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Chapter One

 
 

 Now that Seffy had the gun, she wasn’t sure what to do with it. 

 But the rage crackling along her nerves screamed for release—and for an end to those who’d caused this pain.

 She crouched in the dark, in a passage just behind the panel inside a storage closet—close enough not to get lost, hidden enough not to get caught. Trent would be looking for her…heading to Fenn’s quarters to stop her. But she’d learned a thing or two from him—one of which was how to move about the compound undetected. She had Malone to thank for her ability to handle a firearm. 

 And in the absence of a post-apocalyptic super power, low cunning would serve in a pinch.

 Seffy dropped the clip and counted the rounds present by feel, accounting for the one in chamber. Three shots remained. How to make them the most useful? One for Fenn, one for Fiona and one for herself—finishing what she’d almost started in the desert? Maybe if she had, she wouldn’t be hiding in a dark hole trembling with grief and the overwhelming need for revenge.

 She closed her eyes against the anguished vision of Gareth unconscious and covered with blood—and in Addison’s lap instead of hers. 

“Seffy, damn it, where are you?”

Trent.

 The door of the closet opened. She shifted further into the passage, holding her breath.

“Sef, if you can hear me, you need to come out.” He paused. “You should be with Gareth.”

Seffy pressed her fingers against her mouth to avoid responding out loud. Addison’s with him. Besides, he’s done with me. Heat built behind her eyes but she fought for control. She needed all her strength to take care of what should’ve been dealt with a long time ago. The closet door shut, but Seffy remained motionless in case Trent was trying to trick her. Sweat trickled between her shoulder blades as she waited. Finally claustrophobia got the best of her.

 Easing the panel open as silently as possible, she peeked into the closet. The light was off. Seffy strained her ears to hear if Trent was in there waiting for her in the darkness. After several minutes, she was convinced she was alone. She climbed out of the passage and stood up in the closet, pulling in a deep breath.

 Now for the second hurdle. Seffy felt for the door knob and turned it slowly, opening the door a crack and scanning what she could see of the hallway. The sound of quick footsteps made her pull back. A small group of guards ran past, no doubt heading to the scene of the shooting she’d just left. When all was silent, Seffy eeled out of the closet. She set off on a light run to the west section of the compound where Fiona had her quarters close to Fenn’s.

Fiona. Just the thought of her name twisted Seffy’s gut. The woman’s small size hid a massive Machiavellian complex. What Fenn ever saw in her, Seffy didn’t know. But killing her would solve many, many problems—namely ridding the earth of one more uber-bitch. With Fiona gone, maybe she and the others could return to 2006 West Hollywood where they belonged—not in the year 1980, in this defunct military compound now inhabited by strangely villainous organic gardeners.

An eerie silence reverberated through the drab-colored concrete halls as she made her way through the now-familiar twists and turns of the concentrically-designed building. The only sound was the thundering of her heart—from an organ that continued to beat despite all she’d gone through—weighted with an ache that would never go away if Gareth died. 

 Ever.

 Seffy arrived at Fiona’s door. She tried the knob and found it locked. Naturally. She jimmied the knob hard in frustration. Looking over her shoulder, she decided to take a chance and shoot the lock. If she got hit by the ricocheting bullet, it would at least one problem. Seffy angled the gun at the lock beneath the knob and pulled the trigger. The 9mm made an impressive noise and left a scorch mark on the metal plate. She tried the handle and was surprised when it turned. 

 Seffy slipped inside the door and looked around, not sure what she was expecting to see. The living room was Spartan, with no-nonsense furnishings and conspicuous lack of knick knacks. She went further in, and the absence of personal touches confirmed her suspicions that Fiona was living with Fenn under the radar, and just used this residence to satisfy conventions. 

 Seffy experienced a pang of disappointment that the little tyrant wasn’t there. If anyone deserved a bullet between the eyes, it was Fiona. The woman was, after all, the one who’d pulled her from a carefully constructed life in 2006—a life she desperately wanted back. 

 When convinced that the rooms were empty, Seffy went back to the main door and checked to make sure the halls were clear. She hurried down the hallway, listening hard for any footsteps that weren’t her own.

Stopping at the last corner, she peered around the edge. Her eyes widened at the lack of guards in front of Fenn’s door. Were they all at the site of the shooting? He was the leader of the place—they couldn’t even leave one guard behind for protection? It didn’t matter—this was the opportunity she needed. Looking to the left and right, she hustled across the hall and tried the door. Open. Were there guards inside?

 Arriving inside the dim antechamber, she struggled to quell her rapid respiration as she opened the main door leading into Fenn’s main quarters. A lone floor lamp illuminated the space. Seffy drew the gun and glided silently into the living room. The black leather couches and potted palms became sinister shapes in the dimly lit space. She checked the kitchen and study and found them empty. Next, the bedrooms. The two guest rooms were empty. Fenn’s bedroom showed signs of recent occupation—an unmade bed and clothes on the floor. That left the master bathroom. The last time she’d opened this door, she’d found Fenn vomiting into the toilet while in the clutches of heroin withdrawals. What would she find now?

 Using the barrel of the gun, Seffy nudged the door open. She sucked in her breath at the tableau of Fenn laying on the floor—his head pressed up at an odd angle against the base of the toilet—a needle and ampule on the floor tiles next to his body. A thin line of blood leaked from the injection site on the inside of his arm. Seffy fought against a surge of bile burning in the back of her throat.

 If Fenn wasn’t already dead, she had to make sure. His life was a waste anyway. Despite the time travel trip she and Trent had taken to bring back meds for his addiction, he was still just a junkie. Fenn and his girlfriend were just as poisonous to the compound as the smack he shot into his veins. And he was at least partly responsible for yanking her and her friends from their happy lives in West Hollywood and bringing them back in time to this isolated hell-hole, using them for guinea pigs and instruments of manipulation. 

 It was time to go cold turkey on the guy. 

 Seffy pointed the gun and took aim. Fenn’s image wavered in front of her eyes. Furious that her hand was shaking, she brought up her other hand to steady the weapon. Where to shoot? Head? Chest? Malone had once told her females were usually more accurate shooters than men because their hearts were smaller—which meant smaller beats—and less shaking. But hers galloped like a horse beneath her sternum and she couldn’t seem to control her breathing.

I’ve already killed two men today. I can do this. It’s just a matter of willpower. 

***

 Droplets leaked into Trent’s eyes, making them sting. He wiped the sweat from his brow with his arm as he ran. Where the hell was Seffy? He’d been to Fenn’s once—and the guards had told him no one had been around. He’d tried Fiona’s, the computer lab, the Light Room, and storage closets along the way. Nothing.

Seffy’s last words ran on a loop in his mind. But first, I take out Eugene, Fiona, and most of all…Fenn.

 He had some understanding of her rage. Her closest friend had been gunned down by a hired thug who’d followed them through time. Eugene was the science behind the time travel, Fiona the impetus, and Fenn—in theory—in control of it all. All this coming off seeing her friends murdered in a tangent universe. Seffy was about to blow—and it wouldn’t be pretty. 

 Trent headed back to Fenn’s, deciding to continue the circuit until he caught up with her. He’d found her before when she was hiding, he’d find her again. When he turned the corner to Fenn’s residence, he skidded to a stop. Where the hell were the guards?

This cannot be good. 

 Trent rushed to the door and pulled it open. He hurried through the antechamber and quietly entered the living room. He wanted to call out, but didn’t dare. Was she here? Checking the front rooms first proved fruitless. He headed to the bedroom and in Fenn’s room, saw a triangle of light on the carpet from the open bathroom door. He stopped and listened. Heavy breathing coincided with the dripping of a faucet. 

 Stepping to the side of the doorway, Trent peeked past the door jamb and went very still. Seffy stood over the body of Fenn, angling a gun with violently trembling hands. A vein stood out in her forehead and her feral eyes gleamed in the bright vanity lights above the sink. His attention dropped to Fenn who lay motionless—post fix—on the floor wearing only a pair of sweatpants. A syringe and glass ampule lay nearby. He swallowed convulsively at the way the needle glinted in the light. The ampule was on its side, obviously empty. Based on his pallor, Fenn appeared to be dead. Trent looked back at Seffy.

 Had she already done the deed? Or was she trying to gin up her nerve?

 He was unsure how to proceed. He knew Seffy was out of her mind with grief and fear, and the weeks of being subjected to invasive experimentation and psychotropic drugs wouldn’t exactly contribute to her rationale. But he had to do something quick. If the guards returned and saw her pointing a gun at their leader—whether or not he was already dead—they’d kill her first and ask questions later.

 Trent silently stepped into the doorway, his hands raised. He dropped his voice to a whisper. “Sef.”

 At first she didn’t seem to hear him. Her gaze was locked on her target, the gun still bouncing in her grip. He said her name again, this time a little louder. 

 Her eyes lifted, widening when she saw him. “Is he dead?”

Trent frowned at her flat tone. “Did you shoot him?”

 Her dark eyes returned to Fenn’s body. “He shot himself.”

 He wondered if she referred to the drugs. “Can you lower your gun?”

“You’re not going to get it away from me. Fenn has to die.”

 Trent took a step into the bathroom. “Why does Fenn have to die?”

“Because he killed Gareth.”

“A gunman shot Gareth.”

“But Fenn brought him here.”

 Trent took another step. “Seffy, look at me.” She didn’t, but he continued. “I know you’re scared and angry, but you don’t want to do this.”

 That got a look. “Of course I do. Why do you think I’m here?”

“I mean you’ll regret making this choice.”

“No, I’ll have one less problem.”

 Trent edged closer, keeping one eye on the firearm. “Sweetheart, you’re not a killer.”

 She closed her eyes for a moment. “Yes I am. I’ve killed two people just today.” A hysterical bark of laughter escaped her. “I’ve never added them all up before. Let’s see, the first was Popov, then at least two in Tangentland—”

“Those were all in self-defense—not cold blood.”

“What’s the difference? Dead is dead.”

 He stared at the bleak expression in her brown eyes and wondered if she was talking about herself on some level. Two more steps in. Trent tried to figure out the best way to resolve the situation. Time was running out. “C’mon, Sef, just hand me the gun and let’s talk this through.”

“Piss off, Trent.”

“Can’t do that.”

“You know, for being the bad boy of the group, you’re acting like an old lady.”

“Well, I’m glad to see you still have your sense of humor,” he said, keeping his tone light. One more step. She was within reach if he lunged.

A groan made him freeze. Trent looked at Fenn and saw the man’s eyes flutter. Not dead yet. He glanced at Seffy and saw her lips turn white to match her knuckles gripping the gun.

 Fenn groaned again. He opened his eyes, slowly focusing on Seffy, and lifted a hand toward her, looking not unlike the zombies they’d fought a few months back. Seffy’s breathing accelerated. Trent’s muscles coiled, ready to spring.

“Sarah.” Fenn’s arm dropped, his head sagged. “Sarah.”

Trent blinked and stared at Fenn. The dude’s delirious. He turned to Seffy and blinked again.

She was focused on Fenn with wild eyes in a bloodless face. The gun fell from her hands and clattered onto the tiles. It took a second for Trent to realize she was crumpling to the ground. He dove for her and caught her body before she hit the floor. What the hell? She dangled in his arms in a dead faint. 

 Trent twisted around to glare at Fenn. “Who the hell is Sarah?”

 Fenn reached for the syringe with trembling hands and glanced up at him, his eyes bleary. “Fiona.”

 Hoisting Seffy into his arms, Trent stepped past the de facto leader of the compound, pity mixed with fury making his voice shake. “I’ll send her right in, pal.”

 
 
 






Chapter Two

 

“I had a dream that I wore a polka dotted dress,” Seffy said softly as the images dissolved. Her voice sounded far away. “But I never had one in real life even though I wanted one so bad. Brown with pink dots.” Seffy opened her eyes, stiffening when she didn’t recognize her dim surroundings. She felt a hand touch her arm and looked up to see Trent’s tense expression. 

“Sef, we have some problems. I need you to focus.”

 Disappointed once again to find herself in an unwanted predicament, she squeezed her eyes shut to concentrate and suddenly remembered Fenn’s prone form on the bathroom floor. She opened her eyes. “Did I kill him?”

Trent shook his head and sat next to her…on a bed. It took her a moment to comprehend she was stretched out on Fenn’s bed. Oh God—

“Who’s Sarah?”

 Seffy’s gaze flew to Trent’s as she sank back against the pillows. “I don’t understand. What are you asking me?”

“I said—” 

“Where’s Fenn now?”

 Trent firmed his lips. “The medics are treating him. Fiona’s in there with him.” He reached up and brushed a lock of hair from her face, his fingers lingering on her cheek. 

“So whose mess is this?”

 Seffy glanced over at the unexpected voice and saw Fiona suddenly standing over them. The brown-eyed tyrant stared at where Trent’s hand was, her gaze narrowing. 

 He pulled his hand away and straightened. “Seffy found Fenn like that. It has nothing to do with us.”

“Us,” Fiona said in a chilly little voice. “I’m starting to notice that whenever there’s trouble, you two are together.”

“Like I said, that’s how we found him,” he said through gritted teeth. “Leave us out of it.”

“How did the gun get in there?”

 Seffy caught her breath as more memories rushed to the surface. She looked at Trent for help. 

He stared at Fiona with heavy-lidded eyes. “And I suggest you start asking yourself some hard questions about your boyfriend and his rotten mismanagement of the compound.”

“Get out of here,” she ground out.

 Despite being several inches taller than Fiona, Seffy experienced a spasm of fear at the woman’s fury. 

 Trent stood and glanced at Seffy. “Can you walk?”

“I’ll be fine.” Struggling to a sitting position, she rose from the bed. Without thinking, Seffy reached out and grasped his hand. The action earned another suspicious look from Fiona.

Before she could pull away, Trent’s fingers tightened around hers and he tugged her toward the bedroom door. After passing into the dark hallway and living room, Seffy saw a nurse bustle into the room. Not Olga. She missed her personal compound nurse. She missed…a lot of things. 

Understatement of a lifetime.

Once they made it out to the hall, Seffy released a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. Did I really try to kill Fenn? Am I losing it more than usual?

 Most likely.

“What happened in there?” Trent asked in a low voice.

Seffy kept her attention straight ahead and picked up her pace. She needed to get back to her room and think. And figure out a way to see Gareth. Right after the shooting, the guards had not only shoved her to the floor, but one tried to kill her. She was not on anyone’s ‘in’ list at the moment.

 Trent sighed. “We’ll talk when we get back to our rooms.”

 The silent trip went too fast through the compound on the way to the defunct psychiatric wing where they were expected to stay like good little boys and girls, waiting for the time travel fairy to wave her magic wand and get them home again.

 Suddenly Trent was closing her bedroom door behind him and pinning her with a determined look. “Who the hell’s Sarah?”

 Seffy sank onto the edge of her beige bedspread bed and wrapped her arms around herself in an attempt to control the shakes. She stared at the ugly Linoleum floor. “Why do you keep asking me that?”

“Fenn said it. And you freaked.”

“I was freaked period.”

He came to sit next to her, leaning his forehead against her shoulder. “I need answers, Sef. We have some serious issues to sort out around here.”

Seffy turned to him, wanting to put her arms around him, but not daring. She settled for touching his fingers where his hand rested on her knee. For a moment, she relished his nearness. He was a man to lean on and God knew she couldn’t stand on her own two feet—she hadn’t been able to for, like, ever. Weak, pathetic, clingy…in spite of some incidental bad ass weapons training.

 She struggled to calm down. “So did you hear anything?”

“In the last half an hour?” Trent said. “No. But I think we would’ve heard if Gareth had…taken a turn for the worse.”

 Inaction brought a fresh wash of tears to her eyes. She roughly swiped them away.

“Sef,” Trent growled. “Answers.”

“You answered your own question,” she said in a flippant tone. “My name is Seffy, short for—”

“Persephone, I know.” He straightened and turned her chin so she faced him. “But I can tell you’re lying. There are secrets buried behind those big brown eyes of yours.”

She twisted her face from his hand. “You have your own secrets, Trent.” I can see them lurking behind those dreamy gray eyes of yours. 

 He lowered his gaze and shrugged. When he looked back up at her, Seffy suddenly wondered if he was going to kiss her. Granted almost shooting a guy and passing out after escaping from a bloodbath wasn’t the most romantic set up, but he’d been pretty keen on locking lips with her lately—regardless of horrific circumstances. 

“How do you look like that?”

 Her brows inched up. “Like what?”

“With that wide-eyed innocence vibe.”

“Like you said, my name is Persephone. It means innocent maiden—which in my case is actually pretty damn ironic.”

 He continued to stare at her, his expression calculating. “Or maybe you’re just pretending, trying to use your feminine wiles—” 

Seffy let out a harsh laugh. “I don’t have any wiles left, Trent. I’m stuck in a God-forsaken dump in the middle of the Montana desert. And I’m not pretending about anything. If you’re going to accuse me of that, I’ll start calling you Gareth.” Sending him a dark look, she jumped up and walked away from the bed.

Trent leaned back on the mattress, bracing his arms behind him. “Persephone. Who would name their kid that? And speaking of Gareth. I mean, are you kidding? In fact all of you—Addison and Lani, too—sound like you have soap opera names. Like they’re made up.”

“Speaking of Gareth, I want to go see how he’s doing.”

 He shook his head. “They’ll never let you anywhere near him. At least not yet.”

“Because I’m poisonous,” she said bitterly. 

“Because they think you’re poisonous.” He stood. “Let’s not change the subject.”

 She shook her head, wondering why he was suddenly fixated on their names. Or her manner of looking at him. “Why do you think there’s some mystery here, Trent? Surely it can’t be that I’m worried Gareth will die. That I almost killed your junkie friend—” 

“Sef.”

“—and got a little rattled. No possibility there.”

 He got up and walked over to her, putting his hands on her arms. “We’re going to have to be more honest with each other if we’re going to salvage this relationship.”

 Seffy looked up at him, at the lean lines of his face, at his messy dishwater blond hair…at his very persuasive eyes. She lowered her voice to a whisper. “How many times do I have to tell you we don’t have a relationship?”

 His response was to press a soft kiss against her lips. Closing her eyes, Seffy clenched her fists at her sides, steeling herself against wrapping her arms around his neck and holding on for desperate life. When he raised his head, his expression was shuttered. She looked at his lips, breathing hard.

“What is this?”

 Seffy became aware of his fingers touching something on her chest. She looked down to see him lifting the rhinestone J pendant she kept around her neck since reclaiming it from Fiona. The pink stones sparkled in the low light.

“Why isn’t it a letter S? Or do you have some other name that starts with a J?”

 She tugged it from her grip, annoyed by his tone. “It’s just the zipper pull from my Juicy suit.”

“Why is it around your neck? Your other suits have them, right?”

“This is the one from my first suit. Fiona stole it and then we ended up in the wrong universe. So just in case—” She stopped, feeling like an idiot.

“Just in case you have a chance to go home, you want to make it to the right place.”

 Seffy turned away, still shaken by his nearness, by the events of the day. Heck, she was still shaken by the events of the last few months.

 No wonder she kept a zipper pull like a lucky rabbit’s foot.

 In the next instant, Trent released her and headed across the room toward the door. “I’m going to find out who Sarah is…or was.”

 After he left, Seffy sagged onto the bed, unable to believe Fenn had used that name while staring directly at her. She frowned for a moment, then decided that the mumbled words of a zoned-out junkie were meaningless.

 Absolutely meaningless.

 Right now, she needed to figure out a way to find out whether Gareth was dead or alive.

***

“Pssst! It’s me. Let me in, Olga.”

 The door cracked and a wary blue eye stared at her. “What in the world are you doing, miss? You know you’re not allowed to freely move about the compound.”

 Seffy rolled her eyes. “Since when has that stopped me? Now, can I come in or not?”

 A heavy sigh sounded from the other side of the door before it swung open enough to allow her entrance. Inside her nurse’s compound residence, Seffy looked around at the Victorian decor, then back at the stout Finnish woman who’d nursed her back to health more times than she could count. And she was about the only person in the compound she could trust.

“What do you want now? Are you trying to get me in trouble?”

Seffy crossed the room and perched on the edge of an overstuffed armchair. “Ha. I don’t cause the trouble around here.”

“And yet you’re always at the center of it,” Olga said tartly.

 She sighed. “I need help to see Gareth.”

 Olga turned and went into the kitchen.

“He’s…he’s alive, right?” Seffy said, her voice cracking.

“He’s alive,” the older woman in a low voice from the next room.

Seffy tipped her head back, squeezing her eyes shut against the building heat. Thank God. “You have to help me out here.” 

 Olga returned with two glasses of lemonade, handing her one.

 Seffy sniffed the seemingly innocent liquid, earning an outraged stare from her about-to-be benefactor. 

“I resent the notion that you think I’d taint your drink.”

“Sorry. It’s become a habit around here. I don’t like to eat anything unless it’s shrink-wrapped, packaged, or otherwise factory-sealed.” She gingerly took a sip and willed her voice to not waver. “So, what’s Gareth’s condition?”

“He’s just out of surgery. Still stable, but serious,” Olga said. “Once again, I’m not in the loop, but I can at least get updates.”

“What I need is for you to get me into his room.”

“It’s not even a possibility.”

 Seffy sighed. “It’s an absolute necessity.”

“They’ll never let you in.”

“I know. That’s why I need to be in disguise. I need to borrow scrubs or a lab coat or something.”

 Olga shook her head. “They know what you look like.”

“I was practically an actress back in my day—I’ll blend in.” She leaned forward on the chair. “Please. Think of it as payback for all the yucky stuff I let you do to me. Remember the bugs?”

“And remember what happened to them? Seffy, until we figure out why your blood is toxic, you should know better than to go anywhere near someone in Gareth’s condition.”

“I won’t touch him,” she lied. “I just want to see him.” 

 The nurse regarded her for several moments, then shrugged. “All I can do is tell you where the medical supplies are kept. There might be something you can use in there.”

 Seffy jumped up, sloshing lemonade all over her arm. “Thank you!”

 After Olga helped her clean up and gave her directions, Seffy left the residence and made her way to the room where the supplies were kept. She jimmied the lock with a screwdriver she’d found in a nearby janitorial closet. When she opened the door, Seffy had to press her hands to her mouth to keep from letting out a maniacal laugh. 

 A Haz-Mat suit hung in a recessed alcove next to shelves full of scrubs in designated sizes. 

 Not sure she appreciated the irony, she slipped into the suit. After placing the mask on, she gazed at her red-tinged surroundings with a slight shiver of dread. How many times had she been terrorized by nameless people in these suits? With their needles and drug cocktail mickeys? 

 Seffy headed out of the supply room, reminding herself to walk with purpose—not the guilty gait of a skulker.

 From Olga’s scribbled directions, she found Gareth’s hospital room moments later. A couple of guards stood near the door, talking. When they saw her, they waved her in. Silver head held high, Seffy strolled past them and through the door into the hospital room. When she saw Gareth’s still form, hooked up to tubes and monitors, she nearly cried out. Lani and Addison sat next to his bed, their faces anxious.

 They looked up at her entrance. Lani’s blue eyes widened. Addison’s green ones narrowed.

“Who are you?” Addy asked, ruder than usual. “Why are you in that suit?”

 Seffy stepped close the bed and checked behind her to make sure she couldn’t be seen by the guards. She yanked off the mask, her hair damp against her forehead from sweat.

 Lani gasped. “Seffy!”

“What are you doing here?” Addison hissed. “You can’t be anywhere near him!”

“Try and stop me.” She tore off the silver gloves and gingerly took Gareth’s hand in hers. His dark hair was mussed and his body seemed diminished under the thin bed covering. Hot tears welled up as she gazed at his precious face—despite the fact that they’d argued the last time they’d talked. Seffy leaned down and brushed her lips against his forehead. His skin felt cool to the touch. 

“Get away from him. You’ll make him sick!”

 Seffy straightened and glared at Addison. “You know that’s not true.”

“I only know because of you he almost died!”

“Don’t blame Seffy,” Lani whispered. “It’s really not her fault.”

“Then whose is it?”

 Lani gulped. “It’s—” 

“Addison, give me a break,” Seffy said in a steely voice. “You know Fiona was fiddling with time travel crap. She’s the reason we’re here. She’s the reason I’m sick and Gareth was harmed.”

 The redhead looked away, her expression stormy. Seffy glanced at Lani, who stared at her hand, tears dripping from her eyes. Seffy realized there was nothing more she could do. Addison would cause a fuss to get her kicked out. What was important was that she got to see Gareth for a few moments —even if he did think she was a broken loser.

***

 After her visit to Gareth’s room, Seffy stuffed the Haz-Mat suit in her closet and took a long, hot shower. Then, she dressed in the familiar comfort of her Juicy Couture tracksuit and collapsed across the bed. Seeing him had brought more despondency than comfort. While she was thankful he was alive, she wished he wasn’t so unhappy with her. She still couldn’t reconcile the difference in their relationship from just a few months ago—pre-compound.

 Add to that all they’d been through followed by finding him shot. 

Then everyone blaming her…getting kicked to the curb by Addison and the compound staff…stealing a gun to kill Fenn. She sighed. Maybe Gareth was right. Maybe she was broken, like the Humpty Dumpty dude, except that she wasn’t an egg. Or a dude. Fatigue weighted her bones, making her want to curl up and sleep the sleep of the dead.

 The sound of a door easing open made her sit up slightly. Trent walked through her closet. “Hey,” she said without emotion, “I thought I said the secret passageway was off limits.”

 Trent’s lips lifted in a tired smile. “Sorry. Habit.” He pointed to the silver suit hanging next to his head. “I’m guessing this is how you were able to see Gareth.”

 Seffy leaned back and nodded. 

 Trent joined her on the bed, stretching out and tucking his hands under his head. “How is he?”

“Alive.”

“How did the others take it?”

“You mean Addison and Lani? I don’t think they liked me being there. I just wish I knew why I’m the bad guy all of a sudden.”

“They’re probably just scared and lashing out at the nearest person.”

 Seffy rolled on to her side and stared at him. “Are you sticking up for them?”

“Just trying to be empathetic.”

“Well, just empathet your way back to your own room.”

He turned his head and regarded her. “How are you doing?”

 Seffy grimaced. “Before or after my homicidal episode?”

“You’ve been under a lot of pressure.” He reached out and touched her shoulder. 

 She stared at him, trying to figure out his angle. “You know, I almost prefer Mean Trent again. I’m not buying the concerned version of you.”

“You once said you liked me nice, so I’m being nice.”

Seffy wanted to believe him. She really did. She needed a friend. An image of Gareth wavered in her mind. But even friends let you down eventually, so what’s the point? Seffy studied Trent’s features, the craggy lines, the parts that creased when he smiled, the parts that were softer than they looked…

 That he was appealing wasn’t in doubt, but she couldn’t allow herself to be swayed by his hotness factor. Despite all the times he’d rescued her from one scrape after another, she still wondered at his true motivations. 

 Inside of his arm, tiny faint scars caught the low light. She looked up at him. “Seeing the needle…and the juice there in the bathroom…did it make you want it?”

 Trent’s gray eyes appeared black in the shadows of the room but she saw something flicker in them while his expression remained impassive. 

 He licked his lips. “I want you more.”

 Seffy looked away, not expecting that answer.

 He sighed. “You said I had secrets. Well, I do.”

 Her eyes widened as she wondered what he was about to confess. Could she handle any more shock today?

“Sef, when I implied I saw you for the first time in Malone’s safe house, that wasn’t completely true.”

 Seffy frowned, her heart kicking into high gear. She thought back to waking up in the desert and being rescued by the survivalist. The next day, more survivors found their way to his safe house—one of them Trent. “What does that mean?”

“I saw you…before the apocalypse thing.” His gaze searched hers as he continued. “Where you worked at the oncology clinic.”

As faintness assailed her at his words, Seffy answered her own question. She was so not able to handle a shock like this. She scooted away from Trent.

“You didn’t see me, but I saw you,” he said quickly. “You were with a patient at the desk. I knew your hair was dyed and your eye color wasn’t real, but I didn’t care. The way you talked to the patient, the way you smiled…there was genuine kindness in your eyes—the kind you don’t see much of in L.A.”

 Seffy sat up, shoving her damp hair from her face. “Were you there to talk to the doctor about your addiction?”

 His brows lifted. “Yes.”

“And when you saw me, did I give you…the inspiration to stop your drug habit?”

 He snorted softly as he raised himself to a sitting position. “Okay, this is freaky. I’m supposed to be telling you what happened. Not the other way around.”

 She swallowed. “When we were in that tangent universe back in WeHo…I asked Gareth how you and I met. He told me the story you’re telling me now—except his version was a bit more sarcastic.”

 Trent’s eyes widened at the ramifications. “God, Sef, do you know what this means? I think we’re meant to be together.”

 Seffy rolled her eyes. “I don’t believe in that fate crap.”

“Maybe it’s not fate—just that you and I, no matter when or where, will always need to be together.”

“Um, that’s called fate—which I repeat—I don’t believe in. Anyway, you’re seriously milking this thing.” 

 After a moment, he said, “Did you know about the part where I thought you were an angel sitting behind that desk?”

“You did not think that.”

“Yes, I did. Even if it sounds cheesy.” He leaned toward her. “The doctor was a friend of my family and I wanted some advice on what step to take to kick my habit. But when I saw you there, for the first time I wanted to be clean.”

 Seffy snorted. “Yeah, I was so pure that you couldn’t wait to corrupt me.”

 Trent twitched his lips. 

She sighed, still disbelieving. “Well, I was never pure—that goes without saying. And now that your blonde haired, blue-eyed ‘angel’ is au natural—”

“I think you’re even more beautiful.” He touched her hair, the weird shade she hated that he called ‘whiskey-colored’. And she missed her blue contacts—they had made her eyes so much prettier. Without them, she felt…exposed.

 Trent’s hand moved from her hair to her cheek. “And I did start treatment after seeing you.”

 His caressing tone surely hid something dark. She frowned. “You said you went through the methadone program.”

“I did. Thinking about you kept me going.”

“You didn’t even know me.”

“I planned to—after I got clean. I made you my goal. Once I kicked the habit, I was going to ask you out. In fact one of the reasons I was at that sushi place was because that’s where I’d planned to take you on our first date.”

 Seffy regarded him with jaundiced eyes. “What if I said no? In fact, I probably would’ve said no. Unless you mentioned the sushi bar, because I do, coincidentally, adore sushi.”

“See? I must’ve known that on some inter-galactic level. Somehow you would’ve gotten the raw fish vibe and said yes even though I wouldn’t have actually mentioned the restaurant.”

She smiled slightly. “A raw fish vibe? That sounds attractive.” 

“That and my movie star good looks…you would’ve said yes.”

Seffy felt an unfamiliar stirring in her heart toward him. It couldn’t have been easy to fight a heroin habit. It was…nice that she’d somehow had a part in helping him. She thought back to what was her first meeting of him. “Is that really why you were so awful to me at the safe house and afterwards?”

“Of course. Once I got over the shock of realizing it was really you sitting a few feet away from me—I got kinda pissed when you went all lusty with Clay. My angel ended up having a very tarnished halo.”

 She twisted her mouth, still smarting with regret that she’d swapped spit with a guy who eventually became a zombie—hence her weird blood problem. “Are you ever going to stop bringing him up?”

 He smiled. “Probably not—as long as it’s effective.” He trailed his fingers down her cheek making it hard to think. 

 She took a deep breath. “Do…I still inspire you?” 

 Trent’s other hand came up to lightly frame her face as his gaze dropped to her lips. “What do you think?”

She caught her breath in anticipation of his kiss. Maybe she doubted his motives, but the boy could kiss like a dream, and here she was all half-crazed and needy and…

 A knock sounded on the door. 

 Seffy bit back a stab of disappointment as the moment evaporated.

“Who could that be?” Trent asked, rubbing his face and getting to his feet.

 She hauled herself off the bed, crossed the room, and yanked open the door. 

Seffy blinked. Talk about angelic…

 A russet-haired beauty with a peaches and cream complexion and eyes as blue as non-pink Montana sky smiled up at her. Coupled with that was well-rounded cleavage revealed by a low top and extremely short cutoffs. 

 The vision spoke. “Oh, I’m sorry. I must have the wrong room. I was looking for Trent Ellison. You wouldn’t by chance know where he is?”

 
 
 






Chapter Three

 

 Seffy twisted around to see Trent moving across the room with unusual alacrity. He edged past her—but not so fast that she missed the predatory gleam in his faithless eyes. He smiled into the dazzling face and heightened bosom of…

“Hello. I’m Trent, and you are?”

“Brenda.”

Brenda.

 Brenda pressed a hand to her throat, looking back and forth between them. “I’m sorry, was I interrupting anythang?”

 Seffy rolled her eyes at the light drawl that no doubt Trent, sugah, found charming. Only at the compound could tragedy end with an extra dollop of humiliating insanity.

“Not at all. How can I help you?”

Gee, and he used to use that lascivious tone just for me. 

 Brenda let out a nervous giggle. “I was told that you’re good at helping lost girls, and I am just as turned around as I can be in this big ol’ place.”

 Seffy’s eyes widened even more. Who the hell told her that? And what did it even mean?

 Trent smiled smoothly. “My reputation precedes me. Allow me to escort you wherever you need to go.” He flashed Seffy a smirk then headed out the door with Brenda.

 The girl’s look of relief was comical. “Oh, thank you, Trent. And…”

 He jerked a thumb behind him. “That’s Seffy.”

 Brenda tilted her head, her smile apparently genuine. “Thank you, Seffy—what an adorable name!—for letting me borrow Trent for a spell.”

Seffy crinkled up her eyes in a genuinely fake smile. “You keep him for as long as you need.”

 With a little wave from Brenda, they were off. Trent never looked back. 

 Seffy watched them amble down the hall, glaring at Brenda’s tan legs and shiny hair. After they turned a corner, she went back into her room and headed for the bathroom. She frowned at the worn-out image in the mirror. Her tan had long-since fled and deprivation and experimentation by compound trolls had taken its toll. She looked more Kate Moss and less Miss Georgia Peach.

But she didn’t care. If Trent wanted to say she was beautiful one minute and fall all over himself for someone who obviously was the next, well that was just fine. She’d always suspected that he only pursued her because she was merely available. Now she knew for sure. 

 Not that it mattered. She had bigger issues to deal with at the moment.

 Seffy decided to clean her bathroom and rid herself of unwanted Trent angst. Maid service, along with cafeteria privileges, was just another thing she—and she alone—did without. Gareth, Addison and Lani—the Apocalypse Babes as they called themselves—for the most part enjoyed compound privileges. Trent and the people he showed up with when the blast happened—Cynthia, Eve, Jared—also were considered non-contaminating. Cynthia and Eva were spiteful little things, and Jared was a doofus. But they hadn’t defied a zombie infection like she had. So she got to be anomaly girl and scrub her own damn toilet.

 Unfortunately Comet and elbow grease did not calm her roiling thoughts. Now that Gareth seemed to be on the mend, her inner litany reverted back to Trent. He’d made her sick with fury, outrage, and of late—longing. For what, she didn’t know. How typical that some new female had come on the scene at this moment. 

Ugh, what’s wrong with me? I’m having boy troubles while stuck in a time warp with unnamed bad guys on the loose? Get a grip. Fast. She attacked the shower and scrubbed until her muscles ached.

 Seffy was just finishing up when Trent returned. He had a dopey smile on his face that put a big fat scratch in her hard-won groove of resignation. 

 He flopped onto his stomach on her bed and propped his chin on his hands. “Wow.”

 Seffy snorted. “Did Daisy Duke find her wittle way home?”

 He grinned. “Not Daisy Duke. Mary Ann.”

“I thought her name was Bren-da.”

“She reminds me of Mary Ann on Gilligan’s Island—compact and curvy in all the right places. And sweet as pie.”

“You do know Brenda was wearing a push-up bra. I didn’t know you could get those around here.”

“She’s new. A recent arrival escaping the worldly cesspool for some clean livin’.”

 Seffy snorted, louder this time, and plucked at the front of her shirt. “Just for the record, I used to almost be a C cup before malnutrition kicked in.”

 Trent smiled at her, obviously enjoying her discomfiture. “And she’s a bit closer than you would think.”

“What do you mean? We’re neighbors?”

“Yep. She’s in the next hallway down. Which is odd, considering we’re practically in the crazy wing. I didn’t know they were that hard up for rooms.”

 Seffy blew out a breath and sank onto the desk chair. “How did she find my door? And who told her you help ‘lost girls’?”

“I don’t know and I don’t care. All that matters is that Brenda knows my name.”

 Seffy threw her cleaning rag at him.

 He caught it and laughed.

Damn him.

***

Seffy spent the next two days struggling to tamp down a general feeling of huffiness. Trent was apparently with Brenda all the time, which made her realize she’d taken his presence for granted. At least he was someone to talk to in this big ol’ place. She tried to remind herself that she was too mature to care about something so trivial in light of her circumstances.

Except she couldn’t stop obsessing. Guess I’m not so mature after all.

 Addison and Lani had been aloof lately—well, Addison had been for a lot longer than that. Every day, Seffy visited Gareth, but he had yet to regain consciousness. She held his hand and kissed his cheek under the watchful stares of her friends, which meant her visits lasted about two minutes. Any attempt at conversation withered and died under Addison’s surly look. Lani’s blue eyes were wary and apprehensive. Seffy had a feeling Addy kept the brunette on a short leash.

 She left his room incrementally more depressed each time, made worse by the bland ugly halls of the hated compound. There was no point in asking those in ‘the know’ when they were going to get to leave and go back to 2006. There was always one excuse or another—zombies, time travel glitches, rogue factions, yadda yadda yadda. 

Eugene, the head scientist, was terrified of her apocalypse cooties and Fiona couldn’t be trusted ever. The only person who might have answers was Fenn. But he had his own issues to deal with—namely drug addiction and a lousy management style. Seffy fought the creeping weight of claustrophobia. Would she ever get out of this place and back to her own time? And what the hell did Trent see in that Brenda chick anyway?

 Besides the obvious.

As Seffy turned a corner on the way to her room after her latest ‘visit’ with Gareth in the Haz-Mat suit, she heard giggling. And somehow it was a distinctly southern sound. Giggling with an accent. Great. She slowed her steps, giving Brenda time to leave the area. But the girl obviously wasn’t alone—unless she was having an honest moment and therefore laughing at herself. 

 Seffy heaved a sigh, knowing the redhead was probably with her new sugar daddy Trent, that helpful finder of lost girl’s souls. She approached the corner and slowly peeked around. 

Her heart skidded to a halt as she took in the red-colored scene of Trent kissing the ginger-haired tramp. Seffy snatched her head back around, breathing hard. That bastard. Her breathing turned to panting as she stared unseeing at the opposite wall. It took her several minutes to recognize what held her in its grip.

Jealousy. Unexpected and raw and definitely not green. It was black depression mixed with blood red fury. 

 Trent was gonna pay.

 Seffy took off down the hall and went another route to their rooms. Coming in the back way, she made sure it was clear before slipping into her room and locking the door. She tore off the Haz-Mat suit and threw it onto a hanger. Her pulse roared in her ears as she hurried through the closet passage to Trent’s room. She crossed to his dresser and yanked open a drawer. Shoving aside clothing, she went through drawer after drawer to find what she was looking for. When it wasn’t there, she tried his closet shelves. Nothing. Next she pulled open the desk drawer. 

 Bingo. 

 Seffy grabbed the bag and headed back to her own room. 

***

 Trent dropped Brenda off at her room and made his way toward his own. A vague sense of guilt hung over him at kissing her. He was so sure it would be Seffy rounding the corner when he heard the footsteps down the hall. Now he’d gone and wasted a perfectly good kiss on a perfectly awful person and no one was there to see it.

And Brenda was awful. He could smell someone trying to play him a mile away, and Brenda was a player, in more ways than one. Trent suppressed a shudder when he saw the victorious look in her beautiful eyes after they kissed. She thought she had him in her—a vision of her rounded bosom flashed briefly in his mind—er, clutches. He’d played the part of the affable dunce to see what she was up to and so far it seemed to be simply causing discord between him and Seffy.

 But Seffy wasn’t there to see it. Damn. That would mean playing along a little longer. Time he could be spending with Seffy, whether she wanted him or not. Trent entered his room and looked around. God, he hated this place. Hated its beige walls and gray tiled floor just as much as he hated being cooped up in a defunct military compound in the wrong decade. The only thing that made it bearable was being with Sef.

Deciding to take a shower and wash away Brenda’s touch, he headed to his dresser and pulled open a drawer. All his clothing looked like it’d been stirred with an eggbeater. His heart kicked up a notch as he checked the other drawers. Someone had been searching his room. Son of a b—

 A knock on his door made him whirl around. What was going on? Trent scanned the room, looking for any clue as he made his way to the door. Bracing himself for a fight, he edged open the door and stared at the wide-eyed Brenda.

“What?” he said more harshly than he intended. 

 Her pretty face was pale. “I found this slipped under my door.” She held up a card, confusion clouding her blue eyes. “Of course I was thrilled that you’d think of me, Trent, but I’m afraid I don’t understand the tone of your message.”

Uh oh. Trent’s gut twisted when he saw the familiar Persian kitten on the front of the Hallmark card he’d originally bought for Seffy back in Tangent L.A. At least it explained the state of his messed up clothing. She been looking for it.

Inside the card he knew was pre-printed the words I love you in curly script. She’d seen it before but, he’d never had the guts to personalize it and give it to her afterwards. He had a strong feeling she’d gone ahead and done the personalizing. He took it from Brenda and opened the card.

I love youR PUSH UP BRA.

—TRENT

As he stared at the words, he had to mash his lips together to avoid laughing out loud. Apparently Sef had seen his little stolen kiss with Brenda. And she was feeling pret-ty scorned. If Brenda wasn’t standing right in front of him patiently waiting for an explanation, he would’ve broken into a jaunty whistle.

“Such an odd choice of words,” she said in a breathy tone. “Is it from you?”

“Ah, no, actually. I’m afraid we’ve both been victims of a practical joke. And it’s obviously in very poor taste.” Trent snapped his mouth shut before he lost it completely.

“Oh, that’s what I thought at first, but since it’s signed by you…”

“Someone must’ve seen us together and made some assumptions. Those pigs.”

 Brenda pressed her hand to her heart. “You don’t think it was that sickly girl you were with when I met you? Maybe she’s the jealous type.”

Sickly? Trent had to stifle the urge to snort. Maybe a cat card was appropriate for Brenda after all. “Oh, I doubt it. She doesn’t even like me.”

 Brenda laughed lightly. “Now, I know you’re fibbing. Not like you. It’s impossible, you know.”

 He smiled, trying to figure out a way to get rid of her. “Well, I apologize that you had to be a part of this.”

“No harm done.” She leaned close, her intentions obvious. “And I wouldn’t be averse to receiving…communications from you anytime.”

How much is Fiona paying you? Trent restrained himself from saying the words out loud. She was good. He struggled to keep his eyes above her neckline, while wondering how he could get a hold of a push up bra for Seffy—or at least help her gain some weight back to fill in her regular one.

 Brenda stepped away. “Well, I’ll see you later.”

He blinked and sent her a crooked smile as she walked away. Damn. Extra food and denim cut offs for Seffy. Once she’d turned the corner, Trent shook his head to clear it and headed back inside his room for that shower. 

***

 Seffy sat on the edge of her bed, glowering at the closet door. It was only a matter of time before Trent wanted in her room. And it was only a matter of time before he’d want to have a little chat about that card. 

 She was ready.

A feeling of smug self-satisfaction blunted the edge of her fury. She wished she could’ve seen Brenda’s eyes when she opened the card. That would’ve been priceless. Seffy took a deep breath, wishing Trent would hurry up. She wanted to face him to prove she was not in the least affected by his disgusting snogging with that sleazy tramp Bren—

 A knock sounded.

 Seffy caught her breath and went to the closet door. “Use the main door,” she said, trying to sound calm. 

“I can’t.”

 The sound of Trent’s voice made her stomach clench in a new, disturbing way. “Why not?”

“It’s so I won’t be seen.”

“By whom?”

“Sef,” he growled. “Open the door.”

 Seffy made a noisy production of sliding back the bolt and opening the door a little. “What do you want?”

“You know exactly what I want.”

“What, did someone get dere wittle fweewins hurt?”

She saw him smile through the crack. “Wow, you are mad.”

 Seffy got herself under control. “I’m not mad about anything, Trent.”

“So you’re not just a little bit jealous?”

 She sent him a gentle smile. “I don’t get jealous of tramps.”

“Except for Tangent Gareth’s girlfriend Verity.”

 The smile fell from her face. “Go away.”

Trent pushed on the door and slid through the opening. When he saw her, his eyes bulged. “Oh, my God, you are furious.”

 Seffy lifted her chin, despising the heat rising in her cheeks as he made his shocked perusal. Now she was regretting her impulse to dress like Brenda, along with the judicious use of a pair of socks to boost her flagging…spirits.

“I thought you said you couldn’t get a push up bra here.”

 His obvious appreciation of her artificially-aided charms only made her more angry. “Did Brenda like her card?”

Trent took a step closer. “Not really. But don’t you really mean did she like my kiss?”

 Seffy’s heart pounded so hard she felt faint. “What you do with compound sluts is none of my business, Trent.”

 He came to stand right in front of her. “I knew you were in the hallway. I only kissed her to see if I could make you jealous.”

 She looked up at the ceiling and shrugged. “Um, nope.”

 Trent slid his hands around her waist. “Well, I wasted my time then, because it wasn’t any fun with her.”

 Seffy stood stiffly in his arms staring at a point over his shoulder. It took everything she had to appear nonchalant. “Better luck next time.”

“There won’t be a next time.” He bent his head and brushed his lips along her throat, making her feel all mushy. 

 She was going to ask him to stop doing that any minute now. Suddenly she felt his lips drifting along the top of her breast. Seffy pushed him away. “Nice try.”

 He sent her one of his snarky grins. “Hey, I assumed that little display was for my benefit.”

 Seffy reached into her top and pulled out the socks, throwing them at him. 

 He started to laugh as he dodged them. “So that’s how you did it!”

 His mockery made her blood boil over. She came at him swinging, but he was faster. Trent grabbed her wrists and frog-marched her over to the bed. Before she could react, she was flat on her back on the mattress, pinned under his body.

“Get off of me!”

“Not until you settle down,” he said with maddening calm.

Seffy glared at him, unable to string coherent words together. He gazed down at her, his eyes lit with amusement, which she did not find amusing. 

“It’s time to stop playing games, Sef.”

“This coming from the guy who kissed a bimbo just to piss me off.”

“And did it?”

“Well, duh!”

 He smiled. “Why do you suppose that is, seeing as we don’t even have a relationship and all?”

 Seffy stared at him, unable to answer. There was no way she would admit that he’d become more than a handy—albeit attractive—sidekick. 

“Just what I thought.”

“I didn’t say anything, Trent.”

“It’s what you didn’t say that I find so tantalizing. Along with the fact that here we are in such a convenient position.” He lowered his head.

“Don’t you dare kiss me!”

 Trent regarded her with a heavy-lidded expression. “Why not?”

“Because you’ve been tainted by Brenda.”

“I took a shower and brushed my teeth. I’m Brenda-germ free.”

 Seffy twisted her head away. “I can’t breathe with you crushing me like this. I swear you weigh a ton.”

 He sighed and rolled off of her part way, propping his head up with his hand. “Think about it, Sef, why is Brenda even in the picture?”

She sent him a droll expression. “Uh, apparently for clean livin’.”

“Why now? Why did she initially come to your room?”

 Seffy shrugged. 

 Trent raised a brow. “It’s got to be Fiona. Remember the comments Fiona made about us being together when there was trouble?”

She sighed, embarrassed by her tendency to be melodramatic. Putting socks in my top seemed like a good idea at the time. “I guess.”

“It all makes sense now. She’s trying to keep us divided. You and Gareth and the girls used to be pretty tight. Now look at you. You’re all barely speaking.”

 Seffy frowned. “You think Fiona’s masterminding this?”

“Sweetheart, have you forgotten the subliminal messaging and drugging she was behind?”

“It’s never been proved she did it.”

“She’s the only one with motive and opportunity. I’m thinking Fenn’s just the booming voice and Fiona is the one behind the curtain.”

“So she sent Brenda to try and distract you from me.”

 He nodded.

“And it worked.”

“Sef, I was just playing along to get more information.”

 Seffy groaned. “Oh, please! How stupid do you think I am?”

Trent leaned close and threaded his fingers through her hair. “You know I’m a one-Seffy man. And I think you’re perfect just the way you are, socks or no socks.”

 She bit back a reluctant smile. “You’re ridiculous.”

His eyes suddenly became serious. “No, I’m in love with you. And I’ll keep telling you until you believe me.”

Seffy wondered if he heard the thundering of her heart against her ribcage. It pounded especially hard when she remembered the words of Alternate Universe Seffy on the digital camera video. Trent had told me he loved me many times, but that day…that was the first time I believed him. At the moment, she didn’t know what to believe, but this time when he dipped his head, she didn’t stop him. 

Oh why couldn’t she stop him? Her lips parted under his kiss and her hands found their way into his hair. He felt so good. Trent’s kiss became more insistent and she didn’t resist, not when his touch made her forget all the bad things she could barely keep at bay on her own.

 A light knock sounded on her door. Trent lifted his mouth a fraction of an inch. “Let’s ignore it,” he whispered. “It’s probably Brenda trying to interfere.”

Happily. Seffy lifted her head up to capture his lips with her own, sighing with pleasure when he slid his arms around her and held her tight.

 The door knob rattled. “Seffy, are you in there?”

 Seffy angled her head away. “It’s Lani!”

“Sef, if you can hear me, Gareth’s awake and he’s asking for you!”

 
 
 






Chapter Four

 

 Trent’s stony expression hit Seffy just as hard as the chill she felt when she was out of his arms. All she could do was send him an apologetic half-smile as she got up from the bed. She didn’t want to know what he was thinking as he stared up at the ceiling, pointedly ignoring her pleading looks for understanding. 

