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With the Lord one day is as a thousand years,

And a thousand years as one day.

-2 Peter 3:8
Chapter One

I thought we were done with curses and wolves.  I’d had more than enough spookiness like that to satisfy me for a lifetime.

It was the first of summer, right after we got out of school, and the long days stretched ahead of us full of freedom and promise.  Me and Cam had a job baling hay and building fences for old man Barling on his cattle ranch, and we were playing Dixie League baseball with a good chance of making it to the world series later in the year if all went well.  Our only real chores were to groom the horses and sometimes to baby sit Josiah while Justin and Eileen were at work, but those things were easy.  

In other words, we had nothing to look forward to except good times and fun for the next three months. 

Or so I thought.

When Jolie asked us to come down to Natchitoches to help wake up all those sleeping people in the store room, it didn’t seem like such a big deal at first.  Just an extra pair of hands in case somebody woke up rowdy, you know.  I was cool with that.

So we drove down there early one Friday afternoon to get started on the project, and the house was quiet when we got there.  John and Sarah Doucet were out of town for the weekend, on a mini-trip to Cancun from what I heard.  Lifestyles of the rich and famous, I guess.

The store room was every bit as dusty and dank as I remembered, with the same old shelves of bottles filled with dust, and the same rough wooden table under an incongruously fancy chandelier.  It was me and Cameron, Jolie, and her cousin Matthieu.  He’s nineteen years old and sort of reminds me of a street thug, honestly.  He’s got the dark brown hair and eyes that Cajuns often have, with a sparse little goatee and some serious muscle.  Definitely not the kind of dude you’d want to meet in a dark alley late at night, even though I’m sure he’d laugh if I ever told him that.  He’s really one of the nicest people you’d ever want to know; he just doesn’t look like it. 

“So, what do y’all think?  Who’s first?” Matthieu said out loud, rubbing his hands together while we all stood and stared at the dusty bottles.

“Just grab one, Zach,” Jolie finally told me, since I was the one standing closest to the shelf.  I shrugged and picked a bottle at random; there was really no way to be scientific about it.

“What about this one?” I asked.  It looked just like all the others, and all it said on the label was Joan Rusk, December 23, 1864.  

“All right.  Hold on a sec, and I’ll see if I can find her.  Then we’ll decide if she’s a good pick,” Matthieu said.  He went to the big metal cabinet against the back wall and started thumbing through files till he found the one we needed.

“Um. . . here it is.  Joan Rusk.  Two-member pod, operated out of Titus County, Texas, from 1863 to 1864.  Nailed that one pretty fast, didn’t we?” he remarked, reading from the file.

“Only two members?” I asked.

“Yeah, that’s a little bit unusual, isn’t it?  But it looks like the ringleader was a young one; only seventeen years old when we caught her,” he said.

“Still just a kid, then,” I said.

“Apparently,” he shrugged, still looking at the file.

“So what’s it say?  Is she good to go or not?” Jolie asked after a while.

“Hmm. . . could be.  There’s not much in here about her.  The case worker didn’t seem to have much trouble catching her, or the sister either.  Not very rich.  In fact it looks like she didn’t own anything but a horse and the clothes on her back.  Doesn’t say if she attacked people or animals or what.  Let’s see if there’s anything about the sister,” he said, riffling through the pages.

“Okay, the sister’s name is Annabelle; sixteen years old.  Looks like she was never a wolf, though.  Just got caught up in the crossfire, apparently,” he said.

“So we’ve got her, too?” I asked.

“Supposed to.  Can you grab her off the shelf, Zach?  Might as well get them both done at the same time,” he said.  I looked, but I saw neither hide nor hair of a bottle with Annabelle Rusk on it.

“Well, dang it, she’s not here,” I said after a minute of searching the bottles.

“She probably got misplaced, that’s all.  I’m sure she’s there,” he said.

“So does that mean we go ahead and wake up this one anyway, or should we find a different one?” Cam asked.

“Oh, I guess she’ll do.  Let’s go ahead,” Matthieu said.

He emptied the bottle into that same old green ceramic ashtray that I’d used for Jason Golden last fall, and then poured a little bit of sweet water on top of it.  He stirred up the muddy mixture with a pencil, and then it didn’t take long before the old girl was laid out on the table, seemingly not much worse for the wear.  

Jolie dressed her while the rest of us turned away; we hadn’t known what size clothes she might need, so we’d done the best we could with some stretchy sweat pants and an extra large t-shirt.  It wasn’t the prettiest outfit in the world by a long shot, but we could always find her some better clothes later on.

“Okay, guys, she’s decent,” Jolie said from behind us, and we turned around.  Cameron whistled, and I might have done the same thing if Jolie hadn’t been standing right there.  But it’s kind of tasteless (not to mention dangerous) to do things like that in front of your girlfriend, so I bit my tongue and kept quiet.    

“She’s pretty,” Cam said, pointing out the obvious.  And so she was, in an old-fashioned kind of way.  What I mean is, she looked like she’d never cut her hair a single day in her life, or plucked her eyebrows, or shaved her legs, or done any of those things girls nowadays like to do so they’ll look nice.  She had the kind of tan you get from spending a lot of time outside, but not the kind that comes from tanning beds or laying in the sun on purpose.  She had some faint freckles across the bridge of her nose and her brown hair was flecked with gold here and there.  She was also short; probably no more than five feet tall at the most.  But nevertheless, she was nice looking.

“Yeah, I guess she’s okay,” Jolie agreed, brushing it aside.  Cam pricked his thumb and smeared some blood on the girl’s forehead, and that seemed to be enough.  After a few seconds she breathed deeply and opened her eyes, which were green as spring leaves.

“Joan?” he asked, and she moaned.

“Where am I?” she finally replied.  Not surprising; that’s almost always the first thing you want to know when you wake up in a strange place.

“You’re in Louisiana.  There’s been some trouble but we’re here to help you,” he told her.

“Who are you?  What happened?” she asked, rubbing her eyes and looking around.  I didn’t think there was anything in the room which would have looked too peculiar to her 1864 eyes, but then again I’m not a trained historian, either.  Evidently there wasn’t, because she didn’t say anything.

“My name’s Cameron, and these are my friends.  I’m afraid it’ll take a little while to explain what happened and how you got here, but if you’ll bear with us for a few minutes we’ll tell you everything,” he promised.

Joan didn’t say much to that, and I noticed her eyes roving the room.  There was an old letter-opener lying on top of the file cabinet, and as soon as I saw her gaze fix on it, I knew there was about to be trouble.

“Hey, she- “ I started, but that was all I had time to say before the girl leaped off the table and snatched up that letter opener faster than you would think anybody could possibly move, especially somebody who just woke up from the dust sleep.  I’d seen what that did to people, and I was amazed she could get up on her feet that fast.  She was one tough cookie.

“Nobody come any closer!” she yelled, brandishing the letter opener like it was a dagger.  Nobody moved an inch; somehow none of us doubted she was really good with a knife.

She was breathing hard and didn’t look like she felt very well, but she wasn’t letting that get in her way.  She started edging towards the door, and we realized she meant to run if she could.

“Listen, Joan, you don’t know what it’s like out there.  Things have changed.  It’s not like what you think it is.  Please, let us help you,” Jolie said.

“I’ll help myself, thanks.  Y’all just stay back,” she said.

“Look, we don’t mean you any harm, and we won’t keep you from leaving if you really want to.  But Jolie is right.  It’s a different world out there than anything you ever saw before, and it’s dangerous, too.  Go look and see, but then come back and let us help you,” Matthieu told her.

“Why should I believe anything you say?” she demanded, jerking the letter-opener at us.  She was still inching her way toward the door, and we were carefully backing away from her at the same time.

“You don’t have to take our word for it.  Go see for yourself that we’re telling the truth, and remember we never tried to keep you from leaving.  We’ll help you if you’ll let us,” Matthieu repeated.  

I thought I saw a flicker of doubt in her green eyes, but then again maybe not.  However that might be, she made a sudden dash for the door and yanked it open, and then she was gone before any of us could say another word.

“Come on!” Matthieu yelled, and we all ran outside after her.  What she thought about the flower garden I don’t know, but it didn’t take the girl five heartbeats to find the back gate and disappear into the alley behind Sarah Doucet’s house.

“Great.  We’ve let a lunatic loose on the world,” Jolie hissed in frustration.

“Don’t worry about it.  Let her go,” I said.

“We can’t do that.  She won’t know anything.  She might walk right out in front of a car and get killed,” Matthieu said.

“Yeah, I know, but that’s the thing.  We told her we wouldn’t stop her from leaving if she wanted to.  So let her leave.  Maybe she’ll see that we meant what we said and then come back and let us help her,” I explained.

“She didn’t seem too keen on getting help from anybody, much less us,” Cam pointed out.

