 
    “Look out,” Henry said, on his hands and knees, eight knives jutting out of his back. “Behind…you.” 
 
    Sarah spun around. Stumbled a step back. 
 
    It was Deimos. 
 
    Used to be Deimos. 
 
    But he was bigger. And growing. Bones snapped. Muscles tore and expanded. He was twisted in pain, grinding his teeth. A scream tore from his lungs, transforming part way through into a roar. His head pitched forward. One of his eyeballs fell to the floor in a glop of goo. 
 
    What the actual fuck? 
 
    Then he stood, eight feet tall now, his body somehow that of a giant. 
 
    “Here, my child,” Memnon said. “Do what you were created to do. Obey your father. Kill your brother and sister, before they kill you!” 
 
    Deimos’s face snapped around, his lone eye now embedded at the center of his face. 
 
    “A legit cyclops,” Sarah said. “That’s just…great. Soo great.” 
 
    Deimos swung a meaty backhand. 
 
    Sarah raised her shield. Took the meteoric hit and was sent flying across the rotunda. She collided with and destroyed the large informational panel about John Singer Sargent, the artist who’d painted the rotunda’s ceiling. 
 
    She picked herself up in time to see Phoebe arch her back…too far. Way too far. A cracking of bone filled the air, coupled with a scream. Her body lengthened and became almost fluid in the way it moved. The clips holding her body armor on snapped, as her torso expanded. Her skin turned green. She sprouted scales. 
 
    Then she toppled forward, pulling at her hair. Pulling out her hair. Her exposed scalp twitched like giant worms were digging their way through her head. 
 
    Deimos stepped between them, blocking Sarah’s view. He seemed confused. Enraged. 
 
    Memnon stood off to the side, still happy to let others do the fighting for him. She’d done a decent job of kicking his ass on the street, and that was when she was a demigod. Now… 
 
    “How do I kill a cyclops?” she shouted at Henry. 
 
    He grimaced and tried to move. Pain kept him locked in place. The knives had been perfectly aimed, striking nerves and locking bones in place, punishing him for even small movements. “Same way you kill everything else, but Deimos isn’t just a cyclops.” 
 
    “Right, demigod cyclops.” 
 
    “Worse. But you can start by blinding it.” 
 
    Sarah’s hands were empty. She considered punching the eye in. 
 
    Too gross. 
 
    If she could generate lightning, maybe she could zap it? But would lightning even work on someone with Zeus’s blood running through their veins? 
 
    She looked at Henry, hoping for a clue, but he’d turned his head to the floor, fighting the pain, or trying to teleport. Probably both. Despite his lack of attention, he still provided the answer. 
 
    Deimos charged, shoulder lowered to slam her back toward the wall. She dashed toward the creature and yelled to Henry, “Don’t move!” 
 
    “I can’t!” he shouted back. 
 
    Deimos’s gnarled fingers reached out for her, but missed. She slid like she was stealing second base, passing beneath the cyclops’s legs. Deimos collided with the wall, cracking the stone. He pounded the wall twice, creating twin craters. Then he turned around and roared, full spittle action engaged. 
 
    The powerful shout was joined by a bark of pain from Henry, and then Sarah followed it by throwing a knife that embedded in the giant’s chest. 
 
    Deimos paused to look at the blade. Looked at it curiously, and then at Sarah. His lone brow deepened. 
 
    “Yes!” Henry shouted. “Keep going!” 
 
    Sarah plucked another knife from his back, drawing a sharp cry of pain. She threw it, striking Deimos’s shoulder. 
 
    “You suck at this!” Henry taunted. 
 
    She tore another knife from Henry’s back, this time not feeling as bad for him. Then she threw it, missing entirely. 
 
    Deimos tore the knives out of his body, tossing them to the floor and stalking forward. 
 
    Sarah could dodge the attack, but Henry wasn’t mobile yet. 
 
    She took the remaining three blades from his back quickly. He screamed in pain, but stopped the moment that last blade was out. 
 
    Deimos charged. 
 
    She threw all three knives as quick as she could. The first struck handle-first. Bounced away. The second stabbed into the creature’s thigh. Didn’t slow him down. Sarah took aim with the third. Flung it, thinking, Zeus…if you’re listening…guide my throw. 
 
    The blade sailed out, perfectly aimed. 
 
    Then Deimos tilted his head to the side. The blade struck the ceiling and clanged to the floor. 
 
    “I got this!” Henry said, leaping off the floor, fully healed and mobile. 
 