 As she slid through the narrow opening of the door so Lani didn’t see Trent, she realized she didn’t have the Haz-Mat suit. Seffy decided she was done with sneaking around. Security would either avoid her or shoot her, both of which were acceptable at this point.

“Hey,” Seffy said, sending Lani a tight smile.

 The brunette’s pinched face revealed her state of mind. “Hey.”

“When did Gareth wake up?”

“Less than an hour ago. The doctors have checked him over and he’s healing well. But he wanted to talk to you right away.” Her wide blue eyes took in Seffy’s clothing. “Uh, what’s up with the outfit?”

Crap. She glanced at her cut offs and tiny top. “Er, all my other clothes are being washed. Were you with Gareth when he opened his eyes?”

“I wasn’t, but Addison was. She hasn’t left his side.” Lani peeked up at her. “It’s kinda weird. Seem like you should be in her place, you know?”

Seffy clenched her jaw. I know. “I don’t know if Gareth would’ve wanted it. He and I are dealing with some issues…”

“It’s not right,” she said in a low voice. “Everything’s wrong. It wasn’t supposed to turn out like this.”

 Seffy glanced at her friend. “Well, maybe the fact that he wants to see me is a good sign.”

 Lani’s fingers pleated the folds of her skirt. “Yeah. I hope so.”

They walked in silence through the deserted hallways for several minutes, but when they turned a corner, a guard intercepted them. Seffy sighed inwardly. Here we go. His eyes widened when he recognized her—either that or he’d noticed the lack of socks under her deflated top.

“I’m afraid I can’t allow you to continue, miss. You’re entering a restricted area.”

“Restricted from whom?”

 He blinked. “Uh…you.”

“Well, I plan on continuing, so I’ll do what I gotta do and you do what you gotta do.” She stepped toward him. “Okay?”

 The guard backed up and smacked into the wall. Seffy walked past him and saw they were nearing Gareth’s hospital room. 

Lani stared at her. “Sef, I think you do have a super power. That was almost Jedi-like!”

“Nah, he just thinks I have the plague.”

“Still, a handy trick.”

“But a little hard on the self-esteem.”

 Lani nodded, still casting curious glances at her Mary Ann attempt. “Yeah, that’s true. Well, here we are.”

 Seffy was surprised that there were no guards around, but it made for a much more convenient entrance. Her heart contracted in her chest when she saw Gareth, sitting up against his pillows.

He turned his head, his brown eyes meeting hers. “Sef.”

 She was only vaguely aware of Addison leaving the room with Lani as her vision tunneled down on him. She approached the bed, unsure how to proceed. Gareth’s bleak expression surely mirrored her own. Their last conversation burgeoned in her mind—especially the part where he rejected her. 

“C’mere.” He held out his hands. 

 Seffy leaned forward to hug him, but the courtesy embrace she expected was eclipsed by a fierce hug that took her breath away. Gareth buried his face in her hair and held her tight. She closed her eyes, wanting to revel in his nearness.

 When he finally released her, she stood and looked at him, denting her bottom lip with her teeth. The ugly fluorescent lighting sallowed his skin and his tousled dark hair added to his ailing appearance. His golden brown eyes searched hers for several uncomfortable seconds.

“Thanks for coming, Sef.”

 She smiled slightly. “Of course. And I’ve been by every day.” She grabbed a nearby chair and pulled it up next to the bed. “How are you feeling?”

“Like I got shot.”

 Seffy closed her eyes against the heat of tears and nodded. “I was so afraid you wouldn’t make it. I guess my time travel did something wonky and allowed a few bad guys to follow me.”

As soon as she said the words, she regretted them. Gareth had told her the Tangent Universe time travel trip was nothing more than a construct of her messed up psyche. 

“Yeah.” He twisted the medical band around his wrist. “Listen, I know I said some things that were hurtful and…I want to apologize.” He glanced over at her. “Maybe it took almost dying to for me to remember what’s important.”

And that is? Seffy waited for what, she didn’t know. 

 He reached out and took her hand. “Nothing’s been right since we’ve been here. I now know what you meant when you said you just want things to be the way they were.”

 Did he mean with the two of them? Or their entire group? She smiled but couldn’t meet his eyes. The turmoil grinding in her gut made thinking hard. She should be thrilled Gareth wanted her back on some level, but there was some muddy water under the bridge that made it hard to imagine. While she forgave him for his earlier words, she didn’t know if she could forget them.

 She took a deep breath. “How long do you have to be in here?”

“Another day or two. Will you still visit me?”

 Seffy smiled, experiencing a sudden urge to bolt. “Of course.” She rose to go.

 Gareth put out his hand. “Before you leave…kiss me.”

 Seffy stared at him. A few weeks ago she wouldn’t have thought twice, but with the taste of Trent still on her lips, she couldn’t do it. Why would he ask in the first place? “I’m sorry, but I’ve got to go.” 

 And she did. Without looking back. 

 Seffy passed Addison outside the door.

“What did he say to you?”

 She stopped. “What do you mean?”

 Addison’s green eyes sparked with anger in her pallid face and her lips trembled as she spoke. “Stay away from him, do you hear me?”

“I can hear just fine.”

“You’re poison to him, Seffy, and I’m not talking about any zombie virus.”

 Seffy stared at her, keeping her expression flat. “He’s my friend, too.”

“Then if you care about him, you’ll stay away, because whenever you’re around, someone gets hurt.”

Like tortured and experimented on and starved hurt? Like rejected and shoved to the floor and chased by assassins? Seffy ground her teeth hard and walked away. She hardly recognized Addy any more. The girl had always been edgy, but this rage…she didn’t understand where it came from.

 As she turned down a new hallway, Seffy’s shoulders sagged. If this whole armageddony blast thing hadn’t happened, would their group have continued on in relative harmony in West Hollywood? Or was this implosion part of the relationship process that would’ve occurred regardless? Was it caused by the blast, or in spite of it? Would they ever be close again?

 Instead of going back to her room, Seffy headed toward the computer lab. The compound scientists had had plenty of time to figure out a way for them to return. Enough with the excuses already. The lab proved to be absent of its head scientist, Eugene. Several myopically blinking faces looked up at her entrance, then returned to their greenish screens doing…whatever it was they did. Apparently a scrawny Mary Ann imitation wasn’t enough to keep their attention.

 Seffy glanced at the spot on the floor where she’d been during their experiment. The yellow tape X was still there—the Launching Pad as Eugene had called it. She’d been launched all right—right into the wrong parallel universe because someone in the nerd herd had gotten the calculations wrong. Or maybe it was because the computers were just so damn old, relatively speaking.

 She left the lab and headed toward Eugene’s room. He let out a squeak when he opened his door at her knock.

“I need to talk to you, Eugene. Please let me in.”

“Miss Carter, I’m sorry, but you’re still technically under quarantine.”

 Time to employ her ‘super power’. She pushed open the door and walked into the cluttered madness of his residence as he staggered back in abject fear of her germs.

“Please, keep your distance! What do you want?” He pushed his thick glasses back up his shiny nose, looking for all the world like the poster guy for geekdom.

 Seffy sighed. “I want to know why you haven’t sent us back to 2006 yet. After promises and assurances and a nearly successful test run, we’re still here. Why?”

“We’re doing everything we can—” 

“Bull.” She stepped over a pile of dirty clothes and walked toward him.

 Eugene picked up a fat computer manual and held it out like a shield. “Fiona said—” 

“Fiona? What’s she got to do with it?”

“That’s what I was about to tell you before you interrupted me! She has had us shifting our resources to other projects.”

“What other projects?”

“I’m not at liberty to say.”

“Doesn’t she want to get rid of us? Why isn’t she making you send us back?”

“Our funding—we do what she wants. It’s that simple.”

 Seffy frowned when she realized she wasn’t going to get anything more out of him. He wasn’t a bad guy—once he’d even protected her in a way—but his fear of her made her cranky. She looked around the room and saw the box where the orange cat had been playing last time. “Is Schroeder in there?”

“Excuse me?”

“The cat.”

 Seffy walked over and pulled back the flaps of the box.

“Uh, I don’t know about any cat.”

 She looked in the box and saw a cat skeleton, its bleached bones nearly blinding her. Whirling, she pointed at Eugene. “He’s dead! How could you let him die? He was just an innocent cat!”

“Miss Carter, calm down!” He edged his way across the room and leaned over the box. His brows went up. “The box is…empty.”

 Seffy stared at him, not hearing him right. But when she looked in the box again, it was indeed empty. She straightened, her heart thudding. “There was a cat here last time,” she said slowly. “He sat in my lap. He had a weird name.”

“I assure you, I would never name a cat Schroeder. Schrodinger, maybe as a little quantum decoherence joke, but—” 

“Yes, that second one. That’s what you called him.”

 Eugene regarded her with a curious expression. “You may not be aware, but animals are expressly forbidden inside the compound, so there’s no possibility of there being a cat here.”

She looked around the room, fighting a sensation of disorientation. Please, God, not the visions again. 

“You don’t look well.” Eugene backed up. “Can I call someone for assistance?”

Seffy shook her head and tacked her way to his door. Out in the hallway, she closed her eyes and leaned up against the wall until she could calm her thoughts. Why had she seen bones? No, why had she imagined seeing bones? She pushed away from the wall and hurried back to her room. 

 Through the lonely halls, she saw shadows out of the corner of her eye, heard the distant echo of footfalls. Paranoia hastened her steps. She breathed a sigh of relief when she closed and locked her room door behind her. 

Okay, just relax. There’s an explanation for seeing a cat skeleton that wasn’t there.  

I hope.

 She hadn’t eaten anything today—so tainted food wasn’t to blame. And it was hard to eat when Trent was so busy with Brenda that he’d forgotten to smuggle her fresh food from the cafeteria. Seffy still didn’t trust the stuff they sent up in a box to her room every week.

She scanned her room for signs of abnormalcy. She couldn’t find any humidifiers sending out a narcotic vapor. Nothing seemed out of place. Seffy pressed her palms to her eye sockets as her respiration increased. Maybe all the drugs, all the experiments have turned my brain for good. Maybe I’m just losing it all the way.

 She went into the bathroom and saw her pink tracksuit hanging on the back of the door. Seffy quickly changed into it and the familiar soft fabric soothed her rattled nerves a bit. Her reflection, however, did not. How had she ever thought herself pretty? She looked like a desperate attempt at heroin chic. Maybe that was the turn on for Trent, the ex-junkie. 

 Yielding to a morbid impulse, she dug through her makeup supply and applied dark gray eye shadow and black kohl around her eyes. Her skin was pale white, but she didn’t use any blush. She found a lip gloss with a slight purple hue and smeared it on her lips. Next she lightly back-combed her short hair until it was a spiky mess.

There. Now I look like the crazy half-dead zombie disaster that I really am. If I can’t escape it, might as well look the part.

 It was stupid, but for a moment, it had taken her mind off what she just couldn’t handle right now. Another thing she couldn’t handle was company. She decided to go to the Light Room. The only problem was that the only access she knew of was from Trent’s room. 

 Seffy headed into the closet passage, hoping he was gone. After her defection, he’d probably gone running into Brenda’s tanned and willing arms—whether she was getting paid by Fiona or not. A fresh wave of jealousy made her stumble. She forced it from her mind as she pushed open Trent’s door an inch. Unless he was hiding under the bed, the room was empty. Seffy squeezed through the opening, scrambled up on top of his desk, and slid back the ceiling tile to reveal the access point that led to the hidden room in the attic.

 It took all of her strength to claw her way up into the opening. She kept forgetting to take Trent’s advice and do a few push ups to strengthen her noodly arms. Once she made it into the crawl space, she looked for the flash light he kept there for their attic jaunts. She didn’t see one, but saw a plug attached to a wire instead. That was new. Next to it, she saw an outlet. Had Trent installed some kind of light? It would help considering all the times she’d gotten lost in the dark, dusty space. 

 When she plugged in the wire, she caught her breath. A row of white Christmas tree lights stretched along the attic ceiling as far as she could see. Moisture built behind her eyelids, and it took a moment for her to gain control of her emotions. Swallowing hard, she replaced the ceiling tile and followed the path of lights to the space they called the Light Room. Not getting lost shortened her trip considerably. 

 It was incredible he’d ever found the space in the first place. But Trent’s skulking in dark passages and attics had yielded an oasis where there was access to natural light and fresh air in a windowless, cement block structure. 

As she neared the space, she heard a sound. Seffy froze. Was Trent up here already? With Brenda? Did she dare look? What if they were—? Trepidation filled her as she silently peeked around some ductwork. But the room, filled with cushions and pillows, was empty. She could see Trent had neatened it up. The notion eased a portion of her tension. Okay, so he hadn’t brought that female here for a little tryst. Things were looking up. Maybe she should’ve left a note asking him to join her when he returned from wherever. 

 Except that she didn’t want his company. Much.

Hunched over from the low ceiling clearance, Seffy made her way to the middle of the room over the blanket padding and straightened to pop the latch in the skylight. Sunlight—even if it was a freakish pink color—and fresh air. How she missed it. She took a deep breath of the crisp air—but that was as far as she got. Ice cold hands closed around her throat from behind, cutting off her scream.

 
 
 






Chapter Five

 

 Trent walked into his room and kicked the door shut with his foot. He hated not knowing where Seffy was. Her disappearances usually meant something bad. He’d been icily informed by Addison that she’d come and gone from Gareth’s room. Lani was crying about something and couldn’t answer when he asked her, and Sef wasn’t in her own room. 

 Trent figured she’d be somehow affected by her visit with Gareth. He scowled, remembering the way she’d forgotten about him the second that cretin’s name had been mentioned. He was sick of being second fiddle to a metro-sexual with some mysterious hold over Seffy. 

 Trent shook his head. After an emotional reunion with her ex, where would she go? He glanced up at the ceiling. Would she dare sully their special place when she was having Gareth-thoughts?

 It was at least worth checking out.

Trent clambered up into the crawl space and saw the glowing lights. Bingo. A smile played on his lips at the thought joining her in the Light Room. He hoped she liked the lights he put in. Less worry and more potential for private interludes when she knew where she was going. As he made his way toward the area, he called her name. No answer, but he heard a soft thud. Probably asleep. Well, I can deal with nap time with Seffy—even if she is pining for Mr. Not-That-Perfect.

 He found her sprawled out on the blankets. As he neared, his anticipatory smile faded. She couldn’t possibly be comfortable in that awkward position. Trent crawled to her side and stared down at her, his heart suddenly thumping heavily in his chest. Black makeup rimmed her eyes, with some of it smeared on her cheeks. Had she been crying? What was with the new look? The zipper of her tracksuit was open below her sternum—not exactly her usual style, Mary Ann moments notwithstanding. 

Okay, what am I looking at here? Something’s not right. Her stillness—the makeup—God, she looks dead. He gently shook her shoulder, calling her name. Her head lolled to one side. That’s when he saw the red and purple marks on her throat. He stared harder, trying to make sense of what it meant. 

 Trent grabbed her shoulder and shook her hard. “Seffy!” With trembling hands, he tried to feel for a pulse, but his own pounding heartbeat made it impossible to discern. Her skin was warm to his touch—that had to mean something. He stared at her chest and after several agonizing moments, couldn’t detect movement, nor could he sense air against his cheek when he tried to feel for her breath.

She’s dead.  

And this time I’m too late.

He tipped her head back and frantically started CPR. Tears dropped onto her skin and ran in rivulets down her collarbones as he breathed into her mouth and compressed her ribcage. His arms began to ache, he lost track of time. A furious sob tore from his throat. Oh God, please. 

 Seffy suddenly coughed, then gasped. Her eyes fluttered. Hoping it wasn’t wishful thinking, Trent rolled her onto her side, speaking her name in an agonized whisper.

 Her eyes slowly opened and she looked around until she saw him, her gaze brimming with despair. “Is it over?” she said in a rough voice. “Can I go home now?” Then she began to cough and cry, her shoulders shaking weakly. 

 Trent laid down next to her and gathered her into his arms, hushing her from trying to speak. As he cradled her head against his shoulder, he pressed his face into her hair and focused his grief into anger. Somehow, some way, he was going to stop these attempts on her life. But every time he’d come up with a plan, something bizarre happened to knock him sideways. 

 As he grappled with his own emotions, it was a while before he realized Seffy’s weeping had subsided. Easing back a little, he looked down at her. Her eyes were squeezed shut, her breathing ragged.

 Trent used his knuckles to wipe some of the makeup smudges away. She slowly opened her eyes. “I dreamed I died.”

 Her raspy voice nearly undid him. “I think you did.” He swallowed, struggling to control himself. “You weren’t breathing when I found you.” 

 She stared at him, the makeup somehow making her seem ancient and childlike at the same time. “I think maybe I do believe in fate after all,” she said, her voice hoarse. “Next time, just let me stay dead. I’m tired of fighting the inevitable.”

 He pressed his forehead against hers. “No way.”

 She was quiet for a moment. “Who did this to me?”

“You didn’t see anyone?”

 She gave a small shake of her head. “I came up here to think.” Seffy tipped her head up and looked at him. “Thank you for the lights.” She began to cough, then fresh tears came again.

“Don’t try to talk.”

 Trent looked around the room, trying to assess his options. He needed to get Seffy someplace safe, then find the perp. For all he knew, the attacker could still be in the attic. But he couldn’t drag her all the way back through the crawl space. Trent had to try one of the nearby rooms and hope to God it was empty—or at least inhabited by residents who wouldn’t sell them out the first chance they got. 

 Like last time.

 Trent eased his arm out from under her and checked the room. There weren’t any places to hide in the immediate area. He remembered the sound he’d heard before discovering Seffy. It must’ve been the guy…and he’d exited a different way. He could be in one of the lower rooms right now. Trent looked at Seffy where she lay curled up in a ball. Adrenaline surged in his system. Someone had to pay for this. 

 He went to the closest place where a room might be located under the tiles. Keeping one eye on Seffy, he gently eased the ceiling tile aside, bracing for any movement below. The room was quiet and obviously not used by a resident, but the attacker could be waiting. Trent paused, listening hard, then grabbed a stray piece of wood, lobbing it into the area he couldn’t see. Nothing. 

“Sef,” he whispered. “I need to check this room. I won’t go far, okay?”

 She gave a small nod.

 Trent decided jumping into the middle of the room would be better than sticking his head down for a look. When he landed onto the floor below and saw that it was clear, he quickly checked the closet and bathroom as well. Empty. Trent scrambled back up into the attic. 

“Okay, sweetheart, I’m going to help you down into the room, and from there I’ll be able to carry you.”

“I can walk,” she said. 

 In the end, it took what was left of her strength to get down into the room. She collapsed onto the bed while he replaced the tile. Trent let her rest for a few minutes and checked the phone. When he heard a dial tone, he called Olga and asked her to meet him at his room, bringing medical supplies along. She didn’t ask what it was for. He figured she could guess. 

 After checking the hall and getting his bearings, he went back, scooped Seffy up, and hurried to his room. Trent opened the door and peered inside. He brought her in, placed her on his bed, and made a quick search. Once he decided the space was secure, he released an exhausted breath. The exertion of getting her here took an edge off his thirst for revenge, but he’d revisit it once he made sure Seffy was okay.

 A muffled knock on his door sent a fresh shot of adrenaline through his system. Olga was on the other side. As he quietly filled her in on the details, her kind face paled.

“Poor, poor, lamb,” she murmured as she approached the bed. 

 Seffy lifted a listless hand. “Hey. It’s me again.”

 Trent watched at the nurse checked her vitals, noting the deepening frown when she examined the marks on Seffy’s neck. 

 Olga turned. “She needs to be X-rayed so make sure there’s no damage to her windpipe.”

“Can you do that?”

“She needs a doctor, Trent. I’ve already presumed too much here.”

“No doctors. She just needs you. Can you get her an X-ray?”

 The nurse glanced back at Seffy, her mouth tight. She gave a quick nod. 

 As they all made their way to the imaging area, Trent could tell Olga was preoccupied with something. She knew something—something bad. He had a sudden urge to put his fist through a wall.

 Olga produced a key and opened a door. The room was dark. She turned on only the necessary lighting which revealed a clinical setting, and began starting up the equipment. 

“So, you’ve done this before?” he asked her, adjusting his arm around Seffy.

“The staff here at the compound isn’t that big, so we all end up doing more than just our specialties. I was here last week, helping X-ray a boy who’d broken his leg.”

“How come we hardly ever see any of the residents?” Seffy asked suddenly.

 Olga looked away before answering. “People are still nervous over your presence—all of you. They consider you contagious outsiders. So the residents mostly keep to their rooms or go outside. Plus, there are groupings of residences that share common leisure areas that are accessed by different routes without using the hallways.”

“Oh.” Seffy looked at Olga with tired eyes. “Did my blood work results ever come back? Am I still…poisonous?” 

“No results yet, dear.” She looked at Trent. “Okay, the machine is ready. Let’s get her on the table.”

 Seffy climbed onto the table and closed her eyes as Olga placed a lead blanket over her form. She was so unnaturally still and washed out from the bright light that Trent had to look away for a moment. 

 The nurse took a couple of images, then set up the processor. As they waited, Seffy appeared to go to sleep. Trent pulled up a waiting room chair and took her hand. Her skin felt so cold. He dropped his head in his other hand as the events of the last hour washed over him. Grief, fury, despair, helplessness all swirled together in a noxious mix that choked him. When would it end?

 Some time later, Olga put the image on the light screen. Trent looked up, his anxiety deepening when he saw the nurse frowning. She turned to him and waved him over. Trent glanced at Seffy, saw she was resting peacefully, and eased his hand from hers.

 Olga regarded him before pointing to the image. “The good news is that there’s only slight bruising on her wind pipe. I’ll make sure she has some ibuprofen for swelling, but otherwise, there’s no serious injury.”

 Trent pulled in a breath. “I feel a ‘bad news’ coming.”

 The nurse nodded and lowered her voice. “From what you told me, there’s no doubt that you saved Seffy’s life, but strangulation did not kill her.”

“What?” he hissed. “You saw the marks on her neck!”

“The bruising is on the sides. Her windpipe is relatively unharmed. The force required to strangle someone to death would’ve crushed it. She wouldn’t be able to talk. She wouldn’t be able to be resuscitated. The marks indicate she was forced into unconsciousness, but not death.”

Trent pawed his hand through his hair. “So what are you saying? How did she die? Because she wasn’t breathing when I found her.”

“I don’t know…but—”

Here it comes. 

“I’m not a forensic scientist by any stretch, but it’s possible that the marks were…self-inflicted.”

Trent stared at her. “You’re saying Seffy killed herself?”

 Olga sighed. “Not really. I mean, I believe she somehow could’ve knocked herself out, but stopping her own heart after unconsciousness is obviously not possible…unless…”

 The glow from the imaging light made the nurse appear almost villainous. Trent mentally braced himself.

“Now, you know I’m fond of Seffy, I really am. And when you came to me with concerns for her mental state a while back, I didn’t think it was that serious. But now—” She glanced over at Seffy on the table. “I know she’s been miserable…”

“Are you saying she somehow willed herself to die?”

 Olga leaned forward slightly. “I’ve been thinking and doing some reading. We know her brain has soaked in a psychotropic bath compliments of the compound. We know that she locked herself in a hole and went missing for three days—” 

“She didn’t lock herself in, she was hiding. And they found her in an area that had been bolted shut.”

“She’s had psychotic episodes—” 

“Define that.”

“You told me she’s carried on conversations with dead people, she’s had terrifying visions and dreams involving aliens, blood, mutilated animals—” 

“Okay, I get it.”

“And, she’s constantly getting injured when there’s no one around.” Olga shook her head. “I don’t want to believe it myself, but it must be considered as a possibility. There could be brain damage, chemical imbalances, adverse drug side effects…not to mention the tremendous emotional trauma she’s endured that probably goes deeper than anything we know of. When you add it all up, isn’t it within the realm of possibility that she had an episode where she tried to choke herself and somehow the weight of despair killed her?” She touched Trent’s arm. “People can die of a broken heart.”

 He looked away, struggling to form a rebuttal, but nothing came to mind. Trent remembered Seffy telling him she was broken. Was it enough to kill her?

 Olga turned off the image light and took down the X-ray film. “She’s refused a psychiatrist before. I honestly don’t know how to help her, and I’m no longer sure love and support will be enough.”

 As the nurse began putting things away, Trent walked to the table and looked down at Seffy. He brushed away a lock of hair from her face. It wasn’t that long ago that she’d had it cut, and yet it was growing faster than normal. He couldn’t deny that there was some kind of weird alchemy going on inside her body. Was it affecting her mind and feelings as well?

 His touch woke her and she looked up at him with a solemn expression. Trent helped her up and put his arm around her, his heart swelling with inarticulate emotion. Olga followed them out into the hall and locked the door. She handed Seffy a generic bottle of pain pills and told her to take three every four hours. The nurse touched her arm and sent a kind expression before leaving. 

 Trent walked Seffy back to his room in silence. He kept alert for anything untoward lurking in the halls, and it was a good excuse to avoid conversation. Once they arrived, he checked his room again before relaxing. Seffy sat on the couch and rested her head on the arm, watching him. He sank onto the edge of his bed and returned her steady regard, wondering what to say.

“I heard what you and Olga were talking about.”

Oh crap. “Sef—” 

“I probably am messed up beyond repair from everything that’s happened, and I admit I’ve given more than a passing thought to offing myself, but Trent, I didn’t choke my own throat. That’s not only stupid, but painful.” She sighed. “And I don’t like pain.”

 He took a deep breath. “Tell me what you remember.”

 She rubbed her cheek against the arm of the couch. “When I was heading up to the Light Room, I thought I heard a noise. I thought you might be up there with Brenda.”

“Gee, thanks,” he growled.

“But no one was there. I had just opened the latch when someone grabbed my neck from behind. They had cold hands.”

 Trent tried not to let relief show on his already strained features. A bad guy was something he could handle. “And that’s all you remember?”

“Except the part where I was dead.”

“You remember that?”

“I dreamed…or experienced…well, hell, I guess.”

“Don’t say that.”

“It was dark and cold…and I was eating something red. It was tart, pulpy with seeds, but when I looked down, I saw that it wasn’t fruit but a human heart—” 

 Trent joined her on the couch, pulling her against him. “Don’t,” he said, pressing his forehead to her temple. 

 Seffy shifted toward him, fitting her head into the hollow of his shoulder. She toyed with the collar of his shirt. “Thank you for getting me out of there. I didn’t like it so much.”

 He nudged up her chin. Her look of wary resignation tore at his heart. Trent lowered his head and touched his lips to hers, reveling in their warmth and pliancy. Had he been just a few minutes later in the Light Room…

 He crushed her to to himself, kissing her with all his pent-up fear and fervency, fueled along by the unbearable sweetness of Seffy’s trusting response. It took several moments for him to remember she was injured and probably still terrified. He lifted his lips and looked down at her, expecting to see her upset or afraid. Instead she put her arms around his neck and tugged his head back down to hers. 

 
 
 
 






Chapter Six

 

 Gareth chafed at his convalescence and looked around the room for some distraction. Lani had stopped by earlier and Addison left to get a late dinner, but Seffy had yet to make an appearance. He wondered why. 

 He also wondered why she wouldn’t kiss him. They were close friends—always there for each other. Had he said something to upset her? Gareth shifted to get more comfortable. A shaft of pain made him wince. He still couldn’t believe he’d been shot. He should’ve been more careful, more vigilant, but he’d been so tired. It seemed like he’d been holding his little group together for a long time, and despite his best efforts, things were going awry.

 He scratched his face and leaned his head back. The room was quiet aside from the periodic beep of a monitor hooked up to him somewhere. When would Addison get back? Why was she the only one who hung around? He was glad for the company, but a lot of the time she complained about Seffy and how crazy she’d been acting. He already knew about Seffy’s problems and it bothered him that Addison was taking sides. They were supposed to be there for each other. 

 Couldn’t things just go back to the way they were in West Hollywood? Sunny, busy, happy. And they were happy, right? Gareth frowned, wishing he could be sure.

 A footfall outside the door caused him to turn his head in that direction. A silver suited medic walked through the door. Gareth looked askance. Since when did they need that kind of protection around him? Wasn’t he about to be released? He suppressed a smile thinking of Seffy’s nickname of the silver garbed men—the Haz-Mat team. Except she hadn’t liked them so much.

 Addison strode in behind the medic and walked around the bed, plopping into the chair next to him. She sent a wry smile, then nodded toward the medic, who was going through a cabinet drawer. “Hey, Sef, why are you still wearing that thing? I’m starting to think you kinda like it.”

 Gareth’s eyes widened. “That’s Seffy in there?”

“Yeah, she wore it the first few times she visited to get past the guards, but she didn’t last time, so I don’t know why she is now.”

 He looked across the room. “At least take off the top part so I can see your face.”

Seffy turned and suddenly lunged toward him. Gareth put up his hands to brace for impact. “Hey, if you wanted a hug, you just had to—” He felt a searing pain slash across his shoulder. What the—?  

“Gareth, she has a knife!”

“Seffy, get off me! Are you crazy! Addison, ring for the nurse!” He held Seffy off, but was weakening fast, especially since she was acting like a rabid weasel.

 Addy pushed the button. Seffy threw herself across his body toward Addison. Gareth watched in horror as she stabbed her in the chest. Addison screamed and tried to fight back and got her palm slashed for her pains.

 Gareth gripped Seffy around the waist and rolled her off the bed. He crashed on top of her onto the floor, feeling something tear across his hand. Seffy lay stunned as a nurse ambled in to the room. When the nurse saw the scene, she ran into the hall and yelled for security. 

 Gareth looked across the room at Addy, who clutched at a bleeding wound below her neck. “Are you okay?”

“I don’t know!” she cried. 

 He heard the nurse rushing back to the room and looked up. Suddenly Seffy slithered out from under him and bolted from the room, knocking the nurse into the two guards. By the time they regained their balance, Seffy was gone.

 The guards took off in pursuit while the nurse hurried to help him back into bed.

“I’ll be fine! Check Addy—she’s bleeding!”

 The woman went to attend to Addison while he struggled back into the bed. He looked down at his hand and saw that his I.V. had been torn out. Blood pooled under the loose tape across his skin.

 What the hell just happened?

“I’ll get a doctor in here right away, miss, but I think you got lucky. The knife just missed puncturing your lung.” She pressed the button and requested the physician.

 Breathing hard, Addison looked at Gareth. “Now are you convinced that Seffy’s off her rocker?”

“Seffy?” the nurse said. “Isn’t that the girl who tried to choke herself?”

 Addison and Gareth glanced at each other with surprised eyes.

 A man in a white lab coat strode in and was met by the nurse. She whispered something in his ear that made him tense up.

“What do you know about Seffy?” Gareth asked, mentally taking the doctor’s measure. “She’s our friend.”

 He sent them both a reassuring smile. “Patty here got a little mixed up. She was talking about someone else.”

***

 Trent jerked awake at the sound of pounding. He looked around and realized he was on the couch…alone. “Sef?”

“Trent are you in there? Open up or the guard will be unlocking your door!”

 He jumped off the couch and quickly checked the bathroom. Where was Seffy? He went to the door and opened it, finding a wild-eyed Addison. 

“Is Seffy here?” A guard pushed past him and entered his room, looking in the bathroom and closet and under the bed.

“Hey, what’s going on?”

“Trent, focus. Is Seffy here?”

 He shook his head, staring at the bloodstain on her white shirt. “What happened to you?”

“Seffy came in Gareth’s room and attacked both of us!”

“What?” His mind raced, trying to consider the possibility—and protect her at the same time. “Why did you come here? Didn’t you check her room?”

“Of course we checked her room. It was empty!”

 He took a calming breath. “Let me get this straight. Your bestie Sef walked into Gareth’s room and tried to kill both of you. Are you sure you’re not hallucinating?”

“I saw her with my own eyes,” she snapped. “Plus, Seffy’s the one who’s been souped up on God knows what. She went nuts and we need to find her so we can finally stop her.”

“But why would she hurt her friends?”

 Addison glared at him. “She hasn’t cared about us in a long time. Maybe if you hung around a little more, you’d notice these things.”

 Trent resisted the impulse to defend Seffy further. But he wanted to keep their connection on the down low. “Have you checked on Lani? If you and Gareth were attacked, wouldn’t she be next?”

 The redhead’s face went sheet white. She called to the guard and together they took off. Once he was sure they were gone, he went into his closet and pushed at the panel revealing the passage. Trent took a couple of steps in and stopped, his breath catching in his throat.

“Sef, what’s going on?”

 She stood, staring at him, silent. Her dark eyes appeared black in the gloom. Her face was a pale disc, the marks on her neck lurid against the white of her skin. He started to wonder if she was a mirage. He walked up to her and touched her arm to make sure she was real. “Are you okay?”

 She nodded. “What’s happening?”

 He took her hand and drew her back to his room. “Where were you?”

 She licked her lips. “Well, I woke up here, with you.”

 Trent remembered falling asleep in her arms and had a strong desire for a repeat. “Then?”

“Then I went to my room to take a shower.”

“When was that?”

 She shrugged stiffly. “Half an hour ago?”

“Your hair is dry.”

“Uh, I blow-dried it. Trent, what did Addison want?”

 He looked at her, wishing he didn’t feel a qualm of unease. He wanted to be her unqualified champion, but he’d seen her go through too much to deny she could behave in unpredictable ways. “What did you hear?”

“I heard someone banging on my door, and I got freaked, so I came into the passageway to hide.”

“Addison is looking for you. She said you attacked her and Gareth.”

 Her brows inched up. “With what? My rapier wit?” Seffy shook her head. “What is she whining about now?” 

“She said you stabbed her with a knife. She was covered in blood, Sef.”

 Seffy’s face went whiter than he thought possible. He slid an arm around her waist to steady her. 

“How could she say such a thing?”

“She said she saw you with her own eyes.”

 Seffy gulped back a sob, shaking her head. “No, I was here, then I was in the shower. That’s it, I swear!”

“I know, I know.” He wished he felt as sure as he sounded. “Maybe she’s under some drug influence like you’ve been.”

 Seffy’s shoulders relaxed a little. “Yeah, maybe.” She twisted out from under his arm. “I’m going to go back to my room. I need to think.”

 He regarded her, wondering what was going through her mind, then decided to follow. Seffy entered her room and just as he was about to follow through her closet door, her main door swung open hard, banging against the opposite wall.

“There you are!”

Addison and the guard. Trent watched from the crack in the door, unsure how to proceed. 

“Where have you been?”

 Seffy lifted one shoulder. “Around. What’s going on? What happened to you?”

“Search her room again.” The guard began tearing through drawers.

“Hey, what do you think you’re doing?”

 Addison stabbed her in the chest with her finger. “I’m going to make sure you’re kept under lock and key after this.”

“After what?” Seffy snapped, shoving her hand away.

“What happened to your neck? Where did you get those bruises, Sef?”

 Seffy’s hand flew to her throat. 

“Feeling sorry for ourself, were we? Trying to end our pathetic little existence?”

Trent sucked in a breath. What the hell?

“And when you didn’t have the guts to finish yourself off, you came after us.”

 Seffy stared at Addison, her expression wrecked. Trent heard enough. He raced down the passage toward his room and headed to Seffy’s room via the hallway. He walked through the open door in time to see the guard shove aside her mattress and pull out a bloodstained Haz-Mat suit from between the mattress top and the box spring.

“Why is that there?” Seffy asked, wiping away tears with a shaking hand.

 Trent wanted to ask the same thing. He remained quiet to see what transpired.

“You tell me,” Addison seethed. “It’s what you were wearing when you attacked Gareth and me.”

 Okay, he couldn’t stay silent on that one. “You told me you saw Seffy with your own eyes, but if she was wearing that suit you wouldn’t be able to identify who was in it.”

 Addison glared at him, her expression mulish. “She’s come to see Gareth wearing it before.”

“Then why would she hide it under the mattress if you’ve already seen her in it?”

“Why are you here, Trent? This is none of your business.”

“Is Lani okay?” he asked.

“She’s fine. Now butt out.”

 That was his cue to leave. He sent Seffy a meaningful look then turned to Addison with a shrug. “You’re right. Nothing you people say makes sense. Just keep it down. I can hear you all the way around the corner.” 

 Trent left, hoping Sef got the message. 

***

 Seffy watched Trent leave, understanding why he did but not liking the reason one little bit. Then again, if Addison didn’t know about them, she couldn’t say even nastier things. Her grasp on her emotions was fragile at best. 

“Are you going to answer me?”

 Seffy focused on the issue at hand, still feeling confused why Addison and a guard were standing in her room. “Answer what?”

“Why is there a Haz-Mat suit under your mattress?”

 Seffy stared at it. “I don’t know. It was hanging in my closet.”

 Addison stood before her, face twisted. “You were wearing it when you tried to kill me and Gareth.”

I’m so damn tired. She closed her eyes and struggled to think. “Addison, even when you’re screaming in my face, I don’t want to kill you, okay? I don’t know who it was. Maybe someone’s trying to set me up. Lord knows it wouldn’t be the first time.” 

 Seffy turned away and went to her bed. She shoved the skewed mattress back in place, crawled on top and curled onto her side with her back to the room.

She sensed her friend and the guard staring at her in silent fury. Please go away.

“We’ll get to the bottom of this, Seffy. In the mean time, keep your psychotic hands to yourself!”

 Seffy lifted her hand and gave Addy the thumbs up sign. A slammed door was her reply. A few moments later, she heard the closet door opening, then, Trent’s presence standing over her.

“What?” she mumbled, really wanting to go to sleep. For, like, forever.

 Trent nudged her over onto her back and sat next to her. “Any idea what’s going on?”

“I think my evil twin tried to kill my friends, but I missed the action because I was in the shower…after I was dead.”

 His sad smile only made her feel worse. 

“I think you’ve had enough excitement for one day. I’ll try to do some digging and see what I come up with.”

 Seffy gazed up at him. “I honestly don’t care any more.”

 He gently tugged on her hair. “This is serious. Someone is trying to kill you guys. Since we know it’s possible for bad guys to fall through the rip in space, maybe they’re here to finish what they started in Tangent Land.”

 She bit her lip. “You’re probably right. But that would mean you’re a target too.”

“I can take care of myself.”

“The way you did in the other universe?”

 He frowned. “I was apparently broken-hearted that you’d died.” 

 In the tangent universe they’d seen a newspaper article describing his death by heroin overdose after losing his girlfriend to a drive-by shooting. It seemed like a lifetime ago. 

“We don’t know if it was me you were mourning.”

 He leaned closed, his voice low. “It was you. In fact, I’ve been thinking about that. I know I said nothing could’ve made me go back to the needle. But not being there to protect you? Failing you when you needed me most?” He paused. “Let’s just say I would’ve found that difficult to live with.”

“You can’t know that,” she said, her voice strangled.

“I do know that.”

 Seffy looked away, not even bothering to make sense of the whirl of conflicting emotions in her weary brain.

“As long as I keep you alive, I’ll be strong enough to fight.”

 She reached up and touched his arm. “You know you can’t guarantee that. So far I’m still here pretty much out of pure dumb luck.”

“Then let’s hope your luck holds.” He pulled a pistol from his pocket. “And while I’m gone, I want you to keep this near.”

 Seffy accepted the gun with a sigh. “Aren’t you afraid I might just do myself in to make things easier? After all, there’s apparently a rumor that I tried to strangle myself.”

 Trent made a face. “I heard that and I think Olga must’ve mentioned it to a big-mouthed doctor. As much as she’s helped us, she still works for the compound. We have to remember that.” He stood and held out his hand. “Stand up for a minute.”

 Seffy clambered from the bed, too tired to argue.

 He stood behind her and lightly placed his hands on either side of her neck. “Hmm.”

 She twisted around to face him. “What?”

“By comparing my hands to the marks on your throat, whoever tried to kill you had rather small hands.”

“And?”

“Well, maybe a smaller person didn’t have the strength to choke you all the way. What if adrenaline gave them the strength to just knock you out? Then it would simply be a matter of holding their hand over your nose and mouth until you stopped breathing.”

 She touched her neck. “How sick am I that I prefer that scenario to the self-death one?”

 Trent stared past her into the middle distance. “An average size man would have no problem doing you in.” He turned to her. “Did you fight?”

 Seffy clasped her hands together. “I don’t remember. It happened so fast.”

“Okay, I think it’s safe to say you would’ve fought off an attacker. So maybe they had chloroform or something to subdue you quickly?”

“So who’s this little person sneaking around with a rag and bottle?”

 Trent snorted. “It has to be Fiona.”

“Why? She could’ve had me killed a thousand different ways by now.”

“You’re right,” he said slowly. “So she wanted this to be subtle, under the radar—”

“Trent I have visible bruising on my neck. How subtle is that?”

 He ran his hand through his already messy hair. “Yeah, that doesn’t make sense either.”

“Maybe Brenda is the jealous type.”

Trent had the temerity to smile. “Please.”

 Seffy smirked. She didn’t think little Miss Brenda could plan anything that complicated.

“I’m going to go sniff around and see if I hear anything from my contacts.”

 Tucking the gun into her pocket, Seffy tried to make her expression communicate something supportive, but it felt a lot more like resignation. She watched as Trent brushed his lips against hers. Seffy felt the familiar stirring his touch induced, but she braced herself against it. He was too easy to give in to as it was.

 When he raised his head, his eyes told her he sensed her resistance. He sighed. Seffy listened to him leave after he checked the locks. She didn’t move for several minutes. There was too much to process—Gareth wanting her to kiss him. Trent taking the liberty as if they were a couple. That whole choking and death thing. And now being accused of attempted murder. 

She touched the cold metal in her pocket. What do I want? Who do I want? Why do people want to kill me? Why do I want to live? Seffy snorted. When there are no answers, why bother asking questions? She didn’t know why Gareth suddenly wanted her attention—and why she wasn’t taking him up on it. She didn’t know how Trent continued to draw her in despite her attempts to avoid his plots. 

If I could have anything right now, what would it be? Seffy closed her eyes and thought hard. Her previous life in West Hollywood beckoned, along with Gareth’s uncomplicated affection. Except it wasn’t as uncomplicated as she’d once thought. Now she had the chance to at least explore the option further. Why had she just shined him on earlier?

And Trent. Just because they’d apparently had some torrid romance in another world didn’t mean it was a forgone conclusion here. Their history together was murky at best. Why should she trust him? Maybe he kept bringing her back from the dead just to mess with her. Maybe he was behind all the bad stuff. Could she ever really trust him, even if he did make her melt into a puddle of longing? One thing she knew, she needed to stop allowing the assumed intimacy. It fried her already scrambled brains. 

 Seffy squared her shoulders. Despite her exhaustion, she had a duty to make sure her friends were safe, even if it looked like she wanted them dead.

 
 
 
 






Chapter Seven

 

 Trent waited for the guard at Fenn’s residence to let him pass. He knew Fenn had given orders that he was to be allowed in at any time. Maybe this guard hadn’t heard the news. The sullen-faced man spoke quietly into a walkie-talkie requesting clearance and finally got it. His expression became even more sullen as he stepped aside to let Trent pass.

 Inside, Trent found Fiona and a slightly improved Fenn sitting on the couch in the living room. Fenn wore a black turtleneck with khaki cargo pants. He nodded in greeting. Fiona wasn’t quite as polite, dressed as always in the circa 1980 MTV look. 

 She sneered. “What do you want?”

 Fenn touched her arm and shook his head. 

 Trent sank onto the opposite couch and regarded the oddly-matched pair. Fenn, with his black hair, intense blue eyes, and chiseled features looked like a man who knew what he wanted. And yet Trent knew he was losing his struggle to heroin—while losing the compound in the process. 

 Fiona, small with short russet hair and slanted brown eyes looked like exactly like the pixie bitch she was. How had these two ever hooked up? What was in it for either of them? Maybe Fenn’s drug habit affected his judgment when it came to women. Once he got clean, Trent figured he’d dump the mini tyrant. Unless the mini tyrant was a murderer.

 He took a deep breath. “I’m sure you’ve heard there’s been an attempt on Seffy’s, Gareth’s, and Addison’s lives.”

 Fiona rolled her eyes. “Isn’t there always some drama attached to you and your friends?”

“Fiona,” Fenn said on a sigh.

“Only since you brought us here,” Trent said curtly. “Do you mind telling me where you’ve been all day?”

Her dark eyes widened to a ludicrous size. “Are you insinuating me into one of your tiresome dramas?”

“Fiona has been here all day with me,” Fenn said, his frown foreboding. “What are you after?”

“Answers,” Trent snapped. “Although I wonder why I bother asking in the first place when all I get is a run around.”

“Is Seffy okay?” Fenn asked quietly.

 Fiona glared at her boyfriend, making him blush.

“She’s pretty bruised and shaken up.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” he said. “Is there anything we can do?”

Trent wanted to snap something in half. “Since you asked so nicely, not only do I want some kind of security to protect us from murder, but also for you to stop sic-ing your little friends on us in an effort to divide us.”

“I’m sure I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about,” Fiona said.

“Take for instance, Brenda. Give her something else to do besides spy on us and cause dissension.”

“I don’t know any Brenda.”

“God, Fiona, you’re a piece of work—”

“Let me get this straight,” Fenn said, “you think Fiona has people working against you?”

“Yes. And Brenda is probably just one of many.”

 He looked at his girlfriend. “Who’s Brenda?”

 Fiona shrugged, her wide eyes guileless. “Never heard of her.”

 Trent pinched the bridge of his nose. “Okay, whatever her name is, keep her away from us.”

“You’re missing the point, Trent. I don’t have anyone spying on you, trying to cause problems, or whatever new paranoid delusion you’ve cooked up this time.”

“It’s apparently someone new to the compound.”

“We haven’t accepted any new people to the compound, Trent. Not since you got here.” Fiona’s lip curled. “For obvious reasons.”

 Fenn put up his hand. “Fiona, you had better be telling the truth here.”

 She narrowed her eyes at Trent. “I admit, I had something to do with the time travel experiments, but that’s it. Not the subliminal stuff you claimed, and not this Brenda chick, whoever she is.”

“I find it hard to believe you could be so ignorant of what’s going on around you.”

“I didn’t say I was ignorant—just not responsible.”

 Trent looked at Fenn. There was no reasoning with Fiona. “I require security for my people or at least weapons so we can defend ourselves. We were all killed in the other tangent, and someone’s trying to kill us here. Either protect us while we’re under your roof, or let us go.”

 Fenn looked down, the light creating harsh shadows from his sunken cheekbones. “You can select your own guards from anyone here you trust and see my chief of security for weapons.”

“Are you joking? They’ll use weapons against us!”

 He glanced at Fiona with a tired expression. “What’s our alternative?”

 She swiveled her attention Trent’s way, her lips mashed into a white line. 

Looks like letting us go is totally off the table. And we’re apparently no good to the compound dead. The question is why? He stood. “If you could get word to your security chief, I’ll make the arrangements from there.”

 Fenn nodded. 

 Trent headed to the door, satisfied when he heard Fiona follow him. In the antechamber, he turned to her. She approached him, her small hands balled into fists.

“You better watch your step, Trent. You think you have power here? You have nothing.”

 He smirked. “For some reason, you need us alive, and since I happen to like that particular state of being, think of it as us working toward a common goal.”

“You and your pathetic friends are only being tolerated for a short time. And when we’re done, consider yourselves disposable.”

Trent suddenly pushed her against the wall and pressed his hand against her throat. “Today I learned how much abuse a windpipe can take and yet not collapse.” He leaned close to her, noting her shock. “You once said that we are very similar in some respects. I agree because we both have goals and both of us will go to any length to achieve those goals. So you see, I’m not the only one who’s disposable around here.”

“Get off me,” she rasped.

“Only if we can come to an agreement. Keep your Brendas away—” 

“I told you I don’t know anything about that!”

“Keep your flunkies away from me and my friends or I’ll hunt you down and kill you. It’s as simple as that. Besides, we both know Fenn would be better off without you.”

 Fiona’s eyes widened, revealing a brief flash of fear. In the next instant, she met his gaze in a look of understanding. Trent released her and she sank to the floor, coughing. As he left the antechamber, he didn’t have to look back to know her expression was as murderous as he felt.

 He decided to head back to Seffy’s and make sure she was okay. Why hadn’t decent cell phones been invented yet? Maybe he’d get a set of walkie-talkies to stay in contact. Frankly, if Fiona wasn’t involved in the chaos—and he wasn’t close to convinced she was innocent—then he had even more to worry about. Fiona he could handle—mysterious rogue factions not so much.

 And where did Brenda fit in? Trent decided to go to her room first and see what she’d been up to in the last day or so.

 Before he got far, a tall white-haired man in a guard uniform stopped him. 

“Fenn instructed me to give you whatever you need.”

***

 Seffy knocked on Lani’s door. She wanted to see Gareth first, but wasn’t sure she was quite up to it yet. When no one answered, she turned the doorknob and, finding the door unlocked, poked her head in. She yanked her head back out, pressing a hand to her chest. Yep, Lani was there…she was just busy. Seffy took a deep breath and knocked harder. Normally she wouldn’t intrude on a romantic interlude, but her friend’s life could be at stake.

 Lani appeared at the door, smiling, her face red. “Sorry, you kinda caught me at a bad time.” She opened the door all the way and ushered her in.

 Seffy sent Malone an apologetic glance and cleared her throat. “Sorry to interrupt…it’s just that we have another problem.”

 Malone sat up on the couch, his green eyes suddenly icy, which caused an involuntary shudder. Goodness he looked scary. “What now? What’s left? Vampires? Werewolves? Gnomes?”

“Uh, nothing like that, exactly. But you’re both probably in danger. At least me, Gareth, and Addison have all been attacked.”

 Lani gasped and pointed at her. “Your neck! Was that…?”

 Seffy nodded. 

 Malone stood and pulled his 9mm from his belt. “Who’s responsible?”

“We don’t know yet. At least one of them—” 

“There’s more than one?” Lani squeaked.

“I, uh never saw my attacker, so yeah. Maybe.”

“What was the other one wearing?”

“One of those Haz-Mat suits…but apparently when they were done, they stuffed it under my mattress to make it look like I did it.”

 Lani blinked. “I don’t get it.”