“Yeah, but I bet she’ll change her mind, though.  Just wait a few minutes, till the first time she sees a car.  She’ll come back,” I said.

“And what if she doesn’t?  What then?” Matthieu demanded.

“Well, in that case she’ll just have to do the best she can.  We can’t help her if she won’t let us.  She looks like she’s pretty good at taking care of herself when she needs to,” I said.

“Yeah, that she does,” Matthieu finally agreed with a sigh.

We all went to the patio to wait and see if Joan would come back.  We had a pretty good view of the back gate from there, and it was better than going back inside the store room where she might not remember how to find us.  After a while, Matthieu and Jolie went inside to fetch some lemonade and sandwich materials from the kitchen, and me and Cameron stayed out on the patio to watch the gate.

“You really think she’ll be back?” he asked in a low voice, and I shrugged.

“No way to tell.  I think she will, but I guess you never know,” I said.

“It’s been almost thirty minutes,” he pointed out.

“Yeah, but all we can do is wait and see,” I said.  There was a pause, and then he must have decided it was time to change the subject.

“She was a little spitfire, wasn’t she?” he asked, grinning.  It hadn’t seemed very funny to me at the time, back there in the store room with her holding us off at knife-point (or letter-opener-point), but I guess it’s amazing what you can laugh at in hindsight.

“Yeah, I guess she was, at that.  But it takes all kinds to make a world, they say,” I agreed, smiling a little bit myself.  

Matt and Jolie got back with the lemonade and the cold cuts right about then, and for a while all of us were busy fixing our food.  It seemed like a normal day, almost.  But all of us kept glancing at the back gate while we ate, and whenever anybody tried to start up a conversation it always petered out before long.  We ended up eating our sandwiches in silence.  We waited most of the afternoon to see if she’d come back, but finally I had to confess that I’d been wrong about her.

“Guess she’s not coming back after all,” I finally admitted.

“Don’t worry about it, Zach.  Like you said, she’ll just have to handle things on her own.  We did the best we could,” Matthieu sighed.

“I was so sure of it, though,” I said.

“So what do we do, write that one off and try again?  We’ve still got four or five hours worth of daylight left,” Cameron asked.

“Yeah, let’s do that.  We can’t let one setback stop us,” Matthieu agreed, and we adjourned to the store room and got ready to start over.

“Maybe we should pick somebody from not so long ago, this time.  They might not freak out quite so much,” Jolie suggested.

I was closest to the shelf again this time, so I carefully picked up one of the bottles closest to the end.

“What about this one?  Andrew Garza.  Not even two years ago,” I said, holding up the bottle for them to see.  Then I noticed that Jolie had turned ashen-faced.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“No, Zach.  We’re never waking them up.  That’s the New Mexico pod,” she said, like she expected me to instantly recognize the significance of that.  I did vaguely remember her mentioning a particularly evil pod in New Mexico, but she’d never told me any details. 

“What’s so bad about them?” I asked.

“That was one of the worst pods we ever had to fight.  They almost killed Matthieu before we finally nailed them,” she said.

“Well. . . yeah, but the Curse is gone now.  It shouldn’t matter anymore at this point, should it?” I asked, confused.

“There are a lot of people in the world who don’t need a werewolf curse to make them do awful things.  For them, that’s just icing on the cake,” she said.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“There were four members of that pod, three brothers and a sister, and they used to kill people they caught on the highways out there, all over southern New Mexico and west Texas.  It went on for years before we caught them.  The Garzas were more than just wolves, though; they were sorcerers, too, and Andrew Garza was even a pretty intelligent scientist, I might add.  He was the ringleader,” she said.

She went on to tell us more than I cared to know about the Garza pod.  Sometimes there are things that feel like they put a weight on your soul that will never go away however long you live.  The stuff the Garzas did was like that, and I’m not going to darken anybody else’s heart by repeating what I heard that night.  It’s enough to say that I understood completely what it was that made her face turn white when I first mentioned them.

Not all the monsters in the world are cursed ones, that’s for sure.

Dr. Garza (that was Andrew) apparently had his finger in a lot of different pies.  He was a physicist at the White Sands Missile Range and a professor at New Mexico State University in Las Cruces, among other things.  He and his brother’s sorcery ran toward the destructive side; fire and lightning and explosions.  Not to mention curses and speaking to the dead and some really bad stuff like that.  It reminded me of the things Daniel Trewick used to talk about in his journal, only ten times worse.  The Garzas were no amateurs, and the worst thing of all was that they were necromancers.

That is, they could take dead people and turn them into zombies who would do whatever they told them to do.  That’s one reason they killed all those people, since apparently the bodies had to be fresh and they needed to kill them slowly.  

See what I mean about not wanting to know?

I don’t think I would ever in a million years have imagined a professional scientist who also practiced magic on the side; the two things seemed like such glaring opposites. 

“That’s a strange combination to be involved in,” I said.

“It might seem that way at first, but not really when you think about it.  Dr. Garza was all about power.  He’d do anything he had to do to get it.  Science, magic, curses. . . all those things were just means to an end, as far as he was concerned,” she said.

“Means to what end?” I asked.

“The ability to hurt people and get away with it.  He enjoyed watching people suffer, Zach, in every possible way you can imagine.  All four of them were like that, even though he was by far the worst.  In fact we never did catch the sister.  If the Garzas got out, I don’t know what they might do.  Is that enough?  Don’t ask me any more!” she said.

“All right, then.  Why don’t you put his bottle in the file cabinet, so nobody grabs it again by mistake,” I suggested.

“Good idea.  Grab Gabe and Orem, too; that’s his brothers,” Matthieu said.  Those two turned out to be easy to find, and soon they were all safely stashed away in the bottom of the file cabinet.  Then I picked through the bottles again till I found another recent possibility.

“What about Ashley Dolan?” I asked.

“Hmm. . . I don’t remember her.  Let me look real quick,” Matthieu said, and after a few minutes of rummaging through the files he pulled out another manila folder.

“Okay, here she is.  Ashley Dolan, four member pod out of Sarasota, Florida, brought in three years ago.  Looks like it was Ashley, her husband Henry, and their two daughters, Daisy and Suzanne.  She’s a nurse, he’s an optician, and the girls are still in high school.  Notes only mention hunting cattle.  They ought to be all right,” he said, scanning over the information.

“Sounds like a dull bunch of wolves, if you ask me,” Cameron muttered.

“Yeah, well, dull is good right now,” Matthieu reminded him.

I fetched the other three Dolans from the shelf, and set them on the table.

“Do you think we want them knowing about this place?  Maybe we should take them somewhere else first, before we wake them up,” I suggested.  I hadn’t thought of that idea with Joan, but it was better late than never.

“Nah, I’m not too worried about it.  Nobody would believe them anyway, even if they said something.  Besides that, we’ll have to take them all the way to Shreveport to get them a plane ticket home, and we can blindfold them till then.  That way they won’t actually know where we are, and needless to say we won’t give them our real names.  I doubt they’ll object to any of that; they’ve got good reasons to be grateful to us for waking them up,” Matthieu said.

“Yeah, I guess,” I replied, thinking to myself that gratitude can be an awfully unreliable thing to depend on.

So we woke them up, one at a time, and dressed them and fed them and explained things to them, as best we could.  And you know, in that particular case, Matthieu was right.  They were too grateful to be alive again to ask too many questions.  He bought all of them a plane ticket back to Florida, and then we had to drive them to the airport in Shreveport.

That took several hours, and by the time we saw them off and made it back to Natchitoches, it was way past dark.

“Why don’t y’all just stay here tonight?  There’s no reason to drive all that way back to Texarkana tonight,” Matthieu suggested.

“Sure, why not?” Cam said, answering for both of us.  We were both supposed to go to work for Jeb Barling the next afternoon, but that still left plenty of time to get back as long as we didn’t stay too late in the morning.

So that’s what we did.  The Doucets had plenty of room in that big house for ten people to spend the night if they’d wanted, but with all of us there and Matthieu’s parents out of town it reminded me of an oversized slumber party.  We sat on the patio for a while after we got back, I guess still vainly hoping that Joan might show up.

“Well, at least one of them went pretty well,” I said.

“Yeah, I guess so.  I think the Dolans will be all right, once they settle down.  But I think in the future you might have a point about not waking them up in the store room, though.  It might be better to take them somewhere close to wherever they live, and then do it there,” Matthieu said, and I nodded.

“We can think about it tomorrow,” I told him.  

“Which reminds me, I better go lock the store room before everybody goes to bed.  Don’t want anybody snooping around in there after everybody’s asleep,” Matthieu said.

“You mean Joan?” I guessed.

“Well, yeah, among others.  I don’t think she’ll be back, and even if she does there’s probably not much harm she can do, but I’ll still feel better with it locked,” he explained.