    Deimos caught him in his big hand, but wasn’t able to stop him from punching the cyclops…right in the damn eye. 
 
    The flesh ball compressed and popped, imploding under the force of Henry’s divinely inspired, totally nasty punch. 
 
    “No!” Memnon shouted. Sarah turned toward the voice too late. A deep pain exploded from her chest. She fell to her knees, clutching the handle of her own dory, which had punched through her ribs, a lung, and out the back. 
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    “This is going to suck,” Henry said, taking hold of the dory poking out of Sarah’s back, and planting a foot against her back. “Sorry.” Then he pushed with his foot and pulled on the dory. Seven feet of the long spear’s handle slid through her body, igniting waves of agony, that drew a scream from her re-inflated lung and sent shimmering blue bolts buzzing along the dory’s blade. 
 
    Henry grinned at the lightning bolts. 
 
    Sarah didn’t respond to pain like other people. It made her angry. Pushed her to new limits, and Henry understood what that meant. She was nearly there, ready to evolve like Pikachu and unleash the thunder. 
 
    Sarah fell to the floor, gasping as her body stitched together. Henry tried to swing the dory’s tip around toward Memnon as he charged, but the weapon was unwieldy. 
 
    How does Sarah use this? he wondered, and then he was punched square in the face. The blow sprawled him back. He slid across the floor, colliding with something strangely pliable. 
 
    What the… 
 
    He sat up. Looked back. 
 
    Green, scaly skin writhed. 
 
    His gaze followed the body up, toward its head. Its wriggling head. 
 
    Phoebe, he realized. 
 
    The girl-turned-monster lifted her head. She didn’t look at him, but the thirty something snakes that had taken the place of her hair, hissed at him. 
 
    “Gorgon,” he said, and pushed himself up. “Don’t look in her eyes! Whatever you do! Don’t look in her—oof!” 
 
    Henry tumbled across the floor, struck in the back by Phoebe. The dory fell from his grip, slid across the floor, and stopped beside Sarah, who was just getting back to her feet. She picked up her weapon, and then tilted her head toward the floor beside Henry. His kopis was just a few feet away. 
 
    He scrambled for it. Snatched the blade off the floor. Stood back to back with Sarah in the middle of the rotunda as Memnon, Deimos, and Phoebe surrounded them. 
 
    “You heard what I said, right?” Henry asked. “Don’t look in her eyes.” 
 
    Sarah froze in place. “Uhh. I’m looking in her eyes.” 
 
    “What?! Are you turning to stone?” He gave her a quick look up and down. 
 
    “Just can’t move…” She said. “My heart is going crazy. I feel like a scared squirrel.” 
 
    “It was a metaphor,” Henry said. “Of course it was. She doesn’t turn people to stone, just freezes them in place with fright.” 
 
    Henry stood in front of Sarah, blocking her view of the gorgon’s serpentine eyes. “You were a cute kid, but…man, you nasty now.” 
 
    Phoebe hissed at him, unable to speak. He looked her straight in the eyes, but felt nothing. 
 
    “I’ll take care of the gorgon, you handle the other two, cool?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Sarah said, and she launched herself at Deimos, impaling the newly minted cyclops with her spear, and driving the behemoth into a column. She withdrew the spear and dodged a blow from Memnon, who’d recovered his knife and was growling with rage. 
 
    Henry faced off with Phoebe. “Okay, how are we going to do this? A little slice and dice? Or a—” 
 
    Henry’s legs were knocked out from under him. He fell flat on his back, the air knocked from his lungs. He lifted his head. Phoebe hadn’t just grown snakes from her hair and turned her skin green. She’d grown a whole serpentine body. “So cool—whoa!” 
 
    The tail wrapped around Henry’s legs and yanked. He grasped the kopis at the last second before being dragged across the floor and slammed into a column. Stone crumbled from the impact. It hurt. A lot, but he was still conscious. Before he could react, he was snapped back and slammed into the column again. 
 
    “Damnit,” he said, and he sat up, intending to cut the tail right off, but then he was pulled again, head slammed against the marble floor before he was flung straight up. He collided with the ceiling, but he had been released. His fall back to the floor was smooth and controlled only by gravity. For a flicker of time, he tried to fly simply by willing it. But it was a losing battle. As he fell, the gorgon rushed him, fanged jaws opened to bite. 
 
    The sword flew from his hand and impaled her neck. 
 