Malone strode up to her and took her chin in his big calloused hand. “Did you try and kill anyone, princess?”

“Malone!”

 He ignored Lani. “We know you’ve been hopped up on who knows what chemicals, so I wouldn’t blame you. But I’d sure as hell stop you.”

 Lani appeared at his side and yanked his arm down.

“It wasn’t me,” Seffy said quietly. “I’m at least ninety-nine percent sure of that.”

“Where are the others?” Lani asked. “Has anyone seen Jared or the girls?”

“Yeah, that Cynthia and Eva always struck me as suspicious.”

 Seffy’s mouth opened and closed. “Uh, honestly, I didn’t think about them.”

“I’ll go check. You ladies stay put right here.” Malone racked his gun and crept from the room. 

 Seffy drifted over to the a chair and sat down. Lani collapsed onto the edge of the bed, pushing her hair back. 

“I’m really sorry for busting in like that.”

 The brunette let out a shy laugh. “As much as I like hooking up with Malone, I like being alive more so I’m glad you came by.” Her smile faded. “Why do people always want to hurt us?”

“I don’t know.” Seffy cleared her throat. “Why did you just now ask about Jared but not Trent?”

“Because I figured you knew where he was.”

 She snorted softly. “Why would I know that?”

“Well, you’re kind of always together, right?”

 Seffy’s eyes widened. “Um…”

 Lani reached out and touched her knee. “You know, I saw you that night of your party.”

She clenched her hands in her lap. The night Trent first told her he loved her. The night they’d kissed for real. Oh, crap. “Uh, what did you see exactly?”

“You and Trent kissing.”

 Seffy’s heart pounded so hard she became disoriented. She rubbed her forehead, struggling to form an excuse. “That wasn’t what it looked like.”

“You mean so passionate and steamy that you didn’t hear me coming around the corner, gasping, then pretending like I had only just come down the hall?”

“Oh, God.”

“So, you really don’t have anything going on with him? You’re always absent, so I just assumed you two were together.”

 Seffy didn’t know what to say. On one hand she was ashamed of her…liaison..with Trent. On the other, she desperately wanted to unburden herself to someone but wasn’t sure Lani was the right someone. “Trent has become…kind of attached to me.”

“You mean he’s in love with you.”

 Her lip trembled. “He seems to think so.”

“And you don’t feel the same way?”

“Lani, think about it! Don’t you remember how he treated me when we first met?”

 Her blue eyes clouded. “I remember him being rather rude, but I thought it was because you made out with his friend who became a zombie and was then killed. Maybe he was jealous or just upset in the general sense of the word.”

 Seffy shook her head, holding onto her sanity with slippery fingers. “I think you only had eyes for Malone and didn’t notice anything else going on around you.”

 She giggled. “Maybe.”

 Glad for the diversion, Seffy smiled. “About you two…I guess opposite attract, huh? The Bazooka and the Butterfly.”

 Lani clapped her hands together. “Malone will love that! Oh, you and Trent need a title like that.”

“I don’t think—” 

“Well, the 2006 way to deal with that is to combine your names. Sent won’t work. Oh! Treffy!”

“Lani, we’re not only not opposites, but the attraction only goes one way.”

The brunette’s brows went up. “I may be clueless, but I’m not blind. You just don’t want to admit you’re attracted.”

“How could I admit to such a thing?” Seffy closed her eyes briefly. “The only person who held my heart was…is…Gareth.”

 Lani leaned back, regarding her for several moments. “I’ve never said anything before about this, but I think I’m going to now.”

 Seffy groaned. “Please don’t.”

 She leaned forward. “You and Gareth. You’re close. But it’s because something binds you together. Something…not good.”

Seffy’s face heated. “Don’t go there, please.”

“I’m not asking what it is, I’m just saying it’s probably toxic. And it’s hard for good to come out of bad.” She raised her hands. “It’s not impossible, but…”

“Lani—” 

“But you and Trent…now that’s organic.”

“Enviro-greenspeak? Are you serious?”

“It’s just an analogy. Your relationship sprang up naturally.”

“I don’t even know if we have a relationship.”

“You have something, and it comes from a good place.”

Seffy plunged a hand through her hair. “What? The compound? Have you noticed it’s an ex-Soviet labyrinth with zombies and alien dreams and mind control plots and—?”

“Is it as bad as what brought you and Gareth together?”

 Seffy stared at Lani, only dimly aware of the thundering of her heart. After a moment, moisture stung the back of her eyes. She turned her head and blindly stared at the wall. Soon tears rolled down her cheeks. She swiped them from her chin, desperate to force despair into anger.

“Honestly, Sef, I don’t know much. But before making a choice you might regret, think about this. Who makes you hear music?”

 Seffy let out a hysterical laugh. “What? You’re more nuts than I am, Lani.”

“No, I mean it.”

“There’s no music, okay? I don’t hear it. I don’t like it.” Her voice cracked. “I just want to go home.”

Lani took a deep breath. “Why do I speak

asking you to stay

Will you be the same

when you’re done with him?”

Seffy groaned. “Lani, please don’t sing.”

Lani ignored the request.“Don’t spin on your heel

and depart from this place

an empty space where lonely hours

pile up to greet him when you’re forever gone

How will he endure?  

You just need to remain  

Don’t leave  

don’t say farewell  

you just need to remain.”

Seffy stood up to go. She hated this stupid song. It had always made her misty. “Thanks for listening, but—” 

“Shh,” Lani said, waving her hand impatiently. “Let me finish the chorus:

Enduring in the dark  

Forever  

Will he be dreaming

when it ends?

When all you’ve been through together

is over and you’re both alone

where will he end up

where will you be?

his emotions hidden away

until you’re gone

how will he endure?”

 Seffy sighed. “Is it done?”

“You know the words.”

“Those weren’t the words.”

“Well, I tailored them a little. It was about Trent in regard to you by the way.”

 A weary smile touched Seffy’s lips. “I got that part.”

 Lani got up and hugged her. “I’m just saying be open to something new and unexpected.”

“Kinda like you and Malone?”

“Yes!”

If that isn’t a disaster in the making, I don’t know what is. Then again, Lani always was fearless when it came to taking people risks. “So when did you go all Zen diva?”

 Lani laughed. “That wasn’t Zen, Sef. I can just be observant from time to time.”

“Okay…well, thanks again. As soon as Malone gets back, I’m going to go see Gareth.”

“And I’ll call Jared and the girls to give them a heads up.”

“Don’t bother. They’re fine.”

 Malone strode through the door, holstering his weapon. Seffy’s heart jumped when she saw him followed by Trent. She avoided catching his eye.

“I requested to have guards watch over Jared and the girls, and they’ve been apprised of the danger.”

 Seffy peeked up at Trent, who approached her holding a couple of walkie-talkies. He held one out. “I want you to keep this with you. Pretend it’s a big ugly cell phone.”

 She took it. “Why do I need this?”

“So we can stay in contact. You have a way of disappearing from time to time.”

“Who else gets one?”

“Um, just Malone and me.”

 Seffy stared at him, wondering at the significance. Lani nudged her arm and gave her a meaningful glance. 

 Trent noticed the exchange, his expression questioning. “I, uh, had the option of getting guards and weapons for protection until we can figure out who wants us dead.” He sent her a pointed look. “You still have the gun?”

 She nodded. “I’m going to need a tool belt for all this stuff. My kangaroo pockets aren’t big enough.”

“Do I get a gun?” Lani asked.

“You have me,” Malone said. “And I’m packin’.”

“What about Gareth and Addison?” Seffy said.

“They’ll both get firearms as they’ve proven their proficiency.”

“Oh, yay.”

“And I’ll be here for you, too,” Trent said quietly.

 Seffy shook her head. “I don’t need a personal bodyguard.”

 Lani leaned toward him. “Don’t mind her. She’s grumpy because I sang to her.”

 A smile twitched Trent’s lips. “She doesn’t like all that music and song stuff, huh?”

“Not so much. Not since The Day The Music Died.” Lani made air quotes to punctuate her ridiculous assertion.

“So what precipitated that sad day?” Trent asked, looking at Lani with mock solemnity.

 Lani made a face. “Pretty much when we got to the compound. I mean things weren’t looking so hot before that, but if I were to give a concrete time—”

“Um, standing right here,” Seffy said. “Standing exactly right here.”

 Trent regarded her with a heavy-lidded gaze. “I wish I could’ve heard the song Lani sang for you.”

She glared at him. “Yeah, I’m leaving now. Me and Mr. Glock—Gleffy—and we’ll be just fine.”

“Where are you going?”

“To see Gareth.” She turned to leave, but not before she saw the smile fade from his face. 

 Releasing a slow breath as she headed down the hall toward the medical section, Seffy wished she hadn’t revealed so much to Lani. Then again, apparently she and Trent had done the majority of the revealing. 

Treffy. Good grief. This place was the psychiatric wing after all. Maybe there was something in the air. 

“Sef, wait up.”

 She turned to see Trent heading her way. Seffy tried to ignore the flutter of her stupid heart at his nearness.

“You okay?”

“Fine. Why?”

“You seem tense.”

“More so than usual?”

“You got me there.” He cleared his throat. “I thought you’d want to know that Gareth’s been released. He’s in his regular room.”

 She looked up at him in surprise. “Oh, thanks. And…thanks for the gear. I feel slightly less paranoid.”

“No problem. I know it’s a lot to lug around, but it’s the only way I can feel safe leaving you.”

 Seffy stopped in the hallway. “You’re not responsible for me, you know.”

 His expression darkened. “Then who is? Gareth?”

“How about just myself? Take a break, Trent. Go find out how Brenda is doing. Goodness knows, we wouldn’t want anything happening to Miss Pure and Perky.”

“Don’t try and deflect my point. Anyway, I haven’t seen her lately.”

“That’s convenient. She disappears when all the trouble starts.”

 Trent froze. “Oh, God.” Grabbing her hand, he dragged her down the hall. 

“Where are we going?”

“Why was I so quick to dismiss her as being the culprit?”

“Because she dazzled you with her boobs?”

 Trent ignored her as they hurried along the corridor.

 Around a corner, they stopped at a door. He knocked loudly. When there was no response, he tried the knob. Locked. He looked around the area, saw a storage closet several yards away, and tugged her in that direction, ignoring her protests.

 Seffy was hauled through yet another passageway, groping blindly behind Trent as he tried to figure out a way to Brenda’s room. She heard him breathing hard, tapping panels, and swearing under his breath. Finally a sliver of light pierced the blackness. He pulled her stumbling into a room. 

 Seffy looked around at yet another bland guest room and recognized the cut offs and blouse on the side of the bed right away. “Looks like we’re in the right place.”

“Brenda? Are you here?”

She watched as Trent searched the room, his movements frantic. Seffy walked over to the bed and idly picked up the cutoffs. What size did the little tramp wear anyway? Two? Geez, who wears a two? Seffy blinked as she read the rest of the tag. Her breath hitched in her throat. “Trent.”

 He turned. “What?”

“I think Brenda’s from the future.” She held out the shorts.

 He put up his hands as if he didn’t want to touch them. “I don’t get it.”

“These are True Religions. Let’s just say that company wasn’t around in the twentieth century.”

 Trent’s face paled. “She followed us. She’s with those goons who tried to kill us.”

 Seffy dropped the shorts and bolted for the main door. After scrabbling with the lock, she yanked it open and burst into the hall. “Have you given Gareth the gun yet?”

“No.”

Oh no. She ran toward his room, but Trent got there first. He put his hand out to her, then touched his finger to his lips. 

Close to hyperventilation, she nodded while inwardly screaming for him to hurry. He slowly turned the knob and eased open the door. Seffy heard a friendly female voice and tensed. Addison did not have an accent.

 Trent slid into the room, his gun drawn. “Drop it, Brenda.”

 Seffy was right behind him. Brenda wore a nurse’s uniform and had a needle poised above Gareth’s shunt. “Gareth, stop her! Pull out your I.V!” 

 He looked at them in confusion as Brenda plunged the needle into the plastic shunt. Seffy dove across the room and grabbed at Gareth’s hand, yanking the shunt from the back of his hand just as a shot sounded.

 Before Gareth could speak, his face purpled and he began to shake. Seffy grabbed the phone next to the bed and called for help. When she looked up, she saw Trent standing with the gun still pointed across the room into empty space. Seffy looked down and saw Brenda’s leg sticking out past the bed. 

 
 
 
 
 
 






Chapter Eight

 

“It was cyanide,” Olga said, her face grimmer than usual. 

 Seffy looked up at her from swollen eyes. “Will he be okay?”

“He got medical attention quickly, thanks to you. He should recover, but it might take longer since he was already weak from his surgery.”

“Why did he have an I.V. in his room? I thought he’d been released from the hospital bed.”

 Olga shook her head. “I don’t know. It wasn’t ordered by the doctor. Maybe this Brenda person set it up.”

 Seffy glanced at where Trent leaned against the wall, his face downcast. “Why would she go to the trouble? Assuming she’s the one behind all the attacks, why the elaborate murder attempts?”

 Trent looked up as if he sensed their stares. His gray eyes were dull. “Maybe she thought she could cover her tracks better. If no two deaths were the same, we might not connect them.”

“I think she was more than just an assassin like the others,” Seffy said, her voice ragged. “Addy told me she’d been around asking questions before we knew she was here.” Addison had been at the medical clinic having her dressing changed and had missed the latest drama.

“I thought Fiona was behind it,” Trent said. “Looks like I was wrong.”

 Seffy swallowed. “Where is Brenda—?” 

“She’s dead. I killed her, okay? I meant to wound her but I missed.” He looked away, a muscle jumping in his jaw.

Seffy relaxed slightly. Good riddance. Then again, they could’ve questioned her had she survived. Sighing, she wiped her eyes and left them, unable to deal with their doleful expressions. Seffy headed to Gareth’s room—back in the hospital section. She glanced at the floor almost expecting a worn path from her many trips to this room. A uniformed guard allowed her to pass, which was a new and bizarre experience. Lani and Malone sat next to the bed and looked up at her entrance. 

 Gareth smiled at her. Seffy’s tenuous hold on her emotions snapped and she burst into tears.

 Lani and Malone got up and left as she approached the bed. She sank into Gareth’s outstretched arms and held him tight. When his embrace weakened, Seffy remembered he was still sick. She pulled away, sniffing hard. His face was red and mottled. He looked as exhausted as he felt.

 She sat in the nearby chair, wiping her streaming eyes. “I can’t take this any more, Gareth. What’s going to happen next?”

 He gave her hand a feeble squeeze. “Malone said the woman pretending to be a nurse was one of the assassins from your trip to WeHo.”

 Seffy nodded, wondering if he secretly still thought that trip was just a mental construct. 

“Well, maybe she was the last one. Maybe it’s over.”

“It can’t be that easy.” She gave a harsh laugh. “Relatively speaking. There could be more and we have no way to stop them.”

 He rested his head against the pillow. “Theoretically, it’s possible. But don’t think about that now. Let’s just savor the few moments we have together.”

Seffy gazed at him, not sure how to deal with the subtext in his words. Had he really changed so much? Then she chastised herself for being negative. Gareth was alive after two murder attempts. That was all that mattered. And maybe his brushes with death had mellowed his more recent opinion of her.

 Maybe they could go back to the way things used to be. 

 She scooted closer and touched his face. “You can’t ever leave me. I won’t survive without you.”

 Gareth covered her hand with his own. “I’m not going anywhere.”

Seffy thought about Lani’s words. He wasn’t toxic—this wasn’t toxic. They belonged together. On some level, they belonged. She studied his features—the golden brown eyes gazing into hers, the familiar contours of his face. 

 Gareth reached up and cupped the back of her neck, pulling her forward. This time she didn’t resist his intention. His lips were warm and searching, his sweet touch mingled with the bitter angst swirling within her heart. She raised her head to look into his eyes, but his lids were heavy as he sank back against his pillow. 

Stupid. She’d expected too much too soon. The man had just been yanked back from death’s door and she was wanting everything to be made all better. Seffy pressed a kiss against his forehead, noting he’d fallen asleep. She stood. After a lingering look, she turned and headed for the door, ignoring the wretched expression of Addison who stood watching in the entrance.

 
 
 
 






Chapter Nine

 

 Trent rubbed his face and sat up in his bed, disoriented from his dream. He checked his watch. Two a.m. Had something awoken him? He slithered out of bed and silently headed down the passageway to Seffy’s closet, his heart beating hard. 

 Trent scanned the dark room before entering it. He saw Seffy in bed and went over to check on her. She lay twisted in the blankets, her arms thrown over her head. Light from the bathroom highlighted dried tear stains on her cheek. He regarded her for several moments, wanting nothing more than to crawl into bed with her. If she just gave him the chance, he could make her forget about Gareth for once and for all.

 Disgusted with the direction of his thoughts, he went back to his room and put on a shirt and pair of jeans. There was no point in going back to sleep when he was infected with a hectic, strung up feeling. Trent went out to the hall, wondering why he felt so alert.

 A muffled shout down the hall got his attention. Adrenaline pumping, he ran past several doors and rounded the corner. Sounds of a struggle, then footsteps heading in the opposite direction. Trent was torn. Stay with Seffy to make sure this had nothing to do with her, or investigate? He hurried back into his room, armed himself, and headed down the passageway. 

 He gently shook Seffy’s arm and called her name. She came awake, saw him, then lurched into a sitting position. 

“What’s wrong?”

“There’s a disturbance down the hall and I want to check it out. But I want you to be awake and holding the gun while I’m gone.”

 She tugged a hand through her messy hair and looked almost disappointed. “I told you, I’m fine.” 

 Trent pressed his hands into the bed. “I can still see the marks on your throat. Do me a favor and get the gun.”

 She sighed and pulled it out from under her pillow. 

“Where’s the walkie?”

“On the desk.”

 Trent grabbed it and turned it on, setting it to the same channel as his. “You call me if anything happens, okay?”

 She shrugged. 

 Trent resisted the urge to kiss her. “Just hang tight until I figure out what’s going on. Can you do that for me?”

“I’m not twelve years old. You don’t need to talk down to me.”

“Then stop being so stubborn.”

 She flopped back onto her pillow, casting out her arm. “Go, save the compound, even though it’s already thick with useless security forces.”

Trent stalked from the room, all thoughts of a kiss erased from his mind. Only when he was running down the hall did he realize he was barefoot. Dammit. Suddenly a door swung open and Lani burst from her room into the hall, crying. She saw him and lurched in his direction.

“I tried to stop her. I did!”

 Trent ran up to her. “Stop who? What’s going on?”

“Addison! She’s freaking about the attempt on Gareth’s life.”

“Now?”

 Lani gulped back a sob. “She’s upset that she wasn’t there when it happened, upset when she saw Seffy kissing him tonight—”

 Trent felt his expression flatten.

“—and when she heard that Brenda might’ve been another one of those people from the tangent universe, she started screaming and headed for the door. I tried to stop her, but she was inconsolable.” Lani grabbed his arm. “I’ve never seen her like this. It’s like something snapped inside her.”

“Did anyone go after her?”

“Malone heard her from his room and came to investigate. He followed her, but neither of us know where she’s going.”

“Did he leave you with a weapon?”

 She shook her head, her blue eyes wide. 

“Then you better follow me.”

“Where’s Seffy?”

“In her room, with a gun.”

“Will she be okay all alone?”

 His face hardened. “I hope so. Let’s go.”

“Go where? I don’t know what she had in mind.”

“I’m sure she’s heading to Gareth’s hospital room.”

 Lani’s brow furrowed. “Oh, that makes sense. She just went a weird way then.”

“C’mon, we’ll check there first.”

 They found Gareth asleep in a dark room. His guard said no one had been by. Trent frowned. Where the hell would she go? His radio crackled to life. Trent pulled it from his pocket. 

“Malone here. You better get down to the computer lab.”

 Trent glanced at Lani, whose clueless expression mirrored his own. They hurried through the dim halls, silent except for their footfalls and worried breathing. Trent turned the corner first and saw a guy in a white lab coat and huge round glasses standing by the lab door, rubbing his head. He turned to them, blinking in sleepy confusion. 

 Trent heard a crash and a scream. “What’s going on in there?”

 He shrugged and yawned. “Some chick ran in shrieking about something, so I got out.”

“A redhead?”

“Hey, I’m just the night guy. I was too busy ducking to check for details.”

 Trent approached the door and saw Malone struggling to subdue Addison. He had his arms wrapped around her from behind, pinning her hands to her sides while she thrashed and cursed. All around them the floor winked with shattered glass, sparks showered from broken electronics, and the green screens of outdated computers flickered on and off.

 Lani peeked around his shoulder and gasped. “Oh, my gosh, did Addison do this?”

“Malone, do you need help?” Trent asked. 

“Naw, she’s starting to wind down now.”

“Shut up and let me go!” she screamed.

 It didn’t sound like it, unless this was mellow Addison. 

“What in the world is going on?”

 They all turned to see Eugene enter the room in a pair of pajamas printed with cartoon Batmans. 

 He pressed his hands to the side of his head, his mouth slack-jawed. “No,” he whispered. “No, no, no. This isn’t possible. My lab…” He spun around. “Ferguson!”

“Right here, man.” The night lab assistant poked his head in the door.

“How did this happen?”

“Hey, I was just doing my job when the demon-lady crashes in and starts smashing stuff up. I got out.” He peered around the room, his eyes widening behind his large plastic lenses. “Whoa. Looks like she got all the time travel equipment.”

 Trent turned to stare at Addison, who stood breathing hard, still restrained. “Somebody had to do it!” she said, seething.

 A movement caught his eye. He looked over to see Seffy enter the room wearing a tank top and shorts. Her mouth dropped open as she surveyed the disaster. He knew her desolate expression matched his own.

“I don’t understand,” Lani cried. “Don’t you want us to get back to our own time?”

“I want to stop murderers from coming here!” Addison rasped. “No one had the guts to deal, so I dealt!”

“No,” Seffy whispered. “This only means we can’t leave, not that others can’t come.”

“Well, I must say Miss Carter is correct. Frankly, I’m surprised at her coherence considering her lack of interest in the subject when I’ve tried to explain earlier…” 

 Ignoring Eugene, Seffy stepped over the broken glass with bare feet and stood in front of Addison. Trent tensed, having no idea what to expect. She raised her hand and slapped Addison hard across the face, her eyes glittering with unshed tears. Lani gasped and covered her mouth. A lurid red hand print burned on Addison’s face as she glared at Seffy, her gaze savage. 

 Shock kept Trent from speaking. He could only watch as Seffy turned and walked out of the room. Aside from the noise of Addison panting through gritted teeth, the room was silent as they stood in stunned amazement.

 Footsteps approached and Fiona, followed by two guards, burst into the room. “What the hell is going—” She stared in wonder at the devastation, then turned her furious expression toward Addison. “What have you done?”

“Uh, I hate to interrupt,” Ferguson said, seeming almost glad for the diversion, “but that babe who’s supposedly all poisonous is leaving a bloody trail of footprints on the floor. Isn’t that, like, a bio-hazard or something?”

 Fiona swore then screamed for a cleanup crew.

The guards spun on their heels and hustled from the room. Trent watched as Fiona surveyed the room, her fists clenching and unclenching. She turned and glared at him. “This is over.”

***

 Trent left after medics had arrived to sedate and deal with Addison. Janitors had showed up and began clearing the room of debris. Men in Haz-Mat suits came with cleaning supplies to sterilize the floor. Trent didn’t need to follow the trail to know where Seffy had headed. When he found her bedroom empty, his suspicions were confirmed. 

 Instead of dwelling on her and Gareth getting all cozy, he shifted his brain to figure out the meaning of Fiona’s threat. She had a contingency plan in place and he needed to know what that was. Should he go to Fenn? His thoughts spun out of control as the realization sunk in that there was no getting back to 2006. There was no hope. They were stuck here. 

Forever. 

 He held his head in his hands for several minutes listening to the dull thud of his heart. If he had to stay in 1980, he needed to figure a way to get the hell out of this compound. 

 With Seffy…whether she liked it or not.

***

 Gareth looked up and caught his breath as Seffy entered his room. “Are you for real?”

 Her quizzical expression answered his question. “Are you okay?” she asked.

 He nodded and held out his hand, releasing a sigh as he felt the warmth of her fingers closing around his own. He drew her to the bed and stared at her as she sat in the chair next to him. “I’m having some crazy deja-vu here.”

“Of what?” 

 Her voice came out low, but rough, as if she’d been crying. Just like that time when she’d quietly told him her name back in sixth grade on the day they met. “Seeing you just now reminded me of the first time I laid eyes on you—you looked like an angel. A Botticelli angel.”

She tugged her hand away. “Don’t say that. Besides I looked ridiculous with that pink cast on my arm.”

“You never did tell me how you broke it.”

 Seffy looked at him, then at the floor. “Can’t remember.” 

“Well, the part about the angel…I thought it was a compliment.”

 She glanced up. “Why Botticelli? Do you even know what that means?”

 He studied her face and the unusual coloring that had captivated him from the first. “Most girls don’t mind being compared to fine, angelic art, Seffy.”

 Her brows furrowed and she shook her head. “Gareth—” 

“Do you remember that day?”

 After a moment, she nodded. 

“Your brown eyes were so big. And your hair was about the length it is now.”

 She touched her chin-length hair with a self-conscious movement before tucking it behind her ear. 

“And you wore those fancy clothes. All the girls were so jealous. You never smiled. I remember making that my goal. To get you to smile.”

 Seffy took a deep breath. “Gareth, something’s happened.”

 The tone of her voice stemmed the bright tide of memories. He studied her pale, worried expression. “Are you all right?” 

“Things are bad. Things that affect all of us.”

“Then nothing’s really changed, right?”

 She grimaced. “This time it’s worse.”

 He took her hand again. “As long as you and I are together, it will be okay.”

 She looked at their joined hands for several moments. Gareth wished he had the strength to pull her into his arms. He remembered her kiss before he’d fallen asleep. Surely it had been more than just an affectionate gesture. This time if she kissed him, he wouldn’t fall asleep, and then he’d know for sure where they stood.

 Seffy took a deep breath, looking up with sadness in her eyes. “Addison’s not…well. She was very upset about what happened to you today—” 

“Yeah, I’m upset about that, too.”

 She covered his hand with her own. “And in an attempt to protect…us, she destroyed the computer equipment in the lab…the equipment needed to get us back to our time.”

 Gareth stared at her, waiting for the words to make sense. “What does that mean?”

“It means—” Her voice broke on a sob and she covered her mouth with her hand. “It means we can’t go home.”

 He frowned. “Can’t they just replace the equipment?”

“I’m guessing the hard drives are destroyed. Data has been lost. Eugene made it sound irrevocable.”

“Well…that’s bad. Right?”

“Gareth, it’s disastrous. Not only are we stuck here, but we’re still in danger from the tangent people—the ones who want us dead.”

“Okay,” he said slowly. “So maybe we just leave the compound and start fresh somewhere else in 1980.”

 Seffy looked down, tears shining in her eyes. “What about all that Grandfather Paradox stuff?”

“We could find a deserted island or something—” 

 Her tone sharpened. “This is serious!”

 Her anger surprised him. He dropped his voice to a soothing tone. “I meant it when I said as long as we’re together, we’ll be okay.”

She closed her eyes. “I don’t know what to do. I just know I can’t stay here.”

“It will work out, Sef.”

 Pulling her hand from his, she shook her head. “How?

“Well, I don’t have a detailed plan, but we’ll work something out. You just need to calm down.”

“You know, I’m really getting tired of people telling me that. Trust me, if I’m freaking, it’s for a really good reason.” She stood up. “I’ve been to hell and back—no, wait, what am I saying? I’m still there.”

“Seffy,” he whispered. “You’re upset.”

“Damn right I’m upset! What I want to know is why haven’t you gotten me out of this pit?” She began to cry. “I’ve waited and waited for you! Why didn’t you get me out of hell?” 

His eyes widened in confusion. Then he reached out his hand but she ignored it. “I tried, Sef.” He wasn’t sure how, but he was certain he’d made some attempt. Right?

She took a deep breath. “Really? Since we’ve been here, you’ve been content to just hang out and maybe talk theory with Eugene, but it’s been months.”

 Gareth sighed. “There have been other factors. Your health, for instance.”

“Yeah, I know.” She snorted softly. “It all comes back to me, right? I’m the one holding everyone back.”

“I don’t know where you’re going with this.”

 She shook her head. “You know what? I woke you up in the middle of the night and just dropped a bomb on you. I’m sorry, Gareth. You just need to rest and get well, okay?”

 He frowned, unable to discern the undercurrents of her emotions. “Kiss me so I know you’re not mad.”

 The low light caught the glint of tears in her eyes. “I’m not mad,” she whispered. She leaned forward and dropped a light kiss on his cheek. “Get better.”

“I will.” 

 But she was already on her way out the door. 

***

 Trent regarded Seffy’s empty room, his hands on his hips. She’d ignored his calls on the radio but after checking her bathroom, he’d noticed it was steamy from a recent shower. While knowing she’d been here recently blunted his worry, he still battled frustration made worse by exhaustion. 

 It was almost five in the morning and he’d been busy making arrangements under the radar, which meant everything took about five times longer to get done. Now all he needed was the girl. Was she back with Gareth? Trent reached for his radio to ask Malone if she was at Lani’s. But when he pressed the button, he only got static. The dial must’ve been bumped from the prearranged channel.

 Frowning, he began to go through each channel, although Malone probably wouldn’t be on at precisely the same time. 

“I told you I can’t explain this over the radio.”

His eyes widened. Fiona.

””But, there are difficulties—” 

“Geez, Eugene, just do what you’re told for once!”

“There are some details we haven’t gone over. I just want—”

“Never mind. I’m coming down.”

 The radio went dead. Trent tried to discern what he’d just heard. He strode over and yanked Seffy’s pillow off the bed, then did a quick sweep of the room. Her gun wasn’t in sight, which hopefully meant she had it on her person. Taking a deep breath, he headed for the passageways that would get him near the computer lab. Fiona and Eugene’s conversation couldn’t be missed. 

 Trent didn’t know if Fiona was heading to his room or the lab or somewhere in between. If she wanted the conversation to be private, would she talk to Eugene in the lab in front of the other techies while the workers cleaned up the mess? He decided to try Eugene’s room first, then had to figure out the most logical route. It took all his concentration to stay oriented in the right direction. As he passed rooms, he heard muffled sounds of residents beginning their days. What did they think of Fiona and Fenn? What was the appeal of this place that kept them here?

 Trent calculated that he must be getting close to Eugene’s room. The slamming of a door guided him the last few steps. When he heard Fiona’s voice, he froze and pressed his ear against the wall. 

“I’m not trying to disobey a direct order, it’s just that we haven’t tested the agent widely enough to know how it will affect—” 

“The subject had no reactions. It worked perfectly.”

“But not everyone has precisely the same chemistry, and as I’m no doctor—”

“Do you have your gas mask, Eugene? Because ready or not this thing is going down. I can’t deal with the chaos and the outsiders’ behavior is making the residents nervous. Something drastic has to be done.”

Sweat broke out on Trent’s upper lip. God, what did the little Lady MacBeth have planned?

“Are you sure direct communication and openness wouldn’t—?” 

 Trent could feel Fiona’s glare all the way through the wall. “Do it. In fifteen minutes, this goes live. The principals have their gas masks ready and have been informed. Now quit stalling and do your job!”

Another door slam. Holy crap. Trent twisted around in the tight space and clambered back to his room as fast as he was able, his thoughts keeping pace. What did Fiona mean by drastic? He felt fairly confident she didn’t actually plan to exterminate her own people. That defied her need to lord authority over someone. But she had some agent that did what? Reduced chaos? He knew the compound had experimented on the ‘outsiders’ before, tainting food and using subliminal messages, so they weren’t faint about manipulation. 

 He wondered who to alert. Gareth couldn’t leave his bed and Addison would never leave his side. Nor Seffy for that matter. Once he made it to his room, he grabbed a knapsack and shoved some clothes in it, then headed to Seffy’s room. She was still gone. He checked his watch. He had mere minutes to get her out before something ‘went live’. Trent considered telling Malone, but decided against it. Malone was a necessary evil—not exactly a trusted comrade. Fiona surely had some plan to simply subdue the residents until she brought the compound under control. But if today was going to be Jonestown II and he got Seffy out without her friends, she’d never forgive him. Ever.

 Her room was still empty. He went to her dresser and pulled out a couple changes of clothing and grabbed her hairbrush and toothbrush. Anything else they could pick up on the road. Now, where had she gone to? A countdown clock was almost audible in his brain. Trent tried a few channels on the radio, hoping to raise the guard to Gareth’s room, but failed to get anything more than static. Maybe Fiona had cut communications. 

 Seffy might be with her ex—but after a shower when she’d already been there earlier? He slipped the knapsack over his shoulders and jumped onto the desk. If she wasn’t in the Light Room, they either were gonna get dead or be chemically clueless. Trent crawled through the attic space, cursing his slow progress. At least the lights told him she was probably up here.

 She was, lying on the blankets like the last time. Trent shook off a feeling of dread and approached her. Her eyes lifted to his but her face was devoid of expression.

“I can’t believe you’re not afraid of coming up here after what happened.”

 She moved her hands, revealing the Glock resting on her stomach. 

 He blew out a breath. “Seffy, this is going to sound crazy, but we have to leave.”

“Leave where?” she asked in a bored voice.

“The compound. Now.”

 Her brows went up. “Why?”

“You’re going to have to trust me on this.” He ignored her soft snort and reached up to open the latch to the skylight. The opening was small but it was their only way out. Trent pushed the window all the way open, tossed the knapsack onto the roof, then reached down to Seffy. “It’s now or never, babe.”

 She settled herself deeper on the blankets. “If you think I’m climbing out onto the roof into the freezing cold without some explanation, you’re the crazy one.” She looked up at him. “In fact, between this and Addison’s little outburst, I’m starting to think I’m getting a bad rap around here.”

 Trent gripped the edges of the skylight and pulled himself up. Once he was braced, he crawled out onto the roof, getting scraped hard in the process. Cold wind stung his face, taking him a little by surprise. He looked down through the hole, trying to catch his breath. “So you’ve made your choice?”

 She frowned. “What?”

“Seffy, I’m leaving now. I’ll explain if you come with me.”

She propped herself up on her elbows. “Trent, where are you going?”

 He leaned down and reached his hand through the hole. “Are you with me or not?”

 Seffy’s eyes widened. “I’m not leaving without answers.”

“Fine.” Trent checked his watch. “Time’s up.” He moved away from the opening, cursing all stubborn, boneheaded females to perdition. Aside from using a gun to coax her out, he could only hope curiosity would get her out of that hole. 

 

Seffy blinked at the square of greenish-pink pre-dawn light. Was this the part where Trent said psych! Cold air wafted in the opening, smelling sweet. High up in the sky a bird wheeled against a violet-tinged cloud. 

“Trent?” Her heart began to pound. What was the man up to? Hadn’t she suffered enough in the last twenty-four hours to fill a lifetime trauma limit? Seffy remembered Fiona’s scary response to the lab room wreckage. Was the little fascist planning something bad? Something Trent knew about? If so, she couldn’t just leave her friends. 

 Seffy surveyed the shadowy gloom of the Light Room. Usually it was brighter, but the neon sun wasn’t up yet. She looked at the dark corners, remembering how it felt to be choked. Had Brenda hidden in one of those corners waiting for her? A revulsion for the compound filled her. Maybe she could just sit up on the roof and breathe fresh air for a few minutes until her head cleared. 

“Trent, are you still there?” 

 Silence.

“Trent?”

 Suddenly a shadow blocked the opening. Seffy grabbed the outstretched hand and felt herself yanked from above. She wriggled through the skylight, scraping her hips. As soon as she was clear, she rolled away from the opening. Trent slammed the skylight closed and grabbed her hand. 

“Wait a minute!” she gasped, unable to free her hand. “I thought we were just going to hang out here!”

 He ignored her and headed across the roof. Seffy was disoriented from the sudden expanse above coupled with the height and cold. It took all her attention to keep up with Trent as they dashed toward the edge of the roof stretching at least fifty yards beyond. Her wrist bone was about ready to dislocate from his constant pulling. 

 Finally they reached the edge. Trent slid over and dropped from sight.

“Omigod, did you jump?” she shrieked.

 His head popped back up for a moment. “Keep your voice down. There’s a ladder. Hurry and get over the edge. I’ll help you.”

“Why?”

 Just do it! Geez!”

 Gulping, she followed his instructions and soon they were clambering down a long metal ladder attached to the side of the building. When Seffy caught her breath, she peeked toward the ground and saw a jeep just below the ladder. 

They were driving somewhere? But what about her friends? What about Gareth? Her fingers clenched the cold steel and she froze, unable to continue. Somewhere below her she heard a soft thud.

“C’mon, Sef, you’re almost at the bottom.”

 Seffy shook her head, tears pooling in the corners of her eyes. What had she done?

“Sef, I’m not kidding. We have to move before we’re discovered.”

“You tricked me!”

“You made your choice. Now you have to follow through.”

 Fury flooded her veins, galvanizing her to climb to the bottom of the ladder. Trent’s hands gripped her waist as he helped her drop to the bottom. As soon as solid ground was under her feet, she twisted around and punched him hard in the arm. 

 His eyes darkened. “Get in the jeep.”

“Tell me what’s going on first.”

 He turned and headed toward the dusty military vehicle, sliding the knapsack from his shoulders and tossing it in the back.

“Answer me!”

Trent climbed into the jeep and fired up the motor. She watched in disbelief as he pulled away. No way. Seffy looked wildly around, having no idea where she was or what the hell she was running from. Dust boiled up behind the jeep, making her cough. Damn you, Trent. 

 Fear propelled her after him. She stumbled in the dirt as she ran. Suddenly red brake lights glowed through the dust cloud. 

 With the last of her reserves, Seffy ran up to the stopped jeep and climbed into the passenger seat. She glared at Trent, struggling to get enough oxygen into her lungs. “I hate you.”

 He returned her look. “I know.” 

 Then he stomped on the gas. 

 
 
 
 
 






Chapter Ten

 

Seffy huddled in her track suit, cursing Trent and his refusal to tell her anything. All he said was soon. She looked around at the pink-tinged patches of snow on the ground, lit by the glowing magenta sun now hovering well over the ridge. 

“I thought it was still summer,” she mumbled.

“It gets colder sooner in the mountains.”

“In the summer?” she snapped.

“It’s almost October, which means it’s fall.”

September? She’d been at the compound that long? A weight of depression settled on her, squeezing out the anger of more or less being kidnapped by Trent. Seffy closed her eyes and focused on her freezing nose in an attempt to block out the reality that she’d ditched her friends in an effort to save her own skin. Classy.

“Okay, here’s the deal.” 

 The jeep lurched over the uneven ground that could hardly be called a road. 

 Seffy glanced at Trent’s squinty-eyed expression. Apparently the cold was getting to him too. 

“I overheard Fiona talking about releasing some kind of agent into the compound in an effort to control the residents.”

“What?”

“Nothing deadly. At least I’m pretty sure. Just something…calming.”

“Oh my God.”

“I only had time to alert you and make a run for it.”

She stared at his stony profile, breathing hard. “And yet you apparently had time to procure transportation.”

“That was something else.”

“What was?”

“The jeep.”

“As opposed to?”

 Trent blew out a breath and sent her an annoyed look. “I was making plans to leave, but it became a little more pressing to avoid the apparent airborne chill-pill Fiona planned to spawn.”

“So that’s what you think her plan is?” she asked in disbelief. “We are talking about Fiona here.”

“She won’t hurt anyone.”

“Tell that to the scars all over my body.”

“That might not have had anything to do with her. Right now, she just wants more control.”

 A sliver of Seffy’s unease left her. Then she frowned. “Why were you planning to leave?”

“Are you serious? To get away from the compound.”

“Why now? Why not last month or next week?”

“Seffy, you do remember the Addison computer lab incident?”

“Uh, yeah. It made it so we can’t go home.”

“We’re going home. Right now.”

She gasped. “You’re heading to L.A.?”

 He nodded, his features grim.

 Seffy began to hyperventilate. “We can’t just leave! What about the others?”

“We’ll call after we arrive in California.”

“Trent, have you forgotten it’s 1980?”

“Nope.”

“We can’t just leave. We’ll affect the future!”

“Who says? Eugene? Gareth? Right now, it’s our future I’m worried about—and its short term prospects at the rate it’s going if we stay in Montana.”

 She frowned. “So you are basically kidnapping me to take me away from my friends to an unknown future when you and I can barely get along?”

“We’ll get along just fine. And I’m not kidnapping you. You begged me to stop the jeep.”

“Dammit, I didn’t know what I was in for!”

 He angled a look at her. “You made your decision and you chose me. Deal with it.”

Seffy’s mouth fell open. “Okay, do you have any clue how obsessive you sound?” She edged away from him in the seat. “Are you going to kill me and dump my body in the desert?”

“Trust me, Sef, I’m not obsessive over you. I know you too well for that.”

“Okay, so we move from kidnapping to insults!” She sucked in a breath. “And you didn’t deny that you weren’t going to kill me.”

 He rolled his eyes at her. 

 Seffy clenched her hands in her lap to deal with a whole new tsunami of emotions—in a desert no less. She couldn’t deny the little thrill that she was heading to Los Angeles, but how could she just abandon her friends this way? Or would the happy air make them forget her existence? She glanced at Trent, secretly flattered that he’d come for her. In the next moment she wanted to slug him again for not laying out her options up front. 

Seffy fiddled with the zipper on her track suit. “What if I didn’t come with you?”

 His eyes flashed her way before returning to the semblance of road. “You’re here, aren’t you?”

 She took a deep breath. “I was afraid.”

“Maybe you were afraid of being without me.”

 Her eyes widened as she glared at him. “How can you be so damn sure of yourself?”

 That got a grin. “I’m not in denial like some people I know.”

“I’m assuming an ex-junkie knows something about denial.”

 His smile faded. “Maybe dumping you in the desert isn’t such a bad idea. Plus, I’ll get better gas mileage.”

“Speaking of gas, where are you going to get more when we run out?”

“I’m heading to that old disco where we went last time. There was a gas station there.”

“That’s like a hundred miles away!”

“That’s why we started with a full tank. Besides, we’ll be there soon.”

 Seffy turned her head to watch the passing scenery, unable to deal with the ramifications of his words. Too much had happened for her to make sense of anything right now. She looked at what passed for the sun. It had climbed higher in the sky. How many miles had they traveled? How long had they been gone? Would they be missed?

 The rolling snow-capped hills dotted with blue-gray sage brush reminded her a little of the desert outside of L.A. What would it be like in 1980? Would their presence upset some space-time continuum? Would she have to start wearing shoulder pads?

 Seffy glared at Trent as the minutes turned to hours. What was Fiona really up to, if anything? Maybe this was some story he’d cooked up to trick her out of the compound. It had certainly worked. She’d barely put up a fight. 

 Why was she such a pushover where Trent was concerned? How could she leave Gareth?

What have I done?

 Seffy closed her eyes and forced her mind from her actions. She focused on the clean air smell, only slightly tainted by dust and exhaust. In California, dust and exhaust was about all she’d smell. 

I can’t wait. 

She snapped her eyes open at the traitorous thought. She’d never considered herself self-centered before, but maybe she’d turned into an unfeeling, forgetful-of-friends monster. Even if she and Trent did make it to California, what would they do? Return to his dumpy little apartment? There was only that one little twin bed. Where would she sleep?

 Seffy glanced at him, blaming him that she’d acquiesced so easily. Maybe when they arrived in WeHo, she’d say thanks for the ride and ditch him. There was no reason they had to stay together. None whatsoever. 

 And the very first thing she’d do is call the compound—what was their number? Did they even have a land line? And then she’d figure out a way for the others to join her. They could get their house back, maybe even their jobs, and aside from some fashion trauma, they could pick up where they’d left off. 

 She studied Trent’s profile. Of course they’d have him over to visit at some point. For old times’ sake. They’d laugh about their compound adventures. Well, maybe not laugh. Get drunk to deal, more likely. Seffy wondered if Trent would just fade quietly into the background of her life. She thought of the way he’d pursued her all these months. Then again, she and Gareth would be back together, so Trent wouldn’t have much choice. 

 So yeah, she’d make her choice and deal with it. Just like he said.

 The jeep began to lurch harder than before. Seffy grabbed onto to the window ledge. “Why aren’t there decent roads out here?”

 Trent frowned, staring at the dashboard. “I, uh, don’t think it’s the road.”

 The jeep suddenly lost power and shuddered to a stop. Panic gripped Seffy. “What’s wrong?”

 He tapped the dials on the dash a couple of time before sending her a chagrined look. “I think we’re out of gas.” His attempts to restart the jeep failed.

“Out of gas,” she repeated in a hollow voice. 

“The gas gauge must be broken because it said it was on full when we left.”

 Seffy twisted in her seat. “Those big metal cans in the back don’t hold gasoline?”

“I was going to check that next.” He hopped out of the jeep and picked up the first can with ease. Then the next. He sent her a weak smile. “Funny, I assumed that someone kept these full at all times.”

“Are you serious?”

“Hey, it was a rush job getting the jeep out of there! No time for a hundred point vehicle inspection.”

“The tanks don’t even have water in them?”

“They’re empty.” Trent replaced the can, disgust warring with humiliation in his voice. “But, assuming the odometer works, we’ve gone a hundred and thirty three miles, so the gas station should be just over that hill. We’ll be back on the road in no time.”

“So there’s nothing else in the back that might help.”

“Just a bunch of tarps.”

“Have you looked under them?”

 He face darkened.

Seffy tried to control the slow freak-boil threatening to overtake her. “I thought you prepared for the trip.”

 He walked over to her side of the jeep and leaned on the door. “I did. I brought you some clothes and your toothbrush.”

 She released a shaky breath. “Well, at least my skeleton teeth will be minty fresh.”

“Seffy, it’s just a setback. Like I said, we’ll be back on the road soon. So sit tight and I’ll be back with some gas.”

She gripped the window ledge harder. “No way, you are not leaving me here by myself!”

 He pointed his finger. “Just over that hill—less than a mile—is the station. I’ll be back in fifteen…twenty minutes tops.”

 Seffy clambered from the vehicle, causing Trent to back up as she landed next to him. “I’m coming with you.”

 His smile was faint. “Okay.” Trent grabbed one of the cans and they set off. 

 When he tried to take her hand in his, she edged away from him. “There’s no hand-holding on this trip, got it? No hanky panky of any kind.”

 He snorted. “Just trying to be comforting.”

Yeah, right. Seffy tried to gulp back the fear rising in her throat. They were so far away from…everything. As they made their way toward the hill, she remembered the interminable trips they took through the desert when zombies were on the loose. Okay, maybe she spoke too quickly about the whole no hand-holding rule. She scanned the vicinity and edged closer to Trent. Visions of her new life in California dissolved before the reality of her latest predicament.

“Do you think all the zombies are gone?”

 He shrugged, his attention on the horizon. 

“What about evil gnomes?”

“What?”

“Malone seemed to think there could be…you know…never mind.”

“This is why I didn’t alert him.”

 Seffy looked down at the glittering reddish sand. “Doesn’t it seem that by now the sun and sky and sand would be back to normal? I mean we already know that the blast effect is localized around the compound, right?”

 Trent sent her a long-suffering look that said she was talking too much. “Hey, you wanted me along,” she muttered.

 Seffy returned to fretting about the immense nature of her actions—how could she just leave her friends behind? Would she ever see them again? She opened her mouth to ask Trent but noticed he’d stopped walking. When she followed his gaze, her heart pounded hard in her chest.

 Trent released a slow sigh and began trudging toward the gas station just visible in the distance. Also visible was the broken window, lopsided sign, and tall grass surrounding the gas pumps. They had a good fifteen minutes to take in the fact that the station was defunct. Arriving only confirmed the obvious. 

Shaking his head, Trent lifted the rusty pump nozzle and squeezed. A bit of sparkly grit coughed its way out of the end into a sad little pile on the broken pavement. He looked at Seffy. “There were people here getting gas last time. I remember.”

 She looked next door to the station. The little post office didn’t appear to have done much delivering lately. The windows were smashed in. A bird flew out, making them jump. Checking across the street didn’t seem necessary. The disco was still boarded up and derelict.

“This is why you let the girl know about travel plans. Everyone complains that they over-prepare, but lemme tell ya, it’s a lot better than under-preparing. We make lists, we shop, we Mapquest, we—” 

“Sef. I need to think.”

 She mashed her lips together, unsure which upset her more—being stranded over a hundred miles from her friends and hot showers or realizing L.A. was more of a pipe dream than ever—decade notwithstanding. 

 Added to her distress was the reality of a full bladder. Seffy picked her way over rocks and broken glass and peered into the station office. Gas station bathrooms weren’t good in the most ideal of circumstances so this one would surely be a humdinger. While Trent communed with his failure, Seffy stepped through the window, looking for a restroom door—preferably the private one for the employees. A smell of grease and gasoline hung in the air and papers littered the floor.

 When she saw the hoped-for signage on a narrow door, she made a beeline. Inside could’ve been worse, but the plumbing seemed to work and that was all that mattered at the moment. After washing her hands and drying them on her velour covered thighs, she went into the office and looked around.

 Two shelving units held a leftover assortment of the usual road snacks. Seffy tried the fountain drink machine but it was as dry as the gas nozzle. Next she went to a small refrigerated unit and opened the door. Warm, foul-smelling air blew out, making her gag. She backed up a few steps and held her nose. The shiny metallic gleam of canned soda on the bottom rack caught her eye. They couldn’t go bad, could they? She grabbed a couple and headed back to Trent. 

As she passed the counter, she stopped. The cash register drawer hung open, still filled with cash. Seffy stared at the money for a long time, fighting a creeping dread. Who left money behind? What had happened to the station?

 Outside, she found Trent still messing with the gas tank. “I’m pretty sure it’s empty,” she said quietly. Seffy handed him a drink after wiping the top off with her sleeve. 

 His expression was apologetic as he accepted the can. “I’m not sure what to do here, Sef.”