“I wonder where she ended up.  She’s got a hard life ahead of her, all alone like that,” I said.  I wasn’t especially interested in Joan anymore, honestly; I’m not too fond of people who pull knives on me when I’m trying to help them.  Not even beautiful 150 year old girls.  But I did feel sorry for her a little bit.

“No telling,” Jolie shrugged.

We all walked out there with Matthieu, and it was already pitch black inside the tunnel when we pushed the vines aside.
“Hold on a sec,” he said, pulling a mini-flashlight out of his pocket.  I was about to say something funny about how he was always prepared for anything, but then he clicked on the light and we all gasped.

The door was standing wide open.

Chapter Two

“This is not good,” Matthieu said, and I couldn’t have agreed more.  He might not have locked the door when we left, but I knew darned well he’d shut it.

“Uh. . . you don’t think Rob or Celine-“ Cameron began, and Matthieu cut him off with a brisk shake of his head.

“I doubt they’d come over here, and even if they did, there’s no way they’d leave the door open like that.  In fact, they’d probably jump all over me for being careless and leaving it unlocked even while we went to Shreveport.  They’re real strict about things like that.  But come on, let’s go see what’s up,” he said, heading straight for the door.

One thing I have to say about Matthieu; he’s fearless.  Sometimes a little too much so, for my taste.  I grabbed his arm and held him back.

“Hold on a second.  Let’s grab something to fight with, just in case we need to,” I said.  There wasn’t much to be had, but we all grabbed sharp sticks from the garden.  Better than nothing.

Armed with those, we slowly crept closer till we reached the door.  Matthieu cautiously flipped the light switch on, and we all sighed with relief when we saw that the room was empty.

“Nothing here,” I said, lowering my toad-sticker.  Then I noticed an anomaly.  We’d left the Dolans’ bottles sitting on the table, along with the half-empty jug of sweet water.  Now there were seven empty bottles, not four, and the water jug was dry as a bone.

My throat went dry, and I swallowed hard before I could speak.

“See that?” I whispered, nudging Matthieu’s arm and pointing at the table.  

“Come on.  Let’s find out who they are,” he said, surprisingly calmly.  I got to the table first and picked up the first bottle I could reach.

“Orem Garza,” I said, reading the label aloud.  My heart almost stopped in my chest, and even Matthieu’s face went pale.  He quickly snatched the other two bottles from the table.

“Gabe and Andrew.  But how?” he hissed, setting the bottles back down.  I would have loved an answer to that question, myself.

“Come on, let’s go,” Matthieu said, almost as soon as he put the bottles down.

“Go where?” I asked.

“Back in the house.  It might not be safe out here with him loose again,” he said.

I didn’t say a word while he locked the door and marched straight across the garden to the back door.  As soon as we were all inside, he set the alarm system immediately.

“It was Joan; it had to be,” Jolie said immediately.

“But that doesn’t make any sense.  How would she know what to do, and why them?” I objected.

“Those are some really great questions, Zach.  I’d love to find out what the answers are.  But in the meantime, I think Jolie is right; who else could it have been?  It was nobody in this house, and it wasn’t my parents or Aunt Angie or Rob or Celine.  Marc is still in France, and nobody else even knows about the store room.  It had to be her,” Matthieu said.

“But how?” Cameron asked.

“I bet she came back while we were busy with the Dolans.  If she was quiet enough she could have heard us talking in there and figured out what to do,” I suggested.  It seemed unlikely that she could have been that stealthy, but it was the only idea I could think of that made any sense at all.

“Yeah, but that still doesn’t explain the why part.  Why would she want to wake up one of the sleepers anyway, much less one of them?” Jolie objected.

All I could do was shrug at that; I didn’t have a clue.

“That’s not important right now.  The only thing that matters is that they’re loose, and if she’s the one that woke them up then it won’t be long before she’s a dead girl.  Plain and simple.  They won’t thank her for helping them,” Matthieu said.  All of us were silent at that.

“So what do we do?” I asked, and the question kind of hung there in air, unanswered.  The Garzas might not be werewolves anymore, but they still had their sorcery and Andrew at least still had his brilliant mind.  Those things were more than enough to make them very dangerous enemies.  But on the other hand, we couldn’t let them escape, either.

“Come on,” Matthieu said decisively, leaving the kitchen.

“What are we doing?” I asked.

“Just wait; you’ll see,” he said, and we all followed him to a locked room in the center of the house.  It looked like an office inside, but as soon as he opened the door he immediately went to the back wall and tapped out a code with his fingers, in a spot which didn’t appear to be anything but bare wallpaper.  But as soon as he finished, a panel popped open that you never would’ve guessed was there.

Inside was a rack of pistols and a shotgun, all of them polished and ready to use at a moment’s notice.  Matthieu grabbed one of the pistols for each of us, expertly checking to make sure they were loaded before handing them out.  He acted like he’d been born with a gun in his hand, he was so casual about it.

As for me, yeah, I’m a pretty good shot with a rifle, but I’ve never had much call to use a pistol before.  It felt heavy and lethal in my hand, and I hoped it didn’t show how unfamiliar I was with it. 

I noticed that it was loaded with silver bullets; a leftover from the werewolf days, no doubt.  But that was okay.  It’s not like regular humans are immune to silver bullets or anything.

“What are we doing?” I asked again.

“We’ve got to find them before they get too far away.  I know Andrew too well; he was my case to start with.  The first thing he’ll do is run as far from Natchitoches as he thinks he’s got time for, and then he’ll go to ground someplace where he can lay hid for a while.  If he does that we’ll never find him, and then you can kiss Joan goodbye.  He might keep her alive till then, if he thinks she’s useful as a bargaining chip or maybe as a distraction to throw us off his trail.  But once he finds a good hiding place he won’t need her for those things anymore.  She’ll be more trouble than she’s worth at that point, and then he’ll write her off without a blink.  Mark my words,” Matthieu said coolly.

“And she had to pick that one to wake up,” I muttered.

“Maybe that’s not so surprising, you know.  She didn’t seem to like us much, if you remember,” Cameron said.

“What difference would that make?” Jolie asked.

“Well, I don’t know.  Now that I think about it, maybe she got scared after she saw all this freaky modern stuff, and she thought we were the ones who brought her here, and she overheard us talking about the Garzas.  Maybe she figured anybody who was an enemy of ours must be a friend of hers,” he said.  Matt frowned, but he must have been thinking it over seriously, at least.

“That’s a lot of maybes, Cam,” he finally said.

“True, but we can’t do anything right now but guess, anyway,” Cam said.

“Which is the most sensible thing I’ve heard anybody say all evening.  We’re wasting time trying to guess what Joan was thinking.  We need to figure out what to do right this minute, or pretty soon there’ll be nothing we can do,” Jolie said flatly.

“Not so fast.  It’ll be dangerous without the rings.  We’ll have to be careful and stay hid for as long as we can and then hit them fast and hard,” Matthieu said.  Nobody questioned that; when it came to tactics he was an expert, and we all respected him.

“So what do we do, then?” I asked.

“First let’s try to figure out where they went and how long it’s been.  We left here with the Dolans about five o’clock, so we have to assume she woke up the Garzas not much later than that, if we’re right about the whole idea of her overhearing us.  It wouldn’t make sense for her to hang around twiddling her thumbs,” he went on.

“Makes sense.  Okay, let’s say they left here about five thirty.  The first thing they’d have to do would be to find some clothes.  They couldn’t walk through town naked for very long without attracting attention,” Jolie said.

“They’d have to break into somebody’s house for that, and I bet I know exactly which one, too,” Matthieu said.

“Which one?” I asked.

“The Tolberts.  They’re right across the alley from our place, and they’re out of town for three weeks.  That would have been the perfect place for them to hit,” he said.

“Do they have an alarm system?” Cameron asked.

“I don’t know, but it’s still my best guess.  We better go over there and check it out.  Andrew’s smart, though; he may have set up a diversion to waste our time, or even a trap for us to fall into.  Keep your eyes open,” Matthieu said, and the rest of us nodded.

As soon as we got our weapons in order, Matthieu led the way across the back alley to a dark house that must have been the Tolberts’ place.  The back gate was open when we got there, and he stopped.

“See what I told you?  I knew they went this way,” he whispered, pointing at the gate.  Nobody said a word while he crept up to the gate and then swiftly stepped inside, swinging his pistol around to cover the whole yard just in case there might be somebody lurking there.

I had to admire the way he did it, I admit; it reminded me of the kind of thing you see on cop shows.

But the yard was empty, and as soon as he was sure it was safe he motioned for the rest of us to come ahead behind him.  We did, and the next clue we found was a garage window busted out with a rock.

“Never mind.  I think they’re already gone.  Mrs. Tolbert’s car is missing,” Jolie said when we got inside.