    That’s how you do it, Sarah, he thought, and he landed on his hands and feet, like he was doing push-ups. He stood to face the gorgon, but glanced away to see Sarah on the defense as Memnon unleashed a stream of attacks. The man might not yet realize what he was, but he was tapping into it nonetheless, and Sarah was having trouble keeping up. 
 
    Deimos was down, but not out. His eye had grown back, and his chest was healing, as he pushed himself back up. Wouldn’t be long before Sarah was facing a tag team. 
 
    Henry turned to Phoebe. “I think it’s fair to say you’re not a kid anymore, right?” 
 
    She hissed at him, blood gurgling and spraying as she slithered back and forth, agitated and in pain. She took hold of the kopis, about to pull it out. 
 
    “You’re not even human, so I think I’m in the clear.” 
 
    The gorgon’s eyes shifted to Henry. It could feel the end coming. 
 
    Probably because my eyes are glowing, Henry thought, and then he snapped his hands out toward her. 
 
    When he’d struck Memnon earlier, the lightning moved around him, but not through him. It was like it had been repulsed, rather than channeled. Henry didn’t see the twins get hit, but he assumed the effect had been the same. What he’d been wondering since then was what would happen if the electricity found a way inside them. 
 
    Bright blue bolts flowed from his hands. Some bent around Phoebe, but most of the energy struck the kopis and followed its conductive path inside the gorgon before branching out violently. Thunder shook the building. 
 
    The creature twitched. And then exploded around the kopis. Phoebe’s snake-head rolled across the floor. The body fell and writhed. 
 
    Silence followed as the last echoes of thunder faded. 
 
    Memnon stared at the body. 
 
    Sarah at him. 
 
    The Cyclops at Sarah. 
 
    Henry hitched a thumb at the body as the wriggling stopped. “Totes nasty, right? Also, pro-tip, lightning flows through metal.” 
 
    Memnon’s face screwed up with anger. His eyes began to glow. 
 
    He looked at his hands. Arcs of lightning twitched. 
 
    His luminous eyes widened. 
 
    “Shit. Sarah, he knows!” Henry warned, as Deimos began to charge. 
 
    Henry picked up his gore-soaked kopis and moved to intercept, while Memnon poured on the pressure. He pounded his fists against Sarah’s shield, sparks flying with each blow. The lightning couldn’t harm Sarah, but that didn’t mean it was useless, a point Memnon proved by charging up his fists and striking again. 
 
    A burst of raw power snapped to life between fist and shield. Sarah was flung back with a hundred times more force than the punch itself. She collided with the far wall, cracking it top to bottom, and then she fell to the floor. 
 
    Henry juked to the side around Deimos’s meaty arms. He swung hard, going old school by aiming for the Achilles heel. If the cyclops couldn’t stand, it couldn’t fight. The blade clanged against something solid. 
 
    He’s got freekin’ hooves, Henry realized, before he was caught in the giant’s grasp. His insides compressed. Ribs snapped. 
 
    He unleashed a stream of lighting, fueled by raw pain, but all that power just flowed out and around the monster, striking the stone wall instead. 
 
    “Turn him to me,” Memnon said. 
 
    Deimos obeyed, holding Henry out. He fought against the cyclops’s grasp, but the creature was equally divine and twice the size. 
 
    Lightning sizzled from Memnon’s hand, illuminating the knife he clutched. 
 
    “Thank you for showing me how to kill a god.” He placed the knife over Henry’s neck. Leaned in close. “And for making me one. If I’d known who you really were, all those years ago… We could have saved so much time. You could have had a father.” 
 
    “I have a father,” Henry said, eyes blazing. “And a sister.” 
 
    Thunder ripped through the air. 
 
    Blue bolts of lightning snapped out in all directions, flowing first from Sarah, and then from the charged dory, as it flew through the air. “Yyy—” Henry shouted, building up toward a victorious ‘Yes,’ when the dory’s blade punched through the back of Memnon’s neck and unleashed its stored energy on contact with his insides. 
 
    The explosion knocked Henry free from Deimos’s grasp, as the pair were flung away. “—eeeessss!” Henry shouted as he toppled across the floor. He stood up, covered in blood, bone, and brains. “He’s not coming back from that!” 
 
    Henry picked up the dory and almost skipped as he returned it to Sarah at the center of the rotunda. Lightning was still crackling from her hands. “This is…” 
 
    A roar that sounded a lot like ‘Brrruuuuh’ to Henry ripped through the rotunda. Deimos was back on his feet, fully healed and supremely pissed off. 
 
    Lightning arced over the kopis and the dory, held at the ready by both new gods. 
 