 She stared at her can, noting the dated logo. “Um, I think we should find shelter.”

 He looked at her. “We might have to, for the night, until I can figure out our next step.”

“Trent, the cash register is loaded with money. This place didn’t just slowly go out of business.”

 He straightened and scanned the area. “Let’s check all the phones.”

 This time Seffy took his hand and held it tight. But in the end, each little hope of help shriveled as they discovered the gas station and post office phones were out of service. 

 Trent’s expression became more tense as the minutes passed. Seffy’s frustration with his lack of preparation faded before the specter of being stranded out in the middle of nowhere.

“I can’t image the disco would have phone service of any kind, but we might as well check there.”

 Seffy followed him across the dusty road. “What do you think happened here? Do you think there were more zombies?”

“No, I’d heard that the compound had completely dealt with that.”

 She frowned. “And it’s not like zombies run or anything, so there’d be time to grab the cash before escaping, right?”

 Trent sent her a sidelong glance. “For someone who used to be in denial about such things, it seems like now you’re an expert.”

“Maybe it’s the zombie virus in my blood. It’s making me more…empathetic.”

 He sent her a half smile. “Okay.” 

 Seffy looked up at the low, crouching discotheque, wondering how it would inspire anyone to dance. Trent pulled on the door handle, and with a horrific screech, the door opened.

She gulped. “Um, yeah, the fact that it’s not locked doesn’t make you a little nervous?”

“It actually saves me the trouble.”

“Well, maybe the bad things are already in there, lying in wait.”

“The only bad thing in a disco is lame music.” He tugged her inside. Seffy looked around the cavernous space with wide eyes. Cracks in the siding allowed sideways shafts of dusty light into the room. The same mirrored ball hung in the center of the room and colored track lighting lined the ceiling, now dark. Dusty vinyl booths took up the far end of the space and a small bar occupied a corner. Most of the mirrored wall tiles were cracked or shattered. 

“There must be an office somewhere in the back. Maybe there’s a phone.”

 Seffy glanced at Trent. “Even if we find a phone, who would you call? Do you even know the number to the compound?”

“I could call information and find out where we are and how to get to the next gas station.” After handing her his soda can to hold, he headed toward a corner door all the way at the back of the room. 

 She walked over to the bar, set down the cans, and looked around. Money might not have value, but all the booze was gone. A rustling in the back of the bar made her stiffen. Rats? Zombies? Gnomes with evil pointy hats?

“The phone is dead here, too.”

 Seffy spun around at the sudden sound of Trent’s voice, pressing her hand to her heart. “Don’t sneak up on me!”

“Sorry.”

“There’s something alive back there.”

“Probably just rats or feral cats.” He pushed up the bar flap and stepped behind it. “No booze,” he said after a moment. “Damn.”

“Exactly.”

“Let’s see if there’s a different kind of juice.” Trent opened a gray panel on the wall just to the left of the bar shelves. After a series of clicks, suddenly the mirrored ball began to spin and colored lights pulsated overhead. He smiled. “Cool.”

 Seffy noticed the floor didn’t light up and she didn’t see any neon or other lighting. This was more disco-dive than discotheque. “So now what, we boogie the night away?”

“Why not?”

 Seffy stared at him, wondering if her crazies were catching. “Get real. We need to figure a way out of here.”

“I don’t think there is one beyond simply walking back to the compound. And I think a nice slow dance would put us in a better frame of mind before we set out.”

 She put her hands up. “Okay, there’s no dealing with you. I’m going back to the gas station, grab some snacks and starting that walk.”

“Sef—”

“Trent, I truly appreciate your plan to go to California. It means a lot, it really does.” Tears stung her eyes, taking her by surprise. “But…but…” Her lips began to tremble and she couldn’t continue without totally losing control. She suddenly realized how much she’d already invested into going home. Having that hope extinguished bit harder than expected.

 Trent took her hands and drew her to himself. “C’mon, you owe me one.”

 She looked at him, blinking away moisture. “I do?”

“Last time we were here, I wanted to dance, but you said no. Then there was that club in Tangent Land.”

“You never asked me to dance then.”

“That’s because you were too busy with your pretty boy.”

 Seffy rolled her eyes in an effort to maintain her equilibrium, made more difficult now that Trent had his possessive hands around her waist. Of course she was only allowing the contact because she was cold. “And anyway, there’s no music.”

“I’ll be the music.”

“You’re going to sing?”

“Why not?”

 She smiled in spite of herself, deciding to call his bluff. “Okay, let’s hear it.”

 He regarded her for a moment, then began. 

“You come in, and all at once I’m the good guy.  

I’m head over heels, maybe I have a chance.”

Seffy groaned. “Oh no, you are joking.”

“Now it’s your turn. It’s a duet.”

“I am so not singing this or any song.”

 Trent raised his voice to sound feminine. 

“Can’t you see by looking that I’m returning the  

feeling? You make it seem my wishes will be granted

Then all of a sudden, they are.”

 Seffy closed her eyes, unable to believe he was subjecting her to this. Maybe she was really on drugs again and abducted by disguised, crooning aliens.

“All at once, things are starting to roll

And all I want is to fly over the deep

The answers are now meaningless

Because I’m taking my risks with you.”

She opened her eyes, resting her hands on his shoulders. Admittedly, he had a good voice, but singing such a sappy song when he knew how she felt about that movie? She’d bet money Trent was a rock ‘n roll guy, or at least into indie bands. Not 80s soundtracks.

“I know you’re what really matters

I take all your words to heart

I’ll be careful not to crush your dreams

if you promise to tell me the truth, You make it seem my wishes will be granted

Then all of a sudden, they are.”

“Okay, I’m starting to imagine you in a white suit with feathered hair. Except during the girl parts. Then you’re in leg warmers and roller skates.”

 Trent grinned and continued. 

“When I’m next to you, I know I’m alive

You shield me from all the bad, All I want is to be with you forever

All at once, things are starting to roll, And all I want is to soar over the deep

The consequences are meaningless

Because I’m taking all my risks with you.”

“Are you done?”

 Trent dipped his head and brushed his cheek against her temple, causing an untimely bout of goosebumps. 

“It’s all true, you know,” he whispered. “The lyrics.”

Seffy pulled away a little. “Uh huh. I can’t believe you ever listened to this music, let alone learned the words.”

 His arms tightened around her. “Let’s just say I borrowed Lani’s cassette and decided to see what all the fuss was about.”

“Don’t tell me you became a fan.”

 He grinned. “Let’s not get hasty. Sweetheart, that is some serious cheese you listen to.”

“All that’s in the past, during those messed-up hormonal years. Besides, you just told me the lyrics to that song were so true.”

“Well, the album has a few high points.” He reached up and brushed her cheek with the back of his hand. 

 Her weak, dependent side wanted to lean into his touch, but this was no time for a dalliance. “Um,” she said in a shaky voice, “this is no time for a dalliance.”

“It’s the perfect time.” Trent tipped up her chin and lowered his mouth to hers.

 Seffy twisted her head at the last second, her heart pounding hard. “I…I think Gareth wants me back.”

 After a stone cold pause, his expression shut down and he dropped his hands. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

 She bit the inside of her cheek, regretting her outburst. “I just think that we need to stop assuming there’s something between us because of a photograph.” The photograph showing them as a couple in Tangent Land. The one he’d torn up.

 Trent jammed his hands in his pockets and stepped away. “This has nothing to do with that damn picture and you know it.”

 Seffy was unable to look him in the eye.

“So what’s this with you and Gareth?”

“He just let me know that he wanted another chance.”

“At what? Letting you down?”

 She glowered at him. 

“Sef, has it occurred to you that he’s under medical supervision?”

“So?”

“What does that mean in compound-speak? Experimentation, drug cocktails, mysterious substances in the I.V. bag. Sound familiar?”

“Oh, so you’re saying that Gareth could only want me under the influence of heavy-duty narcotics?”

“I’m saying it’s more than coincidental. And let’s not forget how quickly he threw you over last time he was ‘under the influence’.”

 Seffy glared at Trent, wondering how she’d ever let him touch her. “You don’t know anything about Gareth and I—” 

“That’s because you won’t tell me! What are you hiding, Seffy?”

 She wrapped her arms around herself in an effort to get warm. Maybe it was time to throw him a bone—get him off her back for a while. “What do you want to know?”

 His gaze caught hers and held. “What’s the secret you have between you?”

 Seffy regarded him for several moments, sifting through memories that stubbornly refused to be forgotten. “Okay, you know about the foster thing. Addison, Lani, and Gareth were all in the foster system too. We were considered mangy freaks in our town, so we stuck together. Then in high school we joined the marching band.”

 Trent’s brows went up. “That’s it?”

“I’m sure you know how uncool the marching band is.”

“Seffy, you’re not serious.”

“My part was to play the glockenspiel.”

 Trent sniggered, then busted out into a full laugh.

Seffy smacked his arm. “See?”

“Okay, I gotta know what instrument Gareth played. No wait, let me guess…the flute?”

 She smacked him again. “Lani played the flute, Addison played the clarinet, and Gareth played…the tuba.”

 Trent’s grin was truly evil. “What a shock. No wonder you’re trying to hide that little tidbit.”

“And then we found this movie, the one you just sang from. We loved it. Watched it over and over, memorized every line. We even did friggin’ plays of it in our back yards. So we got this great idea to do one of the songs during halftime at a football game. We talked to our teacher and got the other band kids into doing it. After we played, and I sang, we were jeered from the stands. From then on, Gareth got beat up all the time, and the girls and I were taunted for the rest of high school.”

 Trent snorted. “Okay, as funny as that is, I’m still waiting. Crap happens to everyone in high school.”

“You’re underestimating the trauma these events induced in us.”

“C’mon, Sef, there’s something way deeper than that.”

 Apparently one bone wasn’t enough. “You said you thought our names sounded fake. It’s because they are. After high school, we had them legally changed, and with our new identities, we settled in L.A for a do-over life.”

“All because you were embarrassed at a football game.”

 She glared at him. Why did he keep pushing?

 He crossed his arms over his chest. “So your real name is Sarah?”

Seffy felt her face heat. “Yes, but you’re not allowed to call me that. Ever.”

“And so we’re back to what you won’t tell me.”

“Trent.”

 He blew out a dramatic sigh. “How did Fenn know your name?”

 That fact caused a knot of worry to tighten in her gut. “Who knows?” she said lightly. “My medical records had information in them I never shared with anyone. So I have to assume the others told the staff about me.”

 Trent regarded her for several moments. “So you’re telling me this teen sob story is why you and Gareth have to be together?”

 She lifted her chin. “He understands me. He knows what I’ve—what all of us—have gone through.”

“So you all pick overheated, soap opera names. What’s with Persephone?”

 Seffy hated his mocking tone. “That movie was about the Greek muses. We got into mythology after that, so I picked Persephone because it was pretty.”

“And because you wanted to be…innocent.” 

 She didn’t tell him the part where Gareth encouraged her to dye her hair to look like the girl in the movie. It had changed her hair color but didn’t make her innocent like she desperately wanted to be. She swallowed. “Yes.”

 Trent shook his head, continuing to scrutinize her. “Sounds like a lame cover story.”

“And yet it’s all true.”

“It’s not enough to explain your weird connections to each other.”

“Sorry it’s not dark enough for you, Trent. And here I was hoping to impress you with my tragic tale of woe.”

 He reached out and touched her face. “None of this is a good enough reason for Gareth to suddenly have the hots for you.”

“It doesn’t matter what you think.”

“You know, I’m just remembering that Fiona said the ‘test subject proved the agent successful’. What if that test subject was Gareth? What if he was only into you because of a drug cocktail?”

 She clenched her fists. “Why can’t you just accept that there will never be anything between you and me?”

“Because it’s not true. And you know it down deep. Apparently you prefer denial and a hot and cold metro-boy to what’s real.”

“You’re breaking my heart here, Trent. Really.”

 He stalked back over to the wall and pulled the switch on the lights, plunging the room into a depressing gloom. “Your problem is that you’re just scared.”

 A thump outside the building and a creaking door echoed in the big room. “Okay, you’re right,” she whispered. “I’m scared.” Seffy sidled up to Trent and gripped his upper arm. “You’re super sure there are no more zombies?”

 He stared toward the door, which was now slowly opening. “Well, I haven’t heard of any reports.”

“You’re stuck inside a defunct military installation most of the time. It’s not like there’s cable news.”

 Trent nudged her behind him and pulled a gun from his waist band. Seffy peered around his shoulder at the sudden figure of a man silhouetting the light streaming in the doorway.

“Who are you?” Trent called, racking the gun.

 The figure made a hoarse moaning sound.

“Oh God,” Seffy breathed.

 Trent walked forward, aiming the gun. She held onto his shirt and followed. The figure suddenly sank to his knees. As they neared, the ambient light slowly revealed familiar features.

“Fenn!”

 
 
 
 






Chapter Eleven

 

 Seffy stared as Trent jammed his gun back in his waistband and rushed forward to keep Fenn from falling over. The leader’s face glowed waxen and his blue eyes were dark in the shadows. 

“Sef, run to the store and see if they have any bottled water.”

 She tapped her fingertips together. “Are we positive he isn’t…you know…the z word?”

“Seffy.”

“Okay, okay, I’ll be right back.” She gave Fenn wide berth and headed out the door, wincing in the pinkish sunlight. Careful to scan the area first, she jogged to the gas station, but didn’t find any bottled water. Maybe it hadn’t been invented yet. She settled for a couple of Sprites and headed back to the disco. 

 Trent took the soda and helped Fenn get a drink.

“He’s just crazy and not bitey?” she said in a low voice. “I can handle crazy. I’m practically best friends with it.”

“I was in the back of the jeep,” Fenn finally said, breathing hard. “But I must’ve passed out, fallen asleep, something. I woke up, realized I was about a mile from this town, so I walked here for help.”

“What were you doing in the jeep? And while you were there, too bad you didn’t remind Trent to check the gas cans, because we’re kind of stuck.”

“Not helping, Sef,” Trent said dryly.

 Fenn just shook his head. After a moment, he looked up at her. “I needed to get away from…Fiona.”

“Oh. That’s explains everything.” Sef dropped to the floor next to him and sat with her legs crossed. “I could’ve saved you some heartache there if I thought you were open to relationship advice.”

 Fenn surveyed her with something approaching weary amusement. “Sorry, I didn’t think of it at the time.”

“Ignore anything Seffy says. Her own relationships are disastrous.”

“Shut up, Trent.”

 He narrowed his eyes at her then turned his attention to Fenn. “While I can appreciate your bid for freedom, I’m not sure how you ended up in the back of the jeep I was driving.”

 Fenn took a shuddering breath. “I went down to the garage and saw a jeep being prepared for departure. When no one was looking, I got under the tarps.” He smiled bitterly. “I know it sounds crazy, but I was at my wit’s end.”

“I’m not one to promote domestic violence generally, but perhaps if you smacked that woman around a little—” 

“Sef,” Trent said, exasperated. “Let the man talk.”

Fenn shot a glance at Seffy before continuing. “Both of you know about my addiction. I started it. I own it. But I do want to stop. And Fiona says she wants to help. Unfortunately her help includes shooting me up when I’m at my weakest. I just can’t fight her.”

Seffy’s eyes widened. “That’s evil, as in fruits-of-the-devil evil.”

“My plan—obviously not well-thought out—was to get away long enough to get my head straight and come up with a strategy. Then she informed me of her intention to chemically subdue the residents. I thought it might be helpful if I avoided that effect while getting my head clear.”

“So that is her plan,” Trent said, under his breath. He frowned. “Wish we could help you, pal. But we’re outta gas.”

 Fenn glanced across the room. “There’s probably some underneath the building here. This was an adjunct part of the compound at one point. I believe the access point is in the floor behind the bar.”

“Gosh, the compound isn’t horrible enough right where it is that it needs tentacles all over the state?” 

“Sef,” Trent said in a low voice. “Can you keep the accusations to a minimum?”

 She sent Fenn a measured look. “Why? The place has almost killed me a bunch of times. I have deadly blood, mush for brains, and hallucinations where I’m disemboweled. The leader is here so I think it’s the perfect time to lodge a complaint.”

 Fenn lifted his hand to Trent. “It’s okay. She has a valid point.”

 Seffy glared at Trent, enjoying what vindication she could. “Can I blame all these things on Fiona?” she said, turning back to Fenn. “I would, happily.”

“She might be behind some of it, but I run the place—badly at the moment—so the responsibility lies with me.”

 Trent got up and headed behind the bar, shaking his head. 

“I’m truly sorry, Seffy,” Fenn said quietly when they were alone. “You’re the last person I wanted to be hurt.”

She blinked. “Did you want anyone hurt?”

 He shook his head. “Of course not. But you’ve been victimized beyond belief—and while the buck stops with me—I was never behind…the bad stuff.”

“Why can’t you stop it?”

“I’m trying. I really am.”

 Seffy remembered that in addition to his heroin addiction, he also had leukemia. She blew out a breath and turned away for a moment. “Any luck, Trent?”

“I found a trap door.”

“Yep, sounds like compound property.”

Fenn’s lips lifted in a ghost of a smile. Sitting so close to him she could see the intense blue of his eyes. Seffy remembered when she first saw him. Her reaction had been swift and succinct. Hottie. But his ineptitude and drug issues left her feeling nothing more than pity for the man. She got to her feet and held out her hand. 

 Fenn gripped it and struggled to his feet. He didn’t let go right away, but seemed to absorb something from her touch, his expression intense. Seffy felt slightly creeped out so she gently tugged her hand free.

“There are stairs,” Trent said, muffled behind the bar.

“It’s just a stock room down there. You should see the gas cans right away, if any are left.”

 She heard Trent stomping down into the basement. Sending Fenn a sidelong glance, she made a motion, encompassing the disco. “So this place was like a cover for the compound?”

“Kind of. We could store more sensitive things off site here. And gas…well, being across from a gas station—that just made sense to maintain a supply.”

“Do you know what happened here? All the buildings have been vandalized. The gas station still has money in the till.”

“I saw that on the way in and it can’t be good.” He grimaced. “I’ve been, uh, a little zoned out, so I don’t know what went on. But I’ll sound Fiona out when we get back.”

“What? Dude, you are zoned. We are not going back to the compound.” She clenched her fists. “Trent and I…we’re outta here all the way.”

“Seffy,” he said in a low voice.

“That reminds me,” she said, dropping her voice lower, “why did you call me Sarah earlier?”

 His blue eyes widened. “I did?” 

“Yes, when we found you in your bathroom. I had a gun pointed to your head, you know.”

 He stared at her, his expression somehow preternatural. “Why didn’t you pull the trigger?”

 Seffy returned his look, considering her answer. “Trent didn’t want me to.”

 Fenn glanced away. “We have detailed interviews from all the outsiders. Someone must’ve mentioned your name.”

We’re known as ‘the outsiders’? His answer didn’t exactly satisfy her, but since his lucidity came and went, this would have to do. “Just make sure it doesn’t get used again.”

“Why do you go by a different name?” he asked, his voice odd.

“I like Persephone better.”

“It is pretty. I’ve always liked mythological names.”

 Seffy turned her head, watching for Trent. As much as he rattled her cage, she preferred him to Mr. Space Cadet here. 

 Trent clunked up the stairs, hauling two large gas cans. “I don’t think they’re totally full.”

“There would be some evaporation after sitting so long.”

“Right.” Trent looked from her to Fenn, as if trying to discern the undercurrents between them. After a moment, he headed outside. 

 Seffy followed. When she caught up to him, she tugged at his arm. “What are you going to do?”

 His brows inched up. “Walk back to the jeep and gas it up. You wait here with Fenn and I’ll pick you both up.”

“Can’t I come with you instead?”

“I think he needs someone to stay with him for the moment.”

“I don’t like him. Someone who’s hooked up with Fiona can’t be trusted.”

“You’ve said many times that you can’t trust me.”

“That’s different.”

 Trent leaned close. “How?”

 She sighed. “It just is.”

 Trent echoed her sigh with one of his own. He hoisted the gas can and took off down the road. 

“Wait!”

 He turned. “What?”

“What are we going to do after this?”

 He regarded her with his gray eyes. “We don’t have any choice but to go back to the compound.”

 Seffy shook her head, her respiration kicking up. “No way. You said we were getting out of here.”

 Trent strode back to her. “Things have changed.”

“Why?”

“You know why.”

“What, because Fenn needs to go there? Are you saying we’ll just drop him off then we hit the road again?”

 He looked away. “I don’t know what will happen once we get back.”

 She licked her lips. “I don’t want to go back.”

“A few hours ago you apparently never wanted to leave.”

“Please.”

 He closed his eyes for a brief moment. “Listen, we need to get Fenn back where he can get medical attention. Maybe we can smuggle him in so Fiona can’t find him, I don’t know.”

“What about the stuff in the air?”

“We’ll get a hold of gas masks before we go inside. Besides, it will almost certainly be something temporary. After the initial exposure, those who have gas masks probably won’t need them.”

 “Trent, if we go back, we’re just rats trapped in a cage again.”

“You know Fenn wouldn’t survive a road trip to 1980s California.”

 She controlled her temper with an effort. “I don’t know, he’s able to survive pumping his veins full of poison pretty well.”

“I’m not thrilled with how this has turned out either, but we have to deal.”

“Yeah, well your planning skills stink.”

 A smile lifted one side of his mouth as he pulled her close with one arm. “Don’t worry, I’m going to take care of you, Sef.”

 She sent him a dark look. “I don’t need to be taken care of. I may be stuck in the 80s but my feminism isn’t.”

 His smiled deepened. Trent lowered his head. Despite her words, Seffy didn’t resist. His kiss enveloped her with a warmth and comfort she craved more than bravado. She gripped the front of his shirt in her hands, knowing the moment he stopped, he’d leave her alone with the runaway junkie. 

 Trent lifted his lips and gazed at her. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

 Seffy struggled to keep her expression neutral as she watched him turn and leave. She didn’t bother to figure out the twisted wad of her emotions. There was no point when the sky was purplish and the sun, neon pink.

 Once Trent had disappeared from view, she returned inside the disco where she found Fenn sitting back on the floor, leaning up against the wall. Seffy crossed her arms and glared at him.

“I’m sorry I upset your plans, whatever they were. It never occurred to me the jeep wouldn’t return to the compound at some point.”

 She shrugged and averted her gaze. 

“Seffy, look at me.”

 Feeling like a recalcitrant child, she released a breath and looked at him. Seeing his gaunt features and exhausted expression, Seffy struggled not to feel empathy for him. 

“Look, I know I have failed you and your friends…”

“I’ve heard this song before, Fenn. I know the words by heart. And they don’t sound much more sincere coming from you than they did Fiona.”

 He looked down at his hands, apparently struggling with a response. 

 Seffy dropped her arms. “You know, Trent and I risked our lives getting you those medical supplies. Have you even tried using them?”

 Fenn’s head snapped up and his blue eyes reminded her of a gas flame. “Yes, and I was getting better…at least with my addiction. But my improvement didn’t work for Fiona. She’d gotten used to running the compound and when I started taking back the helm, she found a way to keep me out of the picture.”

 Seffy snorted. “Why didn’t she just off you then?”

 A muscle jumped in his jaw. “In her way, she loves me. She wants me sidelined, not dead.”

“Now that is one healthy relationship.”

 He clamped his mouth closed and suddenly she knew he was avoiding mentioning her own obvious deficiencies in that area. “What about the leukemia? Have you found a donor match yet?”

“It’s a slow process in 1980. To avoid alarm, we’ve been slowly taking blood samples from each resident, including you and your friends, and having it tested. But the technology just doesn’t allow for quick results.”

“Do you know of any results of my blood? Olga said it had been sent out to area labs.”

“From what I’ve heard so far, I just know it’s not a match.”

“Have you heard the part where I’m poisonous?”

 He sent her a weak smile. “I think that’s going a bit far. You have some odd anomalies—”

“Two people have died from it—along with a whole lot of mosquitoes.” 

“I’ll be sure to have the results reported to you once they come in.”

“Whatever.” Seffy looked away. C’mon, Trent, where are you?

 As if on cue the rattling sound of a vehicle approached. She twisted toward the door, then paused, reluctantly turning back to help Fenn up. They went outside and saw Trent drive up in the jeep. Seffy’s heart lurched at the sight of him. It had been a long fifteen minutes. She jumped into the back of the jeep, knowing Fenn would be more comfortable in front. She ignored Trent’s appreciative look. 

 The ride back to the compound just about jarred her bones to dust. Complaining about the state of the roads would be pointless over the roar of the engine, so she stewed as she watched the passing landscape. No California, no new life, no hope. Instead there was megalomaniac Fiona, sick Fenn, crazy Addy, lovestruck Lani, possibly confused Gareth…

Then there’s me and Trent. And it makes even less sense than before. I really need to stop letting him kiss me. But even that thought failed to cheer.

 When the menacing bulk of the compound finally appeared as they headed down a hill, she stiffened with dread. Could she force herself to walk back into that hellish building? Guilt sliced through her. Her friends were there. Maybe they were even worried by her absence. And she longed to see Gareth, right?

 As the jeep approached the garage bays, several guards stepped forward to meet them without masks. Was the danger over or were the guards drugged? Trent stopped at the entrance of the chain-link fence. Seffy watched in wonder as Fenn jumped nimbly from the jeep and stood at ease, chatting with the men. What he was telling them she had no clue, but that’s not what mattered. Had he been lying to her? Was his addiction a pseudo-illness used for purposes of manipulation?

 She stared when Fenn turned and strode back to the jeep. He went around to Trent’s side and leaned nonchalantly against his door. 

“Follow that guy into the garage and turn off the engine. The ‘air purification event’ has been completed, so no masks necessary. Also, I told the guards you’re with me under my auspices. It should help Seffy to be seen with me too, which implies she’s not an infection danger.”

Big whoop. Seffy sent a sullen look at Fenn, wondering why Trent wasn’t as outraged as she was over his acting skills. Or was he reverse faking? Acting all hale and hearty to his staff so his illness didn’t undermine his authority. Either way phhbbtt. Seffy glared at the compound, every fiber of her being rebelling at the idea of going back inside. 

 Fenn got back into the jeep. As they drove past the fencing, she glanced at him and saw the strain on his face. Okay, fine, so he was faking being healthy to look all ‘in control’. It didn’t improve her mood any. Once they were inside the garage, she noticed all the guards were armed instead of just a few. That couldn’t be a good sign. 

 Fenn leaned close to Trent as he shut down the motor and spoke in a low voice Seffy couldn’t hear. Trent gave a curt nod and Fenn jumped from the jeep. She watched as he strode past the guards and disappeared through one of the doors. 

“Did he get his head clear?”

 Trent turned and faced her across the seat. “What?”

“Did he get his head clear? That was his big plan, right?”

 Instead of answering, Trent climbed from the vehicle and held out his hand to help her out. She looked at his hand, then gave a quick shake of her head. “I’ll wait until you restock the jeep so we can leave.”

“Seffy, you need to get out of the vehicle.”

 Her heart began to pound at his grave expression. Still ignoring his outstretched hand, she clambered from the back and stood facing him, ignoring the heavily-armed guards who milled around in important ways. “Okay, I’m out. I’ll just wait here until…”

 Trent stepped close and bent his head toward her. “Um, here’s the thing, Sef. We won’t be leaving.”

 As she looked up at him in abject disappointment, the garage doors slammed to the ground with a clatter that made her jump.

“Fiona ordered a lock-down as soon as Fenn returned.”

 She lowered her eyes. “So she found out he was missing.”

“And apparently it didn’t go over too well.”

 She reached up and touched the fabric of his flannel shirt, needing the contact before she went ballistic. “Why a lock-down?”

“I guess it’s part of the effort to get the compound under complete control.”

 Seffy stared at the buttons of his shirt, her fingers bunching the fabric as reality set in. “I can’t be back here.” She glanced up at him, her face twisted in an effort not to cry. “Please don’t make me go back.”

 Trent stared at her, his forlorn expression telling her he was just as disappointed. “We don’t have a choice—” 

“Miss Carter, we’ve been instructed to escort you back to your room.”

 Anger flared within her and she tensed, ready to shake off the guard’s arm if he dared touch her. 

Trent’s hand closed over hers on his chest and he bent to her ear. “Don’t react. We don’t know who was and who wasn’t affected by the ‘purification’. Be as mellow as you can to avoid drawing unnecessary attention, please.”

 Seffy pressed her lips together, staring blindly at his hand. When she felt a guard tug on her arm, she looked at Trent, unable to mask her dismay. His returning look implored hers for understanding. She glanced down at the thick-gloved hand on her arm and stepped away from Trent. 

 As she was ‘escorted’ back to her room, Seffy tried not to notice the beige walls and cement block construction that gave the compound that not-so-appealing prisonish air. She passed a few residents, all who sent her gentle smiles. 

When she arrived at her room, it took all of her self-control not to jerk free from the guard’s hand. Once she was alone inside her room, she leaned against her closed door and said a very bad word. As her temper cooled, she marched to the closet and strode down the passageway. But before pushing open Trent’s door, she paused. No, I’m not speaking to him right now. I don’t want to hear anymore empty promises of freedom. 

 Seffy spun around and headed to Lani’s room. She checked the hall first to make sure it was clear, then tried to walk in a mind-numbed way—or whatever it was supposed to look like—in case she ran into anyone. At Lani’s door, she raised her hand to knock, but heard sounds from inside. Pressing her ear against the door, her brows went up when she heard laughter. Seffy did a quick knock, then opened the door. She found Lani, Addison, and Gareth looking at her expectantly. 

 Lani jumped up and came across the room. “Come in! We were just talking about you.”

 Seffy stopped short. “You were?” She stared at Addison, whose expression riveted her to the floor. The redhead smiled serenely, her green eyes kind. 

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey,” Seffy echoed faintly. 

 Next she glanced at Gareth. He sat on the bed against the headboard, his legs stretched out. His complexion had cleared of the worst of the mottling and his smile glowed with affection as he patted the spot next to him. As if caught in a tractor beam, Seffy walked toward him, knowing that he’d been under the influence of the drug as Trent had suggested, but still unable to resist the appeal in his eyes. 

 Before perching next to him on the bed, she peeked at Addison to see how she was taking it. 

 Addy smiled. “Where have you been? We missed you.”

Whoa. That is some chill pill. Gotta get me some of that. “Uh, around. So…are you feeling okay, Addy?”

 She shrugged, her eyes clear. “I feel great. Why?”

Oh, nothing. You just destroyed a computer lab before breakfast. No big. Seffy looked at Gareth. “And you? You were pretty sick earlier. How are you feeling?”

“Better.” He touched her hand, his fingers caressing. “Especially now that you’re here.”

Oh, mama, I am so toast. 

 Lani danced by, humming a tune. Seffy blinked. No big difference there. 

“We were just reminiscing about high school,” she said, finally floating down onto a chair. 

“High school?” Seffy asked, fighting incredulity. The drug couldn’t be that strong, could it? “I thought we agreed to forget that.”

 Addison let out a chuckle. “Well, it’s hard to forget when Gareth got caught rolling the band teacher’s house with TP.”

“Yeah, you said ‘Hey, Teach, I’m returning tree pulp to its natural environment’.” Lani splutter-laughed, doubled over.

“What do you want to bet that guy’s horrid wife made him take it all down and use it in the bathroom?” Addison giggled.

“You know it,” Gareth said.

Seffy felt the beginnings of a smile tug at her lips. That had been pretty funny. Suddenly high school didn’t seem nearly the hell she remembered…after seeing what the so-called sanctuary Fugere dished out. Before she knew it, she was launching into a few memories of her own.

 
 
 
 
 






Chapter Twelve

 

Seffy returned to her room and glanced at the clock. Nearly midnight. She let out a low laugh. Wow. I haven’t had that much fun since…forever. She closed her eyes, feeling a warmth and glow she’d assumed was long forgotten.

“Where have you been?”

 Seffy opened her eyes to see Trent coming through her closet door. She sighed. “I was with my friends. Why?”

 He stood close, placing a hand on the door next to her head. “You don’t seem so disappointed anymore about being stuck in the compound.”

 She looked away, hearing the disbelieving tone of his voice. “I’m just trying to cope in my own way, okay?”

“I’ve been waiting for you. Why didn’t you come to my room when you got back from the garage?”

 Seffy knew he had a right to ask the question, what with all her touching and allowing kisses and such. But he’d brought her back to the compound after making her believe she wanted to leave. “I’m thinking I’m going to figure out how to get my own happy dose. It beats bitter disappointment.”

 His expression tightened as the words hit home. “Sef, you know those vibes your friends are suddenly sending your way are purely pharmaceutical.”

“Yeah, I know. But maybe it’s enough.”

Trent rolled his eyes. “You do like being in denial, don’t you?”

“I’m not in denial. I know that after the effects fade, it will be all weird again.”

“So you’re willing to accept the fake when the genuine is standing right in front of you?”

 Seffy gazed at his handsome face, wishing she could discern the truth behind his eyes. She lowered her voice. “The difference between me and you, Trent, is that I’ll take scraps—whatever I can get—from those I care about. You…you want it all. And I just don’t have it all to give.” Her voice broke. “I haven’t for a long time.”

 He leaned closer until his breath fanned her face. “You’re just unwilling, not unable.”

“You had your chance today. But you brought me back.”

 Trent pushed away from the door, clearly stung. “We ran out of gas. That’s all.”

“Consider it a metaphor for us. We sputter along sometimes, but in the end, we go nowhere.”

 He snorted. “Cute.”

 Seffy regretted the tangible cooling from the guy she’d grown used to having close by. As he turned and headed back to his room, she knew she didn’t have the guts to give him what he wanted. He was right. She was scared. 

 And when he closed the closet door behind him, the glow of her evening vanished like her hopes of ever returning to California.

***

 Trent’s eyes snapped open, his heart pounding. He sat up and kicked the covers off. Straining his ears, he waited for a repeat of what had awoken him. His room sat shrouded in darkness. His watch showed that it was just past two. He reached under his pillow and grabbed the gun. 

 The sound of something scratching wood came from the bathroom. Senses on alert, Trent eased from the bed and approached the open door to the bathroom. As he peered through the crack in the door, suddenly a form lurched from the wall and collapsed onto the tiles. Trent pulled back, breathing hard, then reached around and hit the light switch. He waited a moment, positioning the gun in his hands for a quick response, then nudged the door open with his foot.

Fenn crouched on all fours on the floor, gasping and blinking at the light. Trent lowered the gun and saw the hidden wall panel into his bathroom standing open. “Dude, what the hell?”

 Fenn looked up, his face pale and shiny with sweat. “I thought I could handle her, but she tried to shoot me up again.”

 Trent helped him up and walked him into the living room. Fenn dropped onto the couch. 

“She usually does it when I’m asleep, but I guess she got careless. Threats don’t work with her, so I had security return her to her own residence.”

 Trent stared at him, unable to believe Fenn put up with Fiona in the first place. “She’ll be on the warpath now.”

“Exactly. Which is why I decided to try something new.”

“Like crawling through dark passages?”

 Fenn smiled. “I have to keep this under the radar, and I hoped you could help me out.”

 Trent lowered himself onto the edge of the bed, wondering what he could possibly offer Fenn beyond what he’d already done.

“Is there anyone you trust on the medical staff?”

 Trent’s brows went up. He wasn’t expecting that. “Uh, there’s a nurse who’s gone the extra mile for Seffy, though I can’t say for sure her motives are purely altruistic.”

Fenn laughed bitterly. “I’m not sure anyone can be completely trusted around here. It seems plots are always underfoot, and I’m clumsier than most.”

“Hasn’t that been tamped down by the happy gas Fiona’s pumped into the compound?”

“That’s why I need to do this quickly.”

“How long will the effect last?”

“Fiona plans to spread it through the ventilation system in the mornings at four am sharp, so if you don’t want to be dosed, you’ll need gas masks. But you cannot allow anyone to see the masks. I don’t need a panic on top of a harshed mellow on top of chaos.”

 Trent smirked. “I see your point.”

“It’ll be safe to breathe at four-thirty. Don’t forget.”

“I won’t, although—” He stopped, almost admitting that Seffy would probably consider allowing herself to be dosed just to stop the crazies. 

“What?”

 Trent shook his head. “So what’s your plan? I mean, I’m assuming you do have one.”

 Fenn leaned back against the couch cushions. “I want to do a rapid detox.”

 Trent was silent for a moment, wondering why the comment floored him.

“As much as I appreciate the methadone meds you brought back, it’s just not fast enough and I’m fighting not just an addiction and illness, but Fiona as well.”

“Um…well, I think it’s a complicated procedure, right?”

“It’s either that or weeks of withdrawals. Trent look around—things are falling apart. I’ve got to get Fugere back under control.”

“There isn’t someone—besides Fiona obviously—you can have take over while you deal with this?”

“There’s no one.” He sighed. “I need to do this, but I need your help.”

 “So you want Seffy’s nurse, Olga, to do the detox, here at the compound, off the radar?”

“That’s the way it has to be.”

 Trent wanted to sound supportive of a fellow sufferer, but the dude was nuts. “I, uh, think you’re going to need more than a nurse. I mean, the procedure involves anesthesia.”

“I know there are risks, but there’s more at stake than you realize if I can’t get my head straight.” 

 Fenn’s intense eyes made the hairs on the back of his neck prickle. “Don’t you have a personal physician?”

“He was Fiona’s pick.”

“What if Olga refuses, as I’m sure she will?”

“I’ll figure out how to make her amenable to the idea.”

 Trent looked away. Maybe Fiona and Fenn were more well-matched than he thought. He shrugged. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Where’s Seffy?”

“I’ll check her room.” Trent pulled a shirt off the chair and slipped it over his head. 

“There’s one more thing.”

 He looked back at Fenn. “Yeah?”

“I need some place to stay while this is being set up, but Fiona might have people look for me here when she finds out I’m not in my residence.”

“Obviously, you know about the passages and I know there are empty rooms nearby. Will that work?”

 Fenn sent him a weary smile before leaning his head back and closing his eyes. “For now.”

***

 Trent checked his watch. It was past three in the morning. The halls were silent as usual, but the middle of the night made them seem eerier than usual—it was if he could hear his heartbeat echoing off the long walls. He’d checked Seffy’s room and found her asleep but restive. He hoped her scary-vision nightmares and sleepwalking episodes were over for good.

 Trent considered the difficult task at hand. He didn’t have a clue how he was going to sell this to Olga. And how would they get an anesthesiologist and doctor to help who also wouldn’t talk? Did anyone at the compound even know what a rapid detox was? He doubted it. He seemed to remember it was a newer medical procedure.

 When he arrived at Olga’s door, he tapped lightly, already dreading the chat, not to mention having to deal with a cranky older woman rudely awakened in the middle of the night. When she didn’t respond, he knocked louder until he heard the sound of movement behind the door. The door opened and a sleepy Olga smiled in welcome. 

“Trent! How are you? Come in, come in!”

 With wide eyes, he went into her residence. “Um, I’m so sorry to come this late—” 

“Not a problem,” she said, waving her hand as she perched her half-moon glasses onto her nose. “How about a cup of tea?”

“Uh, okay.” Trent lowered himself onto the nearest overstuffed chair and decided Seffy might have a point. Who wouldn’t want to be this happy all the time?

 As Olga bustled in the kitchen, humming tunelessly, Trent frowned, wondering at the odd turn of events. At some point, he was going to have to sit down and make a list of the madness swirling around him. 

 The nurse returned with a cup of tea, which Trent accepted. He stared down at the amber liquid, wondering how to broach the subject. “Okay, Olga, here’s the thing. I need to tell you something in the strictest confidence.”

 She tucked a short lock of silver-blonde hair behind her ear. “Is Seffy all right?”

“Oh, yeah, she’s fine.” He took a deep breath. “Have you heard of a drug treatment technique called rapid detox or ultra-rapid detox?”

 She picked up her cup and blew on her tea before shaking her head. 

Oh, great. “Well, basically it’s for people who are addicted to say, opiates, and they are put under anesthesia while inhibitor drugs are administered to them. The idea is that the patient goes through withdrawals quickly while they’re out, so they don’t experience the drawn-out discomforts.”

 Olga’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Have you been having troubles with drugs again, dear?”

“What? No! I mean, it’s not for me.”

“But you have had troubles, in the past, correct?”

 Trent felt his face heat. “So you’ve seen my files?”

“I’ve seen your files.”

 He blew out a breath. “We need you, a doctor, and anesthesiologist that can be counted on for their discretion.”

“So are you going to tell me who ‘your friend’ is?”

 Trent ran a hand through his hair. “Just let me know when you can get a team together and then we’ll name names, okay?”

 Olga shrugged and took a long sip of her tea.

“And of course this all needs to happen as soon as possible.”

“I’ll call your room phone when I’ve got my end taken care of.”

Why does it feel like I’m arranging a mob hit instead of trying to help a guy out? “That would be great. Thanks, Olga.”

“Are you hungry, dear? I’d be happy to make you breakfast.”

“It’s about three in the morning. You should probably just go back to bed for now.”

“Oh, that’s true.” She stood, looking ridiculously cheerful. “I’ll call you first thing with the names.”

Trent stood and set his untasted tea on the coffee table. As he left, he suppressed a shudder. Happy people were just weird. 

***

 Seffy shifted and bumped into something warm. She opened her eyes, suddenly alert, and realized someone was with her in the bed. The darkness of the room didn’t help in the identification, but she figured only Trent would be ridiculous enough to crawl into bed with her unannounced in the middle of the night.

 She reached up and touched his face, recognizing the feel of his cheekbone and jawline. Her movement caused him to stir. He mumbled something in his sleep and pulled her close. Seffy didn’t resist. She could admit missing cuddling with him, even when she was mad at him. She breathed in his familiar scent and snuggled closer. In the morning, she’d yell at him. For now, this was heavenly. Complicated, but heavenly.

Her eyes drifted closed as she rested her palm against his chest, feeling his strong heartbeat beneath her fingers. Sleep tugged at the edges of her consciousness. She was so tired. Insomnia had dogged her for the last few days. She realized she should’ve prescribed herself a strong dose of Trent earlier. Except that he would’ve gotten the wrong idea.

 Seffy rubbed her cheek on the cottony softness of his t-shirt and relaxed completely against him. Maybe her dreams would be better now that she wasn’t alone. 

 Trent’s arms became like a vise around her. “Oh my God!”

 Seffy gasped, unable to see his face. “What?” 

“What time is it?”

“I don’t know!”

“Look at your clock!”

“Then let go of me!”

 Trent released her and Seffy sat up in a huff. She twisted around and glanced at the compound-issue travel clock. “It’s almost four. Sheesh!”

 Suddenly Trent was off the bed and grabbing at her hands. “Let’s go!”

“What? Where?”

“Dammit, I forgot to get masks!”

“What are you talking about?”

 He ignored her and dragged her from the bed and across her room. 

“Ouch! You’re hurting me!”

He rushed her down the passageway. Trent looked wildly around his room, then pulled her up onto the desk. Shoving aside the ceiling panel, he clambered up into the attic and hoisted her after him. After turning on the lights, he headed toward the Light Room, urging her to hurry. He pushed ahead of her like a man possessed while Seffy lamented her scraped knees. By the time she made it into the Light room, Trent had the window open and was shoving a blanket from the floor out the hole. 

 She stared at him. “Is this another escape attempt?”

“We have to go onto the roof.”

“Okay, are you high?”

“No, but we will be if you don’t get your butt over here. They’ll be releasing the drug into the air at four. “

“Trent, it’s freezing out there.”

“Hence the blanket.” He climbed through the hole and held out his hand. Groaning audibly, she gripped his wrist and accepted his help through the hole. The wind slapped her exposed skin hard, making her gasp in shock. 

 Trent slammed the window shut, hauled her next to his side, then yanked the blanket around them. She huddled against him as the wind sliced through their inadequate covering. 

“Do you want to tell me what’s going on?” she asked through chattering teeth.

 He tucked her head under his chin and pulled her closer. “I told you, they’re releasing the medication into the air at four and I wanted us to avoid it.”

“And you just realized that fact?”

“I only planned to lay down with you for a few minutes, but I guess I fell asleep.”

“That’s why you shouldn’t go wandering in and out of people’s bedrooms in the middle of the night.”

“Just yours, babe.”

 Seffy held back a smile. It had been nice waking up to find him so close. But this…this was not so much fun. “I don’t think being exposed to the drug would be all that bad compared to this. How long do we have to stay out here?”

“For half an hour.”

“I’ll die first.” She glanced out at the horizon. The sky was a tarnished green color with a hint of pink staining the ridge line.

“We’ll just have to really cuddle.”

“We were cuddling just fine in my bed before you went crazy.”

“Yes, that was nice, wasn’t it? We should do it more often.”

 She gave an unladylike snort. “What were you doing in my bed anyway?”

“Fenn was in my room, so I thought I’d bunk with you.”

“What? Why?”

“He, uh, wanted to tell me that we needed gas masks every day at four am to avoid breathing the aerated drug.”

“He woke you up in the middle of the night to tell you that and stayed in your room afterwards.”

 Trent yawned. “Pretty much.”

“So that’s his grand plan to escape Fiona’s clutches?”

“More or less.”

 Seffy figured there was probably more, but it was too damn cold to think straight. She slid her arms underneath Trent’s shirt, reveling in the extra body warmth it afforded.

“That’s a good idea,” he murmured and started to do the same to her.

 She wiggled away from his seeking hands. “I don’t think so.”

“Not fair.”

 She could hear the smile in his voice. “How long has it been? Can we go inside yet?”

“How come you’re always trying to get away from me as soon as I get my arms around you?”

“Oh, brother.”

He laughed. “That’s right, I forgot you were more into brotherly love than the regular kind.”

 Seffy pinched him.

 He gasped, then held her tighter. 

 She relaxed against him, shivering, but for the moment content. The sky continued to lighten by increments, growing more purplish-pink by the moment. Just as the first shaft of sunlight broke over the horizon, Trent shifted.

“Okay, I think we can go back in now.”

 A minute later they were back in the Light Room. Seffy dropped the cold blanket and grabbed a fresh one, wrapping it around herself as she sank to the floor. “I just need a little time to warm up before we head back.”

 Trent sat next to her, tugging on the blanket. She sighed and opened it enough for him to slide in next to her. It took several minutes before her shivering subsided despite Trent’s warmth.

“I think we should kiss now.”

 Seffy angled her head to look up at him. “Huh?”

“We shared a sunrise, almost anyway. So we should seal the moment with a kiss to make it perfect.”

“Gosh, what a great idea. But I haven’t brushed my teeth yet and you know, it wouldn’t be perfect if I didn’t have fresh breath.”

 He grinned. “It’s really amazing how many excuses you can come up with.”

“I just want the best for you, Trent.”

 He reached up and grazed her cheek with his hand. “If you really wanted what was best for me, you’d let me make love to you.”

 Her momentary humor fled. “It’s really amazing how many ways you can come up with to ask me that.”

“Persistence. It may yet pay off.”

 Seffy sighed, suddenly depressed. “Seriously Trent, if you want sex, I’m sure there are many willing women in the complex who would welcome you with open arms.”

“Well, that’s the problem. There’s only one I want.”

 She lowered her voice. “And I think the only reason is because I say no.”

 His expression became solemn. “Should we test your theory? Right now? And see if afterwards I avoid your phone calls, avoid you on the street, tell you I’m just not that into you?”

Seffy scowled. Did it matter? Maybe we should just get it over with. Cross it off the list. But in her heart she knew it wouldn’t solve anything. More awkwardness with her go-to guy would hardly help her nonsensical life. Besides, she hadn’t been able to sort out her ever-evolving emotions toward him what with all the insanity of life in an ex-Soviet compound run by a junkie and pixie dictator.

 Seffy eased out from under Trent’s arms and without looking at him, headed back to her room. What had started out as a sweetly intimate moment had turned sour once again. There was no hope. As Seffy lowered herself into Trent’s room, she realized Fenn was, and had been, nowhere to be found. Had Trent made the whole thing up? Releasing a shuddering breath, she headed for the shower back in her room. 

 
 
 






Chapter Thirteen

 

 Seffy’s funk didn’t let up even after having time to mull things over. She dropped listlessly onto the bed and put her face in the sheets where Trent had been. She imagined that she could still smell his skin and feel his warmth. How could someone appeal to her and repel her so much at the same time? She’d come to depend on him in so many ways. Why couldn’t they leave it at that? Be platonic—good friends. Instead, kissing and touching and cuddling happened, with more and more frequency. It was ridiculous. Needlessly complicating a time when she was just trying to survive. 

 Her stomach grumbled, reminding her of other neglected aspects of survival. Seffy got off the bed and headed for the kitchen pantry. The halls were empty and she supposed even if she did see anyone, they’d be as nice as all that to see her. Still, she wasn’t eager to test the theory.

 As she neared the kitchen, Seffy heard the sounds of food preparation happening inside. The tantalizing smell of bacon and eggs made her stomach growl audibly. But she didn’t trust what came out of the kitchen anymore—not after the cooks had once doctored their food. 

 Seffy snuck into the pantry and closed the door. She turned and stared at the floor-to-ceiling shelves jammed full of canned goods. Aside from the fruit, the vast majority of the contents had to be served hot…so that left pretty much fruit cocktail. 

 Reaching into her hiding place behind the generic ravioli in meat sauce cans, she retrieved her stolen can opener and spoon. Seffy opened a can and stared at the colorless bits of fruit swimming in heavy syrup. Sighing, she took a bite.

She ate mechanically to fill the void in her stomach, but as she got fuller, her depression increased. Her shoulders slumped as she sat cross-legged on the floor. She missed Trent cooking for her. Why didn’t he anymore? Brenda was out of the picture—completely. Maybe I should steal his hot plate so I can warm up canned soup from time to time. 

 Or maybe she should stop fighting to stay unmedicated. Maybe she should breathe in the narcotic air and welcome tainted food. If she was drugged out of her gourd she probably wouldn’t be prone to the realization that she was leading a useless and pathetic existence. 