“Are you sure they’re the ones who took it?” I ventured to ask.

“I don’t know who else would have.  Orem is handy that way; he would have known how to break open the ignition switch and get it started without a key.  And I bet they found some old clothes out here in the garage, too.  Worse and worse,” Matthieu said.

“Any idea where they might have gone from here?” I asked.

“No telling.  Like I said, the first thing they’ll do is find a place to hole up and hide for a while.  They might even split up, for that matter.  Andrew knows he’s not strong enough to fight us off yet; not without his zombies.  I’m sure he thinks we still have the rings at this point,” Matthieu said.

“So where’s the most unlikely place they’d go?” Cameron asked.

There was a pause, and we all glanced together at the Tolberts’ house right behind us.  It was funny in a way that we all had the same thought at the same instant, and I might have laughed if things hadn’t been so serious.

“There’s no way they could still be in there.  The other car’s gone,” Matt said in a low voice, looking out at the street.

“Yeah, but we don’t know for sure it was them who took it, remember?  The Tolberts could have taken both cars for some reason.  Maybe they had to drop one of them off at the garage to get it fixed or something like that.  We don’t really know,” I pointed out.

Matt frowned, considering the idea.

“Yeah. . . maybe,” he finally said, doubtfully.

“We’re wasting time.  Let’s get in there and check it out,” Jolie said, and we all nodded.

“Come on, then,” Matt said, lowering his pistol and walking back into the garage.

There was nothing much to be seen in there, just a bunch of junk like you’d see in anybody’s garage; half empty paint cans, a few tools, a deep freeze, some shelves with various uninteresting things on them.  Nothing particularly helpful.

But there were three doors, and those were where we immediately zeroed in.  One of them led into the main house, and one of them went upstairs to the guest house on top of the garage.  The third one looked like it might be a closet or a storage room, but I wouldn’t have sworn to it.  Matthieu checked that one first, and inside we found nothing but shelves and boxes full of more junk.  We didn’t waste ten seconds on it.

The door that led upstairs to the guest house was locked, and it didn’t look like anybody had messed with it recently.  The one to the main house had nine small panes on the top half of the door, and as soon as we got close enough we noticed that one of them was broken out.  It wasn’t easy to tell, because whoever broke it had carefully removed all the glass shards to make it look as close to normal as possible.

There was a yellow muslin curtain on the inside that kept us from seeing what was past the door, but Matthieu went up close and listened.  There was nothing to hear, so he slowly and carefully tried the knob.  Locked.

He quickly slipped his hand through the broken pane just like the Garzas must have done, and turned the knob from inside.  Then he opened the door quickly and covered the room with his gun.

Inside was a kitchen; a completely deserted one.

We methodically worked our way through the house, letting Matthieu lead since he was the one who knew what he was doing.  But the house was empty and silent, and the only things we noticed were an open drawer in the bedroom and a half-eaten box of granola bars left sitting on the coffee table.  Neither of which necessarily meant anything.

“I know they were in here.  The door proves that.  I bet they took some clothes and ate some food and then left either on foot or in the car,” Matthieu said.

I couldn’t help thinking there was something we were overlooking, but I couldn’t put my finger on what it was till we got back to the kitchen and were just about to leave.

The Tolberts had one of those key holder things hung up on the wall beside the door, with little labels above each hook so you’d know what they were for.  Nothing unusual about that, at least not till I noticed the GSTHSE key was missing from its place.  As soon as I saw it, I put a hand out to stop Matt.

“Hey, look at that,” I said in a low voice.

“What?” he asked.

“The guesthouse key is gone.  I bet they took it and that’s why we didn’t think anybody broke in there,” I said.  He glanced at the key holder long enough to make sure I was right, and then he nodded.

“All right, makes sense.  Let’s go find out,” he said.

So that’s what we did, but almost right away we ran into a problem.  The door was locked and the key was missing, and if the Garzas (or some of them) really were up there, then we definitely didn’t want them to know we were coming.

“Never mind, I can handle this,” Matthieu said.  He trotted back into the main house, and soon returned with a handful of Mrs. Tolbert’s bobby pins.  Then we all watched in fascination as he expertly picked the lock.  I hadn’t known he knew how to do that, but then I guess you have to learn a lot of unusual things when you hunt werewolves and evil sorcerers for a living.

As soon as the lock was done, he raised his pistol and took the lead again, opening the door slowly so there wouldn’t be any noise.  

Right inside the entrance was a narrow staircase leading steeply up to the guesthouse, and together we slipped our way up there to see what we could see.

It was dark and shadowy inside, and deathly quiet.  Matthieu and Jolie went first, and then Cameron came along behind me to make sure we didn’t get attacked from the rear.  As soon as we made it to the top of the stairs, the first thing we saw was Joan, tied up and gagged on the bed.

But I didn’t have time to think about that, because all of a sudden a sword came slicing down on Matthieu’s upper arm, knocking the pistol out of his hand and cutting him pretty badly.  He staggered backward, knowing he couldn’t defend himself against something like that without a weapon, and the dude who swung the sword stepped out of the alcove he’d been hiding in and raised his blade to finish the job.

Maybe he didn’t realize there were several of us, but he caught the drift soon enough.  Matthieu stumbled into Jolie, knocking her off balance and nearly making both of them fall head over heels down the stairs, right on top of me and Cam.  Jolie was in no position to aim very well, but she still had the presence of mind to fire her pistol at the man.

She missed, of course, but the noise was deafening in the hallway and he must have decided the odds weren’t in his favor without a gun of his own.  He cursed and leaped back behind the doorway so we couldn’t see him.

As soon as Jolie caught her balance she quickly fired again three times right through the wall, down low where she might hit the man’s legs instead of his body, and we all heard a snarl of pain, followed quickly by the heavy thump of something hitting the floor.  She must have nailed somebody pretty good.

Jolie whipped around the corner to cover the man, with me and Cam close behind her.  Matthieu had slumped down against the wall and yanked his t-shirt off to wrap up his bleeding arm with, but he was out of commission.

I don’t know which one of the Garza brothers it was, but he was lying on the floor glaring at us, still holding the sword in his hand while he tried to put pressure on a bullet wound in his calf.  Where in the blessed world he got hold of a sword I’ll never know, unless maybe it was some decorative item Mr. Tolbert had put up on the wall or some such thing.  I guess anything will do as a weapon in a pinch.

Just then, I felt something crash down on my upper back.  I didn’t know what it was, but it hurt worse than anything I can ever remember.  For a second I thought it was another sword, but whatever it was, it knocked the breath out of me and I fell face-down on the carpet, gasping for air.

I was a little bit dazed after that and I don’t entirely remember what happened, but I gathered later on that Gabe had been hiding in the bathroom and he’d come out and hit me with the shower curtain rod.  Cameron tackled him from the side and they crashed to the floor, causing the rod itself to hit the carpet six inches in front of my face.  

I couldn’t help him, and neither could Jolie for that matter.  She had her hands full with the wounded one on the floor.  He seized the moment of distraction to go for Matthieu’s dropped pistol and Jolie had to blow another hole in the floor beside his arm to make him back off.

Cam is no weakling, but then again neither was Gabe, apparently.  He must have decided we had the upper hand, though, and that’s when I got my first taste of the Garzas’ sorcery.  Gabe tore Cam loose and hurled him across the room without using hands, slamming him into the wall beside the bed.  Then he took off down the stairs, abandoning his wounded brother.  None of us was in any position to stop him, but the upshot of the whole thing was that we collared Orem, at least.  Apparently Andrew had never been there to start with.  All that takes a long time to tell, but it didn’t take more than a few minutes to actually happen.

“Where’s Andrew?” Matthieu demanded, after he’d bandaged his arm and got his pistol back.  Orem didn’t say a word, except to spit on the floor right by his feet.

“Let it alone, Matt.  We’ll find him sooner or later, anyway.  Wherever he is, it’s obvious he’s not here,” Cameron said.  He’d earned his share of lumps from the fight; he had a split lip and his nose was bleeding from where his face hit the wall.

“Yeah, I guess you’re right.  At least we saved the idiot who woke them up in the first place,” Matthieu said sourly.  He’s not usually like that, and I could tell he must have been in considerable pain to make him that curt. I could sympathize; my back was still throbbing from that smack with the curtain rod, and I was sure I’d have a bruise from one side to the other by morning.  

I glanced at the bed, where Joan was still bound and gagged.  Cameron was already over there from when Gabe had flung him across the room, and since Jolie and Matthieu were both occupied at the moment, I painfully got up and went to help him cut her loose.

She must have been awake the whole time, and I guess she’d probably had a rough few hours.  The Garzas had probably been pretty cruel jailers.  Her face was dirty, and there were tear streaks where she’d cried and not been able to wipe it away.  Some of them looked pretty fresh, in fact, and her eyes were shut when we got to the bed.  