    But then the cyclops fell silent. A red line appeared across his neck. As the giant’s limp body toppled, the head fell away. 
 
    Standing behind the decapitated body was Helen, covered in blood, sword in hand. She flicked the blade clean. Sheathed it on her hip. “Didn’t mean to steal your thunder.” 
 
    Henry chuckled. “Literally.” 
 
    “But, it’s less messy this—” Pulsing blood sprayed from the Cyclops’s body, coating a painting hung on the wall that had somehow survived the battle. 
 
    Helen grinned and joined them at the rotunda’s center. She looked them over and gave both a nod of approval. “I knew there was something that made you both special. I just didn’t know what it was…” She lingered there for a moment, and then put her left hand on Henry’s arm. “Brother.” She took hold of Sarah with her right hand. “Sister.” 
 
    She hugged them both. 
 
    Henry resisted for a moment, but he saw Sarah looking over Helen’s shoulder at him, beaming. He relaxed into the embrace, held by his family. Then Helen stepped back and looked up. The rotunda’s peak was capped in a skylight. The view through it was dull blue. 
 
    The sun was rising. 
 
    “Time to go,” Helen said. 
 
    “What about all this?” Sarah motioned to the mess. 
 
    “It’ll be taken care of,” Helen said, leading them toward the exit. They stepped out into the early morning glow of an emerging sun. “You’ve earned a reprieve.” 
 
    Helen motioned to a limousine at the bottom of the steps, the door already open. Was this Memnon’s ride? Or had Helen anticipated this outcome? 
 
    Who cares, Henry decided, and he smiled up at the sky. He leveled a mischievous grin at Sarah and imitated a classic Dunkin’ Donuts commercial. “Time to make the donuts.” 
 
    She swatted the back of his head. “Not funny.” 
 
    “Fine, fine, but seriously, I’m hungry.” He turned to Helen. “Can we hit a drive-through?” 
 
    Helen grinned. “The way I see it, you two can do anything you set your minds to.” 
 
    “Donuts for everyone!” he cheered, and he ribbed Sarah with his elbow. 
 
    Sarah shook her head and smiled. “Double chocolate. Honey glazed. Right?” 
 
    “You know me so well,” Henry said, and then he dove into the limo. 
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    Sarah sat in Helen’s penthouse living room, looking out at the eastward view of Boston and the ocean beyond. When Helen asked her and Henry to move in, she wasn’t sure she could ever feel at home in a place that had been the scene of so much death and violence, even if there were no traces of it left behind. 
 
    The memories lingered. 
 
    It had been a month since that long day where she’d gone from poor to rich, from alone to having a family…from human to god. The first night back had been strange. She didn’t sleep. Despite everything they’d been through, she wasn’t even tired. 
 
    She was energized. 
 
    Literally. 
 
    Now that her divine powers, or whatever, had been unlocked, control was an issue. An unexpected sneeze triggered a burst of lightning, setting a curtain on fire. Had it happened on the subway… 
 
    Then again, she didn’t take the subway anymore. 
 
    They had drivers. And fancy cars. Sarah was given a car. Henry was not. As much as Sarah needed to control her lightning, Henry needed to control himself. He was still just as impulsive and fearless. Putting him behind the wheel of a vehicle—even a golf cart—in a public place was a recipe for disaster. 
 
    To Sarah’s surprise, he’d agreed. 
 
    Henry was taking the whole godhood thing seriously. Saw himself as a protector of humanity, and he was trying to reign himself in a bit. 
 
    Trying. 
 
    He’d managed to avoid confrontations with the law, and he had pretty much stayed under the radar, which was the current plan. The main concern was that someone would recognize them from that night, freak out, and take a photo, or confront them on video. The less they were seen by locals, the more likely it was that no one would remember their faces. 
 
    Whatever footage Memnon had collected that night was never released. His death saw to that. And he was definitely dead-dead. Helen did her funky herbal mojo and made the trip to the River Styx to confirm it. Memnon had crossed the river—unwillingly—and was now enjoying the afterlife with no memory of his very long life on Earth. Phoebe and Deimos passed through as well, reverted to their human forms in death, which made Sarah sad, because they were so young, but she was also relieved. 
 
    They might have technically been family, but they were also psychotic. 
 
    The only lingering problem that Memnon’s footage presented was that it was still out there. Helen was positive that the Culus were still out there. The group at the museum had just been a first wave. There were still members of the cult embedded in every strata of society. But without a leader, they were inactive. Helen thought they might even view her as the leader, and act to protect her rather than to expose her. 
 