Seffy put the half-eaten can on the shelf and sniffed quietly in the gloomy room. This is stupid. I’m just tired and should go back to bed. But the notion of slogging all the way back to her room was daunting. She glanced at the bottom shelf and decided it would do. Seffy shoved a swath of cans to the side, grabbed a package of paper towels for a pillow and turned off the light. A quick nap would surely make everything all right. 

***

 Trent stared at the gun under Seffy’s pillow and glanced down at her walkie-talkie in his hand. Dammit, where was the woman? And why didn’t she have her stuff?

 After she’d left the Light Room, he’d stayed for a while, wondering why pretty much everything he said ticked her off. After heading to his room—and noting Fenn was gone—he’d returned here, expecting to find Sef. Instead, he had a new worry on his hands. Was she okay? Or somewhere hurt and afraid? 

 The sound of a ringing phone jolted him. Trent hurried back to his room and grabbed the receiver. 

“Trent, this is Olga. I have a small team ready like you asked.”

 He closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead. “Okay, don’t say anything else over the phone. Let me think.” He needed to meet her and somehow bring Fenn with him. “Um, can you meet me where we last were with Seffy?”

“I’m on my way.”

That was easy. Trent replaced the receiver, once again thinking that aerated happiness might not be such a bad way to go.

 A knock on his door made him jump. Tensing, he went to the wall next to the door. “Who is it?”

“Fenn.”

 Trent opened the door. “Dude, what are you doing in the hallway? Where did you go?”

“The room next to yours was empty, so I went there. By the way, while you were gone, I got a hold of a few gas masks.” He walked in. “I heard the phone through the wall. Was it your friend?”

“Yeah, it was Olga. She says she has a doctor and anesthesiologist who can be discreet, but who really knows who’s in league with who around here. Plus, this is still such a risky procedure. And does the compound even have the right medication available—?” 

“Don’t worry about the details. I appreciate you helping me out, Trent. You’ve done what was needed, now it’s up to me.”

Trent regarded Fenn for a moment. The man who had always seemed distracted and weak suddenly appeared formidable in a desperate kind of way. Maybe once he was clean, he would be able to deal with the compound—and Fiona. 

 Then maybe Fenn could get him and the others home.

“Okay, we’re going to meet Olga at the imaging department and go from there.”

“Lead the way.”

 Trent checked his watch. Six am. The halls should be pretty quiet still. As he headed toward the medical wing with Fenn in tow, he wondered where Seffy was. Was she with Gareth again, preferring the emotionally-stunted pretty boy to himself? What did she see in the guy? Gareth had failed her over and over and yet she clung to some frayed connection between them. Trent had to figure out what it was—and how to sever it for once and for all.

 Olga appeared around a corner, bringing him up short. Had they arrived already? 

 Her eyes widened when she saw Fenn. “What’s going on?”

 Fenn stepped forward and laid out his plan.

***

 Seffy heard the music and was drawn irresistibly toward it. She didn’t recognize the melody, only that it spoke to someplace deep within her—like a quiet, insistent tune that eventually wakens the sleeper. The forest fell behind her as she walked. She looked up to see a beautiful mountain rising into the cloudy heights. Her steps led her to a glade where the grass was waist high. Seffy’s eyes widened at the sylvan scene before her.

 Dancers in filmy white garb danced around a maypole to the sound of revelers with ancient musical instruments. The musicians wore pointed hats with feathery plumes. Strange cross-bred lions, tigers, and zebra blends lolled about, nodding their heads in time to the music. Seffy laughed out loud at the absurdity of the scene. Her laughter was carried on the wind and when it reached the dancers, they slowed their movements. The music faded away and everyone turned to stare at her. 

 The absence of music made her sad. Seffy approached the group, planning to apologize and ask them to continue their party. When she got closer, she recognized some of the dancers. Gareth, Lani, Addison…even Jared, Eva, and Cynthia, all looked at her with hard eyes, their expressions at odds with the frivolity of the setting.

 Seffy reached out her hand in a placating gesture. “I was wrong to laugh. Please…don’t stop on account of me.”

 The dancers looked at each other, communicating some silent message, then the musicians picked up their instruments. But instead of a sprightly song, a funereal dirge wavered across the glade. Seffy regarded her friends, wondering how they would dance to such a sorrowful lament, but when she looked closer, she saw that the dancing figures were now skeletons moving in stately measure around the maypole, their teeth frozen in mocking, rictus smiles, their sockets vacant, yet somehow accusing. 

 Horrified, Seffy turned and stumbled away from the scene. Her feet tripped on a root and she crashed to the ground. Then they were after her. All of them. Even the freakish animals. She’d never escape. Any moment she knew she’d feel bony fingers encircling her ankle, yanking her back to their terrifying world.

 An explosion of pain burst across her forehead. Seffy gasped and opened her eyes. Breathing hard, she blinked in the gloom, slowly recognizing the dim metal shine around her as shelving filled with canned goods. 

 She touched her forehead, realizing she must’ve banged it on the shelf above her. Seffy closed her eyes for a moment, remembering wisps of the dream…or nightmare. With slow, careful movements, she sat up, angling her way off the shelf. When she looked down at the floor, she saw her toppled can lying in a puddle of dismembered fruit. 

 Seffy sighed, grabbed the paper towels and cleaned up the mess. Next time, she’d make the effort to get back to her own bed when she had the sudden urge to nap. As she left the pantry, she peered down the hall, having no clue what time it was. Had she been asleep for hours or minutes? Disorientation weighted her steps. 

 The sound of rushing footfalls made her panic and Seffy darted down an opposite hallway until the sound passed. As she waited for her heart to slow, she wondered why she felt so spooked. Seffy peeked down the hall and seeing it was empty, headed back towards her room. 

 As she entered the abandoned psychiatric section, voices ricocheted off walls somewhere nearby. Seffy wondered who else would be in the psychonautics hall—where all the bad things happened. The chills running up her arms told her she probably wouldn’t like the answer. 

 Taking a deep breath, she turned the corner that went past Trent’s room and continued to the last doorway. The deadbolt and chains were gone. And if she squinted, she could see light spilling out of a doorway at the end of the hall. She twisted her head the other way—the direction of her room. That’s where she should go. But what was at the end of the other hall?

 Seffy decided on a quick peek. One look, then she’d stay and sleep in her room for the rest of the day. Or go visit her friends. Make sure they were okay after her freaky dream. 

 Her heart crashed in her chest like a trapped bird, which was totally irrational. There was a perfectly good reason for there to be legitimate activity in the one of the rooms where she’d been tied down to a cold metal table and experimented on—well away from the real medical wing.

 Seffy swallowed and began walking toward the usually locked doors—except the heavy chains and bolt were missing. But that was okay. She could just face her fears and all that. Kick bad memories in the butt—with style. 

 Adrenaline surged through her system, making her dizzy. She put her hand out to the bumpy concrete wall for guidance as she forced one foot in front of the other down the dead-end hallway. An exit sign glowed green above one door, like a mockery. 

 Because she’d already tried leaving before.

 As she neared the room at the end, she sensed activity within, confirmed by shadows momentarily darkening the rectangle of light shining on the linoleum. Taking a deep breath, she approached the room entrance and looked inside. White light glowed bright, eclipsed by figures moving back and forth. Seffy saw someone on a hospital bed, hooked up to tubes and machines. The person turned his head and looked at her with hollow eyes.

Fenn.

 Seffy tilted her head, pressing her fingers to her temple. She squeezed her eyes shut for the space of a heartbeat, then opened them again, fully expecting to see an empty room. 

But Fenn was still there. His blue gaze caught and held hers. “Sarah.”

 Seffy twisted hard to left and took off back down the hall. She ran as fast as her legs would go, aware only of the frantic sounds of her feet, her labored breathing, the rush of air past her face. She turned the corner and headed straight for Trent’s room. 

 His door was unlocked and she burst into the room. Trent looked up at her entrance, his eyes wide. Seffy ran to him and flung her arms around him, holding him tight.

“Whoa.”

He returned her embrace, making soothing noises while she buried her face into his neck. He felt solid and warm. He smelled like he’d just showered. Seffy pulled away slightly and looked up at him, trying to catch her breath. “You’re real, right? You feel real.”

 Trent frowned at her. “I’m real, Sef. What’s going on?”

 She closed her eyes and pressed her cheek under his jaw, fighting the sting of tears. As her heartbeat slowed, she struggled to gather her thoughts. “I almost wish you weren’t real,” she whispered. “Because my visions are coming true. I just don’t know where the cat is. Why did I see the bones? I think Eugene is lying.”

 Trent’s hands slid to her arms and he held her away from him. “What did you see?”

 Seffy looked up at him, at his gray eyes and concerned expression. Her emotions regarding him might be confused, but there was no doubt she needed him. “I don’t want you to die.”

“Seffy,” he growled. “What are you talking about?”

 She licked her lips. “My visions. Or nightmares. Whatever.”

“What about them?”

“They’re coming true.”

“What specifically came true?”

“I saw Fenn. In the locked ward.” She moved her hands weakly. “There were tubes and he looked so sick.”

“And you’ve seen that before?”

“Yes, around the time when I saw aliens and…stuff.” She shook her head, unwilling to bring all the horrible details to mind.

Trent tugged at her hands and brought her to the side of the couch where he coaxed her down next to him. “Seffy, Fenn really is in that room. What you saw was real.”

 Her lip trembled. “Then will the other things come true, too?”

 His hands enveloped hers. “What I mean is that Fenn is getting help for his addiction today. He doesn’t want Fiona to know, so Olga and others are helping him in secret.”

 Seffy stared at him. “What’s happening to him?”

“He’s preparing to undergo an ultra-rapid detox.”

Seffy pushed away from Trent and stood up. “What?”

 He reached up and took her hand. “Come here.”

 She slowly sat down. “Do you know what that procedure entails?”

“A little. I looked into it with the doctor from your office way back when, but decided to go with the methadone treatment instead.”

Seffy rubbed her face, completely unbalanced by this development. “I don’t know a whole lot, only that it’s a relatively new procedure. As in the 90s on. Not 1980.”

“How can we be sure?”

“The real question is, how would Fenn even know about it?” She closed her eyes to concentrate. “How could they get the opiate blockers? Have those drugs even been developed yet?”

“I was shocked, too, when he told me. But he got Olga and a couple of other doctors to help him on the sly. He seems convinced this is the key to dealing with his addiction.”

“Then why not have us get the specific meds for it while we were back in WeHo? Why mess with the methadone?”

 He shook his head. “I don’t know.”

 Seffy took a cleansing breath. Fenn was more or less all right. It was a coincidence, that was all. She could calm down now. “Okay, we have got to figure some things out around here.”

Trent’s touch became caressing. “One thing I know is that you kinda like having me around, as in alive.”

 A weary smile broke through her anxiety. “Yes, Trent, I’m very fond of you being alive.”

 He pulled her hand up and dropped a kiss onto her knuckles. “We’re definitely making progress in the right direction.”

 Seffy regarded him, not yet wanting to examine the torrent of relief at finding him okay. “I am still confused about the cat. And then there’s the whole Verity issue that keeps getting scuttled.”

“This is the first I’ve heard about a cat.”

 She sighed. “Do you remember when I got dressed up to go see Eugene about something?”

“Trust me, the memory of you in that outfit is burned deep into my brain.”

 Seffy tugged her hand away. “In his room he had an orange cat that he called Schrodinger that liked to get in this box—” 

“Let me guess—the name is an inside joke about something nerdy.”

“Yes. Anyway, I petted the cat and I remember there was cat hair all over my skirt when I took it off.”

 Trent held up his hand. “Hold it right there, and allow me to imagine you taking off your skirt.”

 Seffy swatted his arm. “Be serious! When I was in his room the other day—”

“You were there again? Do you two have something going on?”

“—the box was there, but inside there were cat bones, not an orange kitty cat.”

“Did he accidentally starve it?”

“He said there never was a cat—that animals are not allowed in the compound. And when I looked back in the box, the bones were gone.”

 The amusement in Trent’s eyes fled. “Was the day otherwise normal for you?”

“I wasn’t having any episodes if that’s what you mean.”

“Well, then, it’s simple. Have you washed the skirt? If not, maybe there are still cat hairs on it.”

 Seffy furrowed her brow, trying to remember what she did with it. “I had borrowed it from the girls. Maybe I gave it back?”

“Do you want to go find out now? Because frankly, I need to get my mind off of what Fenn is subjecting himself to.”

***

Trent wasn’t exactly lying. He was worried about Fenn…in fact he had a sealed envelope from him with instructions in case he didn’t make it through the procedure. That was one message he didn’t relish delivering to Fiona.

But even more pressing was the knowledge that Seffy was worried about him. Not just concerned. But frantic, and needing to reassure herself that he was okay. That was a damn good feeling, especially as she stayed just out of reach relationship-wise. It wasn’t lost on him that she hadn’t gone running into the metro-sexual’s arms. 

 Which was just as it should be. 

“I better check my closet first, just in case.”

“Good idea.” Trent followed her down the passageway and watched as she sifted through the clothes hanging from the rod. 

“Nope, it’s not here.”

“Where to next?” he asked. 

“I’ll try Lani’s first and go from there.”

 As they walked down the hall, Seffy seemed preoccupied. Trent wondered if this would be a bad time to take her hand. 

 Lani opened the door right after Seffy knocked. “Hi, sweetie! Come in. And Trent. Wow, I haven’t seen much of you around here lately.”

 Seffy opened her mouth, then closed it, casting a nervous glance over her shoulder at him. Trent’s attention flicked from her to Lani, wondering what was up. “I, uh, just ran into Seffy in the hall.”

“Well, we’re glad you’re both here, right guys?”

 She stepped aside to reveal Gareth and Addison perched on the side of the bed. 

“We were reminiscing again,” Addison said in a soft voice that made Trent stare.

 When Gareth saw Seffy, his eyes glowed with some inner light. He stood up as she went to him. Seffy stared at Gareth like she’d been caught in a tractor beam.

 What the hell?

 Gareth slid his arm around her, pulling her close and whispering in her ear. Her cheeks turned red at whatever he said, and she gazed up at him, seeming to forget Trent was in the room.

“Hey, Sef, didn’t you say something about a skirt?”

 After a moment, she blinked and turned to Lani. “Oh…do you remember when I borrowed that outfit from you? Do you still have that navy blue skirt?”

“Let me check.” Lani went to her closet and while she looked, Trent watched in disbelief as Gareth drew Seffy over to the bed. He sat on the edge and pulled her between his legs, holding her hands and speaking to her in a low voice. Geez, did the drug increase libido or something?

 Whatever he was saying made Seffy smile. If it was anyone else, he would’ve told them to get a room. Trent glanced at Addison to see how she was taking this outrage, but the redhead seemed occupied somewhere inside her own mind. 

 Gareth began running his hands up Seffy’s arms. 

 Trent opened his mouth to protest, but Lani emerged from the closet. “You know, I think I passed it on to Cynthia. You should try their room.”

“Happily,” he muttered. “Sef, it’s not here. You should ask Eve and Cynthia about it.”

Seffy didn’t appear to hear. She continued staring at the Gareth with a dopey expression on her face.

“Sef, are you coming?” he groused.

 She turned her head slightly, then looked back at Gareth. “I have to go,” she said in a low voice. Still holding her hands, he stood. 

 Trent watched in horror when he bent his head to kiss her on the mouth. Seffy tilted her face away and his lips missed the mark. She tugged her hands free, her color high as she told her friends goodbye. 

 Out in the hall, Trent didn’t trust himself to speak, but he did anyway. “What the hell was all that about?”

 Seffy seemed lost in a dream and didn’t answer. She walked distractedly down to the next door and knocked. She waited well apart from him for someone to answer.

Trent fumed at her behavior. Seffy insisted she wasn’t a player but how could she act one way with him, then the same damn way with the Boy Toy? Had Gareth put the whammy on her? She certainly seemed spellbound. 

He shook his head, knowing he could never compete if Gareth was using weaponry like that—not when Seffy went all mushy around him by default. What was it between those two? There had to be some way to find out. 

“What?” Cynthia said, opening the door. Happy air didn’t seem to help her sullen attitude much. 

 Seffy straightened, apparently remembering the business at hand. “I was wondering if you have a skirt I borrowed from Lani a few weeks or so ago? I just need to peek at it.”

 Cynthia tossed her butter blonde hair over her shoulder and shrugged. “I have a bag of stuff that no one wears in the closet. Hang on and I’ll get it.”

 While she didn’t invite them in, the open door revealed Eva sprawled on a chair, staring at them with a bovine expression. Maybe the drugs affected different people differently? Made some amorous and others stupider? Trent wondered what these girls thought about. They mostly stayed away from the others. What was their story? How had they tagged along for the apocalyptic ride?

He looked at Seffy, who kept her head tilted away from him as if she was hiding her face. She should be ashamed of her behavior with Gareth. It was disgusting. 

 Cynthia returned with a bag and dropped it at Seffy’s feet before closing the door with a succinct thud. Seffy knelt down and opened the bag. After rifling through several garments her movements stilled. She glanced up at Trent, the bloom very much off her cheeks. As he wondered what had made her so pale, she pulled out a dark skirt covered in orange cat hair.

 
 
 
 
 
 






Chapter Fourteen

 

 Seffy held her head in her hands while sitting on her bed. A few feet away in the chair, Trent sat sending out pissed-off vibes in her general direction. 

“So what does it mean?”

Yes, what does it mean? How is it that narcotics can change a person so completely and make him everything you’ve ever remembered and longed for? It’s so cruel. Pharmaceutical cruelty. Should be an official crime. 

 She closed her eyes, remembering Gareth’s caressing gaze, his gentle strength. With every fiber of her being she wanted to crawl into his lap and hang on for dear life. And maybe she would’ve if Trent hadn’t been there. 

 It was a good thing Trent was there.

Seffy looked over at him, knowing he didn’t appreciate her and Gareth’s little public display of affection. She didn’t bother trying to explain. What was there to say? He’d never understand the bond that kept them so close for years. Never understand how they almost, almost crossed that bridge to a real relationship. 

 And now thanks to a chemical concoction, it seemed as if that bridge was reappearing right underneath her very feet. Was it possible Gareth no longer saw her as a basket case? That he truly wanted her back? But Addison’s acquiescence was the true barometer. No way would clean Addy sit by and allow what had happened to take place.

“Earth to Seffy,” Trent said in a tight voice.

 She glanced at him. “About the skirt?”

“Yeah, about the skirt.”

 Seffy heaved a sigh, forcing her mind to the moment. “I don’t know. Uh, I guess it shows that there really was a cat, but not necessarily disappearing bones. As far as I know I’m not under any undue influence—” 

 Trent let out a derisive snort.

“—as far as tainted food, or experimentation goes. And if Fenn’s telling the truth, then I’m not breathing anything either. So I can’t explain what I saw.”

But what if I was? What if I don’t avoid exposure tomorrow morning? What if I seek Gareth out and see what happens? Would it be worth it to have his love even if he didn’t realize he was giving it?

“You also mentioned Verity.”

 Seffy ran her hand through her hair, shifting her thoughts. “Well, we’ve never really talked about her reaction to me in the Tangent Universe.”

“Maybe you should ask Gareth. He and Verity were tight, right?”

 She noticed Trent’s pinched mouth and arched brow. Seffy lowered her eyes and fiddled with her fingers. After an awkward silence, she looked up at him. “When do we find out when Fenn is through the treatment?”

 Trent sighed and stretched his legs out. “Olga said she would call.”

“Do you think there’s a connection?”

“Between what?”

“I don’t know. Verity not being surprised to see her supposedly dead friend, and Fenn apparently having not just the knowledge but the supplies to go through a rapid-detox?”

Trent crossed his arms over his chest and sent her a pointed look. “Nothing around here makes sense.” He suddenly jumped up and stalked to his room through her closet. 

 She wasn’t sure if he was gone for good or what, but a minute later he was back holding a gas mask. 

“Fenn brought these over for us to use in the morning. Set your alarm so you don’t forget.” He tossed her the rubber mask complete with round breathing apparatus. “He also said that the air treatment will continue until security can verify everyone who’s here is authorized to be here. It should only be a few more days.”

“Authorized people?”

“They’re trying to round up the bad time-travelers.”

 She gazed up at him, having nearly forgotten about that. “Have they found any more?”

“Five so far, all with weapons.”

r=”#000d8Oh my God,” she said faintly. “And it’s confirmed they’re from the time tear, or whatever?”

“Maybe. They’re being held under lock and key for questioning.”

 She shook her head. “In all the drama, I almost forgot about that possibility.”

“Well, I’ve noticed that’s a habit of yours—forgetting about what really matters.”

 Seffy heard the hurt in his voice, but there were some things he’d simply never understand. She looked down at the mask—at the empty eyes—as Trent left the room. 

 When she was alone, she shoved the mask into the desk drawer.

 
 
 






Chapter Fifteen

 

 Trent emerged from the bathroom the following morning, tucking the towel around his waist. When he got to the middle of his room, he stopped.

 Seffy sat on the edge of his bed, her hands clasped together, gazing at him with a strange expression in her dark eyes. She wore jeans and a pink, frilly tank top, the strap of which hung off her bare shoulder. Her cheeks matched the color her top, making her look demure and smokin’ hot at the same time. And it was only seven in the morning.

“Hey.”

 When she didn’t respond—just kept staring at him in that unnerving way—he sent her a questioning smile. “Is there something you need?”

“Yes.” Her voice was soft and husky, and the question hung in the air, loaded with several salacious meanings.

 He gulped, suddenly realizing he was at an extreme disadvantage wearing only a towel and a stupid look. “Can you give me a minute to get dressed?”

 She nodded slightly, her eyes wide.

Alrighty then. 

 Trent grabbed random articles of clothing from his dresser and headed back into the bathroom. After yanking on his jeans and shirt, he took a moment to think through what was happening. Obviously, he had got his wires crossed. Seffy was distracted and worried over Fenn’s outcome, and probably still so loopy over Gareth, she didn’t realize how she was acting. He released a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding and pulled in a fresh one to settle his suddenly fevered brain.

 With things figured out, he emerged from the bathroom in a more stable frame of mind. Seffy stood up at his entrance and smiled a slow smile that sent his heart hammering. 

 Oh crap.

“How’s Fenn?”

 Trent plowed a hand through his damp hair. “Oh, he’s okay. The procedure went as planned but we’ll have to wait a little longer to know how successful the outcome will be.”

 Trent bent his head to catch her gaze when he realized she was staring at the middle of his chest. Oops. He’d forgotten to button up. Seffy watched his clumsy fingers with a mesmerized expression. He opened his mouth to ask what the hell she was up to, but forgot the words when she approached him and stilled his hands, covering them with her own. His mouth went dry as she began undoing the few buttons he’d managed to close up.

“Sef,” he croaked. “Uhhh…”

 Her fingertips grazed his chest, skimming down his ribcage on either side. Had she had a sudden yet proper change of heart? Or had she turned into a sexbot after all? 

Suddenly, it hit him. Oh, hell. “Sweetheart, did you remember to put on your gas mask this morning?”

Seffy glanced up at him, her eyes luminous, her fingers very, very clever. She shook her head and wrinkled her nose slightly. “It smelled funny.”

 He gave a half-laugh, “Yeah, that’s the uh…latex.” Oh, Lord, she was under the influence and there was no cop around to issue a DUI. “Maybe you should go back to your room and rest awhile.”

“I don’t feel like resting.” Her hands traveled up his chest to the back of his neck—leaving a trail of hail-sized goosebumps. She tugged his head down. “I feel like…this.”

 When her lips touched his, Trent was lost. The mixture of tentative aggression sent him into a tailspin of desire. He hauled her against him and kissed her back, reveling in the softness of her hair, the pliancy of her body—the notion that after all, she wanted him.

 Seffy edged him around, nudging him toward the bed. When his legs hit the side, he sat down hard on the mattress. She stood between his thighs, pushing his shirt from his shoulders. 

 Trent was suddenly reminded of her same posture with Gareth the day before. The image cooled his ardor a bit—until she leaned down and kissed him again. Her lips teased his, then fulfilled their promise, until everything else was eclipsed by the scent of her, the feel of her bearing down on him.

 Before he knew it, he was on his back. As she climbed over him, straddling his waist, Trent struggled to come to the surface a little, to think this through. Like, why would the compound pump libido-inducing substances through the air unless they were hoping for a population explosion? Or did the drug simply reduce inhibitions thereby allowing Seffy to explore her true feelings for him?

Except he knew her true feelings for him. Ambivalence with a side of leave-me-alone. 

 But dammit if his train of thought went off the rails when she bent over and began a path of kisses along his throat before returning to his mouth. Seffy raised her head and gazed at him, her chest heaving, her face flushed. Suddenly she reached for the hem of her top and tugged it upward.

 Trent’s gaze traveled from her exposed stomach, to her ribcage…to his hands gripping her wrists, stopping her cold. With impending feelings of regret, he lowered her hands and gently pushed her off of him. He faced her, seriously questioning his sanity. He’d even promised himself that if she ever ended up in his lap again, he would kiss reason goodbye and happily accept what she offered. 

 Seffy touched his face, her gaze beseeching. “Make love to me, Trent.”

 And here was his chance.

Her hoarse whisper nearly crumbled his pathetic attempt at nobility. At least she got the name right. Trent took her hand and pressed it against his cheek, wondering how he had the strength to resist. “Not like this, Sef.”

 She blinked. “Like what?”

“You’re under the spell of the happy air complements of the compound, and hell hath no fury like a woman who finds out she’s been taken advantage of.”

 Seffy pushed her hair back from her face, her expression troubled. “Don’t you want me?”

 He gave a choked laugh. “When you’re off the juice, babe, come back and find out just how much I want you.”

 Her eyes darkened, but not with passion. Seffy scooted off the the bed, clearly offended, and headed back to her room. When he was alone, Trent flopped back onto the mattress and decided he was the one out of his friggin’ mind.

***

Seffy stole Trent’s hot plate and hid out in the pantry next to an outlet for the following two days. It was the only place she could think to go where he wouldn’t look for her. Except now, sans hotplate, he might have an inkling.

 Was that subliminal? Did she want to be found?

No, I just want something besides canned fruit. Seffy sipped generic beef vegetable soup and tried not to grimace. She’d done far too much grimacing these last few days. Namely due to her little Trent experiment that ended up biting her in the hiney. She couldn’t honestly say whether or not she would’ve gone through what she’d started in his lap. On some level, she knew he would stop her. And on another level, she knew her shirt was about to come off.

 She didn’t even know why she’d done it. It had seemed important at the time. Seffy had stared at the gas mask for a long time the night before, considering her options. Get juiced and find Gareth? Get juiced and go to Trent? Or let Trent think she was juiced. 

 In the end, she’d put on the stupid mask until the appointed time. Then her footsteps had led her to Trent’s room of their own volition. Maybe she’d been testing herself more than Trent. But to what end? Especially when renewed romance with Gareth beckoned? 

 All questions and no answers.

 The walkie crackled to life. “Sef?”

 Seffy sighed and picked it up. She pressed the button on the side. “What?”

“When are you going to tell me where you are?”

“Not today.”

“Why do I have to spend so much time looking for you?”

 She ignored the little rush of pleasure at his words. “You don’t have to spend one minute looking for me.”

“I just want to make sure you’re safe.”

“I’m safe. Besides, you said the little tyrant is having all the bad guys rounded up, so I’m staying out of the way.” 

“We could stay out of the way in the Light Room.”

 Seffy lowered her voice. “At least one of them already knew about that place.”

 A sigh. “That’s right. Sorry. Forgot about that.”

 She wondered how the person had found it in the first place. Had they been followed at one point? What was in the room beneath them? Maybe someone could listen in? She shuddered at the ramifications.

 If it had been Brenda who choked her, perhaps the knowledge of the room had died with her. Seffy grimaced, wondering how she’d become so comfortable with death.

“Well, tomorrow is the last day they’re using the ‘treatment’,” Trent said, “so it’s time to be on your toes.”

 Seffy clutched her can of soup. Time to start looking over her shoulder again. Yay. And time to go back to all the awkwardness with her friends. Not so yay.

“You need to come back to your room so I can keep an eye on you.”

 Her mouth twitched. “You know Trent, I’ve totally grown as a person through this time, and I’m self-sufficient now. I’m all islandy and…rocky. I don’t need your help or anyone else’s.”

 He laughed. “Babe, you know the real reason you’re avoiding me is because of what happened the other day.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, her voice a trifle shrill. “I told you the ‘treatment’ must’ve erased my memory.”

 He laughed again, causing a reluctant smile. 

“You remember every delicious second of it, just like I do. But don’t worry, I still respect you.”

“Gah!” Seffy switched off the unit and shoved it into her pocket. She looked at the collection of empty cans piling up in one corner. At least she’d been getting three pressurized squares a day. That was some improvement. In the evenings, she’d been hanging with her friends, getting nostalgic for the good ol’ days which were about six months prior to arriving at the compound. Sometimes the conversation drifted to the marching band days, but Seffy continually brought it back to the present—2006 that is. 

 Aside from lingering looks and touches, Seffy had maintained a certain amount of distance from Gareth. If he acted the same melty way after the aerated drugs, then maybe they’d have something to talk about. 

 A vision of Trent’s expression when she’d begun pulling off her shirt interrupted her train of thought.

 Maybe.

 At any rate, tonight was her last night with the Apocalypse Babes, old school. 

 Damn. She didn’t want to go back to reality. It was nice pretending she and Addison weren’t on the outs. And it was nice pretending Gareth was a little bit in love with her. What did she have to look forward to once that was gone? Assassins slipping through time, out to kill her and those she cared about? More bitchy plots from Fiona? 

 And Trent. 

 No, she wasn’t thinking about Trent right now.

 Seffy finished her soup and unplugged the hotplate. If she kept eating at this rate, soon she’d have to move up to her larger Juicy Couture tracksuit. And for once, that wasn’t a bad thing. After all, Trent had expressed he’d like to see her back to her usual curves.

 Except that she wasn’t thinking about Trent right now. 

 Suddenly the door opened. Seffy fell onto her backside as a kitchen worker walked into the pantry. 

 The woman’s wide eyes took in the pile of cans. “What is going on in here?” Apparently happy gas didn’t apply to incensed cafeteria ladies. The woman’s hairnet bristled with outrage. 

“Um…”

“There’s to be no unauthorized use of the foodstuffs, young lady. You can be sure I’ll be reporting you.”

 Seffy got to her feet, prepared to bolt.

“I’ll just be needing your name, miss.”

“Sorry, can’t help you there. My parents never named me.” Seffy slipped past the woman and set out at a run.

 Once she was clear of the cafeteria wing, she headed to Lani’s room, where everyone gathered. Lani’s welcoming smile nearly undid her. Then again, the brunette was pretty much always welcoming. Addison gave a little wave from where she sat reading a book. Seffy wondered what Addy was thinking, and why she suddenly seemed okay with Gareth’s defection—unless Gareth only defected when Seffy was around. 

 She took a deep breath and fought back a tendency to get cynical. These were her friends through good and bad—not just when drugs made things bearable. 

 Gareth stood up and walked over to her. He took her hand, lacing her fingers with his. “I thought we could have a little alone time tonight.”

 Seffy’s heart leapt at his intimate tone. “Oh, okay.” 

 He addressed the others. “We’re going for a walk. Be back it a bit.”

 Addison sent a distracted wave their way and Lani’s eyes were as huge as her smile. 

 When they were alone in the hallway, he tugged her close and put his other arm around her. “How are you doing?”

“Good,” she said breathlessly. 

“I thought we could talk in my room where we won’t be interrupted. Will that be okay?”

Duh. “That’d be great.”

 Seffy’s heart pounded as she followed him into the darkened room. Gareth turned on the small nightstand lamp, bathing the space in a golden glow. 

 He turned to her. “Do you want to dance?”

Whoa, that was unexpected. “Um, sure.”

 He opened his arms and Seffy went into his embrace. She looked up at him, half-afraid, half-hopeful.

 Gareth touched her cheek. “I miss your blue eyes.”

 Seffy arched a brow. “You mean my blue contacts?”

“Yeah. When we get back home, you should get a new pair.” He pulled her close, resting his chin on her head. 

Where did that come from? She stared past his shoulder, struggling against a feeling of dread. After a moment, she suppressed it, and closed her eyes. After all, wasn’t this all she ever wanted? This simple affection? This moment in time when reality faded away and sweetness rushed in? Gareth began humming a tune that tickled her memory but she couldn’t quite place it. 

 When he began singing the lyrics to the song, suddenly Seffy remembered.

“It occurred in season

It occurred just the once

It occurred for all time

Just for a moment

A small space in time

When all dreams are done

Always have I loved you

Or so it seems

One season goes on forever

One season disrupted

It stops me in my tracks

It saps me of my strength

And then all at once

It was the last season

When I’m by myself

And I want it bad.”

At the end of the song, Gareth stopped and looked down at her. “Why are you crying?”

She sniffed and stared at his chest. “Why did you sing that song?” A song about past opportunities long gone. Did he mean anything by it?

He shrugged. “I don’t know. It just came to me.” He took her hand and pulled her over to the bed. Gareth sat up against the headboard and pulled her next to him. He put his arm around her and she leaned into his shoulder. 

As much as she tried, Seffy was unable to stem the slow tide of hot tears down her cheeks. Why couldn’t she just enjoy this last moment? Why did she always have to spoil everything?

She squeezed her eyes shut and sucked in a breath. Maybe this was necessary. Maybe this was her only chance to get the truth. She’d been allowing herself to be dazed by drugged Gareth, while tempting Trent with what she wasn’t ready to give. It was time to get real with herself.

“Gareth?” Her voice came out scratchy so she cleared her throat.

“Yes?”

Seffy nibbled at her lip, trying to think of the best way to ask. She stared down at his fingers playing with her hand. “Why…why don’t you love me anymore?” She tightened her jaw, hoping for one answer, but expecting another. 

After an unbearable moment, he spoke. “I used to love you. So much that it hurt.”

Seffy caught her breath. Suspecting the worst and hearing it were two very different things. “What changed?”

“You did.” 

“Was it…when Verity showed up?”

“Not really. I dated her more as an experiment.”

She took a deep breath. “When did things change? After we got here?”

Gareth’s hand stilled. She could tell by the stiffness of his shoulder that he didn’t want to tell her. But she knew he would. Thanks to the medicated air.

“I…think it happened when you told me about…”

Her heart pounded hard for several moments. “The directors?”

He sighed. “Yes.”

Seffy swallowed. Her worst fears were confirmed. “You know I didn’t want it to happen, right? That they forced themselves on me?”

“But you could’ve stopped them.”

Thankful that her expression was hidden from him, she compressed her lips in anger. 

“It was something I always worried about. I know that you wanted to be pure, but I also knew you would always be bent…that way.”

She closed her eyes, struggling to gain control of her mounting outrage. “So, what, you think I’m dirty now?”

Gareth went very still. “I know you’re dirty.”

The low scrape of his voice across her shattered nerves sent her emotions reeling. Her breath came in short bursts. Seffy disentangled herself from his arms and climbed from the bed. She faced him, curling her fists tight. “So why shower all this affection on me? Why the pretense?”

He looked up at her, his brown eyes inscrutable in the low light. “For the same reason you’re here right now. I want to pretend everything’s the way it used to be.”

Gareth’s face blurred. She nodded dumbly. He was right. 

He’d always been right.

Seffy left without saying anything more. Plenty had already been said. She returned to her room, took a hot shower, and collapsed into bed, too soul-weary to cry.

 
 
 
 
 






Chapter Sixteen

 

Trent opened his eyes and listened to the stillness. Several hours ago he’d heard Seffy return to her room. She’d had a restless night, some nightmare making her cry out. But she was quiet now. What had he heard? 

He slid from the bed and padded noiselessly down the corridor. Seffy’s closet door was cracked. He stiffened when he saw a figure in her room, standing over her bed.

He’d left the gun under his pillow. Trent’s mind raced as he thought through his options. Surprise was the only weapon he had at hand. He slipped through the opening and faced the stranger. 

The man turned at his entrance, the light picking out his features. 

“Fenn!” Trent hissed. “What are you doing here?” He glanced down at Seffy’s sleeping form twisted among the sheets. 

“I…was watching her.”

Fury surged through his body. “Why?”

Fenn’s gaunt features looked bleak. “I just wanted to make sure she’s safe.”

“Yeah, well,” he snapped, “that’s kinda my job.” 

Fenn stared at him for a long moment until Trent could discern the blue of his eyes in the darkness. He looked down at Seffy. “I’m not going to let her be hurt anymore. Things are going to change from now on.”

“Okay, dude, then we’re on the same page. Now get out of her room before she wakes up and finds you here.” 

The compound leader reluctantly walked to the main door and twisted the handle. Trent followed him out into the hall.

“How did you get into her room?”

Fenn pointed to the door he just exited.

“So there’s no secret way in besides the passageway to my room?”

“Not that I know of.”

Trent released a breath. “What are you doing up? You’re supposed to be recovering.”

“I’m feeling a lot better.” Fenn’s waxen face and dark-rimmed eyes belied his words. “A lot of things are becoming clear to me and I’m just trying to get my priorities straight.”

“Your priorities are getting rested up and dealing with your girlfriend so she doesn’t go A-bomb on the rest of us.”

He smiled grimly. “I’ll do what I can.”

“And you’re sure today is the last day of the ‘air purification’?”

He nodded, his expression suddenly grave. “Olga told me of reports of…unexpected negative side-effects.”

“I thought they were just using something like vaporized Valium?”

“Apparently Fiona included some kind of additives that encouraged…confessions.”

Trent snorted. “Like sodium pentothal? Are you serious?”

“I guess it was intended to get information from the unauthorized people they discovered.”

“And you expect me to believe Fiona’s not behind all the other Draconian crap that goes on around here?”

Fenn looked away. “Like I said, things will be changing.”

Trent sighed. “Well, ease back into the job. You don’t want to relapse.”

“I’ll be staying one more night in the room before I head back to my quarters.”

Trent nodded and went back into Seffy’s room. He locked the door—which obviously was useless in this place. 

The clock on her nightstand said it was three-thirty. He might as well wait until four to make sure she used the gas mask one last time. Trent considered sitting in the chair but then discarded the notion in favor of the more obvious choice. He eased down onto her bed and stretched out next to her. 

He watched her sleep for several minutes, wondering at the tense expression on her face. Suddenly her eyes snapped open and she stared at him for a moment before raising herself onto her elbow. “What are you doing here?”

“It’s almost time for the last air treatment. I want to make sure you don’t miss it.”

Seffy sat up and rubbed her face. “I do not want to put that stupid mask on.”

“You have to. Fenn said there have been some bad side-effects and you shouldn’t risk exposure more than you have.”

Her gaze flew to his. “Right.” She cleared her throat. “Um, would it be possible to go up on to the roof again?”

“If we hurry.”

“Let me get dressed in something warm and I’ll meet you in your room.”

Trent sat up. “Okay. Don’t take too long.”

As he left the room, he thought about her reaction to his exposure comment. He’d been thinking about her behavior and had a theory she was somehow playing him. Why, he didn’t know. It was just a theory.

Trent pulled a pair of jeans over his pajama bottoms and yanked a hoody over his head. He shoved his feet into his Vans and looked up as Seffy came through the closet, similarly attired. They headed up to the Light Room in silence. From there, they climbed out onto the roof. 

Trent wrapped a blanket around them and waited for her to snuggle up to him. But she sat stiffly, hard-eyed and silent. Trent put his arm around her and urged her closer. Finally she allowed her head to find the hollow in his shoulder. 

As they watched the freakish sun slowly illuminate the horizon, he was pretty sure Seffy was crying.

***

Seffy was twitchy and out of sorts the rest of the day. Trent had been able to coax her into a nap in the Light Room after waiting out the air treatment. They slept from about five until eight in the morning, except she tossed and turned quite a bit, mumbling in her sleep. Trent only knew she was upset, not what it was about. But he could bet Gareth was involved. Usually after she and her ex had a ‘heart-to-heart’, it took her a few days to recover. 

He hung out in his room, keeping one ear on her activity. After a time, he no longer heard any movement. Waiting a few minutes more, he decided to check on her. 

Trent was silent as he went down the passageway and peeked through her cracked door. Seffy lay curled up on her bed, apparently dead to the world. He frowned. Gareth-time must’ve been a doozy—and hopefully not in a good way if her behavior was any indicator.

Concern kept him nearby for the rest of the day. There was no point in talking to anyone until the aerated drug was out of everyone’s system. He sat down with paper and began taking notes of things he wanted to pursue; Verity, the cat hair, Fenn’s knowledge of futuristic treatments…and most of all, how they could get home. Once Fenn had begun his leukemia treatment and had the compound in hand, there should be no reason not to leave this place with Seffy. 

At lunch time, Trent left long enough to come back with roast beef sandwiches, chips and cold sodas. He went into Seffy’s room and roused her from sleep. She stared up at him with a tired expression. 

“I brought lunch,” he said, setting the things on her desk. “I’ve been a bit lax lately about bringing you meals and I’ll try to do better to make sure you have fresh stuff.”

She flung her arm out in the direction of the door. “Someone already brought me food today.”

Trent got up and looked in the box she indicated. A jumble of cans, all dented and missing labels, was topped by a rusted can opener. He looked at Seffy. “I don’t get it. What’s this?”

“Read the note.” Seffy sat up and scooted forward, resting her head on her knees.

He saw a slip of paper stuck down one side of the box and picked it up. It seems you’ve developed a taste for canned items, so we’ve sent up a special selection specifically for you. Trent looked at her. “Who wrote this?”

“Looks like a woman’s handwriting, but since it’s not signed, I don’t know.”

“I still don’t get it.”

“Look in the box, Trent. What do you see? Damaged goods.” She pressed her palm to her head and began to cry. 

Trent went to the bed and sat down next to her, patting her shoulder. “Hey, don’t let some bitchy note get you down.”

Seffy shook her head, making an obvious effort to control herself. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “Never mind. Thanks for the sandwich and all, but I’d rather be alone for a while.”

He stood and looked down at her. “Okay. I’ll be in my room all day, too, so if you need anything…”

She nodded without looking up.

Trent blew out a breath and returned to his room. He decided a chat with Fenn couldn’t wait.

***

Seffy regarded her reflection in the mirror. Her drawn appearance disgusted her. She was a weepy idiot and it was time for a change. Maybe the sandwich had refreshed her a little. Maybe she was finally admitting complete defeat with Gareth. Technically, he hadn’t told her anything she didn’t already know. But for damn certain she wasn’t going to get any sympathy playing the part of the pathetic loser.

She proceeded to curl and style her hair. At least it had body now instead of hanging in lank strips. She put on makeup and picked out a relatively cute outfit to wear. This time when she looked in the mirror, at least it appeared like she’d made an effort. For too long, she’d taken the path of least resistance. Trent was right. Some little bitch wrote a note meant to discourage her, and she needed to buck up and deal. Then when she found who was responsible, she’d slap her silly.

A knock sounded at her door. Seffy answered it and found Lani on the other side. “Hey! Come in.”

Lani’s worried blue eyes brightened when she saw the box of cans. “Oh, mystery cans! How fun!”

“That’s one way to look at it, I guess.”

Lani sighed and collapsed into the chair by the desk. “I don’t know what’s happening around here, but everything’s wonky.”

Seffy refrained from asking if this was the first time she’d noticed that fact. “What’s going on?”

“Well, for starters, Gareth is surly today. He’s been rude, and you know, he’s never rude. He snapped at me when I asked for help with Addy.”

Seffy perched on the edge of the bed. “What’s wrong with Addison?”

Lani frowned. “It’s really bizarre and freaky, but last night she started cutting herself.”

“What?”

“Seriously, she cut little x’s into her arm. When I went to see her this morning, there were bloodstains everywhere and she’s sitting there staring at me with a knife like it was no big deal.”

“God.”

“So I ran to get Gareth, and he just told me to call medical.”

“And did you?”

“Yes, even though Addy didn’t want me to.” She shook her head. “A couple of guys—get this—in white coats, escorted her to the clinic for ‘observation’. I thought she would’ve shaken them off, but she calmly went with them.”

“How bizarre.” Was this the drug side-effect Trent mentioned?

“I know, right? I hope she’s okay.”

“Sounds like she’s getting medical attention. So…how are you feeling?

“I have a headache.”

Seffy jumped up. “I have pain pills.”

Lani wrinkled her nose. “Nah, just something to drink, water, anything would be fine.”

Opening the mini-fridge, Seffy pulled out the grape soda Trent had brought earlier. “How’s this?”

“Oh, that looks good. Thanks!” She popped the top and took a sip. “You know, as good as this is, I should’ve had water.”

“I can get you some.”

Lani waved her hand. “No, no, I just mean, that I should be seeking clarity right now. This pop is kind of opaque, like my thinking.”

Seffy returned to the bed, never too surprised at Lani’s unique way of looking at things. “Okaay.”

“Remember when we had a talk about Gareth being kind of toxic for you?”

She nodded.

“At that time I was thinking clearly. But in the last few days, it’s like my mind is syrupy and dark and light can’t really get through.”

Seffy couldn’t help but smile. “I think I know what you mean.”

“But it seems to be lifting—the dark and sticky part. So I’m hopeful things will make sense again.”

Seffy felt bad that she couldn’t tell Lani about the happy air that was almost certainly the cause for her confusion.

“Anyway, I’ve been thinking about your visit last night with Gareth and how you went off alone with him. I can tell by the fact that you’ve been crying that it didn’t go well.”

Seffy raised her hand to her cheek. “You can tell that?”

Lani nodded. “And well, you’ve gone through some difficult circumstances while you’ve been here, so I think you and Gareth should part. He’s only making you miserable. And he’s a mess, too.”

Seffy gave a nervous laugh. “I, uh, think the parting has already happened.”

“But you’re sad.”

“Of course I’m sad! This is Gareth we’re talking about here.”

Lani took a sip of her soda. “Sweetie, this isn’t a new problem. You two have danced around each other for years. There’s a reason it hasn’t worked out.”

Her brows went up. “Which is?”

“Well, only you two know what binds you. The point is, you’re both torturing each other with vain hope that there will be some miraculous reconciliation.”

“We are?”

Lani nodded firmly. “You’re at that difficult point where a cleansing is a required. Remember how the spa sold those colon cleansers—?”

“I need a different word picture here, Lani!”

The brunette sighed. “You always were a bit squeamish. At any rate, the time for pussyfooting around is past. You must make a clean break. And it must be irrevocable.”

“Irrevocable?” Seffy put up her hands in a gesture of surrender. “What does that even look like?”

“I don’t know for sure. You know I always love a happy ending, but there just isn’t going to be one for you and Gareth. You know that in your heart of hearts.”

Seffy made a face, unsure what to make of the conversation. “So you came here this morning, specifically to tell me this?”

“Actually, I wanted to borrow that turquoise boho blouse, but I thought while I was here, I’d mention it—now that I’m thinking more clearly, and all.” 

“Well, thanks, I think.” She waved Lani over to her closet.

Seffy pondered her friend’s words, wondering how someone looped up on medication could see what she couldn’t. Or wouldn’t. 

“Oh, I’ve never seen this hallway before! Where does it lead?”

Gasping in horror, Seffy jumped up and hurried across the room. “It’s nothing! Just a place for ductwork or wiring or something.” She tried to pull the panel closed, but Lani stopped her.

“Let’s see where it goes!”

“Lani, it’s nothing…” She groaned as her friend ignored her and walked cautiously down the passageway.

“Oh! It leads into another room!”

“It does?” Gah, how did I ever think I could be an actress?

Lani strolled into Trent’s bedroom and looked around. Seffy had no choice to follow. “Well, isn’t that something!”

Her friend put her hands on her hips and sent her a look. “This is Trent’s room—I recognize that sweatshirt.”

“Huh, that’s weird.”

Lani’s blue eyes swiveled her way. “You’re a horrible liar, Sef, which explains why you’re in such a predicament with Gareth. You can’t even lie to yourself!”

Seffy blew out a breath, deciding to come clean—mostly. “Trent picked this room because it connected with mine, not the other way around.”

Her eyes sparkled. “So do you two use the passageway for secret trysts?”

“No.”

She frowned. “Why not?”

“Lani, c’mon, I mean, no, of course not.”

“Now think real hard, hun, and tell me the truth why you haven’t taken advantage of such a sweet little opportunity.”

Seffy’s heart fluttered wildly in her chest. She looked down at the floor, but as she sifted through a plethora of excuses, one suddenly stood out. She looked up to find a triumphant light in Lani’s eyes. “Because Gareth wouldn’t like it.”

***

Trent met the usual phalanx of guards at Fenn’s quarters, but after some grumbling, he was allowed through. He wondered if the real test would come when he had to face the tiny dragon. But the compound leader was alone.

Fenn looked up from where he reclined on the leather couch as Trent entered. The lines of fatigue on his face seemed more pronounced than before. Fenn sent him a bitter smile. “Fiona put up quite a fight.”

Trent looked over his shoulder before sitting on the opposite couch. “Is she still here?”

“No. I had her escorted back to her own quarters.” 

“Whoa.”

“She’ll come around. For now, I have to be visibly in charge. She got away with doing quite a few things by saying I was ill. I’ll have some things to undo, but honestly, she can run this place…iron fist-wise.”

“Is that the vibe you’re going for at a place that means ‘refuge’?”

He snorted softly. “Exactly.”

Trent leaned back against the cushions. “So, the air is all done being ‘purified’, the lock-down is over and we can leave?”

Fenn looked away for a moment. “You got the first two right. But leaving…well, there might be complications. In fact, we have some new concerns.”

“Why am I not surprised?”

“Trent, you saw the damage done to that small town with the disco, right?”

“Yeah?”

“There are other surrounding areas my people found when they went for supplies. There were mutilated animals, corpses rotting in the sun…”

Trent suppressed a stab of disappointment. He’d only seen a couple of junked shops. Was Fenn trying to scare him? “Any reanimated folk?”

Fenn pressed his fingertips together. “No, it looks like animal attack.”

“Chupacabras? Dinosaurs?” He remembered Seffy’s odd fear. “Gnomes?”

“We don’t know yet,” he said, ignoring the joke. “If you insist on leaving, I’ll supply you with a jeep and supplies, but we don’t know how far the problem goes beyond a couple hundred miles from here.”