“Joan, I know you’re awake.  You’re safe now.  Nobody wants to hurt you.  I’ve got a knife and I’m just fixing to cut you loose if you’ll be still.  If you want to leave after that, you can.  We won’t try to stop you.  But we’d really like to help you if you’ll let us,” he said.

I saw a tear well up and slide down through the dirt on her cheek, but she nodded.  He cut the gag off first.

“There, that’s better, now isn’t it?” he said soothingly.

Then he cut the girl’s hands and legs free, and put his knife away.  Joan sat up and opened those leaf-green eyes, looking at the four of us in turn while she rubbed her wrists and ankles.

Chapter Three

“I’m sorry,” Joan finally said, looking down at her feet.  None of us needed to ask her for what.

“It’s all right.  Are you okay?” Cam asked, and she gave him a blank look.

“Am I what?” she asked, looking confused.  Obviously she’d never heard the word okay before.

“Are you all right?  Did they hurt you?” he clarified.

“Oh.  No, they didn’t hurt me.  At least not yet,” she said, glaring at Orem.

“That’s good, at least.  I’m not sure what Matthieu wants to do with Dufus over there, but we need to get you out of here, anyway.  Not sure how we’d explain where you came from,” Cam said, only half joking.

Joan slid to the edge of the bed and glanced at the door with a keen interest.

“I’m ready to leave as soon as we can find a way.  What is this horrible place?” she asked with a shiver.  I didn’t know what to say to that.  We’d had a similar discussion with the Dolans just a few hours ago, but that was really nothing like this at all.  They’d only been asleep for a few years, and Joan had slept for over a hundred and fifty.  I didn’t even know where to begin.  Just like that silly thing about her not understanding the word okay.  What other surprises were in store?

Cameron must have decided to be as honest as possible, though.

“We’re in Natchitoches, Louisiana,” he said, and Joan looked at him skeptically.

“It’s really true, but it’s been a long time since 1864,” I said, trying to put it delicately.  I tried to think what was going on in Texas that year, so maybe I could figure out some way to relate to what she was going through.  I knew the Civil War was raging just about then, but other than that I didn’t really have a clue.  I wished I’d paid more attention in history class.

“What do you mean, a long time?” she asked.

“Um. . . what’s the last thing you remember?  I mean, before you woke up with us in the store room?” I asked.

“Why do you ask?” she asked, looking crafty again.

“Oh, for pity’s sake, do you still not trust us, even after we just saved your life?” Jolie interrupted from across the room, annoyed.  Joan pursed her lips like she wanted to snap back at her, but then she changed her mind.

“All right.  I reckon you’ve earned a few points for that.  Sorry.  Trust isn’t an easy thing for me,” she said.

“Okay, well. . . what’s the last thing you remember?” I asked again.  Joan thought about it, and still looked reluctant.

“It was nighttime, and I was camped alone by the ford on the Sulphur River,” she began, and then hesitated, like she thought we might question that.  But the only thing that came to mind when I heard about the Sulphur River was that it was a good place to catch catfish, so whatever it was that made her hesitate I don’t know.  I’m pretty sure it’s not because she was afraid of giving away the location of her favorite fishing hole.

“What happened then?” Cam asked.

“Somebody slipped into camp and attacked me.  We fought, and that’s the last thing I remember,” she said.

“That person was named Denis Doucet,” Jolie said.  I looked closely for any sign of recognition in Joan’s eyes, but there was none.

“Who’s that?” she asked.

“He was a werewolf hunter,” I explained, like it was the most ordinary thing in the world.  That got a response.  Joan’s eyes flew open in shocked surprise, and I saw real fear in her eyes.

“It’s all right.  That’s all over now,” Cameron soothed.  She didn’t look very reassured.

“There are no more werewolves now.  They’re all cured.  Even you,” I added.

“We know you used to be one, but we need you to know it doesn’t matter anymore,” Cam explained.  Joan reflexively looked at her fingernails and I had to bite my lip to keep from laughing.  I was surprised she hadn’t thought to do it before now.

“It seems like I’ve missed a lot,” she murmured.

“You have no idea,” I said, and then told her the year.

I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d fainted, but I have to give her credit; she showed the same toughness I’d seen when she first woke up from the dust sleep.  I guess she’d seen enough while she was out and about that it didn’t cross her mind to doubt me when I said it, but it still took her a minute to wrap her head around the idea that so much time had passed.

“Who won?” she asked, as soon as she’d got herself together.  My mind skidded for second and then I realized she must be asking about the Civil War.  Of course that would be something that was heavy on her mind, coming from 1864.

On the other hand, she was a Texan and therefore a Confederate, and she wasn’t going to like the answer much.  But while I was thinking about it, Cameron found a way to finesse the problem.

“It was a terrible thing, but we all made up after a few years and things are better now,” he said smoothly, and I couldn’t help admiring the deft way he defused what could have turned into an awkward scene.  But Joan was only nodding.

“Indeed?  Well, no doubt that’s for the best,” she agreed with a sigh, and then actually seemed to have a sparkle of humor in her eyes.

“What is it?” I asked, not sure what was so funny.

“Well, I don’t suppose it matters anymore, but I was a scout for the Confederate army,” she said, with a smile.

That seemed hard to believe; I didn’t think they let girls join the army back then.

“You were?” I asked skeptically. 

“Yeah.  They laughed at me when I went down to the post to volunteer, but then after I showed the commander what I could do, he was more than happy to let me help.  I was the best scout they had,” she said proudly.

No doubt she had been, I thought to myself.  A wolf would’ve made an excellent scout, especially if she got some stealth and weapons training.  That also explained how she was able to sneak up on us and listen to our conversation in the store room without anybody noticing.  She was a spy.

Or at least she used to be, anyway.  I wondered idly if there was any way for her to collect a hundred and fifty years worth of back pay from the Army.  She’d probably be richer than the Doucets.

“That’s awesome,” Cameron said, and she smiled. 

“Maybe it used to be, but I’m not sure what to do with myself, now,” she said, the smile slowly fading from her lips.

“We’ll help you figure it out,” he said, and I couldn’t help but notice the admiration in his voice when he said it.  Cam has always had a thing for strong girls, even though he’d never admit it.  But he was asking for trouble, flirting with one from such a different past and who had such an uncertain future.  I suppose beauty is still beautiful no matter what the circumstances, but still, I decided to have a serious talk with him at the first available opportunity.

“Matthieu says we need to leave before the cops get here in a few minutes.  He said he’ll guard Orem till then,” Jolie said, interrupting my train of thought.  That didn’t sound like such a great idea to me, not with his arm nearly chopped off like it was, but I didn’t say anything about it.  Matthieu usually has good reasons for the things he does, and I figured he probably had one this time, too.

So that’s what we did, and before long we were sitting in Sarah Doucet’s kitchen again, only this time with Joan in tow.

She seemed awed by the electric lights and all the other trinkets in the house, as full of wonder as a baby.  It really makes you think, you know; we take so much for granted that we hardly ever remember anymore that even the poorest of us is richer than a king would have been just a couple hundred years ago.  It’s kind of humbling.

In fact she was fascinated by everything, from TV and telephones to plastic and air conditioning.  Even little things like zippers and toothpaste were a source of unending amazement for her.  We kept forgetting how much she didn’t know.  I guess I’d never thought about when zippers and toothpaste were invented; those are the kinds of things you tend to think have been around forever, you know?  But apparently not.

In fact, she wanted to eat the toothpaste the first time she tasted any, and we had to show her how to use it like you’d show a three-year-old.

She was still wearing the gray sweats we’d put on her when she first woke up, and after a while Jolie looked at her critically.

“Come on, girl.  Let’s go find you something nicer to wear than that.  I’m sure Aunt Sarah probably has some clothes you could use for the time being,” she said.

Joan nodded and the two of them left the room together, leaving me alone with Cameron for the first time in hours.

“Cam, there’s something I was meaning to talk to you about when we had some time,” I began carefully.

“Yeah?  What’s that?” he asked.

“Well, it sure does seem like you and Joan are getting along real well,” I said, and he laughed.

“So you think me and her might have some little thing going on, is that it?” he asked, smiling.

“The thought did cross my mind,” I admitted.

“No, it’s nothing like that, Zach, honestly.  I like her as a person, but she’s way too old for me, you know,” he said.

“You’re exactly the same age, Cam,” I pointed out, refusing to get sidetracked by any stupid jokes about how old she was.

“Well, yeah, maybe so.  But it’s not like it’s anything serious.  I just like her, that’s all.  I like lots of people,” he said.

“Just be careful, bro, that’s all I’m saying.  She grew up a lot different than we did,” I said.  