    It was an interesting theory, but Sarah didn’t agree. Someone had been working the security room at the museum that night. Someone likely had footage of the Culus’ mass slaughter at the hands of Henry’s lightning and then Helen’s sword, not to mention the fight against Memnon, a gorgon, and a damn cyclops. Then again, maybe it was all so nuts that no one would believe it was real. 
 
    Sarah still struggled with it. The transition from normal reality to one where gods and monsters existed was smooth, but faster than bunnies screw. 
 
    “Have you seen Henry?” Helen asked. She stepped out of her bedroom and into the light of a new day. Her sheer gown, struck by light, became even more sheer, showing off her figure beneath. 
 
    Sarah still wasn’t used to living with someone like Helen. Her confidence was unnerving, despite the fact that Sarah was more powerful. But they were sisters, and Sarah was trying to find that same confidence in herself. 
 
    “It’s been a quiet morning,” Sarah said, but the moment the words left her mouth, she tensed. 
 
    Henry was a night person. He was also a morning person, afternoon person, and an all-the-frikkin’-time person. Being extroverted and impulsive, he would stay awake whenever there was someone to be awake with. Sleep, or a lack of it, didn’t have the negative effect that it used to. It still felt good to sleep, to have a break from the world, but her body didn’t require it anymore. 
 
    That she’d been up for an hour, without Henry chattering in her ear, was disconcerting. She hadn’t thought about it, because the quiet was nice, but now… Henry was missing. 
 
    “Well, that can’t be good,” Helen said. 
 
    Sarah stood and walked to the window, like she could see Henry on the streets below. The gods might have lived on a mountain, but that didn’t mean they could see to the bottom. Unless maybe they were the god of sight…or eagle eyes…or something. 
 
    Henry had pointed out that they both needed to be the god of one thing or another. Helen actually agreed. If they could identify something that was core to their character, or something they were passionate about, that kind of inner focus had the power to change them fundamentally, maybe even let them break the laws of physics…as they were currently understood. 
 
    Despite being a two-thousand-year-old demigod, Helen believed there was a scientific explanation for everything. For gods and demigods and weird monsters of myth…and the Museum of Fine Arts, the key was in the DNA. The lingering question that neither she, nor apparently Memnon had ever figured out, was the origin of the DNA that made them unique. 
 
    And that meant they were not really gods. They were just different. 
 
    Henry’s preferred theory was that of aliens. Big surprise. 
 
    Sarah’s research had led her to the concept of Nephilim, supernatural beings who had children with human women, but that was equally outlandish. 
 
    Helen was content not knowing, believing that if she lived long enough, the answer to that question would either be discovered by mankind, or show itself. 
 
    “Should we look for him?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “Let’s give him some space,” Helen poured hot water into a coffee French press. She set it on the kitchen counter. “Extend him some trust.” 
 
    “Has he earned it?” 
 
    “Only one way to find out. What’s the worst that could happen?” 
 
    “Uh, I don’t know,” Sarah said, laced with sarcasm. “He could rob the federal reserve bank?” 
 
    “He’s got money now. It wouldn’t even tempt him.” 
 
    “Okay, he could go swimming in the shark tank at the Aquarium. Or climb the T-Rex at the Museum of Science and ask people to take photos. Or streak across Fenway Park in the middle of a televised game. Or—” 
 
    “I get it.” Helen finished making her coffee prematurely. It was expensive stuff. The kind eaten, digested, and pooped out by cats, or racoons or something. It wasn’t like her to waste it. She joined Sarah by the window. 
 
    Is she looking for him, too? 
 
    If she’s worried at all, then I definitely should be freaking out. 
 
    “Have you decided yet?” 
 
    “Huh?” Sarah said. “What?” 
 
    “What you’re the god of.” 
 
    Sarah shrugged. “Everything cool is taken.” 
 
    “There are rival gods in all the ancient pantheons, and you are neither ancient, nor Greek.” She smiled. “You know, there’s never been a United States god—” 
 
    “Small g,” Sarah clarified. 
 
    “Small g… There hasn’t been one until now.” 
 
    “Huh…” Sarah smiled and then tamped it down. “As cool as it sounds, I don’t want to let it go to my head. I want to live like a normal person, you know?” 
 
    Helen motioned to the penthouse. “I do not.” 
 
    Sarah smiled at that. There was nothing normal about Helen. 
 
    Not much normal about me, either. 
 
    Sarah decided to put some thought into the idea of living an extraordinary life…just as soon as Henry reappeared. 
 