Trent studied Fenn’s face, thinking he’d almost prefer Fiona. With her, you knew who you were dealing with. Was Fenn manipulating him—making him think he had a choice to leave when there really wasn’t any chance? He decided to change the subject. “Any donor matches yet?”

“Actually, there is a promising lead in that area.”

Trent looked down at his hands. “Did Seffy’s blood work come back yet?”

“It just came in this morning.” He shook his head. “I had a doctor look over it. Unfortunately, her results are largely inconclusive. There are more anomalies that just can’t be explained.”

“So basically nothing new.”

“Nothing new.”

Trent could see that coming here was pointless. It seemed it was two steps forward and about five back. “So this doctor—is he the one who ran your detox?”

Fenn’s expression flattened almost imperceptibly. “Yes.”

“How did he know the procedure? I mean it’s a pretty modern treatment—my time modern, I mean.”

“Using the basic principles, we made do, and it seems successful. All the methadone, heroine, the paraphernalia…have all been collected and destroyed. This doctor will monitor me and make sure I stay on the straight and narrow.”

Trent leaned forward. “You won’t regret getting clean. It’s totally worth it.”

A muscle jumped in Fenn’s jaw. “It’s already cost me more than anything I could imagine.”

“I’m here if I can help in any way.”

“I appreciate that, Trent. Seriously.”

“So any information from the intruders?”

“Not really. They’ve been pretty resistant to our interrogation techniques, but that just proves they don’t belong here.”

“How can they be stopped? More will keep coming, right?”

Fenn’s eyes darkened and his hands clenched. “Since they seem to come from outside the compound, we have extra security in place. In the meantime, Eugene is working on getting the lab back up and running. We have new computers coming in and the techs are working on reestablishing the data. But it will take some time.”

Trent looked down to hide his expression. He had the sickening feeling that it wasn’t as much of a setback to Fenn as it was to him. 

“How’s Seffy?”

His head snapped up. “She’s fine. Why?”

“I’d like her to move closer to my quarters, for security reasons.”

Trent struggled to keep his face impassive.”Ahh, I doubt she’ll go for that.”

“It would be for her own safety. The section you’re in is just about the farthest point from here.”

And that’s how we’ll keep it. “Like I said before, she’s got me.”

“But you’re here and she’s alone.”

“She’s armed and has friends down the hall.”

The intensity of Fenn’s look didn’t faze Trent. There was no way he was going to let anyone else put the mojo on her. Trent already had his hands full with Gareth-itis, and now it looked like Fenn wanted in on the action. With his luck, Sef would transfer her affections from the metro-sexual to the compound leader, skipping him altogether. Geez.

“Well, if there’s anything I can do or offer to make sure she stays safe…”

“The best thing would be for us to go, if you want the truth.”

“What, you mean 1980?”

“If that’s all we got.”

He nodded slowly. “I can understand how you feel, but we’ll try to get things to a place where you don’t have to settle for second best.”

Trent rose, done with doublespeak. He reached out his hand and shook Fenn’s to show support for the addiction recovery. 

But that was it.

 
 
 






Chapter Seventeen

 

Seffy finally succumbed to one of the mystery cans. It was food even if she didn’t so much care for the canned variety at the moment. 

All afternoon, she’d stewed over Lani’s words. Lani—the one who’d risk anything for a fleeting emotion—the one who practically worshiped a roller disco movie from the 80s—was not necessarily the one to be taking relationship advice from. Unfortunately her other friend was furious with her and now involved in self-mutilation. So she had two ends of the spectrum and no clue which way to go.

Seffy kept thinking about the word ‘irrevocable’. That meant so many scary things. But she wasn’t sure she wanted to give up on Gareth yet. He was disappointed in her. Heck, she was disappointed in herself. Why did it have to mean a full separation? Maybe, now that she was a bit more composed, she should try talking to Gareth one more time. He should be more or less free from the effects of the drug. Maybe he wouldn’t even remember what he’d said the night before. 

Deciding to take the step before she chickened out, Seffy quickly checked her hair and makeup and headed to the door. When she opened it, Gareth stood on the other side. 

“I didn’t even knock.”

Seffy stared at him with a heart full of fractured hope. “I was actually on my way to see you.”

“Can I come in?”

“Of course.” She stepped back and allowed him to enter. Seffy firmly closed the door and did the same to the closet door. 

Gareth stood in the middle of the room, rubbing the back of his neck. His dark, clean-cut good looks coupled with his hesitant manner melted her heart into a puddle the shape of a boot scraper. 

He glanced up at her, his golden brown eyes beseeching. “I don’t know what to say, Sef…partly because I don’t remember what I said last night. I just know it wasn’t good.”

“I’m going to sit down,” she said faintly. And she did, on the edge of her couch. 

Gareth remained standing. “Sef, my thoughts have been pretty much mush the last week or so, but I’ve also been thinking a lot about the past.”

“The past?” she echoed. I was kind of hoping for more of a ‘future’ chat.

He shoved his hands in his pockets. “You and I have been through a lot and I…gladly… made changes in my plans to achieve what I thought was a worthy goal.”

Seffy’s chest tightened. 

“And I know there are no guarantees in life…but I guess I expected better from you.”

Before she could formulate a response, he continued.

“I wish I could let go of this disappointment, but it was something I always feared. To have it realized is…”

Seffy stood up, heart pounding. “Actually, this is pretty much what you said last night and I didn’t really like it then, so…”

The skin around his eyes tightened. “Does it mean anything to you?”

Seffy closed her eyes for a moment, marshaling her emotions. “I’ve made bad choices, I’ve made mistakes…in spite of all your efforts. All I can ask for is forgiveness.” She took a few steps toward him and reached out her hand, resting her fingers on his arm. “Will you forgive me, Gareth? Please?”

His expression was unreadable as he regarded her for several moments. Finally he looked away. “I’m not seeking apologies, Seffy. I just wish things were the way they used to be.”

She wanted to say that if he forgave her, maybe they could wipe the slate clean, but she could tell by the set of his jaw, he was decided. “I can’t undo the past,” she said softly.

He looked down. “I know. I wish I didn’t feel angry and bitter, but I do. I resent that you’ve done this…to us…to everything we’ve worked for.”

What have I done, exactly? “What if I promise never to…make mistakes again?”

He shook his head. “You’ll do it again. You won’t be able to help yourself. And you’re beyond even my help now.”

Fury boiled up within her. “Well, if I had any question about how you really feel about me, it’s been cleared up.”

Gareth’s eyes widened at her tone. “I’m sorry, Sef. It’s not what I want either.”

Seffy stared at him with a fulminating expression until he looked away. With a sigh, he turned and left her room. She glared at the closed door for a long time before going to the wall and sliding down to a sitting position. Dropping her head in her hands, she grieved for something she’d never known or had.

***

Trent did not appreciate finding Seffy slumped over against the wall like a discarded doll. With his heart in his mouth, he touched her shoulder, expecting the worst. Relief flooded him when her eyes fluttered open. 

She smiled slightly when she saw him. “I was dreaming about the cat.”

“Seffy, what are you doing on the floor?”

She blinked and looked around, clearly disoriented. “I guess I was too tired to…get on the bed.”

Trent reached down and helped her up. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

For a moment the anguish swimming in her gaze made his heart lurch, but she lowered her eyes and nodded. He helped her to the couch where she sat down heavily, laying her cheek on the arm. 

He sat next to her. “What have you been up to while I was gone?”

Seffy closed her eyes for a moment. “I…guess you could say I tied up a loose end.”

“Care to elaborate?”

“Nope.”

Trent smiled at her. “I had to try.” He reached up and tucked a lock of her hair behind her ear. “Are you hungry? Do you want to get something for dinner?”

Seffy sat up, her cheeks suddenly flushed. “I want to find out what happened to the cat. 

***

One of these days I’m going to have to put my foot down. Trent angled a glance at Seffy, who by the martial glint in her eye, appeared to be on a mission. Why she was fixated on a cat, he didn’t have a clue. Why they weren’t going out for Italian and a movie, he didn’t know that either. But here he was, indulging her because he was apparently helpless to say no. Was this how the Fiona’s of the world got started? He gripped the bag containing the hairy skirt and longed for a cold beer.

“Okay,” Seffy said, breathless, “Eugene’s gonna be a little difficult, so I may need backup.” 

“Backup?”

“Just be ready.”

He sighed as they arrived at the chief scientist’s door. Seffy knocked loudly. Maybe he’s out. Please let him be out.

Eugene opened the door, then squeaked when he saw Seffy. She shoved her sneaker in the gap when he tried to close the door. “How’s it going, Eugene?”

“Miss Carter, I don’t remember hearing that your quarantine was lifted.”

“Don’t worry about any quarantine, just open up. I need to talk to you.”

“I’m sure you’d be better off forwarding any concerns to the Fugere staff—” 

“You are staff.” Seffy used her shoulder to push open the door. “And I brought hired muscle, so you should just open up the door.”

Eugene peeked over her shoulder and saw Trent. 

Trent sent him an apologetic smile while trying to look tough at the same time.

“Okay, just keep your germs away from me.” The scientist stepped away from the door and allowed them in. He went to the far side of the room, stepping around chairs and over piles of books.

Trent looked around and could easily imagine how a cat could die in this rat’s nest. Maybe the reason the time travel experiments failed was because Eugene didn’t even know how to clean his room.

“All right, Miss Carter, I’ve graciously allowed you to enter. Please state your business.”

Seffy didn’t waste any time. She grabbed the bag from Trent, pulled out the skirt and held up it up in front of her. “What do you see?”

“A woman’s garment? Really, this is awkward—” 

She lowered the skirt. “I was wearing this when I came to get information from you about all that hub stuff, and that’s when I petted your cat on my lap.”

“I already told you—” 

“This skirt has orange cat hair on it from the day I was here. You’re lying to me about Schroeder.”

He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Miss Carter, but I can see you’re having some mental disturbances—”

“Hey!” Trent protested. 

“Excuse me, I was speaking. Miss Carter was already here, claiming she saw a cat skeleton in an empty box, imagining I’d name an animal Schroeder. I suggest she seek help from a psychiatrist.” 

“Trent, give me your knife.”

He looked askance at Seffy. “Are you going to cut him?”

“Just hand me the knife.”

Trent gave Seffy a small pocketknife and watched in amazement as she stabbed her finger. Eugene’s eyes widened as a bead of blood pearled up on the tip of her finger. 

“Now, Eugene, I’ve got some wicked voodoo going on in my blood, and hey, it’s even killed a couple of people. If you didn’t like me sneezing on you, you’re definitely not going to want this anywhere near you, so you better ‘fess up.”

The scientist scrambled under the desk and began to whimper. “She made me promise!”

Trent stared at Eugene, shocked by his behavior. “Dude, man up and tell Seffy what she wants to know.”

He blinked in terror at them, shaking his head.

“Is this about Fiona?” Trent said. “Because we won’t say anything to her. Seffy just wants to settle something in her mind and move on.”

She tossed him a grateful smile. 

Eugene’s eyes widened even more behind his glasses. He slowly came out from under the desk and stared up at them. “No, don’t tell…Fiona.”

“We won’t,” Seffy said quickly.

Eugene appeared to be collecting his thoughts. He tugged down the front of his shirt, but still failed to appear dignified as he crouched on the floor. “There was a cat. Miss Carter is correct.”

Seffy sucked in her breath, pressing the skirt to her chest. “I knew it.”

“Where is the cat now?”

“It’s dead, just like Miss Carter thought.”

Her expression clouded. “How did it die?”

Eugene opened his mouth and closed it again. 

“Was it old? It didn’t seem old.”

“I…”

Trent suddenly realized where this conversation was going. He touched Seffy’s arm. “You got the information you needed, Sef. Let’s go.”

“Eugene, answer my question.”

“She made me—” He shook his head. “I just do what I’m told.”

“You killed it?” Seffy whispered. 

“Animals aren’t allowed in the compound. I thought I’d made that clear.”

Her eyes filled with tears. “It was an innocent cat. How could you?”

“I’m sorry—”

“Is that how you people operate? You just dispose of the innocent?”

“Sef,” Trent said in a low voice, tugging on her arm. “Let’s go.”

“Did I see its bones in the box?”

Eugene shook his head, his face red. “There were no bones. You must’ve imagined that part. The animal was…dealt with outside the compound.”

Trent sent the scientist a dark look and drew Seffy out into the hall. He put his arm around her, urging her forward.

She seemed to turn inward, her eyes unfocused. It was a silent walk back to their rooms. When he delivered Seffy onto her couch, he released a heavy sigh. “I’m sorry, Sef. Really I am.”

She had the skirt crumpled up in a ball in her lap. “It’s okay.”

Trent crouched down next to her. “No it’s not.”

“I’ll be all right.”

“Let’s get something to eat. And I’ll stay with you tonight.”

She looked up at him, her dark eyes wide but secretive. “I’m not hungry.”

“Do you want me to stay for a while?”

She shook her head. “I’m good.”

Trent stood, unconvinced but not wanting to add to her stress. “I’ll be next door if you need anything.”

Seffy sent him a blank smile. “Thanks, Trent.”

He went back to his room, preparing for another long night.

***

He heard a noise two hours later. Dropping the book—a Cold War spy novel he’d found in the commons room—apparently the compound had no sense of irony—Trent strode down the passageway, not bothering to be quiet. He found Seffy on the floor, in a tank top and her tracksuit pants, her hair damp and tousled. 

She looked up at him, smiling and patting the wall, a hectic light in her eyes. “I hear him. He’s here.”

“Who’s there?”

Seffy laughed. “The cat. He’s in the wall. He must’ve escaped from Eugene after all.”

Trent got on the ground with her. “I don’t think so, sweetheart.”

“No, listen.” She pressed her ear to the wall. “I can hear him meowing.”

He pressed his ear to the wall and listened hard on the outside chance there was a cat trapped in the crawlspace.

“Do you hear him?”

Trent licked his lips and shook his head.

Her smile faded. “You’re not trying.”

He leaned his head against the wall and regarded her. “Sef, what’s this really about?”

“You know, sometimes things get lost, even if they thought they knew the way. It doesn’t mean you give up and let them die.”

He took her hand in his, hoping to give her some kind of anchor.

“He’s meowing so loud. I can’t believe you don’t hear it.”

“Did Gareth say something to upset you?”

Seffy went very still, and for a moment, a clarity came to her gaze. She lowered her eyes. “If we don’t get the cat out of the wall, he’ll die.”

Trent pulled in a breath, struggling for the right words. “The cat didn’t deserve to die, Sef. It was innocent.”

Her eyes flashed up to meet his. “Yes, he was!” She grimaced, biting her lip. “It didn’t do anything wrong. It never meant to do anything…bad.”

Her voice trailed off as her shoulders began to shake. Trent scooted next to her and drew her into his embrace, knowing the cat wasn’t the real issue. He pressed his face into her hair, wondering what the hell Gareth could’ve said that would make Seffy react this way.

Her arms slid around his neck and she hugged him hard. He could tell she was struggling to hold it together. When her breathing finally slowed, Trent coaxed her onto her feet. He scooped her up and put her on the bed, then stretched out next to her. 

“I’ll just lay here until you go to sleep, okay?”

Seffy nodded, resting her head on his shoulder, and her arm across his chest. But instead of relaxing, her fingers fidgeted with his shirt. He wondered what she was thinking, but was at least glad she wasn’t alone to deal with whatever she was going through.

“Trent?”

Her voice was soft, barely above a whisper. He rolled onto his side and faced her, their noses almost touching. “Yeah?”

“Do you…like spoiled girls?”

He schooled his expression as he considered her words. Did she mean like spoiled rotten? But that didn’t make sense. Then his heart thudded as her meaning became clear. Trent touched her face and looked her in the eye. “I like you.”

She sighed, seeming unsatisfied by the answer. After a moment, she said, “I’m not so great.”

“You’re not?”

She shook her head then made a spinning motion with her finger pointing at her temple. 

“Sef, you might be really stressed out, but you’re not crazy.”

“Just when I think I’m getting better, something happens to set me off.”

“This place is enough to make anyone nuts.”

“I thought you said I wasn’t crazy.”

He sent her a gentle smile. “You know what I mean.”

“So you don’t mind that…I’m damaged goods?”

Trent experienced a surge of white hot fury, but he kept his voice even. “Who isn’t? I mean, look at me—an ex-junkie and all.”

She considered that for a moment. “Yeah, but you’re all better. What if I’m not?”

“Sef, all we can do is try our best. Anyway, are you sure you don’t have unrealistic expectations for yourself?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know what realistic is anymore. Maybe I never did.”

“I think you’re doing good.”

“Sure you do, even though you’re talking to me in a slow, steady voice like you’re humoring the mentally insane.”

“Just the fact that you recognize that means you’re not insane.”

“What if I’m an insane genius?”

“That has possibilities.” 

A smile flickered at one corner of her mouth. “Thanks for being with me. You’re like my personal chill pill.”

“That’s actually on my mission statement letterhead.”

Seffy sat up and took a deep breath. “It’s late and I’ve asked enough of you for one day.”

“I don’t mind.” When Trent saw she was determined, he got up and off the bed. “I’m right next door.”

“I know.”

He sent her what he hoped was a reassuring smile. She smiled back, looking vulnerable and sleepy and so damn desirable. Trent went into the closet and closed the door. 

Now it really was going to be a long night.

 
 
 
 
 






Chapter Eighteen

 

Seffy might as well face facts. 

She reached into the box and pulled out a creased, unlabeled can. Using the freshly washed can opener, she took her chances. Her shoulder slumped when she recognized chili. Not the breakfast item she had in mind. She decided to try one more can. 

This time she hit pay dirt—or at least, peaches. 

She felt a little better after consuming the entire contents. They didn’t taste any different than the regular cans, and the pieces seemed to be the same shapes. She wondered again who’d sent her the box. Fiona would think of it but probably wouldn’t go to the effort. Addison? Eva or Cynthia? The only person who saw her in the pantry was the scary lunch lady. Maybe the lunch lady was evil. Trent seemed to think so, anyway.

Seffy washed the can opener and fork in the bathroom sink and tossed the can into the garbage. She made the bed, organized her dressers, and inventoried her makeup. She needed to stay busy, so she headed to the commons room, and finding it empty as she expected, she organized the books by author, the music by genre, and the videocassettes by title. When that was done, it was only ten am. 

Daunted by the long hours stretching before her, she headed to Trent’s room and peeked through the closet door. He was gone, which served her purposes. She crawled up into the attic and headed to the Light Room. Once there, she cleaned and organized it as well, which mostly meant fluffing and arranging pillows and shaking out the blankets.

She noticed the sky was stormy through the skylight. Rain mixed with snow pelted the little glass square. Even the storm was the wrong color—magenta tinged with green. 

She returned to Trent’s room, checked to make sure he was still gone, and crawled out onto the desk. Once she was on the floor, she surveyed the space. While he wasn’t a total pig, neither was he a neat freak. She changed his sheets and made the bed and picked up dirty socks she found in a corner. There was a hamper by the door for housekeeping, and she tossed the socks inside. 

His doorknob rattled. She turned and dashed back to her room, then slid out her door into the hall. It was important that he not see her today. She wanted a fresh start. 

Seffy began walking the halls. She counted doors and noticed when old concrete block gave way to newer cement walls. She went around strange corners and took unfamiliar turns, all in an effort to stay distracted. If she stopped, she might be forced to think of Gareth, cats, or what she was about to do. Better to keep moving.

At noon, she went to the cafeteria, and peeking past through the safety glass, watched all the people milling about, standing in line, eating, and visiting with friends. Every one one of them was a nameless stranger. She’d lived here at the compound for months and didn’t recognize a single face. As she left the area, she paused long enough to grab a candy bar from the pantry. 

Seffy headed for an exit and stepped outside onto a covered metal stairwell and looked out over part of the garden and school building. The wind shocked her but she breathed the cold air in deep, watching the dead tomato plants and leafless shrubs bend in the lashing wind. When she could no longer bear the cold, she went back inside the building. She watched for a few more minutes from the window, but the glass separated her too much from the violence of the storm.

With slow steps, she headed back to her room. Seffy had cleaned it to the point that it almost looked uninhabited. She opened another mystery can—fruit cocktail—and had it for dinner. Once that was cleaned up, she took a long, hot shower, scrubbing her body hard. She shampooed her hair twice, then conditioned it, allowing the cream to stay on longer than the suggested two minutes. 

After her shower, she applied lotion to her freshly-shaven legs, brushed and flossed her teeth, dried her hair and added some curls. Makeup came next. Seffy dressed in her yellow pajamas then went and sat on her bed to wait. What would be the right time? Was there a specific hour? The clock said it was eight in the evening. Was that too early?

Despite Gareth’s opinion of her, she was relatively clueless how to proceed. She swallowed hard, reminding herself not to think about Gareth. 

Tonight was all about Trent.

Planned. On purpose. Absolutely intentional.

How would Trent react? She was pretty sure he’d try to talk her out of it. But she wouldn’t let him, although she didn’t know how she would convince him. Seffy chewed on her lip, worried about the potential for rejection, then realized her lip gloss had worn off. She went back in the bathroom to reapply it, and saw that it was nearly nine. 

Seffy simply couldn’t wait any longer. Five more minutes and she’d lose her nerve. And losing her nerve might be…

Irrevocable. 

She got up and walked down the passageway, her heart roaring in her ears. Maybe Trent wasn’t even there. Maybe he just wanted to be alone. Seffy pulled in a deep breath and pushed open his closet door. It opened silently and she stepped inside his room. The panel slid shut behind her as she took another steadying breath.

 Trent looked up from where he lounged shirtless in a pair of Levis on the bed. His eyes widened when he saw her, then turned questioning. Seffy approached the bed and stood there, hoping she wouldn’t have to explain her presence. Even with her gaze averted, she sensed him trying to discern her angle. When he dropped the book he’d been reading and got off the bed, she knew he had an inkling. 

 Reaching her, he slowly lifted her chin. Seffy had no choice but to meet his eyes. She allowed him to look deep, doubting he could figure out the jumble of her emotions any better than she could. 

 Beyond the obvious.

 Already she was trembling, waiting for his reaction. Both rejection or acceptance had the potential to shatter her. 

 Trent brushed his thumb against her cheek, his eyes asking her if she knew what she was doing. She was thankful when he didn’t immediately speak. He could’ve said how he knew she’d come, how it was only a matter of time. But that much was obvious and didn’t bear repeating.

“I can’t keep saying no to you,” he said after an agonizing silence.

“Then don’t,” she whispered.

 Trent twisted away and turned off the nightstand lamp, shrouding the room in sudden darkness. A sliver of light came from the bathroom door that was slightly ajar, outlining the contours of his body with a subtle golden glow. He turned back to her. Seffy felt the heat from his skin as he closed the gap between them. 

 She closed her eyes, waiting for him to make the first move. God knew she was frozen with anxiety. She chanced a look at him and caught her breath. The vulnerability shimmering in his eyes surely matched her own. That glimpse into his soul calmed her a little. Maybe they were in the same place. Maybe he’d been waiting for her tonight.

 Trent brushed her hair away from her face, his palm skimming her jaw. She watched his face descend and tipped up her mouth to receive his kiss. His lips brushed across hers in a gentle touch as her eyes drifted closed. There was a part of her that didn’t want tenderness. On some level she needed to be punished. Seffy considering verbalizing her thoughts, but the pressure of his lips increased. It was an incremental, slow assault that sent her thoughts fragmenting in a building wave of incoherent yearning. 

 He didn’t seem to be in a hurry. She’d assumed he’d rush things before she could change her mind. Somehow his certainty made her reservations dissolve. His lips traveled from her mouth, to her face, to her throat while his hands roamed her body with a feathery touch.

 She felt a flutter of air as he unbuttoned her flimsy top and slid it from her shoulders. He kissed her collarbones, his lips moving downward to nuzzle her breasts. She kept her eyes closed, visualizing the path of his hands and mouth, biting her lip hard as her skin flushed under his touch. 

 Seffy caught her breath when he knelt down on the floor and tugged at the drawstring of her pajama bottoms, letting them whisper to the ground. She held onto his shoulders for support as he pressed his face against the swell of her stomach, his hands hot on the small of her back. Then he slowly stood up, his shadowed expression strained, and found her lips again.

 Seffy reached out to touch his chest with shaking fingers. His skin was warm and soft over hard muscle. She ran her hands down his ribs and noticed that his kiss deepened, becoming more earnest. Did her touch affect him like it did her? Testing her theory, she allowed her fingers to skim inside the waistband of his jeans. Trent pushed her hands aside and fiddled with the button fly. With hectic movements, he kicked off his pants and pulled her down onto the bed, rolling her to the center of the mattress, his arms like steel around her. 

 His movements took on a more desperate tenor, and a growing craving for his touch kept her response in kind. He explored her body with restless hands and a hungry mouth, touching her as if he knew her of old; as if he knew every secret place, every shameful desire. Doubt gave way to an unexpected need to yield to his escalating exploration. She wasn’t expecting this hunger to be connected to him. She never expected the yearning for deeper intimacies. But the pressure building inside her for more made her movements needy.

 When she felt she couldn’t bear another moment apart, he rolled over and pulled her on top of him in a straddling position. Trent captured her hips in his hands, gazing at her as he took possession of her body. His touch rocked her, stealing the air from her lungs. Arms balanced on his shoulders, her breath mingling with his, she moved with him until she no longer knew where he ended and she began. 

 Anchored by his rhythm, a familiar dread expanded within her. She fought the escalating sensations, knowing self-reproach lay just on the other side of pleasure. 

 Trent hands tangled in her hair, his lips finding the hollow of her throat. The unbearable sweetness of his touch made the last of her defenses to disappear. Squeezing her eyes shut, she gave into the release, gasping at the waves of fulfillment flooding her body. For a moment, hope shimmered behind her eyes, just out of reach, but she braced herself for the inevitable regret. 

 When her breath returned, Trent sank back against the mattress, pulling her down with him. She held herself stiffly, listening to his heart thundering beneath the dampness of his skin, waiting for him to move away. Instead, his arms tightened around her, as if unwilling to let her go even for a moment. As her respiration became even, Seffy relaxed by increments, wishing the sham intimacy had any veracity. But wishing only put off the inescapable truth to come. 

 For now, Seffy burrowed her cheek into the cleft of his shoulder and closed her eyes, not wanting to think. There would be time enough for that tomorrow. 

***

 When Seffy woke up, it took her a moment to realize she wasn’t in her own room. Or in her own bed. Twisting her head slightly, she saw Trent asleep on his stomach, his arm flung over her middle. The clock read just after six. 

 She closed her eyes against the burgeoning emotional turmoil, wanting nothing more than to crawl back into his embrace and never let go.

 Only that wasn’t an option. Her purpose had been achieved, and that was all. Anything else was just some unexpected physical alchemy.

 Seffy eased out from under the heavy weight of his arm. He stirred in his sleep as she slid from the bed and reached for her clothes. When she glanced over at him, she realized he was awake. She held her clothing against her body, unable to think of a single thing to say.

“Where are you going?” he asked, his voice thick with sleep.

“Back to my room.” 

 He gazed at her, his gray eyes heavy lidded and sensual. “Don’t go.”

“I have to.”

“No, you don’t.”

She averted her gaze, her voice dropping even lower. “This can’t happen again. It shouldn’t have happened in the first place.” Or that second time. At some point her grand intention had evaporated into some inarticulate need to remain with Trent for just a little longer. But that had to stop.

 Trent sat up and scooted to the edge of the bed, still tangled in the sheets. He reached out and touched her arm. “Stay with me.”

 She wanted to remind him he’d gotten what he’d been after. Why wasn’t it enough? She shook her head, knowing if she didn’t leave now, she’d lose the tenuous grip on her tattered excuses. 

“Why?”

 Seffy couldn’t bear to face the raw emotion in his eyes. She stiffened her spine, regretting the harshness of her words. “Because I don’t love you.”

 He studied her face, which she kept as blank as possible. 

 As she made a move to leave, Trent tugged her clothing away and slid his hands around her waist.

“Just one kiss.” Before she could deny the request, he captured her lips with his. Trent pulled her forward until she fell against him onto the bed, his kisses and possessive embrace making it hard for her to fight back.

 As if she had any strength to resist. 

 Then he moved over her, putting her arms above her head, lacing their fingers together. Trent looked down at her as he claimed her body. Seffy bit her lip, trying to control the languorous sensations humming along her frayed nerve endings. This was just a physical connection, that was all. But when she closed her eyes, it made surrender all too easy. 

“Look at me,” he whispered.

 Unable to deny him anything at the moment, she complied as he slowly rocked her to the summit. His expression was tense as he watched her. Seffy knew he could see straight into her soul and the notion terrified her. Suddenly her body responded to him in a way her heart refused. She arched against him and cried out. Tearing her fingers from his grip, she locked her arms around his waist, pulling him closer still. Trent buried his face against her throat, his breath warm against her skin. 

 As her respiration slowly returned to normal, she realized she’d stayed too damn long. 

***

 When she finally extricated herself from Trent’s arms, Seffy took a long hot shower. He’d been silent as she put her clothes back on with awkward, clumsy movements. His silence seemed to follow her all the way into her room, and now into the bathroom. 

 She grabbed the washcloth and scrubbed at her skin. Seffy didn’t recognize the body that had betrayed her. The idea was to take a step that forever cut her off from Gareth. And yet she couldn’t remove Trent’s touch no matter how much soap she used. 

 Seffy gave up on the hot water washing away her actions. It wasn’t as if she could ever get clean. Grabbing a towel and wrapping herself in it, she stepped from the shower and regarded her reflection in the mirror. A part of her rebelled at the idea that her time with Trent had been just another in a long string of mistakes. But what else could it be? How else did such intimacy leave behind a taint of mockery? Why did the scant moments of belonging fade as if she had been with a stranger? 

 And why did she want even more?

 She put on her tracksuit, struggling to keep her twisting thoughts and self-recriminations at bay. Her heart and mind were too frazzled to make sense of the step she’d taken. And if she stayed in her room, she’d end up right back in Trent’s. 

 Seffy went out into the hallway, still barefoot, with her hair soaking through the velour of her top. Seffy walked down to Lani’s door and knocked. When the brunette opened up the door and saw her face, she let her in.

“Are you okay?” 

 Seffy nodded, hoping her friend didn’t notice the trembling. “Can I just rest here for a little while?”

 Lani’s blue eyes were wide with concern and curiosity. “Of course. I was actually just leaving to sit with Addison.”

Seffy experienced a stab of guilt. Great, I’ve forgotten about my friend because I was in bed with the wrong guy. “Is she better?”

“Yes, but kinda freaked about the whole cutting thing. I planned on hanging with her for the day. Gareth will be there, too. And maybe the others.” She sent her a questioning look. “If you feel up to it later, come over. We’re watching a movie.” Lani put up her hand. “This one will be more research-ish, since it’s about running a nail salon.”

 Seffy tried to sound interested as she lowered herself on the bed. “Are you and Addy still trying to start one here at the compound?”

“Yes.” Then she frowned. “But it’s weird, every time we start something, it gets interrupted or we get distracted. I mean, why have goals if they just blow up in your face?”

 Seffy sent her a weak smile. “Exactly.”

 Lani walked over and patted her cheek. “Get some rest. I’ll see you later.”

“Okay.”

 When she was alone, Seffy curled up on the bed, facing the wall. It didn’t take long for the tears to come. The more she thought about her actions, the more disgusted she became. She’d used Trent—knowing how he felt about her—just like she’d been used herself. 

 Seffy no longer cared about Gareth and his issues. What had seemed so momentous had been whittled to a sad excuse to perpetuate a vicious cycle—get hurt then strike out and hurt someone else. It was pathetic, sick, and wrong.

 At some point she’d need to apologize to Trent. Of course he could’ve denied her, but he loved her. People did stupid things in the name of love. Seffy squeezed her eyes shut. 

The only way to silence her rabid thoughts was sleep. Please God, help me just go to sleep. 

***

 Trent wasn’t surprised when he found Seffy’s room empty. He knew she’d come to him last night in some weird emotional place. He’d promised himself not to take advantage of her, not to take what she was offering until her heart was in it. 

 But he hadn’t been able to deny her this time.

 Today he didn’t know what to think. When he thought about their lovemaking, he couldn’t believe she felt anything for him other than the real thing. There was her apprehension, which he understood, but then there was her surrender, and in those moments she whispered his name with a raw need that had shaken him. 

 Trent plowed a hand through his hair and returned to his room, wondering how he could pass the day. He figured she’d hide out for awhile, coming up with excuses, and apologies, making him feel like a jerk for yielding to what she’d offered. As if he could resist her forever. 

 Silly girl.

 Trent yanked his sweatshirt over his head and decided to go for a very long walk. When he entered the hall, he saw Gareth turn the corner, and suppressed a groan. Schooling his expression, Trent intended to pass with minimal eye contact, but Gareth stopped him, his brows furrowed over a dark visage.

“Have you seen Seffy?”

 Trent regarded him, realizing he still didn’t know the true nature of his relationship with her. Well, that actually went both ways. “I don’t know where she is.”

 Gareth snorted. “Don’t know why I bothered asking. You’ve never been any help.”

 Trent stifled a flicker of annoyance from crossing his features. “So, how’s that time travel research going? Getting out those wrinkles so we make it back to the right place next time?” 

 Gareth walked on, shooting a black look as he passed. Trent stood motionless for a moment, then turned and glanced over his shoulder at the retreating figure of the man who had been the object of Seffy’s rebellion.

***

 Seffy opened her eyes. She heard the sound of breathing behind her and stiffened. Slowly, she twisted around. Lani lay neatly asleep on the other side of the bed, under a blanket. 

Seffy sat up, shoving her hair from her face. She looked at the clock and saw that it was seven. In the evening? Probably not if the others watched a movie. Could it be the next morning? Could I have slept so long?

 Lani suddenly yawned and stretched. She opened her eyes and smiled. “Gosh, I was starting to worry!” She sat up and turned on the lamp. 

 Seffy winced at the light.

“Do you know I checked on you several times to make sure you were breathing?”

“I was out, huh?”

“Like scary out.”

 Seffy rubbed her face, suddenly realizing she needed to pee. “I guess I was tired.” She crawled off the bed and headed to the bathroom. A few minutes later, after an empty bladder and washed face, she felt slightly better. 

 Lani was still in bed, watching her when she came out of the bathroom. “Are you going to tell me why you didn’t sleep in your own room last night?”

 Seffy curled up on the desk chair and released a heavy sigh. She’d always hated secrets. Most were foisted on her by others. Could she bear to keep another? Resting her chin on her knees, she glanced up at Lani. “I, uh, did that irrevocable thing we talked about earlier.”

 The brunette frowned. “What, like tell Gareth off for once and for all?”

“In a manner of speaking.”

“Okay, I may like word pictures, but I am no good at subtext. Tell me what happened.”

 Seffy closed her eyes, feeling the familiar heat of tears. “I…was with Trent the night before last.”

Lani’s eyes widened to an absurd size. “As in seriously with?”

 Seffy nodded, pressing her lips together.

“Oh my God.”

“Yes, I think prayer is in order at this point.”

 Lani opened and closed her mouth, then blinked a few times. “Um…have you spoken to him since? Trent, I mean.”

 Seffy shook her head.

“How do you think he’s taking it?”

“I don’t even know how I’m taking it!”

 Lani’s intense, birdlike expression made Seffy feel like a worm. “Are you so sure this was about getting Gareth out of your system?”

 Seffy gave a choked laugh. “I honestly don’t know which way is up any more.” 

“Well, if you ask me, this had nothing to do with Gareth. I think your problem is that little thing Addy likes to call denial.”

 Seffy stared at her friend as the truth began to push through the cracks of what she thought was a locked and bolted door. She looked down at her clasped hands. “Lani, how many times have you thought I was an idiot—I mean when you just wanted to smack me upside the head, shake me until my teeth rattled, or punched my lights out until I saw some sense?”

 Her friend considered the question. “Well, as you know I’m not a proponent of violence, but I have wondered about many of your choices over the years. Which is why I was always bugging you to come down to the spa. A little aromatherapy, a little massage, could’ve helped clear you mind—”

“And my pores?”

 Lani smiled. “Definitely.”

 Seffy took a deep breath. “Do you think that things would’ve fallen apart if we were still in West Hollywood 2006?”

 Lani nodded slowly. “Things were changing with Verity in the picture. And even before that, Gareth had started to get weird. I think you were somewhere in la-la land.”

 Seffy chewed the inside of her cheek. “So I’m destined to be a train-wreck?”

“I think ‘destined’ is a strong word.”

 Gripping her knees tighter, she regarded her friend. “Speaking of destiny, I never told you this, but when I was back in the tangent future, the other Seffy had a boyfriend.”

 Blue eyes opened wider. “It wasn’t Gareth, was it? You said we all knew each other there, right?”

“It wasn’t Gareth.”

Lani stared at her, her fists under her chin. Suddenly, she gasped. “Trent?”

 Seffy nodded.

 Lani waved her hands up in down. “Oh my gosh, oh my gosh—”

“But I’m not bound to destiny, right?”

“Screw destiny, Sef. Maybe it’s really because you two were meant to be together!”

 Seffy suppressed an ironic smile. “But what if this is nothing more than just trying to get back at Gareth?” Her fingernails made painful dents in her palms. “I admit, it started that way…”

Lani sighed in frustration. “There has always been a spark between you and Trent. You simply acted on it. And you have got to get Gareth out of the middle of this!”

“Or maybe since Gareth rejected me, I’m moving on to the next guy like a bad season of Friends. And after Trent, it will be…well, definitely not Jared…but you never know, and then there’s Fenn, Eugene, and Baxter—”

“Okay, now you’re being silly.”

 Seffy unclenched her hands and forced her shoulders to relax. “I don’t know what I’m doing here, Lani.”

 The brunette gazed at her with concern. “I think you do, and you’re just afraid.”

Seffy let out a harsh laugh. “Of course I’m afraid.”

“Only you know what you feel deep down. Bottom line, you either love Trent or you’re using him.”

 Closing her eyes, Seffy tried to get a glimpse into the murky morass of her heart.

“Let me ask you this—say something happened to Trent, something fatal. Of course you’d be upset, but would you also be a little bit relieved? Or completely devastated?”

 Seffy’s face flushed hot as she snapped open her eyes. “Don’t talk like that.”

 Lani smiled slightly. “That’s what I thought.”

 Heart pounding, Seffy considered the ramifications.

“Are you still sitting here? Why aren’t you on your way to see him?”

 She moistened her lips. “So you think—” 

“Okay, I’m having a strong desire to shake you right now.”

 Seffy lowered her legs to the floor and stood. “I guess I can try and see where this goes.”

“That’s the spirit,” Lani said tartly. 

“Well, thanks for letting me hang out, and I really appreciate your friendship. I know I haven’t said that enough.”

 Lani got up and embraced her. “Gosh, you just made my day!”

 Seffy patted her back. “Uh, by the way, I haven’t seen Malone around lately. Are things okay between you guys?”

“Oh, he’s kind of joined the security team here and is on a detail. They’ve gone to check out some kind of problem in a nearby area. I don’t know. I didn’t really ask. But I really miss him.”

“Tell him hi for me when he gets back.”

“Okay. Let me know how things go with that honey of yours.”

 Seffy let out a nervous little laugh. “Okie dokie.”

 As she headed back to her room, Seffy wondered how her friend could always be so positive. Maybe she hadn’t had enough soul-destroying, under-the-heel crushing events in her life. Those things kind of got to a person. 

 Seffy changed her clothes. She studied her reflection in the mirror as she styled her hair and put on a touch of make-up. Honestly, what did Trent see in her? She was a bona fide nut job. And a scrawny one at that. He deserved so much better. 

 Regardless, she took a deep breath and headed down the passageway to face him. When she entered his room and realized he was gone, she felt utterly deflated. She stood forlornly in the middle of his room then walked to the bed and picked up his pillow. Pressing it to her face, she inhaled his scent. 

 Seffy glanced at the ceiling tile and knew where she would wait for him. 

 
 
 
 
 






Chapter Nineteen

 

 Trent returned to his room after another fruitless talk with Fenn. Finding Seffy absent from her room didn’t improve his mood either. He decided to check the Light Room, and if she wasn’t there, he would just go to bed and feel sorry for himself. 

 When he saw that the little white lights were on along the framing, his chest tightened. As he made his way through the passage, he wondered what he would say when he saw her. He wondered if this was his last chance to make his case that they belonged together.

 Trent found Seffy on her back in the middle of the room, illuminated by the diffused moonlight coming in the small window above. He saw her shift slightly and knew she was awake. As he moved to her side, he noticed the way her lashes brushed her cheeks as she avoided eye contact. He settled next to her with his legs crossed, looking down at her, and not having a clue how to start the conversation that needed to happen. 

 Seffy slowly sat up. When she faced him, her features were strained and bleak. A world of emotion swirled in her eyes and he braced himself, wondering what she’d say. That she’d made a mistake? That he wasn’t allowed to touch her again, when even now he longed to run his hands across the smooth expanse of her skin and taste her lips? 

 The rhinestone J from her old tracksuit winked in the low light from where it rested against her chest. He remembered the way it sparkled beneath her collarbones two nights ago. 

 His eyes returned to hers as he struggled to formulate a sentence. But he couldn’t bring himself to apologize. His only regret was this awkwardness between them, and he mentally girded himself for deep disappointment.

 She took a small breath, seeming to come to some decision. “I lied.”

 Trent’s respiration increased as the words sank in. Had he heard her right, or just heard what he wanted to hear? 

 She watched him, waiting for a response. 

 Trent thought back to the night they’d shared. Maybe her words were based more on truth than just his desires. He lowered his voice, hope making it come out rough. “I know.”

 She reached out and touched the side of his face with tentative fingers. A look of pain crossed her features as she leaned forward and pressed her lips against his. Trent closed his eyes, absorbing the sweetness of her touch, knowing the moment was more than he’d ever deserved or imagined. 

 He tugged her closer until she sat between his legs. She rested her hands against his chest. “Trent…”

“Don’t,” he whispered, guessing what she would say. “It doesn’t matter.” He nudged up her chin and kissed her again, unable to get enough of her taste. She responded with a fervency that rocked him. 

 Emotions finally acknowledged surged through him as their kiss went on and on in a bond their bodies would only confirm. 

 

***

 Seffy slowly opened her eyes, unaccustomed to the glow washing over her face. When she saw pink light pouring through the skylight, she looked over and saw Trent. He lay next to her with his head propped by his hand, watching her. The sunlight highlighted the stubble on his chin and the caressing look in his eyes. 

“Now this is the way to wake up in the morning,” he said softly. “Sunlight, a beautiful girl next to me, no place to be just now…”

 His words brought a reluctant smile, but it felt strange. Her emotions were still raw, her thoughts incoherent, aside from the need to be with him. Seffy touched his cheek. He turned his head and kissed her palm. 

 Her smile faded as the enormity of realization rushed upon her. How had she denied this for so long? How did words translate into something she could believe in? They never had before. “I love you, Trent.” 

 His eyes were lit by a quiet amusement. “Took you long enough.”

 Seffy felt her face heat. She returned his lightly teasing tone. “I know, right?”

 Trent’s gaze grew solemn. “Well, just so we’re clear, I love you, too.”

 She slid her arms around his neck, pressing her lips against his. He returned her embrace, her kiss, pulling her against the length of his body. Seffy closed her eyes. How could she bottle up this moment, absorb its sweetness forever? How long could something so profound really last?

 How close had she come to missing it altogether?

 Trent’s busy hands and lips soon eclipsed introspection altogether. 

 An hour later, hunger drove them from the Light Room. As they got dressed and returned to his room, Seffy watched his easy self-assurance and wished she felt as secure. He didn’t act as if his world had been upended, but more like everything was as it should be.

 Was it? She wanted to stay connected to him, but was afraid to reach out and touch him. Even after what they had shared, she had no real claim on him.

 He opened his door to check the hallway. “Are you up to a little food thieving?” 

 Her stomach answered for her.

 Trent led her out of the room and into the hallway. 

 Seffy held her breath as they passed Gareth’s and the girls’ rooms. She wasn’t exactly ready to go public yet. 

 Her pulse slowed as they made their way to the cafeteria without meeting anyone. If she wasn’t so hungry, she’d just as soon stay tucked away in the Light Room.

 When they neared the cafeteria, Trent paused and put his finger to his lips. He peeked around the corner, then sighed. “We mis-timed our trip a little. Looks like they’re in full swing for breakfast. We’ll have to wait until the staff goes on break.”

Seffy’s stomach rumbled in protest. She leaned against the wall. “There are those beat-up cans of food in my room.”

He raised his brows. “We need real, fresh food.”

 She refrained from mentioning that she hadn’t had the privileged so much lately. 

 Trent put his arm around her. “While we wait we could do some heavy petting, talk dirty, stuff like that.”

Seffy stared at him, fighting a feeling of disappointment. She was uneven ground and wasn’t sure how to respond. Deciding to match his mood, she said, “And how old are you?”

 He laughed softly. “You’re such an easy mark. I can’t help myself.”

 She sent him a dark look. “Whatever.”

 He smiled and pulled her close. When he nuzzled her neck, she stiffened. As far as she was concerned, the hallway was not a darkened, private space, and her wobbly libido agreed.

“What’s the matter?” Trent asked, hooking his finger into her waist band to keep her from going too far.

“Sorry,” she said embarrassed that he could read her so easily. Apparently she couldn’t even manage to feign confidence. “I’m just not used to…this.”

“What, like canoodling in corners?”

“I’m not sure I even want to know what that means, but I’m guessing, yes, that.”

 Trent reached up and tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “C’mon, you’ve had boyfriends before, right?” 

“Maybe I just never made it to the ‘canoodling’ phase of a relationship,” she said, forcing a note of irony into her voice. If only he knew how little relationship experience she had outside of her friends.

 Trent furrowed his brows slightly which didn’t hide the gleam in his eyes. “Well, you and Gareth..right? I mean, you two…”

“No, Trent,” she said, fighting huffiness. “Not me and Gareth, like I’ve told you many times before.”

“But you two were so tight.”

“Not quite that tight.” The very notion made her face heat.

 His brow went up. “What was he waiting for?”

“It was complicated.”

“Feel free to enlighten me.”

 Seffy struggled to keep her tone casual, while worries about her past choices burgeoned in her heart. “All I’m saying is go a little easy on me.”

 Smiling, he slid his arms around her and lowered his voice. “So you’re like an unawakened princess?”

“Ugh. Do not call me that.”

“Why? Malone does. It never seems to bother you.”

“Maybe I don’t have the guts to talk back to Malone.”

 Trent rolled his eyes. “Well, apparently I can’t call you angel, either. What’s so wrong with princess? Girls love that stuff. You probably ate those stories up when you were younger, right?”

 Seffy snorted. “I never liked fairy tales. The heroine’s fate was always dependent on someone else.”

 It was Trent’s turn to snort. “Here we go.”

“I wish I could say I patterned my life by what I believed, but in the end I was never able to stand on my own two feet. I’ve always needed…help.”

 Trent sent her a wry look. “I don’t get why everyone has to be so damn independent for some concept of self-fulfillment. People need each other. It’s not a crime.”

“This coming from the guy who left home to live on the streets.” She saw his cheeks darken. “Anyway, you’re right, I needed Gareth and the girls. They gave me a reason to try. They were my audience where I could be who I wanted.”

 Trent regarded her for several moments, his hands warm on her waist. “I have to admit I’m glad…they were there for you. I really am.”

 Seffy knew he really meant Gareth. “So why are you so hard on him?”

 His smile slipped. “Because he doesn’t know when to step aside. He doesn’t know when his part is over.”

 She knew Gareth would never humbly step aside, especially to Trent. Then again, she didn’t understand why Gareth wouldn’t just let her go. It wasn’t as if he really wanted her. “I wish I knew why he was acting this way. I don’t get it.”

 Trent’s gaze searched hers. “Maybe he needed your support as much as you needed his.”

 Seffy stared at him. Such a notion had never occurred to her. “I don’t get it.”

“Maybe he needed to be the hero,” Trent continued, a strange light in his eyes. “And a hero needs someone to save. Right?”

“Maybe,” she said quietly. But that didn’t explain why he’d given up on the princess. Unless heroes were only interested in storybook kind of girls.

“So…if I can’t call you angel or princess, how about baby doll, pookie, sweet cheeks. Yes, that last one definitely has possibilities.” 

Seffy bit back a smile, glad they’d moved on from talk of Gareth. “Can you be any more of a dork?” Trent leaned down for a kiss, but Seffy twisted her head away from his searching lips. “And I don’t like it when you tease me. It makes me mad.”

 He laughed softly and responded by depositing a kiss on her neck. “I’ll be nice, I promise.”

 Seffy felt the now-familiar stirring his touch provoked. She relaxed in his embrace, closing her eyes, wishing they were back in his room instead of in a dank hallway waiting to pilfer food. 

 Trent abruptly lifted his lips, his head cocked to some sound. “It’s go time.”

 After smuggling lunch back to his room, they went up to the Light Room for a nap. As she settled in Trent’s arms, the deep contentment she’d assumed would follow proved to be elusive. She felt safer, yet somehow anxious. Maybe beginning a relationship based on confused choices and stolen moments had something to do with that. But tearing herself away from Trent was unthinkable. That much was certain.

 Suppressing a frustrated sigh at her endless internal grappling, she ran her fingers down his arm. The light caught on the tiny flat scars inside his forearm. “How did you start?”

 Trent glanced at his the scars, but didn’t answer for several moments. “That was the culmination of a lot of bad decisions.”

“It could’ve culminated in the worst way.”

“I know,” he said quietly. “Of course at the time I didn’t care.”

“Did you have a bad home life?”

“Not really, but it was cooler to imagine my life was hell. To be all angsty was hip.” He regarded her as if wondering how much to reveal, regret evident in his eyes. “I was typical, I guess, getting into trouble for attention, and all the attention I got—especially from my dad—was bad.”

 Seffy found it all too easy to imagine him as a rebellious teenager. 