“I know,” he said, trying to be serious about it.

It wasn’t long before the girls came back into the kitchen.  Joan was wearing a dress this time; a long green one that came down almost to her ankles and had blue flowers on it.  It was pretty, but awfully antique-looking.  It reminded me of something an old Amish lady might wear to church on a day when she felt like getting specially dressed up, honestly.  She’d washed her face and put her hair down and brushed it, and she had on some black moccasins.

Cam whistled at her again, and she smiled.  I wanted to glare at him, considering that we’d just finished discussing that very subject, but I didn’t.

Maybe it shouldn’t have worried me so much, but unfortunately I know Cameron too well.  He varies between being quiet and shy sometimes and then switching gears to lighthearted and fun-loving, but he wears his heart on his sleeve and he falls in love at the drop of a hat.  You’d never guess it if you didn’t know him, but he does.  He was hung up on Janie Johnston for months after he kissed her at the fair last year at the kissing booth.  She must have liked it, because she flirted with him a little bit afterward and gave him an extra kiss for free.  Nobody could blame her, I don’t guess.  After you’ve had to kiss flabby old dudes and geeky dorks with onion breath all day, a good-looking young country boy was probably Heaven-sent, as far as she was concerned.

But it didn’t do Cameron any good at all.  He never told anybody how he felt, but like I said, I know him too well.  I don’t think Janie ever even knew about it.  And truthfully I’m glad she didn’t.  I don’t think she would’ve been interested in him anyway, and even if she had been, I think she would have made his life miserable.  She was too wild and careless.

Joan was made of much finer stuff, to be sure.  She had a core of steel under that pretty exterior, but I still didn’t know her well enough to draw any conclusions about how she and Cameron might get along.  Let alone the fact that he was twice her size; well over a foot taller and probably almost a hundred pounds heavier, and couples always look a little strange when that happens.  I was willing to suspend judgment for a while, but still, it worried me.

But while I was thinking about all that, the conversation had moved on without me.

“This was all I could get her to wear.  She said everything else in the closet was indecent,” Jolie said.  

“It was!  I can’t believe proper young ladies would wear clothes like that,” Joan said.

“It’s like I told you, dear.  In this time and place, people have a different idea about proper clothes than they did in 1864.  I promise I wouldn’t dress you like a shameless hussy,” Jolie said.

“I believe you, but some of those dresses, they look like, like. . . “ Joan said, and shook her head ruefully.

“Yeah, I know what it probably looks like, coming from where you come from, but trust me on this, okay?” Jolie told her.

“I guess there’s no chance I could ever go back home, is there?” she asked, with a wistful tone in her voice.

“No, I’m afraid not.  But we’ll do the best we can to help you make a life for yourself here,” Jolie said gently.

“I wouldn’t mind so much, if I hadn’t left my sister back there.  I guess whatever’s done is done by now, but it sure is hard to get used to the idea that she’s gone,” she said sadly.

“But she-“ I began, fully meaning to tell her that Annabelle was still sitting out there in a misplaced bottle somewhere in the store room.  But just about then, Matthieu opened the door and came back inside.

“Is Orem gone?” I asked immediately, forgetting about Annabelle Rusk for the time being.

“Locked up tight as a jug in the parish jail.  Assault, battery, breaking and entering, terroristic threatening, maybe even a few other things.  He won’t be getting out any time soon, that’s for sure,” he said.

“I don’t know how you did it, Matt,” I said, shaking my head.

“You’d be amazed how much having the right name can help you get things done in this town,” he said cryptically.

“He means our family has enough money and influence that sometimes we can pull a few strings when we need to.  He just doesn’t like to say so,” Jolie explained.

Matthieu didn’t answer, and I couldn’t think of anything to say, either.  Maybe it shouldn’t have surprised me, but I’d never realized Jolie and Matthieu had enough pull to get somebody thrown in jail without bond just on their say-so.

And maybe they didn’t, really.  It wasn’t like the Garzas were innocent little lambs or anything.  They’d done plenty to get themselves in hot water.  But it was still pretty amazing that the cops would take Matt’s word for what happened and not even ask any questions.  He might have been a Doucet, but he was still only nineteen years old.

“Looks like you’ll need some stitches in that arm, Matt,” Jolie said.  It was still bound up in his t-shirt, but the fabric was soaked with blood and it had started to drip on the floor even in the short time since he’d come into the kitchen.  Matt sighed.

“Yeah, I’m sure I do.  The cops wanted to call an ambulance to take me down to the emergency room, but I said no.  I didn’t want to cause any more of a scene out there at the Tolberts’ than we already did.  But yeah, I’d appreciate it if one of y’all would take me,” he said.

“I’ll do it.  Why don’t the rest of you stay here and make sure the house is safe, okay?” Jolie said.

“Sure,” I said, and the others nodded.

She wrapped up Matthieu’s arm in a towel so it wouldn’t drip any more blood on the floor, and then grabbed the keys to her bug.  We followed them to the front door and made sure it was locked as soon as they left.  I wondered for a second how many sword cuts they had to treat at the hospital in Natchitoches.  I was sure the two of them could come up with some kind of convincing explanation for how it happened, but still. . . 

I ducked into the bathroom and took some ibuprofen tablets from the medicine cabinet to dull the pain from my back, and by the time I got back to the kitchen, Cam had already been outside to lock the back gate and the store room door.  I guess he had Gabe and Andrew on his mind, just like I did.  I felt better with the house locked up tight; nobody was getting past the security system in that house.  True, me and Cameron had slipped in through the chimney a few months ago, but Sarah Doucet had closed up even that loophole the minute she found out about it.  There might still be other ways in that nobody had thought of yet, but I hoped not.

We made a pot of spaghetti and some garlic bread for supper, which was another thing Joan had apparently never heard of before.  She eyed the food suspiciously before she took a bite, and I don’t think she really liked it very much.  She scraped most of the meat sauce to the side of her plate and just ate the noodles and cheese.  She wouldn’t touch the garlic bread at all.

That was all right, though, because I helped myself to the leftovers.  No reason to let it go to waste, after all.  She did drink the milk and asked for seconds on that, so I guess that was one thing she must have been used to having.

After we cleared the table we went into the living room and watched a movie, which fascinated Joan to no end after we explained that it wasn’t real.

Jolie and Matthieu were still gone by the time we started getting sleepy, so we gave Joan one of the spare bedrooms and left her alone for the night.  Me and Cam were supposed to be bunking down with Matthieu in his room, but I still wanted to stay up for a little while to see if the others would make it back.  I would have called, but I knew cell phones were off limits in the hospital.  Besides that, my back still hurt and I doubted I’d be able to sleep very well, anyway.

Cam sat up with me for a little while, more out of duty than because he really wanted to, I think.  He was tired; I could see it from the way his eyes drooped.

“Go to bed, bro.  I know you’re tired.  I’ll be up there in a little bit,” I finally told him.

“You sure?” he asked.

“Yeah, I’m sure.  Go ahead,” I told him.

So he did, and I found myself sitting downstairs on the couch in the big silent house, with only the hum of the refrigerator to keep me company.

I almost dozed off, to tell the truth.  I must have been more tired than I thought.  But the vibration of my cell phone snapped me awake.  I didn’t recognize the number, but I answered it anyway.  It was Jolie, calling from the hospital.

“Hey, Blue-Eyes.  I didn’t wake you, did I?” she asked.

“No, I’m still up.  How’s Matthieu?”

“That was a pretty nasty slice he got.  They had to do surgery on his arm to stitch the muscles back together.  They said he’ll be all right in a few weeks; it’ll just hurt in the meantime.  Anyway, we’ll probably be home in about an hour.  He’s pretty doped up but I think he’ll be all right,” she said.

“I’m glad he’s okay,” I said.

“Yeah, me too.  But Matt’s pretty tough when he has to be,” she agreed.

“I was kinda worried about you, babe, being out there on the streets with the Garzas still loose somewhere,” I told her.

“I’m sure they’re long gone by now, but we’ll be careful, I promise.  You should go to bed in the meantime, though; I know you’re sleepy.  I can hear it in your voice,” she said.

“I’d feel better if you got home, first,” I said, and she laughed a little.

“Yeah, I love you too, Blue-Eyes.  But go to bed, honestly.  For me?  Please?” she asked, and finally I had to laugh.

“Maybe I will,” I agreed.

“All right.  Good night, baby.  Love you,” she said.

“Love you too,” I told her, and that was it.

I took some more pain pills before dragging myself upstairs to Matthieu’s room.  That’s where me and Cam usually sleep whenever we stay the night in Natchitoches, cause it’s fun to sit up late and socialize till you pass out without having to get up and find somewhere else to crash at the last minute.  He’s got a set of bunk beds in his room and a big fluffy couch that are perfect for that kind of thing.