    “I think you should be something that exudes raw, physical power.” Helen gave Sarah’s biceps a squeeze. “Like the Earth.” 
 
    “Like Gaia?” Sarah asked. She’d been reading up on the ancient gods, and she knew that Gaia was the literal Mother Earth, and a primordial god, which she had never heard of before. She knew about the Greek gods, and some of the contemporaries from around the world, and about the Titans, who were overthrown by Zeus and his pals. But then there were primordials, who gave birth to both titans and the Greek pantheon. Gaia was one of them. 
 
    “Nothing so frou-frou,” Helen said. 
 
    “Frou-frou?” 
 
    “Gaia is soft. Make love not war. Wide hips. You know the type. I’m picturing volcanoes…earthquakes…tectonic shifts…the raw power of the Earth. The power to reshape…anything.” 
 
    A thump above them turned their eyes toward the ceiling. 
 
    “Is there another floor?” Sarah asked. 
 
    Helen shook her head. “This isn’t the penthouse because it’s the second to highest floor.” 
 
    “Then what’s—” 
 
    A series of thumps moved toward the roof’s edge. 
 
    Footsteps. 
 
    Music blared from above. It was muffled by the ceiling and the replaced window glass, but Sarah could still make out the Poison song. She’d become an expert in their songs over the past thirty days. This one was a song about believing in God…but in Henry’s mind, that could mean— 
 
    Oh shit. 
 
    “Henry,” they both said, as the footfalls increased in speed, heading toward the edge. 
 
    There was a final thump, and then silence. 
 
    For a moment. 
 
    Sarah gasped when Henry fell into view. He was smiling at them, absolutely beaming, both middle fingers extended. He laughed and shouted, “God of the sky, bitches!” 
 
    And then fell out of view. 
 
    Sarah and Helen looked at each other. Sarah knew it was bad because Helen was equally worried. 
 
    Maybe Henry wouldn’t survive the fall. 
 
    Maybe the crater he’d leave behind would be hard to cover up. 
 
    Maybe people would record him falling from the sky, and then getting up and walking away. 
 
    None of the scenarios were good. 
 
    “What do we do?!” Sarah asked. 
 
    Before Helen could answer, knuckles rapped against the glass. 
 
    Sarah’s attention snapped to the view. 
 
    To Henry. 
 
    Hovering outside the window. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Helen said. 
 
    Sarah broke out laughing, and Henry joined her before lip-syncing the still-blaring Poison song in time with Bret Michaels’s vocals, “Give me something to believe in!” 
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 AUTHOR’S NOTE 
 
      
 
    Tribe is one of my wildest novels. The action is off-the-charts, no-holds-barred crazy. While I’m known for writing some of the most action-packed novels available, this one is a step farther, and for that I have Chad Stahelski (director of John Wick 1–3) to thank. I was lucky enough to see John Wick 3 at the world premiere in Brooklyn, just before starting work on this novel. Seeing the film alongside cast and crew, and attending the after party at the Continental Hotel, home of assassins and killers, was the highlight of my year. 
 
      
 
    As I sat in the theater, absorbing the poetic violence of Keanu Reeves, the story I was about to start writing—Tribe—evolved. Over the past few years of mental and physical turmoil, I haven’t always felt up to going all-in on chaotic action. But John Wick 3 woke something up in me. And I wanted to capture that same off-the-charts, uber-entertaining madness. The movie spun up the perpetual motion machine that is my imagination, and rather than building speed as the novel progressed, I hit Chapter 1 at full speed. 
 
      
 
    When I sat down to write, I listened to the John Wick 3 soundtrack, and thanks to Pandora’s algorithms, I discovered Apashe’s Requiem album and a style of music that tapped into the epic feel I was going for. I absorbed the mix of symphony and heavy beats and let it guide the flow of my words and the pacing of each chapter. 
 
      
 
    The result of this music, and of John Wick 3’s inspiration, is Tribe. If you liked it, thank Chad. If you hated it, blame me. If you want to tell the world what you thought of it, that would be fantastic! Post a review on Amazon or Audible. Every single one makes a difference. And if you want me to keep writing novels at this level of nutso, let your voice be heard. I read and pay attention to all the reviews, and I really appreciate good critique and kind words. 
 
      
 
    Thanks for taking a chance on a novel about Greek demigods in present day Boston. I hope you enjoyed it, and I’m thrilled you came along for the ride. Until next time! 
 
      
 
      
 
    —Jeremy Robinson 
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