“I started smoking pot with my skate buddies, and it progressed. My dad basically banished me, which broke my mom’s heart. I started living on the street when I was sixteen. After high school a friend got me a job on a movie set, where I more or less just took out the trash. From there I got a job as a production assistant.”

 Seffy smiled ruefully. “So you went from low to lower.”

 He grinned. “Pretty much, yeah. But I made friends quick, started going to parties, got into harder stuff…you know the drill.”

“Yeah.”

 He sighed. “Basically I squandered my life for no reason at all.”

 Seffy figured it was more complicated than that. “So what happened that made you want to quit?”

“You.” 

 She angled her head to look up at him. “Ah, but you said you’d been to see a doctor at my clinic…so you had already made your decision.”

“You were my inspiration to stick to the program.”

“What made you take that first step?”

 The light went out of his eyes. “A friend overdosed and it was…a very messy death.”

 She tangled her fingers with his. “I’m sorry.”

“He was like me; from a good home, bored and reckless. And I was wasting my life the same way.”

 Seffy looked again at his scars and felt a wave of sadness. She lifted his arm and pressed her lips against the marks, so very thankful he’d made it out in time—unlike the Trent in the Alternate Universe. 

 His arms tightened around her. “So what was it like to have a truly rough childhood?”

“Mmm, my favorite subject.”

 He turned so he could see her better. “You might as well just spill so I’ll quit bugging you.”

 She smiled a little then scooted away from him, needing a bit of space. “There’s no point in talking about it. It’s not a cautionary tale like yours, it’s an ‘oh crap, that’s pathetic and pointless’ story.”

“Let’s hear it. Start with why you were in foster care.”

 Seffy leaned her head back onto the blankets, knowing he wouldn’t let up until he knew everything. 

 He took her fingers in his hand and gave a little tug.

 Blowing out a breath, she finally decided he should know who he was dealing with. Even if he reacted the same way ultimately Gareth had. 

 No, she knew on some level Trent wouldn’t reject her the same way. 

 She cleared her throat, already wishing the conversation was past-tense. “Okay, fine, I have no memory of my parents. I was passed from family to family, presumably to people my parents knew—” 

“Whoa, wait a minute, what happened to your parents? Who were they?”

 Seffy shrugged. “I don’t know. I must’ve asked but I was like this hanger-on with strangers. I remember a few of them telling me my daddy would be coming to get me, but then I’d hear them in private saying that they could no longer take care of me. And some of the living conditions were pretty bad, so that excuse never surprised me.”

“And you didn’t know these people?”

“No.”

 Trent sat up, all humor gone. “How old were you?”

 Seffy shook her head. “I’m not sure. I was just a kid who tagged along. Sometimes I was dropped off with a new set of people. I remember wanting to stay unobtrusive, because some people stared at me in a way that made me feel bad.”

“Seffy, where the hell were your parents?”

“I told you, I didn’t know. I didn’t know their names. I have no memory of what they looked like. No one else seemed to know either. And after a while I stopped asking.”

“God, Sef.” He shook his head in disbelief. “What about school?”

 She made a face, trying for nonchalance. “Yeah, that didn’t happen a whole lot. The people I was with weren’t big into enrolling other people’s children in the local little red schoolhouse.”

“So what, these people were like squatters, drifters?”

“Mostly. But there was one lady, someone’s girlfriend, I think. She took what little I had learned and helped me read and do math. I remember watching Sesame Street, too.”

 Trent’s eyes were wide with shock. “How did you get into the foster system? How old were you then?”

“I think I was ten. The story I was told was that I just wandered into a town alone. The cops picked me up, but when they tried to match me up with parents who were missing children, I was the kid no one was missing.”

“You’ve got to be kidding.”

 Seffy sent him a look. “I told you this was pointless.”

“So the police have this unidentified child, and they place you with a family—” 

“Actually, it was a really small town with a mayor who happened to be running for reelection. So he took me in. It basically turned out to be a publicity stunt.”

“Why do you think that? Maybe it was from the kindness of his heart.”

“Because he showed me the headline in the local paper. It said ‘Entertaining angels unawares? Abandoned Botticelli taken in by town mayor.’ I remember the title because he made me read it out loud and told me I was his ticket to winning. And a mayor could cut through all that troublesome red tape about documents and legalities and such having to do with fostering.”

 Trent frowned. “There weren’t any kind granny types to take you in?”

“I guess not. But the guy had a nice house and lots of books, which I liked. And encyclopedias. I looked up Botticelli because it wasn’t the first time I’d heard the term used to describe me. I was so disappointed to see that the artist’s angels were ugly, but at least then I knew why people stared at me so much.”

“It wasn’t because the angels were ugly.”

“I didn’t know that at the time. Then, it was kind of insult to injury.” Seffy laughed bitterly. “I found out the real reason pretty quick though. The mayor liked to take me shopping and parade me in designer clothes to show what a fine ‘father’ he was.”

“What about his wife? Tell me he had a nice wife who made you cookies and tucked you in at night.”

“The mayor had been recently widowed. I think he was working the sympathy vote pretty hard.”

 Trent snorted. “Unreal. So did the guy win the election?”

 Seffy nodded. “And I suddenly went from staying in the shadows to being a fixture everywhere he went. I was also tutored for about a year and a half until I was ready for seventh grade.”

“You don’t sound happy about all the attention.”

 She swallowed. “Let’s just say he was different in public than he was in private.”

 Trent stared at her, then slowly shook his head. “No…way.”

 Seffy felt the weight of her confession dragging on her soul. “Like I said, I’m just a cliche.”

Trent pulled her into his arms, crushing her against him. 

 Seffy closed her eyes, needing his touch to eclipse the memories that continued to leak out despite her best intentions. After several moments, she whispered, “It probably explains a lot, huh?”

 Trent was silent, but nodded, holding her all the tighter. 

“Do…” She licked her lips. “Do you think I’m dirty?”

He pulled back and stared at her. “What?”

 A flush heated her cheeks, and she shook her head. 

“Why would I think you’re dirty?” He gripped her arms. “You do know you were the victim, right?”

“Yeah.” But her words held no conviction.

“Who put that idea in your head? The guy?”

 Seffy sighed. “Forget I said anything.”

 He stared at her. “If it wasn’t the guy, then…God, it was Gareth, wasn’t it?”

 Her silence essentially answered his question. 

“That son of a bitch.”

“He’s never said such a thing…until—” 

“Until he was on the juice.”

“Yes,” she said in a low voice.

“Regardless, he revealed something about himself.”

“Trent,” Seffy said, feeling the familiar depression weigh down her heart, “he’s not the bad guy here. When we moved to L.A. he even insisted I get counseling.”

“And did you?”

“Yes,” she said slowly. “I had sessions for a year. I guess it helped some, but I just wanted to forget it ever happened.”

 Trent’s mouth tightened. “Okay, so we go after the real perp. Do you know where he lives? Can we kill him?”

 Seffy touched his face. “I don’t know where he is, plus we’re twenty-six years in the past.”

“What’s his name?”

“Trent, it doesn’t matter. He could be anywhere in the world. Anyway, when I went to seventh grade, that first day of school, I met Gareth. He stared at me, too, but not in a way that made me feel ashamed.” She felt Trent tense up. “I know how you feel about him, but he befriended me. He and the girls.” 

“Why didn’t he do anything to protect you?”

“Trent, he did. One day he came to my house to see if I could hang out and he…” Seffy pressed her hand to her forehead, struggling to calm the feeling of panic. “He walked in when no one answered the door and found…us.”

“Oh, God.”

 She had to breathe through to the other side of the darkness. “When the mayor realized he was discovered, he threatened Gareth with all sorts of dire consequences. But Gareth didn’t care. He tried so hard to make sure I was never alone with him after that.” She blew out a shaky breath, her heart still pounding hard. “I was always either with one of the girls—I practically lived with them—or with Gareth’s family.”

 Trent’s face hardened. “Why didn’t you go to the police? A teacher? Anyone?”

“Gareth did. No one believed him. We were twelve. We were nobody. My foster father was the mayor.”

“Seffy, I can’t imagine…”

“Gareth never told Addison and Lani what he saw. He just asked them to have me over, so they did. Even when I started having emotional disturbances. So, I did think of him as my hero.” She looked up at him. “What he didn’t know was that the abuse still happened, but a lot less frequently. I kept quiet because I was no longer cold or hungry. I went inside my own mind to deal and on some level, I viewed it as a trade.” 

“Like those directors you told me about?”

“Yeah.”

 He stared at her in disbelief, which brought a sharp pang of disappointment.

She edged away from him. “I’ve never been a fighter, Trent. You know that. I just gave in and tried to cope.” A bitter smile tipped her lips. “Not much has changed, I guess.”

 White lines appeared around Trent’s mouth and his eyes burned with a fierce light. After several minutes, he spoke, his voice tight. “And if you said something then, caused a fuss about the mayor, maybe Gareth wouldn’t hang around anymore.” 

 Heat swept up her neck into her face. She didn’t bother to answer. Of anyone, Trent had known the bite of being a sellout fueled by desperation.

“So, what is this? You and me?”

 Seffy had to look away from his banked frustration. “It’s not the same thing.”

 Trent tipped her face back to his. “Damn straight. This needs to be because we can’t bear to be apart, because we care more about each other than we do ourselves. If it’s not that for you, I need to know.”

 Ashamed that he felt the need to lay out the differences, she swallowed. “You don’t have to worry about that.” As soon as she said the words, more for him than herself, she was suddenly filled with a suffocating longing for it to be true. She could say she loved him, and that was the only way she could describe her feelings for him, but even getting to this point had been difficult and painful. Proving it would be even more of a challenge. 

 He dropped his hand. “Did you ever try to find your parents?”

 She released a breath. “No.”

“So you’re not even curious?”

“What would I do? Go up to them with my hand on my hip and say ‘how do you like me now?’”

“What about Gareth and the girls? What were their experiences?”

 She relaxed slightly now that the worst of the story was over. “Gareth and Addison were also in foster homes with other kids. They seemed okay. Lani had wonderful foster parents. I guess it’s like any family—some are great, some not-so-great.”

 Trent stared at her for a long moment. “I think we’re in Montana for a reason. I think we’re here to stop that guy. For good.”

 She shook her head. “No.”

“No what?”

“No to all of it. It’s in the past. You can’t change the past.”

He gripped her arms. “Yes we can. We’re in the past. I’m not willing to stand by and hope it all goes away. “

Like some people. His expression said it about her if his mouth didn’t. She briefly closed her eyes, wishing she’d put him off again instead of giving in. As if they needed any more pressure on their already fragile relationship. 

“Look, even if we found out he’s in the state, and let’s not forget how huge Montana is and how stranded we are, do you think I want to go anywhere near him? Just the idea makes my skin crawl.”

 Trent was silent for a moment. “Is he the one you thought you saw in the mall that day?”

 Seffy nodded. 

 A muscle flexed in his jaw. “If we stop him now, he can’t hurt others.”

 She looked down at his hand still clutching her fingers. “So you punish people before the crime occurs?”

“How do you know that it’s not already a pattern with him?”

“I don’t know. And I don’t want to know.”

“So that’s how you deal with everything? Denial?”

 Her head snapped up. “It beats sticking a needle in my vein.”

 Trent scowled. “We’re not going to go down that road.”

 She lifted her chin at his implication.

“Anyway,” he said, his tone softening, “you can’t deny that we might be here for a reason.”

Seffy sucked in a breath, trying to tamp down rising panic. “If that was the reason, then it would just be me. Not you.”

 He rubbed his face. “There’s a connection somewhere. I get why Gareth, Lani and Addison would end up here with you, since you guys went through this together.”

“You said you were born in Montana, right?” Seffy said, grateful for a different angle.

“Yeah, but we moved away when I was two.”

“Why did your parents move?”

 He shook his head. “I’m not sure. It was because of some problem, though, because my mom never wanted to move to L.A.”

 Seffy touched his chest. “Maybe if you hadn’t left, we would’ve met here.”

 Trent covered her hand with his own. “But we didn’t.”

“Maybe your parents were never supposed to leave.”

 He sighed. “Well, there’s no way to find out. In one universe, I’m dead to them, and in this one, I’m a little out of range to make a call and find out the reason.”

 Seffy scooted closer to him, needing to feel his solidity. “All that matters is that we’re together now, okay?”

 His hand moved up her back, ending up in her hair. He didn’t answer right away.

 Seffy leaned against him, wondering why the sour always had to come with the sweet. 

 Trent’s touch was gentle. “So how do Cynthia, Eva and Jared fit in? What about Clay?”

“I never knew them, but the girls said they were born here.”

 He sighed. “I met Clay on the job a few days before the blast. Jared was a friend of his. When I mentioned I was heading to the sushi place for lunch, Jared insisted they come with me. I just figured I’d shake them off later.”

 She leaned back, unable to keep regret from her expression. “All this is so nuts. Whether it’s denial or common sense, I just don’t want to think about it anymore.”

 Trent grazed her cheek with his fingers. “Okay, we’ll give the theories a rest for the time being. But one other thing, Sef.” His eyes darkened. “Us, being together like this, I didn’t realize what you’d gone through and I don’t want to add to anything—” 

“Trent, I know what you’re trying to say, and I appreciate it.” She compressed her lips, hating that this conversation ever had to take place. 

 His gaze held hers for several moments. “I feel bad about all the times I teased you, pressured you—” 

“You never took without permission.”

“Still, if I ever do anything, anything—”

 Seffy squeezed his hand. “You won’t. Because you’re not that person.”

 He nodded and nudged her closer to his side. She rested her face against his chest, reveling in the sound of his heartbeat, and the knowledge that, for the moment, his heart beat for her. 

 
 
 
 
 






Chapter Twenty

 

 Seffy began to wonder if perhaps she might be an angel after all. At least she’d become familiar with being worshiped. Trent’s tenderness had gone a long way to loosening the Gordian knot of her angst, to calming the feeling of degradation in the aftermath of pleasure. 

 As she watched Trent sleep in the faint light of dawn coming through the Light Room skylight, she thought about the past two weeks they’d spent in each other’s arms. They’d shelved the discussion of her past and focused entirely on their present where he had pursued her…happiness with single-minded devotion. 

 Seffy traced the veins on the back of his hand that twined down his fingers. These hands, his lips, his body, had transported her to places further than any tangent universe could take her. But that would’ve been meaningless, base, without his heart. She treasured every small act of affection, every whispered word of love, then wondered how she ever existed without him—wondered at the powerful forces that had brought them together. Why had she fought it for so long?

 Perhaps because she’d never knew it could be like this.

 Seffy wondered about her friends. Aside from brief public appearances, she’d stayed tucked away with Trent. Last time she’d checked, Lani had been preoccupied with Malone, Addison was sullen and distant, and Gareth was just…distant. Life at the compound had apparently fallen into some kind of routine for the others.

 How long would this last—this pseudo idyll with Trent? She feared it would end too soon. What was their future? Would they ever escape the compound? Did it matter anymore?

 Seffy’s hand traveled up Trent’s arm to his shoulder. She should let him sleep, but she couldn’t refrain from touching him. Edging closer, she rested her cheek on his arm, reveling in his warmth. After a moment, his eyes fluttered open. When he saw her, his arms snaked around her, pulling her closer. Just as his mouth moved from her lips to her breast, a crash sounded from below. 

 Trent sat up, his eyes wide. He reached for his Levis and tugged them on. As Seffy scrambled into her clothes, she watched him silently cross the floor, his head cocked for another sound. It came within seconds—a giggle. Trent looked at her, and she knew his wary expression matched hers. 

 He pointed to the ceiling tile that covered the room below on the far side of the Light Room and approached it with caution. Sliding his fingers under the panel, he eased it up and peeked through the crack. Seffy quietly joined him and stared in shock at the sight of an amorous compound couple grappling on the bed below, a knocked-over lamp evidence of the crash. 

 Trent replaced the tile and directed her toward the exit. With slow, steady movements, they returned to his room. He helped her through the opening above the desk and as they got onto the floor, Seffy couldn’t hold it in any longer. She burst out laughing.

 Trent looked at her, his eyes sparkling. “Well, well, looks like we’re not the only ones.”

“Did you recognize them?”

 He shook his head. “I wonder why they came to this part of the building?”

 She shrugged. “Weird, huh?”

 Linking his arms around her waist, he bent to kiss her neck. “Why don’t we hit the shower and finish what we started, then go do a little investigating?”

 Seffy tried to remain coherent as his touch grew more insistent. “Um…yeah.”

 Sometime later, they emerged, freshly scrubbed, and left Trent’s room. He took her hand and they walked slowly down the hallway, listening for anything unusual. 

 She tensed slightly as they neared Addison’s room. “Should we check on the others?”

“Let’s do it on the way back.”

 Seffy’s craven soul was privately relieved. She wanted to savor as many days with Trent free from cynosure as possible. She squeezed his hand, grateful to have it a little longer. His answering smile seemed to understand.

 As they left the psychiatric section and entered the main residential area, Seffy thought she could hear odd sounds echoing off distant hallways. Usually the compound was so quiet—even unnaturally so—as the residents kept to their rooms or congregated elsewhere. She looked up to get Trent’s reading and his narrowed eyes told her he thought something was off, too.

 Seffy stopped when she heard the distinct patter of footsteps. “Is that getting closer?”

 Trent nudged her toward the wall with his arm, looking around the corner.

 Suddenly a girl of about sixteen burst around the turn. Seffy watched in astonishment as she ran past them, barefoot and sobbing.

“Hey, do you need any help?” Trent asked, but she’d already disappeared around another turn.

 Seffy tugged on his sleeve. “Trent, look,” she said faintly, pointing to a trail of blood spatters on the dingy linoleum tiles.

 His expression darkened, but they continued on. As they neared the cafeteria, they heard a growing din. The sound of glass shattering and muffled blows made them pause.

“Stay behind me.”

Gladly. Seffy took hold of the hem of his shirt and followed him to the door of the cafeteria.

“What do you see?” She peeked around him and saw three men fighting with a frenzied intensity. As fists landed on one, another threw a chair, crashing one of the men in the back. He crumpled to the ground.

“Hey!” Trent entered the area and stood facing them.

The three men paused and turned to stare at him. Blood poured down their faces but it was the demonic look in their eyes that had Seffy grabbing a handful of Trent’s shirt and pulling. hirt anLet’s go,” she whispered.

 He backed up slowly, his hands raised. They hustled away from the cafeteria and got several hallway lengths away before he stopped. As they passed another set of residences they heard voices—some, laughter, some screams—behind the doors.

Trent frowned. “What the hell is going on?” 

“Maybe we should check on the others?”

“We’re closer to Fenn’s quarters now. We won’t stay long.”

 Seffy held onto Trent’s upper arm with two hands as they entered the west wing of the compound. She resented the sick feeling churning in her stomach. Why couldn’t a place named for the word ‘refuge’ behave like it once in a while?

 When they turned the corner to where Fiona and Fenn kept rooms, they stopped. Just outside Fiona’s residence, a guard sat slumped on the ground. 

“Oh no,” Seffy said in a low voice. 

 Trent approached the form of the guard and pushed on his shoulder. When there was no response, he felt for the man’s pulse. He turned to her. “He’s cold.” 

 Before Seffy could react, a sudden pounding made her jump. 

“Let me out! Damn you, let me out!”

 The frantic pounding continued. She looked at Trent. “It’s Fiona.”

 He crouched down next to the guard. “His weapon and keys are still on his body. Who would kill him and not take the gun?”

 Seffy bunched up her shoulders. “I don’t know.” It was hard to think now that Fiona was now body-slamming the door.

 Trent took the guard’s guns and keys. “I think we better let her out.” After trying several keys while Fiona screamed and cursed, one finally fit and turned the tumblers. 

Fiona exploded out the door, her eyes wild with fury, bu t she stopped when she saw them. Her face broke into a smile. “You!”

 Trent and Seffy stared at her appearance—the spiky hair, crazy eyes, and gaunt cheeks. Then at the thin trickles of blood on her arms. 

“For once you two do something right. It’s about time!” Fiona linked arms with both of them and turned in the direction of Fenn’s quarters.

“What’s going on?” Trent asked, his tone clipped. “Your guard is dead.”

 The diminutive woman laughed suddenly, her eyes bright with some weird light. “Everything’s fine now that I’m out! The guard had it coming to him for daring to keep me in that room. I lost track of time. But it might have well as been forever. I want to see Fenn.”

“Fiona,” Seffy said quietly, “why is there blood on your arms?”

 The woman stopped, pulled away and looked down at the scratch marks inside her arms. Then she shrugged. “I was itchy.”

 Trent looked at Seffy in alarm. 

“Fenn’s going to be furious that his orders were disobeyed, keeping me under lock and key that way.”

“Actually, Fenn’s orders were to keep you under lock and key, Fiona.” Trent watched her reaction, which went from bright to dark.

 She frowned, staring at the floor, and began scratching her arms. “He misses me. He needs me.” Suddenly, she bolted down the hall.

 Trent and Seffy followed, both noticing the complete absence of guards at Fenn’s quarters. Fiona grabbed the door handle and pulled, but it was apparently locked. She cursed and kicked at the door. Pressing her palms against the panel, she screamed his name.

 Seffy suppressed shivers at the keening sound. Trent nudged Fiona aside and tried several keys. After a moment, the door opened. Fiona clawed at the door handle, fighting off Trent’s attempts to hold her back. She got ahead of him and went inside. Trent looked behind him and reached out his hand for Seffy. 

 As his fingers closed around hers, she paused. “Do we go in?”

“I think we have to.”

 They entered the dark antechamber, hearing Fiona’s raised voice further inside the residence. When they went into the living room, Seffy looked towards the kitchen, seeing piles of dishes overflowing the sink. They followed Fiona’s voice into the bedroom and saw her climbing on Fenn’s bed, crying and laughing at the same time. 

 When Seffy saw Fenn lying on the bed, struggling to sit up at their entrance, she wondered at Fiona’s hysterical reaction. Fenn reached his arms out and his girlfriend climbed into them. He pulled her into a crushing embrace, the muscles of his hands and arms distended, as he buried his face in her neck. Seffy looked away in discomfort, now fully convinced of their eccentric affection. 

 After several minutes of a tearful reunion, Fiona calmed somewhat and burrowed into Fenn’s side, sniffling. Seffy tried to maintain a stoic expression at the bizarre behavior. 

“Dude, what’s going on?”

 Fenn looked at Trent with tired eyes. “I’ve been sick the last week or so. Food poisoning, I guess.”

 Trent appeared to be considering his words for a moment. “Seffy and I have been witness to some disturbances today…a bleeding girl running through the halls, fist fights in the cafeteria, and…” he nodded toward Fiona. “Her guard was dead and she was locked in her room.”

 Fenn paled and looked down at Fiona. “What? Why didn’t you call me? I didn’t want you here because I was sick, but I could’ve sent someone to help.”

 Fiona’s large brown eyes were wider than ever as she peeped over Fenn’s shoulder at them. Seffy wondered if she didn’t want to speak in front of them.

 Fenn ran a hand over his face. “I spent the first week after my treatment resting and catching up on the demands of the compound. Then I got sick and haven’t been able to keep anything down, including my pain medication. The leukemia…” he shook his head. “I haven’t really been able to get around because of joint pain.”

“So you haven’t seen her for two weeks?” Trent asked quietly, regarding Fiona. “Doesn’t that strike you as odd?”

“I had all the department heads report to me. Eugene said Fiona had been working tirelessly on getting the computer lab back up and running.”

 Seffy frowned. “How long was she in her room?”

 Fenn glanced down at his girlfriend. She bit her nails and sent them a surly stare before looking up at him. “Since you put me there.”

“Two weeks?” Fenn said, aghast. “I told them to release you after three days. Eugene assured me you were simply busy and wanted me to rest.”

 Seffy swallowed her shock. She thought Eugene was terrified of Fiona.

“So where do we go from here?” Trent said, his voice tense. “There’s at least one body in the halls, and more if what we’ve seen is any indication.”

“I can get security—” 

“I haven’t seen any guards but a dead one, Fenn. I don’t think that’s your answer.”

 Fiona sat up. “I’m hungry.” With the movements of a cat, she climbed off the bed.

 Fenn grabbed her hand. “What happened to your arms?”

 Fiona grimaced. “Itchy.” She tugged her hand away and left the room, presumably to go to the kitchen.

 Fenn closed his eyes and blew out a breath. “I don’t know what to say. I thought things were under control.”

 Seffy knew Trent was exercising restraint. This was hardly the first time the compound leader seemed surprised that everything had gone to hell. 

“It appears you have no control here. And you should be focusing on dealing with your cancer. Isn’t there someone who can take over?”

 Fenn smiled bitterly. “You want the job?”

 Trent snorted. “No thanks.”

“If Fiona and I could agree on management styles, she’s actually better suited to the job.” He frowned. “I’ve never seen her like this. Is it possible she’s really been cooped up for two weeks?”

 Seffy refrained from pointing out that it was technically his job to know these things. 

“Regardless, you need to seriously accept the idea that you’re being undermined by someone close to you. I’d start with Eugene since he’s been lying about Fiona.”

 Fenn lowered his blue eyes. 

 Trent clenched his jaw. “We’ll give a look around and I’ll get back to you.”

 He nodded.

 Trent took Seffy’s hand as they left the residence. When they were out in the hall again, he put his arm around her. “How are you holding up?”

 She looked up at him, noting the new strain around his eyes. “I’d rather be up in the Light Room with you.”

 He smiled. “You and me both.” He gave her a squeeze. “Let’s just go do a little recon and then go back to the room. We can call Fenn from there, then take up where we left off.”

 She lifted her face for his kiss and wasn’t disappointed. But her ardor waned as they turned the corner and saw the slumped guard. Trent switched sides with her as they hurried past. As they headed toward the part of the compound with the most residences, they encountered more eerie sounds behind doors. A few minutes later, they felt vibrations in the floor.

 Trent stopped. “Is that music?”

 Seffy listened hard. “I think so,” she said slowly. “Where could it be coming from?”

 They followed the sound and soon ended up in the area that housed the school and nursery. Seffy recognized the farm mural painted on the block walls. No aliens or mutilated cattle this time. 

 Heavy bass thumped through the concrete. As they neared, they saw people congregating in the halls. Several couples kissed passionately in the shadows, others gyrated to the beat. 

“I think our invitations to the party got lost in the mail,” Trent whispered. 

 They threaded past the residents who didn’t seem to notice their presence. Pushing open the double doors that led into the school, Trent led the way inside. Before he got two feet in, he stopped. “Okay, we’re leaving now.”

 Seffy slid past him. “What?” She halted her steps, riveted as she took in the scene. There must’ve been three hundred people crammed into the space, and many were making the most of the cramped conditions, as in engaging in copulation right out in the open—especially disturbing when factoring in the soaring saxophone and electric guitar music. 

Averting her eyes from the most obvious activity, she saw others dancing wildly, some fighting, and several people sitting on the floor cutting into their arms with safety pins or small knives. Oh dear Lord.

 Trent wrapped his fingers around her arm and pulled her from the room. Seffy reeled, trying to keep up. Images seared her brain as she tried to put one foot in front of the other. They went past the outer revelers. Too numb to speak, she followed Trent, not caring where they were going. 

“That has ruined Baker Street for me forever.”

 She didn’t bother asking what he meant. 

 He cleared his throat. “I’ve got a sinking suspicion I want to check out.” 

 Seffy noticed they were heading in the direction of the garage. Once they arrived at the access door, he eased it open and looked inside.

“Oh, no.”

 Seffy didn’t want to know what it was this time, so she flattened herself against the wall and closed her eyes. She heard him running across the concrete and then a metallic grinding filled the air. Peeking despite her intention, she saw that all the garage bays were wide open, showing the Montana desert wavering in the afternoon sunlight—with nary a guard in sight. Trent went around hitting the buttons until all bays were closed, then grabbed her hand and led her back into the hallway.

“Are we going to check on the others now?”

“Yes.”

 They ran back to their section. Seffy’s heart pounded with dread. When she saw Gareth’s door, she ran to it and flung it open without knocking. He stood next to the closet, shirtless, with a bloody gash down his arm. He glanced over at them, seeming unsurprised by the intrusion. 

“She won’t come out and play.”

 Seffy refrained from rushing to his side. His dead eyes terrified her. She didn’t know this person.

“Who won’t play?” Trent asked.

 Gareth pointed toward the closet door. Seffy went to it and opened the door. She stifled a gasp at the site of Addison crouching in a corner, drawing designs on her arm with a pocketknife.

 Blinking back tears, Seffy knelt next to her. “Are you okay?”

 Addison scowled, avoiding her eyes. “He doesn’t love me best.”

 Seffy reached down and touched her arm. “Come out of the closet, Addy.”

 The redhead looked up at her for a moment with eyes absent their usual anger. Instead a barrenness stared back at her, shaking Seffy to the core. 

 After sliding the knife from Addison’s fingers, she took her arm and helped her up. Ignoring Gareth, she led her back to her own room and had her lie down on the bed. Tears blurred Seffy’s eyes as she realized she didn’t know Addison as well as she thought either. She brushed the hair back from her face, knowing she’d failed her friend. “Can I get you anything? Are you thirsty or hungry?”

Addison closed her eyes, curling into a ball. “No, just tired. So damn tired.”

 Not knowing what else to do, she turned to go. Addison reached out and grabbed her hand. “Keep him away from me.”

“Who? Gareth?”

 She nodded.

“Oh.” Seffy took a breath. “Okay. I’ll lock your door behind me.”

 As she left the room, she glanced back at the redhead, wondering what had really gone on with her friends the last two weeks. She locked the door and headed back to Gareth’s. Seffy found Trent standing with his arms crossed, staring daggers at him.

“Gareth,” she said. “Addison wants you to leave her alone, okay?”

 His handsome face took on a mulish cast, but he gave a curt nod of his head. He went over and sat on the side of the bed.

“Do you need anything?”

 Gareth lifted his head and gazed at her with the same empty look as Addison’s. He stared at her for several moments before finally dropping his eyes. 

 Trent touched her arm. “Let’s go check on the others.”

 Seffy followed him out into the hall, locking the door behind her. As Trent headed toward Lani’s room, she quickly got in front of him, remembering the last time she’d popped in unannounced. “Let me check first.” She pressed her ear against the door and heard what she’d suspected she might hear. Seffy sent Trent a tight smile, unable to stop the heat from rising in her cheeks. “They’re fine.”

“They?”

“Lani and Malone.”

 Realization lit his eyes. “Oh.”

“Yeah.”

“So, do we check on Eva, Cynthia, and Jared?”

“I guess we should, strictly speaking.”

 They found them all in the same room, slowly dancing to a vaguely familiar 80s song. When they didn’t notice their presence, Trent backed out of the room, closing the door quietly behind him. “I didn’t know you could dance like that to Randy Newman.” He sighed. “Let’s go somewhere and think.”

 When they arrived in his room, he stood in the middle of the space with his hands on his hips. Seffy perched on the edge of the bed, a new thought suddenly burgeoning in her mind. She ignored it for the moment. It was just too terrible to consider. “What do you think is happening?” she finally asked.

 He regarded her. “People—some people—are acting like the aerated drug is still being pumped through the ventilation system.”

 Seffy bit her lip hard. She’d been thinking the same thing. That meant—oh, Lord.

 Trent came over and sat next to her. “When you came to me that day, saying you didn’t use your mask…”

 She let out a squeaky laugh. “You mean when I tried and failed to seduce you?”

 His gray eyes were steady. “Trust me, you didn’t fail.”

“I didn’t breathe the air. I was just curious how you’d react.”

 Trent wiped away imaginary sweat from his brow. 

 She took his hand. “Why didn’t you take me up on my offer that day?”

“Seffy, seriously? Number one, if you were under the influence, that would’ve been wrong. Number two, if you weren’t and I bit, you’d kill me later.”

“Sorry, it was mean. I was…confused and thoughtless.”

“It was mean. Tsk tsk.”

 Seffy looked down at his hand in hers. “Trent, you know this begs the question. Is this why…” she swallowed back the dread, “is this why you and me this time..?”

 He nudged up her chin. “First we have to figure out what is causing people to go loco around here before we jump to conclusions, but even if somehow we’re affected—” 

“How can we not be?”

“Even if we are, Seffy I told you I loved you long before any of this happened. That hasn’t changed.”

“But what if I love you because of it?”

 He dropped his hand from her face. “It’s occurred to me, too. But at the risk of sounding like Yoda, sweetheart, search your feelings.”

 She grabbed onto his attempt at humor to keep her from falling apart and forced a small smile. “I can’t imagine life without you, Trent.”

“Then that’s good enough.”

 She wished it were that simple. When she thought of the surrender, the abandon of their lovemaking, she now feared it was all due to some kind of stimulant. What would happen when the drug wore off? Already she was dealing with sneaking around, keeping her relationship from her friends. When the faux affection was gone, would she return to the others humiliated?

“Kiss me.”

 Seffy’s eyes flashed up to his before she could shield her fears. 

He touched her face, his voice dropping. “This is my little experiment.”

 She shook her head. “It won’t help, since you’re under the influence too. You won’t be able to be cerebral about this.”

 He laughed softly. “I’ve never been able to be very cerebral with you, Sef.”

 She looked at his lips, remembering the pleasure he’d brought to her, and needed that comfort right now despite the crazy air. Seffy kissed him lightly, closing her eyes and absorbing the simple velvet of the contact.

 Trent’s hand cupped her jaw, his lips teasing, tugging and ultimately possessing. She moaned against his mouth and wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him over onto the bed. His kiss deepened until Seffy began pushing up his shirt. 

 Trent raised his lips an inch away. “Tell me you love me.”

“I love you.”

 He regarded her with a heavy-lidded gaze. “Are you sure?”

Seffy, struggling to control her breathing, ran her fingers down his face, remembering when she couldn’t stand him. He’d become precious to her so quickly. How was that possible? But to be denied his touch—that was impossible. “I’m sure.”

 She was rewarded with a sensual fervor of his roving hands and mouth that dispersed her concerns like a vapor. 

 
 
 






Chapter Twenty-One

 

 Even once the storm passed, things remained cloudy. When Seffy was in Trent’s arms, everything made sense. Now, as she watched him sit up in the bed next to her and rub his face, she felt adrift. Seffy touched his back, feeling the perspiration on his skin. He turned and looked down at her. She wished she could discern what lay behind his eyes, wished she could believe his whispered words. 

 Fighting the sensation of being stranded, Seffy looked away as he pulled on his clothes and went into the bathroom. She quickly reached for her own clothes and slid into them. She knew she should be more concerned about what was going on in the compound, but a heaviness weighted down her heart. 

 Seffy was trying to finger-comb her hair into some form of neatness when Trent came out of the bathroom. He sat down next to her, his expression serious. 

“I was thinking that we should talk to Eugene. He was the one responsible for administering the airborne drug last time.”

 She nodded, keeping her face calm while fighting tumultuous emotions.

 He touched her hand. “Are you okay?”

 She nodded again. 

“You don’t look like you’re all right.”

“I’m fine, Trent.”

“Um hmm. Very convincing.”

 Apparently her act wasn’t working. Why had she wanted to be an actress in the first place? She totally sucked at it. 

 Seffy leaned her head against his shoulder. Maybe she could graft him onto her body as a coping mechanism.

 Trent pressed his cheek against her head. “We’re going to get to the bottom of this, but it’s not going to make any difference how I feel about you.”

 She pulled in a deep breath and nodded.

 He stood up and looked down at her. “I can tell you don’t believe me. What do I have to do to prove it?”

 Seffy saw a latent spark of exasperation in his eyes. “You don’t have to prove anything.” She stood up alongside him, smoothing out her expression. “Let’s go talk to Eugene.div>

 He stared at her for a moment, then sighed and took her hand. They walked down the halls in silence. Seffy berated herself the entire way. She knew there was nothing more unattractive than insecurity. Worst case scenario, if their relationship had been based solely on happy gas, then that was it. Unfortunately, the strange sounds coming from behind residents’ doors reinforced the notion. 

The thought tore at her and she chewed on her lip hard to stop the sting of tears in her eyes. Seffy would not cry in front of Trent. She’d survived torture, rejection, experimentation, hallucinations…all which dwarfed a broken heart. 

Right?

 When they arrived at Eugene’s door, Trent twisted the knob before knocking. It opened and he stepped inside.

“Eugene, we need to talk.”

 The room was dark and the usual clutter took on ominous shapes in the gloom. Seffy stayed close to Trent, wondering why the hairs stood up on the back of her neck. 

“Eugene, are you here?”

“Maybe he’s in the computer lab?” Seffy looked for a light switch, but boxes and piles of books on chairs made it difficult to locate.

“Meow.”

 She stiffened, flailing in the dark for Trent. “Did you hear that?” she asked, making contact with his arm. 

“Yeah.” 

“Meooow.”

“Okay, that’s just weird.” Seffy widened her eyes, trying to see in the shadows. “Eugene said the cat was dead. Did he get a new one to kill?”

“Here, kitty kitty.”

 They picked their way through the room, stumbling on books. A rustling came from the closet. As Trent reached for the knob, Seffy held her breath. Was the orange tabby alive after all?

 He opened the door, which revealed a blacker space than the room. Trent’s hand slid on the wall looking for a switch. Finally a light bulb flickered to life from above, revealing Eugene, curled up in the corner, sucking his thumb. He blinked myopically up at them, unstoppered his mouth and mewed again.

 Trent grimaced. “Seffy, will you please spit on Eugene?”

 Knowing he wanted her to call the scientist’s bluff if he was pretending—and he was a way better actor than she because he was damn convincing—she stepped over him and made motions to spit. Eugene pawed the air at her like a kitten, but was otherwise unconcerned.

“Okay, he’s under the spell, too, apparently. Let’s get out of here.”

 Once they were in the hall, Trent narrowed his eyes. “This is very bad, Sef.”

“You mean because the principals have been affected and are therefore not responsible for what’s happening? And that Eugene obviously feels guilty for offing an innocent cat?”

“Both. So who is it?”

“Like you said, there must be a rogue faction at work.”

 She slumped against the wall. “Are you sure your Brenda really died? Maybe she’s behind this. She’s the type.”

 Trent sent her a look. “She’s not ‘my Brenda’ and Olga said she died at the scene.”

“Olga. I forgot about her—!” Seffy didn’t finish the sentence. Because I was too busy shagging my boyfriend didn’t seem a timely or necessary statement. 

“Let’s check on her, but if she’s under the influence, we’re done here.”

“What does that mean?”

“Exactly what it sounds like.”

 It was a tense walk to the nurse’s residence. Seffy knocked lightly, getting a bit gun shy lately about what she’d find behind closed doors. The door suddenly opened and Olga’s weathered face broke into a smile. “I remember you!”

“Yep, it’s me. How are you doing, Olga?”

“I’m great.” She leaned close, releasing the scent of alcohol. “I have a beau.”

 Seffy glanced back at Trent and nodded. She faced Olga again. “Is he here?”

“No, not at the moment. He went to get more wine.”

“Ah. Who is he?”

“That nice doctor fellow I’ve worked with. Can’t remember his name, but he’s a damn sight better than that bastard I was married to.”

 Seffy’s eyes widened. “Okay then. Sounds great. We’ll just be letting you get back to your…wine.”

 And they did. 

 Trent led the way the garage while Seffy struggled with what was going on around them. “Why are there such different reactions to the drug?”

 He peered around a corner to make sure it was clear before glancing back at her. “What?”

“Why do some people become violent and others…randy?”

 Trent regarded her for a moment. “I don’t know. Probably has something to do with whatever they’ve been repressing.”

“Ew.”

 He took her hand. “C’mon.”

 They went into the still-empty garage. The heavy smell of grease and gasoline and lack of proper personnel turned her stomach. “So what’s the plan?”

“We’re leaving.”

“Leaving.” 

 Trent went over and checked the supplies on a jeep. 

 She watched him lift the gas cans. Seffy cleared her throat. “Um, I thought there were bad things out there and no place to go and all that.”

“This time we’ll have a map and gas and supplies.”

“What about the others?”

 He dug through the glove compartment, apparently finding what he wanted. “What about them?”

“Trent, we can’t just leave them to whatever is going down here. And if there is some other group responsible for what’s happening, the compound is wide open and vulnerable.”

 He looked at her, his expression inscrutable. “Fine, if they want to come, they can come. But I’m not waiting around.”

Seffy went over to a phone on the wall and attempted to reach Lani’s room—she was the one most likely to be in a good mood and receptive. But the line was dead. She replaced the receiver. This can’t be good. “Um, I’ll just go back to the rooms and tell them, okay?”

 Trent loaded additional gas cans into a second jeep. “I’m not letting you out of my sight.”

“But it’ll take extra time we probably don’t have.”

 He walked over to her and put his hands on her arms. “You’re right.”

 She gazed up at him, knowing he was upset, but knowing she couldn’t leave her friends this time around. She’d need them when the drug wore off…and when Trent was done with her, despite her assertions to the contrary. 

 He dropped his hands and quickly finished outfitting two jeeps. Shoving the keys in his pockets, he led the way back into the compound. As they jogged through the hallways, she felt the tension mount. On one hand she knew he was proving his affection by taking the time to get her friends. On the other, she knew he was aggravated that she needed the assurance. 

 A door next to her shuddered against some unseen impact, making her jump. They picked up the pace. Seffy saw blood smeared on the concrete block as they neared their rooms and realized how risky it was to come back. When they turned the last corner, Trent staggered, nearly stumbling over a body lying splayed on the floor tiles. 

“Oh, God.” Seffy pressed her hand to her mouth. It was a forty-something man with a large knife sticking out of his chest. She slipped in the blood as they passed, struggling to keep her balance. 

 Trent pounded on Gareth’s door, then went down the line to the others. Lani poked her head out, her face radiant. “What’s up?”

 Seffy hurried to her door. “Grab Malone. We’re leaving.”

“No, he’s asleep—” 

“Wake him up! It’s an emergency!”

 Something in her tone changed the look in Lani’s eyes. She went back inside the room, presumably to get Malone moving. Seffy went to Addison’s room and tried the door. Locked. “Addison, open up. Fire drill. C’mon!”

 Suddenly, she felt the air move and a shadow hover above. Seffy looked up to see a man with an ax swinging at her. She screamed and dodged. The blade shattered Addison’s door. Seffy crawled on the floor, trying to get away. A shot sounded nearby. She watched as a spray of blood arched from the man’s thigh. He crashed down, nearly landing in her lap. Grabbing the ax from his hands, she clambered to her feet and saw Trent lowering his gun.

“Are you okay?”

 Lip trembling, she nodded. 

 The commotion brought Gareth into the hall. Seffy went into Addison’s room and found her asleep. Shaking her roughly, she begged her to wake up and get moving. Gareth appeared, and seeming to understand on some level, picked Addy up in his arms. When Seffy went back into the hall, she saw the other girls and Jared, congregating and looking annoyed.

“Seffy and I are leaving the compound. If you want to come, follow us. Otherwise—” 

“Please come with us, guys,” Seffy said. “We’re heading to the garage and need you to hurry. It’s not safe here.”

 Malone came out of Lani’s room, bleary-eyed, hanging onto Lani for support.

 Trent surveyed the motley group. “Okay, let’s go. I’ll need to stop by Fenn’s and let him know what we’re doing.” Seffy wondered why he’d bother, but she wasn’t in a position to complain.

 After a ten minute counsel with the compound leader, the trip back to the garage was fraught with running residents, screams that echoed from adjacent halls, and slowed by those affected who didn’t understand the need for haste. Twenty minutes later, Trent hit the garage door button as Seffy got the others loaded into the jeeps. As the door creaked upwards, he looked at her.

“You’ll need to drive the other one.”

 She nodded and climbed into the driver’s seat. Trent handed her a key, then jumped into the second jeep. Seffy watched him for a moment, her heart in her throat, before glancing down and becoming cognizant of a new disaster. 

 Stick-shift.

 
 
 
 






Chapter Twenty-Two

 

 They rolled out into the desert—in Seffy’s case it was more lurching than rolling—just as the sun sank below the ridge line. Seffy wished she could appreciate the bizarre pinkish-green colors undulating across the sky, but she was still trying to get the jeep into third gear. It didn’t help that Malone sat in the back, barking advice while Lani giggled from the front. 

 She looked in the rear-view mirror and saw Gareth studying her with a confused expression. Addison sat hunched against a door, her face pinched and miserable. 

Seffy stared at the gearshift, willing it to cooperate as Trent got further and further ahead. Where the hell were they going? Why at dusk? What were the bad things out here Fenn had hinted at? 

 While she could understand the need to get out of the compound, she didn’t like having nowhere to go. Of course that was an alteration in her attitude from just a couple of weeks ago. It was amazing how things could change so quickly. 

One they got onto something resembling a road, the trip became easier. But as darkness fell, Seffy’s fears increased. She could only assume Trent was heading for the tiny town—now apparently terrorized by something. She didn’t know what to tell the groggy Malone or giddy Lani. She sensed Gareth’s questions emanating from behind her, but didn’t know how far gone the drug had made him. 

 The air grew colder and soon Seffy was shaking as she bounced along the rotten road. Lani had crawled in the back seat where she huddled with the others for warmth, increasing Seffy’s feeling of desertion. She mindlessly followed the pair of faded red taillights in front of her, having no clue when or where Trent planned on stopping. 

 She assumed this time he had a plan.

 As they cleared yet another rise in the rugged landscape, she saw a dim light shining in the distance. Hopefully this time it wasn’t a spaceship. When they got nearer, she recognized it as a streetlight, leaking a bit of muddled light onto the derelict gas station. 

Oh, great. 

 Trent pulled in front of the disco and came to a jerky stop. Seffy stopped behind him and crawled out of the jeep with stiff limbs. He approached her, his face an expressionless mask, and handed her a pistol. 

“I’m going to check inside the store for any viable foodstuffs. Keep watch and shoot anything that moves.”

 Seffy automatically lifted her face, expecting a kiss, but he walked away without acknowledging the moment. Despite the understanding that he was keeping their relationship under wraps like she wanted, it still stung. She gripped the cold firearm and scanned the dark shadows, wondering why the hell she was stranded out in the middle of the desert with a bunch of strung-out people instead of cuddled under a blanket with Trent. 

 The sound of a shot made her jump. She twisted and looked toward the gas station, her heart careening in her chest.

“It’s nothing.” Trent yelled after a moment. He emerged from the store with a plastic bag full of non-perishables and came to her side. “A rat surprised me. Sorry.”

“Way to keep our presence on the down low,” Gareth said, his eyes heavy-lidded with fatigue.

 Seffy wondered if the bracing air was cleansing the drug from their systems. Trent ignored him and walked cautiously over to the disco. Readying an industrial flashlight, he pushed open the trap door and flooded the inside with light. After scanning the interior, he looked back at the jeeps, waving everyone over. 

“We’ll stay here tonight, then hit the road in the morning.”

 Jared clambered from the jeep, not bothering to assist Eva and Cynthia, who sent him dark looks, and staggered after Trent. “Are we there yet?”

“Nope,” Seffy said, motioning for him to follow the others to the building. 

 Once they were all congregated inside, Trent flipped on the power, then went to the trap door behind the bar. She heard him lift the door and slowly make his way downstairs. Despite the chilly air, perspiration dotted her upper lip as she nervously listened for his every move. 

“Where is this place?” Cynthia said in a bored voice.

“Looks like an old divey disco.”

“It is an old divey disco,” Lani said, her eyes twinkling with interest. “Let’s fix it up and turn it into a groovin’ hot spot, like Zannytu.”

“Let’s not,” Addison snapped, speaking for the first time since they’d left.

 Lani frowned, looking hurt. Malone slung his arm around her and whispered something in her ear that made her smile. 

 Seffy heard footsteps coming back up the ladder and breathed a sigh of relief. Trent appeared and came back around the bar. “There’s a safe room down there and it’s clear. We’ll sleep down there for the night. Malone, can you get everyone situated?”

 Malone saluted, then burst out laughing. It was weird to see someone so villainous looking so jovial. Maybe the earth really was tilted off its axis. He cheerfully herded the grumbling group toward the stairs.

“Sef,” Trent said in a low voice, “why don’t you help me unload the jeeps?”

 She nodded to him and followed him out the door, wondering if anyone noticed them leaving together.

“I don’t want to leave the gear and gas cans outside all night, just in case,” he said, reaching for two cans from the back of the first jeep. 

 Seffy grabbed the other two and headed back to the disco with them. Once all the gear was stowed inside, Trent went to the safe room and checked on everyone. Seffy closed the main door and put a metal bar in the holds on either side of the door frame. It was an odd fixture that added to the general menacing air of the building. 

She surveyed the space, trying to imagine it filled with disco dancers, revelry…probably drug deals and knife fights as well. The idea of roller skaters in color coordinated leg warmers doing intricate routines to 80s music was a scheme only Hollywood could come up with. And yet, Seffy remembered the thrill of watching that scene in the movie. She remembered thinking she was the star in the glittering costumes, with kickin’ finale dance moves…and the eye of the hero. 

She closed her eyes. God, I hate the past.

 A few minutes later, Trent came up from the safe room. 

 He offered her a weary smile as he approached her. “Everyone’s pretty much crashed down there.”

“Just on a concrete floor?”

“Actually, there were pads and sleeping bags stored. The girls shook them out to check for bugs and pretty soon the room was filled with snores.”

 She smiled as he came to stand in front of her. “I think I got the main door locked up.”

 Trent glanced across the room and nodded. “You did good.” He touched her arm. “How are you holding up?”

 She shrugged. “I’m standing.”

 Blowing out a breath, he looked around the room. “I think this place looks worse than the last time we were here.”

 Seffy had to agree. The disco ball from the center of the ceiling lay shattered on the floor, pieces of mirrored glass sparkling at their feet. She let out a small laugh. “Lani saw it and immediately fantasized about fixing the place up and opening it as a club.”

 Trent smiled, seeming to consider the idea.

“Do you think it’s possible?” she asked. “Take something so destroyed, so shattered, and make it…viable again?”

 He took another step and placed his hands at her waist. His eyes were dark, reflecting the glittering light in the room. “I think it’s absolutely possible.”