Cam was already asleep on the couch with his mouth yawped open, drooling on his pillow.  I put on some shorts and climbed into the top bunk, trying to lie on my side so it wouldn’t bother my back quite as much.  It hurt so much I was sure I’d be awake all night long.

I was asleep in ten seconds flat.

I don’t remember when Matt came in and crawled into bed.  He must not have made very much noise.  The next thing I remember it was daylight outside, and the others were both still asleep.

I climbed out of bed and got dressed, feeling a sharp stab of pain now and then from the bruise on my back.  You wouldn’t think a curtain rod could be such a deadly weapon, would you?  

I tried to be quiet, but Matthieu is a light sleeper.  He opened his eyes and looked at me when I was slipping my shoes on.

“Hey, how’s your arm?” I asked.  He grimaced.

“It’s been better, that’s for sure,” he admitted, sitting up in bed.  He held it up for me to see, and it was wrapped in white bandages almost all the way from his shoulder to his elbow.  Just a little higher and Orem might have chopped the boy’s head off.  No sooner did the thought cross my mind than my overactive imagination obligingly supplied me with a hideous image of exactly what that would look like.

“Hope you get to feeling better,” I said, feeling a little green from imagining Matthieu with no head.  I decided it was definitely time to think about something else, before I ruined my appetite.  

Jolie must have decided to cook that morning, because there were flaky biscuits and sausage gravy on the stove when I got to the kitchen, with a tray of cantaloupe and watermelon wedges on the side.  She was sitting at the kitchen table herself, nibbling on a slice of cantaloupe.  I said good morning and gave her a kiss as I walked by, and then helped myself to a big plate of food.

I didn’t want to think about the Garzas, hard as it was to keep from it.  They were a looming danger who would almost certainly cause us some serious grief before we could capture them again, but that couldn’t be helped.  At least Orem was out of the picture.

“Did you sleep okay last night?  With your back, I mean?” Jolie asked, between bites of cantaloupe.

“Better than I thought I would,” I said, feeling another twinge.  It was better than yesterday, but it still hurt.

There wasn’t time to say anything else, because Matthieu showed up just then.  He quietly helped himself to some breakfast before sitting down at the table across from me.

“I’ve been thinking,” he said, his mouth full of biscuit.

“About what?” I asked.

“What to do about the Garzas, of course,” he said.

“You had to mention that at breakfast, didn’t you,” Jolie sighed, shaking her head.  I knew how she felt; it was the proverbial eight hundred pound gorilla in the room which nobody wants to mention, but we had to figure something out, and soon.

Chapter Four

“I know it’s a thorny problem, but we’ve got to talk about it sometime,” Matthieu pointed out.

“The problem is, we don’t know what they might do.  It’s hard to make plans when you don’t know anything,” Jolie said.

“Well, I’m sure that little episode last night was nothing but a diversion.  I bet Andrew is the one who took Mrs. Tolbert’s car and left the other two there with Joan to keep us busy for a while.  He wouldn’t have cared what happened to them, as long as he saved his own skin; no more than Gabe cared what happened to Orem,” he said.
“Why would they do what he said, then?” I asked.

“Mostly because he’d fry them both to ashes if they didn’t,” Matthieu said coolly.  That was a good reason, but it was also an unwelcome reminder of what brutal thugs these people were. 
“So what now, then?” I asked.

“I’m not near as worried about Gabe right now as I am Andrew.  He’s the really dangerous one, and like I told you last night, I’m pretty sure I know exactly what he’ll do.  He’ll run to ground in a place he’s got no connections to, somewhere we’d never think of.  Then he’ll lay low and start building up his power for a while, killing folks in lonely spots, stealing their money and turning them into zombies.  Then when he thinks he’s strong enough, he’ll come after us.  But he probably won’t do that for a good long time, yet; not till he’s sure he can win.  He’s smart, though; he might do something totally unexpected, too,” he said.

“You’re not worried about Gabe at all?” I asked.

“I wouldn’t go so far as to say that.  But he was never the ringleader, so I didn’t study him near as much.  I do know he and Andrew don’t get along very well, though.  If I had to guess, I’d say that Gabe will probably use this as an opportunity to get away from Andrew and do his own thing for a while.  But as for what that might involve, I don’t know enough to say.  He may never attack us or even show his face again, for all I know.  But I’m certain Andrew will.  You can bet on that much,” he said.

“We can’t just let them roam around free like that,” I said, and Matt shrugged.

“I honestly can’t think of any way to stop them, Zach; not till they show themselves again,” he said, shaking his head.

Matthieu had a point, much as I hated to admit it.  When you’ve got absolutely no idea where to start searching, then you might as well give up on the idea of finding somebody.  The world is just too big of a place.  It would have taken a miracle to find Gabe or Andrew either one.

“You don’t think either one of them might stay in town and try to help Orem?” I asked, and Matthieu snorted.

“I told you, Zach, none of them ever does anything unless it benefits them personally. Orem could rot in jail for the rest of his life for all they care,” he said.

“But wouldn’t it benefit them to bust out their best flunky?” I persisted.

“Sure, if they didn’t get caught in the process.  But alone, in a strange town, with no money and nowhere to run?  I don’t think so.  They won’t bother with Orem unless the benefits outweigh the risks, and right now they don’t.  They’re awfully practical that way,” Matthieu said.

The conversation had made us gloomy, and I decided maybe it was time to change the subject.

“All right, I guess we’ll just have to cross our fingers and pray for the best when it comes to Andrew and Gabe, then.  But what about the rest of the sleepers?” I asked.

“What about them?” Jolie asked.

“Well, I assume the project to wake up the rest of them is still on track, isn’t it?” I asked.

“I don’t know about that, Zach.  Maybe we should wait a little while, till we figure out what to do about the Garzas.  It won’t matter to the sleepers if they have to wait a little while longer.  Besides, we’ve already got one of them to have to deal with,” he pointed out.

“Yeah, true,” I agreed.  I guess I forgot about Joan for a while.

“I do think one thing we need to do is move the store room elsewhere, at least for a while.  Preferably not even in Natchitoches.  The Garzas know how to find this house, and we can’t risk letting them have access to all those people,” Matthieu said.

“You don’t think we could just move them down to the basement here?” I asked.

“We could, but I’d feel safer if they didn’t know where anything was at all.  Yeah, we’ve got the security system, but nothing like that is ever perfect.  You and Cam found a way in here without too much trouble, and y’all are not even experts,” Matthieu pointed out.

“What do you think they could do, though?  They wouldn’t be able to wake up any of them without some water,” I said.

“Maybe not, but if nothing else they might go in there and smash all the bottles and dump them on the floor, just for spite.  Don’t think they wouldn’t do it, either.  Or who knows?  Andrew is pretty smart; he might find a way to wake up a few of them, after all.  We know one way to do it, but we don’t know that it’s the only way,” Matthieu said.

“No, it’s not the only way.  Marc said you could do it if you killed somebody else and mixed all their blood with the dust,” Jolie said.

“Well, there you go.  I doubt Gabe would ever think to try it, but Andrew wouldn’t hesitate to do something like that, if he thought it helped him.  And it very well might; some of the people in there are almost as bad as he is,” Matt said.

“That’s a lot of bottles to move,” I said doubtfully.

“Yeah, but it’s not as bad as you might think.  They’re small, so they pack down pretty good,” Matthieu said.

We decided after much debate to hide the bottles at Miss Edith’s old place in Red Lick for a while.  It was a place the Garzas knew nothing about, it was far from Natchitoches, and it had the added advantage of being close to the supply of sweet water.  Plus, me and Cam were close enough to keep an eye on the place pretty regularly.  It seemed like the ideal solution.  None of us expected to leave the sleepers there forever, of course, if only because of the simple fact that we’d hopefully be waking them up soon.

Most of the morning we spent packing the bottles into cardboard boxes, being very careful not to break any of them.  Each box held about fifty bottles more or less, and by the time we were done we had forty-three boxes full.  Then we packed them up in the bed of Matthieu’s truck along with the file cabinet that held the information on all those pods.  Counting them all up, there were 2,193 ex-wolves in that store room, enough to fill up a sizable little town.

I drove us from Natchitoches to Red Lick, since I was the one who knew the way best.  I parked the truck behind Miss Edith’s house so no one could see it from the highway if they drove by, and then we spent another hour or so hauling the boxes down to the cellar.  We had to rearrange the shelves to make everything fit, and it was such a tight squeeze that we ended up having to shove the file cabinet up under the stairs.  But that was all right, though; everything was safely stowed, and that was all that mattered.

“I think you should drink a little of this, for your arm,” I said, offering Matthieu a bottle of sweet water.  I try not to use it except for things that are life-threatening, which Matt’s injury wasn’t.  But then on the other hand, there were the Garzas to think about, and Matthieu was our most seasoned fighter.  The survival of all of us might depend on whether he was in good shape or not.