 She stared up at him, mesmerized by the look in his eyes, by the silly longing in her heart. “Would you—?” Seffy shook the thought away and hugged him instead.

 Trent tipped her chin up. “Would I what?”

 Heat rose in her cheeks. “It’s stupid.”

“Tell me.”

 She was sure her face glowed incandescent. “Would you…sing that song to me again? The one you did last time?”

 The tension left his face as he smiled. “That’s all? Geez, you had me worried.”

“You probably think I’ve lost it.”

 His arms tightened around her. “I actually think it’s nice…as long as you’re not dreaming about Mr. Feathered Hair when I sing it.”

 Seffy let out a soft laugh. “I promise I’ll just dream about you.”

His eyes became caressing as he began the song. Seffy gazed up at him, trapped by the subtle spell his voice wove around her. She’d been too uptight and mocking to enjoy it last time. So many wasted opportunities. Stupid, stupid girl. 

 The soft rumble of his voice lifting in sappy melody made her melt against him. She tried to absorb every bit of his warmth and presence, knowing there would be no zipped-together sleeping bags tonight. 

 As the song ended, Trent gave her a long squeeze and looked down at her with a grin. “It was nice having you hum along.”

 She raised her brows. “I hummed?”

 He nodded.

“I wasn’t aware of that. Weird.”

“Why?”

 She shrugged. “It just is.”

 Trent brushed a lock of hair from her face, letting his fingers leave a trail of heat down her cheek. When he lowered his head to kiss her, her eyes fluttered closed in anticipation.

 A step on the stair below made her stiffen and pull away. Shooting him a regretful glance, she walked over to the bar and waited for whoever it was to show their face.

 
 
 
 






Chapter Twenty-Three

 

 Trent stifled a snort as he watched Seffy hurry across the room. While he knew there was some wisdom in keeping their relationship under wraps, but he didn’t have to like it. But at what point would she stop being ashamed of him? 

 She peeked at him, her expression rueful as she tucked her hair behind her ear and straightened her shoulders.

 Malone popped up from behind the bar, his eyes sleepy. “Hey, when are you coming down? Or are you staying up here to keep watch?”

“Just making sure the place is secure,” Trent said, watching as Seffy nipped around the bar, past Malone, and down the stairs. He followed after a moment, waiting for the bald man to precede him, then locked the trap door above him. 

 Down in the safe room, lit by a single battery-operated lantern, he saw most everyone stretched out on sleeping bags, asleep. Malone went over to a bag next to Lani, lay down, and promptly began to snore. Seffy had put her sleeping bag between Addison and the wall. Should he shock her by muscling his way into her space?

She sat down and leaned against the wall, her movements awkward. Trent made a show of shaking out a sleeping bag and dropping it onto the floor across the room. When he was settled, her sent her a hard look letting her know he did not approve of the sleeping arrangements. When he saw her cheeks darken, he knew she got the message. 

 Trent continued to watch her until she averted her eyes. He knew he should go easy on her, but he couldn’t help it. She was like a slippery fish—he never really knew if he had a hold on her. The fact that they’d spent the last few weeks all over each other might not mean as much to her as it did to him. Trent feared that one intimate look from Gareth and she’d forget he ever existed. 

Gareth. Would she ever get that guy out of her system? Granted, he’d served a purpose over the years. For that Trent was thankful. But understanding their strange relationship didn’t make it any easier to swallow. And what would it take for him to garner the same absolute trust she had in Gareth? How could he convince her he was better? That he wouldn’t turn on her ever?

And then there was Fenn. Trent had almost forgotten about the compound leader’s strange fascination for Seffy. In addition to the many times he’d caught him staring at her, he remembered Fenn’s reaction when he informed him they were all leaving. The word that came to mind was devastated. His blue eyes had gone from shocked, to bleak, to pleading as he’d interrogated him on their reasons. In the end, Fenn had almost begged them to stay. Trent hadn’t had the guts to ask if the reason was Seffy. He figured he already knew the answer. 

But why? There was no doubt Fenn and Fiona were together. Was he waiting for the right moment to dump her, then make a play for Seffy? Surely Fenn had seen him and Seffy together—Fiona would’ve told him as much—so didn’t that count for anything? Am I like the invisible boyfriend here? 

He frowned at his supposed girlfriend, wondering when they could go public. Wondering if they could go public. Since he didn’t relish Gareth’s reaction in a confined space—be it a jeep or a safe house—he would have to be content to wait. 

 He just wouldn’t wait forever.

***

 Seffy spent a fitful night. It wasn’t easy to go to sleep with Trent sending her stink eye half the night. He’d plagued her dreams and now her muscles ached from the uncomfortable sleeping position. Why had Trent looked so furious last night? After everything they had shared, she still had no assurance, no confidence in him the way she had had with…

Stop right there. Seffy closed her eyes against the disloyal thought. Comparisons were not only foolish but unfair. Anyway, she loved Trent, even if it was drug-induced and hopeless in every way. 

 The thought arrested her. Maybe after all the fresh air of the drive cleaning out his bloodstream, his gloomy looks meant he was no longer under a pharmaceutical cloud. Seffy sat up, shoving her hair out of her eyes. She turned to where Trent was stuffing supplies into a knapsack. The others began to stir and yawn around them. 

As if sensing her gaze, Trent looked over at her. His flat expression gave nothing away, but it made her heart hammer dreadfully in her chest. Could it be over just like that? Had their time together meant so little? She looked away, struggling to gather her thoughts. Why don’t I feel any different? Maybe I had a bigger dose? She crawled off her bag and started to roll it up with shaking hands, needing something to distract her from giving in to inner hysteria. 

 Addison sat up next to her and blinked in confusion. “Where are we?”

Despite the bewilderment evident in her green eyes, Seffy knew Addison was more lucid than before. The drug was leaving their systems after all. She lowered her voice, keeping her face angled away from Trent. “We’re a hundred or so miles from the compound. We left.”

 Addison’s eyes grew wide. “Why?”

“Things had gotten out of control. It was dangerous.”

 The redhead looked down at her scabbed and bruised arms. “Oh.”

 Seffy felt like a heartless pig. She rummaged on a nearby shelf where she’d seen medical supplies and found cotton balls and antibiotic ointment. Sitting down next to Addison, she gently cleaned and applied salve to the most livid wounds. Her friend remained silent, only the darkening stain of teardrops on her jeans gave evidence to her emotional state. 

 When Seffy finished, she looked over at Lani—who was smiling and chatting quietly with Malone—then at Gareth. He suddenly looked over at her, his dark eyes clear. His stare unnerved her and she knew he was trying to figure things out on his own. The realization made her pulse skitter. When she glanced at Trent, she found him watchful with a knowing look on his face. 

 Seffy jumped up and headed to a narrow door on the far wall, hoping it was a bathroom. It was and she gratefully took advantage. After washing her face and brushing her teeth, she felt a bit better. A shower would help immeasurably, but no luck there. 

Seffy regarded her reflection in the rusty mirror. Some of her gauntness had been smoothed away by regular meals and…Trent. Being in his arms had been soothing, healing…satisfying in nearly every way. Maybe we should’ve taken our chances at the compound. We could’ve lived like mice in the walls, stealing food and hiding out in the Light Room indefinitely. Her newly worried expression stared back at her. Or not. She’d never know now. Now it was westward ho to an even more uncertain future. 

 She heard noises outside the door and knew others were waiting to use the facilities. Marshaling her reserves, she opened the door and went out. 

 Seffy stayed busy rolling up the sleeping bags and replacing them on the storage shelves. She then cherry-picked her way through medical and food supplies, stuffing a knapsack full for the trip. After a while, she realized someone was standing next to her. She caught her breath, wondering what she’d say to Trent. But when she raised her eyes, she saw Gareth looking down at her with a quizzical expression. 

“What’s going on?”

 Marshalling her strength to not look around for Trent, she faced Gareth. “Um, we left the compound last night because it became life-threatening to stay.”

 He frowned, looking noble and adorably confused at the same time. “Where are we?”

“About a hundred miles away from Fugere, in a tiny town. We got a late start, so we stopped here for the night. I guess we’re heading back to California.”

 His golden eyes searched hers. “Is it still 1980?”

“As far as I know.”

“And who’s in charge? Who’s making the decisions?”

 Seffy peeked around him and saw Trent talking to Malone. “Uh…they are, I guess.”

 Gareth’s frown deepened. “Says who?”

 She took a deep breath. “Why don’t you go talk to them? I’m sure they have more details and will want your input.”

 He snorted. “Yeah, right.”

 Seffy silently released a sigh, glad his attention was diverted. She jumped when he grabbed her wrist.

“What else is going on?”

 She looked at him with wide eyes. “What do you mean?”

“Something has happened between us.”

 Struggling to school her expression, she returned his stare. “Why don’t you think about it and then get back to me?”

 His eyes darkened and his grip tightened.

“You’re hurting me,” she whispered.

 Gareth stared at his hand like he didn’t know who it belonged to, then abruptly released her wrist. “Sorry,” he mumbled before turning away.

 Seffy absently rubbed her skin, chancing a peek at Trent.

 His tight expression told her he’d seen everything. 

 Damn. This was going to be a very long trip. 

***

 Gareth studied each face in the group, trying to figure out what the hell was going on. Seffy was definitely hiding something, but then again, remnants of an unpleasant conversation niggled at the edges of his memory. He looked at Trent, wondering the reason for the smart-ass smirk on his face. On second thought, that was his usual look. 

 Malone seemed soft but obviously had some kind of inside information. Gone was the wily, calculating look of a weasel. Maybe it had something to do with Lani flitting around him like a flirtatious butterfly. Gareth’s attention drifted to Addison. Looking at her made him feel vaguely guilty…so he looked away. Cynthia and Eva appeared to be the same—with their usual bored expressions. And Jared—he seemed to have taken up on the weaselness where Malone had left off. At least with Malone you knew he’d never stab you in the back. In the front maybe, but never the back.

 What a stinking mess. And he was heading into the unknown with them. Perfect. 

 Rubbing the back of his neck, trying to loosen the knot of tension, he walked over to where Malone conferred with Trent. “So, what’s the plan?”

 He was instantly aware of Trent’s assessing expression. “We’re heading to another town west of here, about a hundred miles off.”

“Why?”

 His brows rose. “Is there something you’re missing at the compound? Feel free to take a jeep and a few of your friends and head back.”

A few friends…wha? “Hey, I’m just trying to figure out what’s going on.” 

 Trent fastened the flaps on his knapsack. “And I just told you.” He turned and headed up the stairs toward the trap door.

“How are you feeling?” Malone asked in his gravely voice. “I’ve got a headache that feels like a railroad spike’s been shoved through my skull.”

 Gareth swung around to him and jerked his head toward the stairs. “What’s his problem?”

 Malone shrugged. “He’s the one running the show is all.”

“Yeah, it’s some show.”

“A freak show,” Jared said, approaching them. “Why were we dragged here in the middle of the night?”

“You weren’t dragged,” Seffy snapped. “You were saved.”

 Gareth turned around and saw Seffy shooting an angry look at the fringe member of their group.

 Jared glared back, his eyes narrowed to slits.

“What do you mean ‘saved’?” Gareth asked.

“So you’ve forgotten about the swinging axes? The cutting? The pandemonium?”

“All I remember is really lame music,” Cynthia piped up, twirling a lock of her hair. 

“Trent’s right. Anyone who wants to go back, fine. Go.”

 As Seffy marched toward the stairs, Gareth snagged her arm. “Hey, slow down. We’re all friends here.”

 Her rebellious gaze skimmed over Jared, Cynthia, and Eva before returning to his. “I’m serious. We thought we were doing you a favor.”

“I’m just trying to get up to speed.”

 Seffy tried to shake her arm free but Gareth held on. “Let go of me.”

“I will…in a minute. First I need you to answer some questions. Who is this ‘we’ you’re referring to?” Seffy’s eyes flashed to Trent for a split second. Gareth snorted. “So what, you’re in league with Ellison now?”

“There’s no league, Gareth. It’s survival. People were dying at the compound. We helped rescue you. We’re trying to live. And ‘we’ don’t have time for posturing and power plays.”

 He dropped her arm, more angry than he could remember. “I’m on your side,” he said through gritted teeth.

“Maybe you were…once.”

 Seffy’s voice was so low, Gareth wasn’t certain he’d heard her right. He watched her follow Trent up the stairs. When he turned around to survey the others, Lani was oblivious to anything but Malone, and Addison…she refused to look at him. His fury flared, but he banked it for another time and headed up the stairs. 

 Gareth found Seffy perched on the bar, hugging her knees to her chest while Trent did a sweep of the room with his gun drawn. She caught his eye and shook her head. He tried to figure out why they were so spooked and suddenly realized the main door was open about a foot. The light spilling onto the floor revealed a trail of wet blood…ending at the foot of the bar where Seffy now sat. 

 Malone came up the stairs, looked around, and by the stiff set of his shoulders, had figured out the situation. Trent approached the door at the end of the room, which presumably led to the office. He leaned up against the wall, then reached out and slowly opened the door. Gareth tensed from where he stood behind the bar, prepared to defend Seffy should something burst from the room.

 Trent swung around and entered the room, gun first. After a moment, he emerged, shaking his head. Seffy released a noisy breath and jumped down from the bar.

“What could it have come from?” she asked.

 Trent walked over to the blood. “I just know it wasn’t here last night.”

 Malone came around the side of the bar. “I’m thinking we should hit the road right away.”

 Trent nodded. Malone went back downstairs to relay the message.

 Gareth touched Seffy’s arm. “Are you okay?”

 She nodded without looking at him. “Just a little freaked.”

 He picked up her knapsack. “I’ll go put this in the jeep.”

“Oh, okay. Thanks.”

“Let me go first,” Trent said, coming up behind him. “I’m armed.”

 Gareth stepped aside, rolling his eyes, then caught Seffy’s attention. He wished he knew what she was thinking.

 Malone tromped up the stairs with the rest of the group. 

“Everyone has gone to the bathroom,” Lani reported. “We are ready to roll.”

“Where are we going?” Jared asked, still pissed about something if his expression was any indication.

 Trent walked back into the disco, the gun stuffed in his waistband. “There’s another town nearby. We need to get some place where we can buy gasoline and continue on.”

“You didn’t even ask us if we wanted to go,” Eva said. “Do we get a say where we’re heading?”

“No,” Trent said. “Unless you want to take a jeep back to the compound. But you’d need to take at least three people with you and leave the gasoline behind if you go.”

“Why three?”

“The jeeps seat four people, five people max. I’m not taking extras in mine.”

“You’re acting pretty high-handed about this,” Gareth said, fuming.

“Sounds like you have Jared, Eva, and I bet it wouldn’t take much to convince Cynthia to go with you. The rest of us are going to California.”

 Gareth looked at Seffy to see how she was taking Trent’s Captain Wow act, knowing she could barely tolerate the guy. She stood leaning against the jeep closest to him, her gaze directed toward the bluffs in the distance. 

 She must really want to go to California.

 After some grumbling, the others piled into the second jeep. Trent shook his head. “Seffy’s driving that one. Gareth, you, Cynthia, Eva, and Addison are coming with me. Malone, Lani, and Jared, you’re going with Sef.”

“Why does she get to drive?” Jared sneered.

“Because I said so.” Trent jumped into the vehicle and fired it up, ending the discussion.

 Gareth walked up to Seffy as she headed toward the second jeep. “I’d rather go with you.”

 She peeked up at him. “It’s not like we’d be able to talk or anything. The engines are really loud.”

“Still.” He sighed. “When we get some place without blood trails, you and I are going to have a heart to heart.”

 Her face flushed suddenly. “Okay,” she whispered, then clambered into the vehicle and started it.

“Hey, can you even drive a stick?”

 A small smile crept over her features. “Not really. But by the time we get to California, I should be a pro.”

 Gareth gave her a long look before heading over to Trent’s jeep. He would’ve preferred to sit in the back, but the girls had already claimed the space. Sighing, he swung into the passenger seat and sat with studied nonchalance against the sprung seat. 

This was going to be a long trip.

***

 Seffy wore a pair of sunglasses Trent had found for her in the safe room. She was determined never to take them off. The effort it took to maintain a stoic expression in front of him and Gareth was mammoth. The glasses would be a tremendous help. Plus, they kept the dust and grit from her eyes as she bounced along behind the other jeep. 

 Jared sat in front with her and she was glad he didn’t speak, though he darted nasty looks her way every so often. Seffy tried to focus on the surrounding beauty…if the weird noxious colors shimmering in the sky could be called beautiful. Maybe in Alaska where the Aurora Borealis was the norm she could appreciate it, but here it gave one pause—and cold sweats. Especially when she realized the odd colors had deepened since their arrival at the compound…and as they neared the next town, the pink went on and on.

 That just couldn’t be good. 

 A trip that should’ve taken a little over an hour had taken three due to the bumpy road—a road that was eerily overgrown. Somehow the town that was their beacon didn’t seem so welcoming anymore. What was presumably the city sign lay face down on the ground, nearly covered by a tangle of weeds. Seffy began to doubt this was the same town she and Trent had visited months earlier. As they passed ramshackle house after ramshackle house and a sad string of dilapidated businesses, she was sure. 

 Then they arrived at the mall. Across the road was the grocery store. The parking lots were full of abandoned cars, some smashed together, most parked haphazardly, and one was even flipped on its side. The mall’s plate glass doors were busted and a bird flew out, its noisy flapping shattering the stillness. Seffy stared in shock at the change from a bustling town to a place eerily similar to the disco town. What was going on?

 Trent cut his engine and jumped out of the jeep, heading her way. When he was within earshot, she only managed to get out his name before anxiety choked off the rest of her words.

“I know,” he said in a low voice. “I don’t know what happened.”

 She looked at him but only saw her reflection in his sunglasses. It was probably for the best. If she saw his eyes, she’d get all loopy and someone would notice. Even now, she was pining for him and wanted to at least touch him while he talked. 

 But there could be no touching.

“Sef, did you hear me?div>

 She tilted her head. “What?”

“I said I think we should check the place out a little—at least make sure the phones don’t work, before continuing on.”

 She nodded, unsure of how to respond. “That sounds good.”

“We should stick together,” Malone said, suddenly behind her. “Stay in our teams and do a quick sweep for supplies, weapons, fuel.”

“Okay.” When Malone turned his attention to the others, Trent lowered his voice. “Stick by him, Sef.”

 Seffy heard several things in his words and could only nod again. She watched him head back and inform Gareth and the girls.

 With Trent leading the way, they went to the grocery store first. The doors opened when they stepped on the rubber pads—and the sound seemed to echo for miles. More birds flew out of the opening, making everyone jump. Inside the store, fluorescent lighting flickered overhead while small birds swooped among the steel trusses.

 Seffy found herself scanning the floor for blood as she followed Malone, Lani, and Jared toward the frozen food section. Trent and the others went to the opposite side of the store. Lani had a small shopping basket over her arm that she filled with sealed snack foods as they came across them.

 As Seffy scanned aisle after aisle, nothing made sense. If something bad had happened, why weren’t the shelves empty, the place looted? Did Montana survivalists already have bomb shelters stuffed to the gills with food, not needing to bother with one last pre-apocalyptic grocery trip? She had a terrible suspicion the cash registers still had money in them, too. 

 A heavy flapping sound made everyone freeze.

“Oh, my God.”

 It was Addison’s voice from several aisles over. Then the sound of retching. Malone hustled around an end cap and down toward the meat department. They heard him skid to a stop. He hurried back and put up his hand to stop the rest of them. 

 Jared muscled past and looked down the aisle where the others were. They heard his voice after a moment. “Is…was that human?”

“Okay, we’re leaving now.” Trent. “Gareth, help your friend.”

 Malone looked where Seffy and Lani stood pressed up against boxes of cereal. “I’m glad you didn’t see that,” he said. “Let’s go.”

 She wasn’t sure if her imagination was more vivid than the real thing. Faintness assaulted her and she stumbled. Malone grabbed her arm to steady her. When she made it to the jeep, she sagged against the fender, and watched Gareth help Addison out of the store. She was crying, while the others girls had their hands pressed against their mouths. 

 Lani put her basket of food in the back of the vehicle, then went to Addison to comfort her. Trent approached Malone, angling his body to include Seffy. 

“What did that?” Malone asked in his deep voice. 

“Looked like some kind of animal attack.”

“What was the flapping sound?” Seffy ventured.

 Trent’s mouth was a thin, white line. “Vultures.”

“Oh,” she said faintly, sorry she’d asked. 

“Dirty birds,” Cynthia seethed. “Filthy dirty birds.”

 Seffy stared at the brunette in confusion, a deepening dizziness making her lose focus. She grabbed onto the side of the jeep to steady herself.

“What I want to know is how bloodstains got on the floor in the disco while we were asleep.” Trent leaned against the jeep.

“You’re sure they weren’t there before?” Malone said.

 Trent glanced at Seffy, his mirrored gaze inscrutable. “Positive. And the blood was fresh.”

“So something was there…the same something that did that in the grocery store?”

 Seffy closed her eyes. “That was…fresh?”

 Malone cleared his throat. “You look a little green, princess. Better sit down.”

Seffy didn’t need any more encouragement. She sank to the ground against a tire and put her head between her knees. Images old and new filtered through her bewildered brain until she didn’t know which end was sideways. Why was it no decision she made ever improved her life? She continually went from crap to craptastic. Maybe the compound would be safer than this. 

 She heard Trent take a few steps away from the jeep. 

“Gareth and Jared, would you guys stay with the girls while Malone and I do a quick check of the mall?

“We have to stay here?” Cynthia? “Maybe we could get free clothes if we come.”

“They’re 1980 clothes,” Eva snapped. “Don’t be stupid.”

 Well, it was safe to say the mostly-happy gas had left everyone’s systems. It was back to the usual grumbling, carping, and hostile behavior. 

 Seffy heard Gareth argue with Trent about staying behind, but Malone was always armed and Trent had the other weapons. Gareth herded Addison and the girls over to where she sat. 

 He plopped down next to her with a disgusted sigh. “Give a guy a gun and he thinks he rules the world.”

 Seffy wanted to keep it light. “Hey, don’t be pouty about hanging with the chicks. That should be the dream job.”

A smile tipped his lips. “That helps.”

 She looked up to see the girls clustered around her, Lani’s arm around Addison. Jared stood a few feet off, his hands on his hips. 

“This sucks,” Cynthia said.

 No one said anything. There was no need, as her point was obvious. Seffy concentrated on not puking. Maybe she was hungry as she hadn’t had breakfast or lunch. But how could she eat now…and she hadn’t even seen what the vultures were…

Don’t go there.

“Why don’t you take those glasses off so I can see you?”

 Seffy looked up at Gareth and did as he asked. He studied her face for a few moments.

“You’re looking good lately.”

 She cast a nervous glance Addison’s way, but the redhead seemed not to notice the comment. “Oh, thanks.”

 Gareth smiled. “I’m having a hard time remembering what’s been going on at the compound. But you seem to be improving, so it couldn’t have been that bad.”

“They were doping the air, trying to control behavior. That’s not an improvement.”

“They were? How did you find out?”

 Seffy twisted her hands together. “I…overheard Eugene talking about it.”

“So did it? Control behavior?”

“It made people…drop their inhibitions, which I don’t think was the outcome the compound was going for.”

 Gareth scrubbed his head. “I wish I could remember specifics. I just have images…and they’re not so great.”

“It’s the reason Addison was cutting herself,” she whispered. “Trust me, it was bad.”

 He glanced at their friend, who now lay with her head in Lani’s lap, her eyes closed. “So how were your…inhibitions dropped?”

 Seffy desperately wished she had the sunglasses on as her face burst into flame. “I’m…confused just like everyone else.”

 Gareth studied her for a moment. “I’m guessing there were negative side effects?”

“Very negative. People were starting to kill each other.”

“God.”

“That’s when we decided to go.”

“You and Trent.”

“And Malone, Lani and ultimately you and the others.”

“So how were you able to make the judgment that things were bad enough to leave the compound in the first place?”

 Seffy stared at him. “I don’t know…” she said slowly. “Maybe the drug affected different people differently.”

“Maybe your Frankenstein body chemistry made you able to fight it.”

“Gee, thanks. But yeah, maybe.” So what accounted for Trent’s awareness? Could he have been immune also? Was it possible that the last two weeks had been based on more than laughing gas? Seffy closed her eyes, sick with longing. When could she touch him again? Feel his arms around her?

“GET IN THE JEEPS NOW!”

 Trent’s loud voice made her jump, along with his tone. Gareth scrambled to his feet and hauled her up. Before she got her balance, people were piling in the vehicles.

“Drive, Seffy!”

 She saw Trent burst past the broken mall door and race to the other jeep. Malone followed, heading for her. She clambered into the driver’s seat and started the engine. Trent’s jeep lurched forward, leaving her in a cloud of dust as she struggled with the gear shift. Suddenly, she was lifted up and over the seat. Landing hard on her backside in the back seat, she saw Malone climbing behind the wheel and gunning the gas pedal. Suddenly they were off. As they gained speed, she sucked in lungfuls of air, concentrating on looking straight ahead. 

 No way in hell would she look back to see what was chasing after them.

 
 
 
 






Chapter Twenty-Four

 

 They drove until dark on a road that hadn’t been traveled on in some time if the dried out ruts were any indication. Seffy was thankful she was no longer expected to wrestle with the gear shift. Malone obviously knew what he was doing. Now the question was, did anyone know where they were going? And what was this new thing they were running from?

 She leaned forward. “What did you and Trent see back there?”

 Malone didn’t answer right away. “We didn’t actually see it,” he yelled over the engine. “We heard it and saw the bloody carnage it caused. That was enough for us.”

 Seffy leaned back, more demoralized than ever. Why couldn’t there be sparkly faeries? Fluffy bunnies or loose-skinned puppies? Why did things here have to be bitey and cause carnage?

 Lani passed out snacks to everyone at dusk but everyone only ate half-heartedly. Seffy nibbled on a pepperoni stick, which didn’t ease the nausea of being tossed around in the back of the jeep. She looked out at the last wisps of green and pink edging behind the ridge line, mixed with her coiling breath. Where would they stop to get out of the elements? Away from things that went bite in the night? She had no choice but to snuggle against Gareth for warmth. He had his arms around her and Addison. Lani wore Malone’s coat where she sat in the front seat next to him. 

“Are we there yet?” Addison grumbled. 

“Depends on where ‘there’ is,” Gareth answered. 

 As the miles passed, Seffy squinted into the darkness and thought she saw lights. 

“Do you see that?” Gareth asked.

“Yes. But the question is, is it a bad or good thing?”

 Trent turned his jeep toward the lights. As they neared, Seffy could see a row of four street lights shining down what looked like a new neighborhood under construction. 

“There must be a town nearby if there are houses all the way out here,” Gareth said, leaning forward.

 Hopefully it was a town with nice people and not…dirty…vulturey…chasing things.

 Trent and Malone turned down a bumpy road covered in reddish dirt obviously churned up by earth-movers. Three sprawling homes lined one side of the street in various stages of completion. One at the end had a Realtor sign in the front yard—a yard which mostly consisted of construction debris. The sign had a bold SOLD sticker over it. The houses were all dark, so apparently no buyer had moved in yet. 

 Trent stopped the jeep, jumped out and jogged to Malone. “Let’s try here for the night, at least until we can find where we are on the map.”

 Malone nodded and joined him on a quick recon of the property. A few minutes later, they were pulling up into the yard and unloading gear, moving quickly in the cold. Seffy looked up at the house—most of which was hidden by shadow. She didn’t like how the front dormers reminded her of eyes staring down at her. 

 Malone went inside with Trent’s gun and flashlight and checked the house more thoroughly. Seffy could see the light bobbing from room to room from the curtain-less windows. For some reason she liked the idea of Malone’s janky safe house better than this place. A few minutes later, he came out. 

“There’s a basement with a locking door.”

 No one needed any more encouragement. Soon everyone was filing through the front door. Seffy was second to the last with Trent in the rear. She wasn’t as excited to go inside and was grateful for Trent’s presence nearby. The living room lay shrouded in shadows, lit only by the shine of the streetlight coming through the front window. Her heart began an abrupt palpitation as she walked further in. She frowned as she scanned the space. Bare sheet rock lined the walls and the exposed sub-flooring was beneath her feet. On one corner of the room was a giant roll of carpet and padding waiting to be installed. 

“Are you okay?” Trent whispered behind her. 

 She made some incoherent reply as her steps took her to the kitchen. It was bare of appliances and boxes of tiles were stacked on top of the rough wood counters. Her unease increased as she saw the coved wall design over where the stove would go. 

“Sef.”

 A hand touched her arm, startling her. She turned and saw Trent, his eyes black in the shadows.

“Seriously, are you okay?”

“I…I don’t like it here.”

“It’s just for the night, until we get our bearings.”

 Seffy forced one foot in front of the other as she followed the others down the bare concrete basement steps. A naked bulb illuminated the space, casting garish light, making everyone look demonic. Her steps slowed as a suffocating feeling of claustrophobia took over. 

“Hey, sweetie,” Lani said, taking her hand and drawing her over to where the other girls were sitting on a stack of sheet rock. “You look like a ghost.”

 Seffy perched on the edge of the cold boards and clenched her hands in her lap. She was vaguely aware of the guys pouring over a large map and Jared handing out snacks to everyone. Seffy closed her eyes, struggling to fight the sensation of a disjointed reality. A buzzing soon sounded in her ears.

“Whoa, the buyer has already started moving his crap in.” Eva’s voice. “How stupid is that? Someone could steal it.”

“Try a little self-restraint,” Jared said.. “You shouldn’t be pawing through other people’s boxes.”

“Like you even know what self-restraint is,” Cynthia snarled.

“Oh well, it’s just dumb kitchen stuff anyway.” Eva sounded bored.

Cynthia laughed. “What a hideous clock! I don’t even know if it’s 70s. More like 60s kitsch.” 

“I hate owls,” Eva said with a shudder. “One attacked my hair when I was at my grandparent’s farm. They’re such nasty, dirty birds.”

“Dirty birds,” Jared said with a guffaw. “Give a hoot! Don’t pollute! Remember that stupid commercial?”

 Seffy’s eyes snapped open and she twisted around to look at what they were talking about. Cynthia held up a clock decorated with a caricatured owl, complete with huge, staring eyes. She gazed at in disbelief as the room grew dim. 

***

Trent looked up from the map to see what the girls were chattering about and saw Seffy slump to the floor. Lani cried out in alarm and kneeled at her side. Trent saw Seffy’s face and hands twitching slightly. What the hell?

“Gareth!”

 Gareth turned and stared while Lani cradled Seffy’s head in her lap, making soothing noises. “What the—?” His eyes widened when he saw the clock. He spun around, scanning the basement, then looked back at Lani. “We have to get her out of here!”

 Trent could only watch helplessly as Gareth scooped Seffy into his arms and headed for the stairs. “What’s going on?” 

 But Lani ignored him, rushing past to follow Gareth. He looked at the others. 

 Cynthia lifted the apparent object of upset. “What’s her problem? It’s just a clock.”

 Trent ran up the stairs and followed Lani outside. Gareth sat in the front yard dirt with Seffy, who’s unfocused eyes and perceptible trembling shook Trent to the core. He stood watching, overwhelmed by helplessness.

 Lani approached him, sniffing back tears. “She’ll be okay,” she said breathlessly. “It’s not physiological. It’s just stress-related. It’ll be fine in a minute.”

 Trent wasn’t sure if she was talking to him or herself.

 Gareth’s pasty face and shimmering eyes almost alarmed him more. He was breathing like he’d run a marathon and cursing loudly while Lani wrung her hands together. 

“What can I do?” Trent said, barely keeping a leash on his own emotions.

 Gareth focused on him. “We can’t stay here tonight.”

“Oh, my God,” Lani said, staring up at the house in dismay.

“I can’t believe I didn’t notice it before,” Gareth said.

Notice what? Trent stared at Seffy’s deathly white skin and at the heaving clouds of her condensed breath spilling into the cold night air. Finally, her movements slowed and she went limp in Gareth’s lap, her head rolling to one side. 

 The others trailed out of the house, Cynthia still holding the clock. When Gareth looked up and saw it, he lifted Seffy into Lani’s lap and stood up. Stalking across the yard, he grabbed the clock out of Cynthia’s hand and hurled it against the side of the house. The plastic cover shattered into slivered pieces, flying all over the driveway. Then he stomped on what was left of it. 

 Trent watched in shock as Gareth braced himself against the side of the house then began banging his fists against the bricks. Trent ran up and shoved him away from the house. 

 Gareth stumbled and collapsed onto the ground, clutching his head in his bloodied hands. “I didn’t believe her. She thought she saw him, but I didn’t believe her.”

 Trent stood over him, feeling disconnected from the whole surreal tableau. “Who did she see?”

Gareth glared up at him, his face smeared with blood from his hands. “You don’t know anything!” Suddenly he jumped up and strode to where Cynthia, Eva and Jared stood huddled together looking at him with sullen eyes. “What did you say to her?”

“We didn’t say anything!” Eva said sarcastically. “We weren’t even talking to her.”

 He turned to Jared. “What did they say?”

He shrugged. “We were just talking about owls being dirty birds. Nothing about her.”

“This is so weird. I’m totally having a flashback,” Eva said. “Cynthia, do you remember that girl in middle school who was always having seizures? What was her name?”

“Oh! I remember! She was the one who spread those rumors about the mayor. It was Sarah something.”

“That’s right! The little pervert who was trying to slime the mayor, my mom’s cousin.”

Trent felt the blood drain from his face. Oh, no. He realized Seffy’s almost flip explanation of her past held more secrets than it revealed.

 Cynthia laughed. “Remember, we called her a dirty bird. And she was. Filthy little tramp. Like a bitch in heat.”

Suddenly she went flying backward, landing on her rear in the rubble. She looked up and screamed at Gareth. “You pig! What did you do that for?”

 Jared shoved him, but Gareth batted him away and went after Eva. She let out a squeak and ran behind Cynthia. 

“Hey, freak,” Jared yelled at Gareth. “What’s your problem? Lay off the girls!”

 Gareth walked over to them, his fists clenched, breathing hard. “Stay away from Seffy. Never speak to her again or I’ll kill you, do you understand?”

“What’s this got to do with Seffy?” Eva cried. “You’re out of your mind!”

“Because Seffy’s real name is Sarah.”

 Trent looked over and saw Addison who was bracing herself against the porch column. Her gray face and hollow eyes matching Gareth’s. 

“Are you saying she’s the girl from middle school?” Cynthia said, her eyes huge. “How bizarre.”

 Trent knew in his bones it was no coincidence. Seffy was the hub. Somehow, some way this all revolved around her. He looked over at her, still sprawled in Lani’s lap unconscious, and was glad she wasn’t hearing this.

“Why did she change her name?” Eva asked stupidly. “Was she ashamed? She should’ve been ashamed. After all she almost got the mayor in trouble with those sex abuse lies”

“You changed your names,” Addison said, her voice flat. “I’m gonna guess you were Cindy and Emily. Am I right?”

 Both girls stared at each other in shock. “How do you know that?” Eva seethed. 

“Because we did the same thing. Sarah, Gary, Lisa, Amy…do those names ring a bell?”

Eva narrowed her eyes. “Not really, which isn’t surprising, because we didn’t spend our time around losers. We just remember the seizure bitch because she almost destroyed my family with her allegations! She tried to bite the hand that fed her, stupid, spiteful tramp!” 

“Trust me, it was the other way around.” Gareth coldly pointed to the house. “Don’t you remember this place?”

 Eva snorted, but averted her eyes. “It’s just a house.”

“It was his house.” Gareth closed his eyes. “Imagine it painted and with furniture. God.”

 Trent approached him, struggling for calm in the face of horror. “We need to get Seffy inside. The temperature is dropping fast.”

 Gareth glanced up. “We can’t go back into that house.”

 Malone walked out of the darkness from down the street. “I checked the other houses. The one next door also has a basement where we can stay.”

 Trent clenched his fists as he was forced to stand by and watch Gareth pick Seffy up and follow Malone to the next house. When their forms were swallowed up by darkness, he turned to the girls. “Make yourself useful and get the supplies out of the basement and take them next door.”

Cynthia got to her feet, her face contorted with rage. “We don’t have to do anything you say.”

“Well, between me and my gun and the fact that I won’t stop Gareth from making good on his threat, I suggest you get moving.”

 Jared gave her a little push. “Just do what he says.”

 He and the girls traipsed back into the house, sneering at Addison on the porch as they passed. When they were inside, she stared at Trent with unseeing eyes. 

“I always wondered what it was—her ‘big secret’,” she said, her voice lifeless. “Now I know, and all I can think is that’s it? That’s the big deal? So Seffy went through some abuse. Who hasn’t?”

 Trent watched as her face crumpled. She slid down to the floor of the porch, tears streaming down her cheeks. He ran up the steps and got his arm around her before she was all the way down. When he tried to help her up, she pushed him away.

“I’m fine.” Addison struggled to her feet and took an unsteady step away from him toward the side of the house. “I’m not like her. God, what a lightweight.” Pushing past him, she stumbled down the steps and headed after the others. 

 Trent blew out a ragged breath, unsure of what to do next. His mind whirled with desires for retribution, his muscles—flooded with adrenaline—wanted action. And yet, he could only stand to the side while Seffy’s friends called the shots. 

 He went down the steps and looked up at the house. No house number. He went out into the road and saw there was no street sign yet. So he still didn’t know where he was and didn’t know where he was going. 

 And he couldn’t hold his girl.

***

 Trent sat hunched against the cold concrete in the basement of the other house watching Seffy sleep next to the others. At least he hoped she was asleep and not still unconscious. He was surprised that Gareth or Lani didn’t try to rouse her. Gareth had said that way she wouldn’t feel the cold. On some level, it made sense, but he wanted to warm her up instead of hope she didn’t notice. Pretending it wasn’t cold didn’t actually make someone warm.

Trent shivered. Seffy sat slumped against Lani’s lap, with Gareth on the other side, his hand resting on her leg. All he could do was sit across the room and do nothing. Jared and the girls had decided to take their chances and sleep upstairs, which was fine with everyone else. Malone sat next to Lani, and Addison was huddled in a ball next to Gareth but not touching him. Exhaustion lined each and every sleeping face.

 He felt bad for the girls, felt sick about what they’d endured, yet couldn’t fix it, couldn’t make anyone pay, not when they were in the middle of a huge state with no direction. He checked his watch. Four a.m. At five he’d wake everyone and get on the road. Any road. It didn’t matter. They had enough gas to get at least another five hundred miles. That had to be enough to get them to a population center, if not a gas station. He had to believe that whatever emptied the last two towns hadn’t made it this far.

 Seffy stirred. Trent held his breath as her eyes flickered open. After a moment of confusion, she looked across the room and saw him. His heart thudded hard as she slowly sat up. He watched her, unsure how to act. He didn’t know what her next action would be and was surprised when she carefully shifted Gareth’s hand away from her leg. When she got to her feet, Trent did the same, his heart in his throat. 

 He swallowed as she walked across the small space and into his arms. Trent clutched at her, pressing his face into her hair, fighting—and failing—the burn of tears. He held her tight, aware of her bones, her flesh, her warmth, and being unable to hold her close enough. She laid her head on his shoulder, her heartbeat steady.

 The scars on his body were all surface. How could he help someone whose scars went soul deep? How could he hope to heal when the salve itself had been poisoned? How could anything he had to offer make a dent in the hurt? Never had he felt so unprepared, so unskilled. So useless. 

 Someone coughed in their sleep, causing some others to stir slightly. Trent released Seffy only long enough to take her hand and go upstairs. Her solemn expression took in the different surroundings and her grip on his fingers lessened. They went outside into the greenish light and he hugged her again. 

 After several minutes, she pulled back slightly and looked at him. Lines of fatigue circled her eyes as she regarded him. “Something bad happened.”

“Yes,” he said softly, unsure of how much to reveal. 

“I dreamed…is that his house over there?”

 Trent nodded, unable to say the word out loud. 

 Pressing her face against him, she peered over his shoulder. She seemed transfixed. With reluctance, Trent turned slightly and followed her gaze. Then he noticed the jeeps in the front yard…saw the gas cans in the back. His respiration kicked up a notch. It would be largely symbolic, it would hinder their plans, but when you didn’t know what to do, you threw everything you had at the problem. “Sef, we’re going to do something that needs to be done, okay?”

 She looked up at him with trusting eyes. 

 He led her toward the house. Twenty-five yards seemed like a long way, then suddenly, was too close. Checking her expression, which was pale but composed, he dropped her hand and jumped in the first jeep. Releasing the emergency break, he shifted into neutral and rolled it out into the street and away from the house. He did the same to the second one. When both were safe distances from the house, he pulled a gas can from the back of one and began walking toward Seffy. 

 She met him halfway and took the gas can from his hands, grim determination in her eyes. Trent watched as she went around the house with unhurried steps, dousing the parts with wooden siding. Next she went up onto the wooden porch and drenched the surface with gasoline. He saw her take one step through the front door and slide the can onto its side on the floor. He heard the liquid pulsing from the opening. 

 When she returned to him, he lit a piece of wood debris on fire with a lighter from the supplies, waiting for it to develop into a strong flame. Seffy took it from his hands and walked back to the porch. She tossed it onto the top step, backing up as the sound of a whoosh disrupted the pre-dawn silence. Trent pulled her back across the road and they watched the flames take hold of the wood once the gasoline was consumed. 

 As the crackling reached their ears, Seffy’s shuddering sigh came from some deep, dark place within her, her face rigid with pain. 

 Within minutes the house was engulfed and the crackling turned to a roar. But no sound of a siren pierced the morning. Maybe something had happened to the townspeople and no firefighters would ever come again. Maybe the man who bought the house would never know it was burned. But Seffy knew it had burned, and that was something. 

 Trent didn’t bother asking if she was okay. He touched her back, urging her toward the other house. As they walked down the dirt road, Lani suddenly appeared on the porch.

“Oh, my gosh! We were so worried!”

 Trent released her hand, sending her an apologetic glance. There was no way Gareth could handle another shock today.

 She nodded in resignation. He allowed her to walk several feet ahead before following. Gareth appeared next to Lani. When he saw Seffy, he ran down the steps to her and pulled her into his arms. Trent couldn’t hear their exchanged words, but whatever she said calmed Gareth as he stared in shock at the fire. 

 Deciding to stay right where he was, Trent watched the column of black smoke climb into the purpling sky. During the long hours of the night, one thing he wondered about was the color of the sky. Had they gone far enough to find the blue? Apparently not. Maybe there wasn’t any more blue sky, maybe there wasn’t any safe place left to go. 

 As he watched the fire burn and heard the sounds of exclamation from the others behind him, he slowly became aware of another sound. It was a chopping, rhythmic beat, loud and out of place. Instinctively he looked overhead, but only saw massive plumes of black smoke roiling higher and higher into the atmosphere. 

 Suddenly something broke through the smoke. Trent’s eyes widened when he realized it was a helicopter. Had emergency services arrived after all? He stood transfixed as the helicopter, followed by another, landed well away from the flames, but close enough that the blades made the fire burn hotter. A man jumped out of the cockpit of the first one to land and strode toward him. 

 Fenn.

 Trent blinked, sure he was seeing things. He checked over his shoulder and saw everyone else staring at Fenn, too. So not a hallucination. The compound leader stopped directly in front of him, his attention fixed over his shoulder. Trent somehow knew he was staring at Seffy.

“You have to come back.”

 
 
 
 






Chapter Twenty-Five

 

“Notice, he didn’t say come ‘home’,” Lani observed as she collapsed onto her compound bed. 

 Seffy stood in front of her feeling about a thousand years old. Fatigue dulled her thinking. “What?”

“Fenn. When he walked up to us. He said we had to come back. Not come home. I think that’s telling.”

 Addison snorted. “He was using his familiar scare tactics in that dead-calm voice of his. Diseased animals on the loose, deadly virus spreading, blah blah blah. He’s a closet megalomaniac.”

“His girlfriend is the megalomaniac, if you ask me, except that she looked furious that we were back.” Lani smoothed her hair over her shoulder, looking unaffected by the drama.

“The air better be clean is all that really matters. Some of these cuts on my arms will probably end up as scars. That’s all I need.”

“I heard Trent telling Malone they caught a couple of guys who’d been doctoring the cafeteria food. It wasn’t in the air at all.”

 Seffy glanced at Lani, paying attention for the first time. But the knowledge that she and Trent had gone largely unaffected by subsisting on canned goods and candy bars was meaningless. She no longer cared how she’d fallen in love with him, only that she needed to be with him. 

 She’d had her shower, she’d had something to eat, all she wanted now was Trent. Instead she forced herself to listen to her friends talk about conspiracy theories, their first helicopter ride, and wasn’t the Montana desert absolutely stunning even in the freakish light? Maybe more so.

 Lani had also wanted to talk about…the Other Thing, but Seffy had stopped her. 

 It was done. Over. No going back. 

 A sliver of angst had been relieved by the burning. Even more would be relieved the moment she could crawl into Trent’s arms and forget about the past for good. 

 Talking with Gareth had been especially delicate. She’d had some respite in unconsciousness, but he was still reliving the moment over and over until veins stood out under his eyes, the muscle in his jaw flexing. Seffy had hugged him in his room and had been as reassuring as possible, but that was all she could do. 

 She chafed at the clock on Lani’s night stand. Seven p.m. It would be hours before she could go to Trent. Exhaustion weighed her down, making her tempted to give into tears from frustrated plans.

“Okay, girls, I hate to do it, but I’m beat.” 

 Seffy looked at Lani.

“And no offense, sweetie,” the brunette said, “but you are, too. I can tell just by looking at you. I think we’ve had a little too much adventure.”

 Addison nodded. “I’m heading to bed, too. See you guys in the morning.”

 Seffy intercepted her as she headed for the door and hugged Addison hard. Her friend yielded for a moment—hugging her back—but quickly stiffened. Seffy watched her go, then turned toward Lani, who was already waiting for her hug. Lani held her tight, sniffling, but said nothing, even though her wide eyes indicated she wanted to talk. 

 Seffy went back to her room tired, yet strung up. She pulled open her closet door and headed to Trent’s room. 

 He wasn’t there. 

She blinked away exhausted tears. It was silly to get weepy, he’d be here eventually. She would see him. Seffy took a cleansing breath and sat down on the edge of his bed. 

 Suddenly his door opened and he strode in. He stopped when he saw her, shutting the door with a distracted air. “I was just at yours.”

 Seffy choked back a sob and quickly crossed the room. His arms were greedy as they enveloped her, his embrace crushing and oh, so satisfying. He held her until she felt his heart beating against her own. She eased away slightly only to gain access to his lips, which she plundered with needy kisses. Trent kept up, tangling his hands into her hair and whispering words of love. 

 Seffy leaned against him as their kisses became less desperate and more languorous. She gripped the front of his shirt and tugged him toward his bed. 

 He paused. “Sef, are you sure…?”

 Tightening her grip on his shirt, she sent him a steady look. “I need you, Trent.”

 Conflicting emotions shifted across his features as they made their way to the bed. Sitting down on the edge, Seffy slid her arms around his waist and pressed her face against the hard planes of his torso. She breathed in his scent, his warmth as he slowly shrugged the shirt from his shoulders. 

 Tipping up her face, she waited until he kissed her, hoping her responding touch would wipe away his reservations. It wasn’t long before they tumbled onto the mattress, where the only thing that mattered wasn’t the past or the future, but the haven she’d found in his arms.

***

Gareth couldn’t sleep. The events of the last two days played over and over in his mind in a loop. How—how—was it that they’d ended up at that man’s house? It was beyond belief. Beyond comprehension. Beyond cruel. 

Poor Seffy. 

Her quiet assertions that she was fine didn’t ring true. Hell, he was traumatized by what happened. How could she be so calm? She must be in denial…again. Maybe they both were. But what good would talking do? Talking brought it back fresh and surely she wanted to forget what happened as much as he did. 

 Gareth got off his bed and paced the small confines of his room. It felt like he’d never left. He’d been stoned out of his mind the night they’d all been hustled into the jeeps. Trent had meant well, he supposed, but he’d also failed. Lighting that house on fire—while probably cathartic for Seffy—had been a beacon for Fenn to find them.

 Seffy. He knew she’d left Lani’s room to sleep in her own. She shouldn’t be alone tonight. Why didn’t one of the girls offer to stay with her? She was in a fragile state. Gareth decided to look in on her—make sure she was resting peacefully. Maybe then he could get a measure of peace for himself. 

 He headed out his door and down the hall, anticipation rising within him. Maybe being back at the compound was a second chance. There was a wall between them, but any wall could be breached with enough time and understanding. 

 Gareth stopped at her door and knocked lightly. When there was no answer, he slowly turned the knob. Unlocked. Poking his head in, he saw her empty bed. Gareth frowned and went all the way in. Her couch was unoccupied and the light in the bathroom was off. Had Fenn wanted another debrief session with her? Deciding to check back later, he turned to leave. 

 Light from Seffy’s closet caught his eye. He walked over to turn it off, and saw a dim corridor stretching past the door, ending in a softly lit opening. Gareth stared at it for several moments, trying to figure out what it meant. Did her room connect to the girls’ by a secret passageway? But the girls’ rooms were in the other direction. 

 Gareth stepped into the closet, brushing past the few garments that hung from a rod and walked down the corridor, hardly knowing what to expect. As he neared the space at the end, he noticed it looked just like any another compound room, except for a vaguely familiar sweatshirt tossed over the back of a chair. He strained his ears. But there was only silence.

 Gareth edged into the room and looked around. It took him a moment to process the sight of Seffy sitting up in a bed, with Trent asleep, his head on her lap, his arms wrapped around her waist. One of her hands rested on his naked back, the other in his hair. 

 She looked up, her dark eyes widening slightly when she saw him. Her face flushed red, but her gaze was steady.

 They stared at each other for the space of several heartbeats. Thoughts raced through his brain, but nothing made sense beyond one sentence that coalesced past the noise of his breathing, the constriction of his chest.

 Son. Of. A. Bitch. 
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