He knew that himself, of course, so he didn’t quibble about saving the water for more important things.  He just nodded and took a sip from the bottle, and such was the power of that holy spring that within minutes the sword-cut had vanished completely.  It’s awesome to see it happen even now, even for me.  I took a sip of it myself for similar reasons, and felt the bruise on my back disappear like it was never there.  

By then it was pushing one o’clock, and me and Cam had to get to work.  Mr. Barling is pretty easygoing about exactly what time we get there, as long as we finish everything we’re supposed to do.  He owns the Hope ranch down in the Red River bottoms, and mostly raises Hereford cows, praline pecans, and alfalfa hay.  We worked with all those things from time to time, but early June is mostly hay-day, so to speak.  The fields were already mowed and dry when we got there, so we hooked up the baler to the tractor and spent most of the afternoon baling it up into little square bales and then moving them to the barn.  I like that kind of work, even though it was hot outside and dry grass is sharper than you would think.  You almost always end up with little hay-cuts all over your arms by the time the day is done.

I was tired and sweaty by the time we got finished, not to mention hungry.  I called Jolie to come get us, and she drove over there in Matthieu’s truck to pick us up.  I made a beeline for the shower as soon as we got back to Miss Edith’s house, and then rubbed some cornhuskers lotion on my arms to keep the hay-cuts from stinging so much.   

Matthieu ordered pizza since it was almost suppertime, and as soon as it was delivered we all sat around the big oak dining table and clinked our glasses to a job well done.

Joan had never heard of pizza before, naturally, but after we coaxed her to try some she quickly decided that was one food she really liked.  She’d never tried Coke before, either, and she didn’t like that at all, so she ended up drinking water instead.  Water and pizza doesn’t seem like a very tasty combination to me, but I didn’t comment.

We stayed at Miss Edith’s house that night, since it was getting late and nobody wanted to drive all the way back to Natchitoches.  Me and Cam could have gone home, I guess, but I didn’t feel right leaving Matt and Jolie and Joan to rough it in Red Lick.  It’s not that Miss Edith’s house was uncomfortable or anything; it was just an old lady’s house, and you could tell it the second you walked in the door.  You know what I mean; there’s just something about the décor, and the odor, and the choice of furniture.  I’m not sure what it is, but you always know.  I’d never spent the night there before, but there’s a first time for everything, they say.

“How’s Joan doing?” I asked Jolie when we had a few minutes together before bedtime.

“Better than she was.  I convinced her to take a bath and brush her teeth today,” she said.

“Well, that’s good at least,” I said.

“I told her Cameron would like it a lot better if she did,” she said, and I laughed.

“Oh, you noticed that too, did you?  He swears up and down there’s nothing to it, but I don’t believe him.  He talks about her too much for it to be nothing,” I said.

“She asked me if he was interested in anybody, so I think it’s mutual,” she said.

“Well, I guess that’s between him and her.  I have my doubts about whether it’s wise or not, but I already told him that once and I won’t pester him about it,” I said.

“Aw, I think it’s sweet.  Cameron is a good dude.  And whatever else she may be, I know Joan is a believer and I know she’s loyal.  She’s really a very nice person once you get to know her a little.  I think they might be good for each other,” she said.

“Maybe.  I just worry that she might not see things the way we do, since she grew up so different.  But I guess you never know.  We’ll see what happens,” I said.

As it turned out, that was to be the first and the last night I ever spent under Miss Edith’s roof, although I went to bed completely unaware of what was coming.  I just remember the sound of the crickets outside on the lawn, and hearing Jolie laugh at something Matthieu said down the hall, and feeling glad to be with my friends and the people I loved, in spite of whatever danger might be coming.

I only wish it could have lasted a while longer.

I was wakened sometime during the night by the loudest blast I’ve ever heard in my life, and I literally felt myself torn right out of bed and hurled against the wall so hard I swear I felt bones crack.  I crashed to the floor in a heap, feeling wood and glass and who-knew-what else falling all over me, and then came a wave of heat so intense that I thought it would fry me alive.

I could barely see and barely move, and I’m pretty sure the only reason I survived at all is because there was a window not three feet from where I lay.  I honestly don’t think I could have made it any farther than that.  I crawled out through the shattered glass, cutting my hands and about to pass out from pain and smoke and heat.  I fell onto the grass and crawled a few more feet before I collapsed on the lawn, and that was the last I knew.

When I woke up, I couldn’t move.  Not because they had me restrained or anything; I was just so weak I couldn’t have lifted a finger if I’d wanted to.  My head felt thick and dopey, and I knew in a vague kind of way that my body would have been hurting a lot if I hadn’t been drugged.

I seemed to be in a hospital, from what I could tell.  The whole world was nothing but white and chrome, with things beeping and flashing and tubes and cords running everywhere.  I thought at first I was alone, but then I flicked my eyes far enough to the side that I caught sight of Eileen, sitting in an armchair beside my bed.  She was staring at a book, not really reading it, and it looked like she might have been crying.  Now if you know anything about Eileen Wilder, you’d know she’s just about the last person on earth who’s apt to cry about anything.  I think seeing her like that scared me worse than waking up and finding myself in the hospital.

I managed to open my eyes a little more and gave a tiny croak; the best sound I could manage.  Eileen looked at me instantly.

“Zach, are you awake?” she asked, and I blinked.  I wanted to ask her what happened, but I didn’t have the energy for that.  Nevertheless, I guess she knew me well enough to know that I’d want to know.

“There was an explosion; the police think somebody planted a bomb under the house.  The whole place was completely destroyed.  It’s a miracle any of you survived; it was even on the news.  You’ve got three broken ribs and a concussion, and you were burned pretty badly over a big part of your body.  They didn’t know for sure if you’d make it or not. Cam was burned even worse than you; Justin’s with him right now, but he still hasn’t woken up, yet.  Jolie got out with a broken wrist and a few cuts and bruises, and Matthieu got two broken legs and some pretty bad burns on his lower body, too; they say he might lose them.  That other girl, she didn’t get hurt too much, but she pulled Cameron and Matthieu out before they burned to death.  I took her home with me and Justin, so she’s fine,” she told me.

I hardly cared how badly hurt I seemed to be, when I heard those words about Miss Edith’s house being blown to smithereens.  That meant no more water, and even worse, it meant the end of all those thousands of people we just moved to the cellar.  I could only pray that the explosion hadn’t shattered or melted every bottle in the place.  Even if there was nothing left but a smoking pile of rubble, the very first thing we’d have to do when we got out of the hospital was dig down and see if there was anything left.  From the way Eileen talked, it didn’t sound very promising.

I was relieved that Jolie was all right, but it seemed like Matthieu and Cam were even worse off than I was.  I was grateful beyond words that Joan had saved them, but the whole experience must have scared her half to death, especially with all those sirens blaring and lights flashing; stuff she never imagined in her worst nightmares.  She’d proved she could take care of herself, but she was in no condition to handle the modern world just yet.

I wondered how long I’d be in the hospital, and I thought uneasily about all those burns and whether they might leave really bad scars.  It’s not that I’m vain or anything, but I didn’t want to come out looking like Freddy Krueger, you know.  But I couldn’t ask, and Eileen didn’t see fit to mention it.

“Don’t worry, baby; it’ll be all right.  One of us will stay here with you the whole time when they’ll let us, but I want you to rest and sleep as much as you can, so you’ll get better,” she said.

Eileen doesn’t usually call me “baby” very much, either, and I wondered if she thought I was dying.  Who knows; maybe I was.  But I was too tired and beginning to hurt too much to care, and I guess she saw the pain on my face.

“I’ll tell them to give you some morphine, okay?  It’ll put you to sleep, but I promise I’ll still be here when you wake up,” she said.

And that’s what she did.  She called the nurse and had her give me a big shot of morphine, which knocked out the pain almost instantly but also left me irresistibly drowsy.  So I gave in to sleep, and for a long time I knew no more.

The rest of the day went by like that, long stretches of drugged-out sleep punctuated by brief periods of being awake and mostly in pain.  I did get marginally stronger, at least enough that I could talk a little bit or take a sip of juice now and then.  Any more than that was beyond me.

Jolie came to see me the next morning with her wrist in a cast and a long, ugly scratch across her face from her left ear to the tip of her chin; it looked like it might leave a permanent mark, and her hair was all singed and burned in places.

“Was it the Garzas?” I asked her, and she nodded.

“We think so.  They’ve always enjoyed bombs, but we’re almost certain this one was Andrew’s doing.  He builds things which are a lot more sophisticated than anything Gabe would ever come up with, let alone Orem.  That’s how this one was; lots of complex circuitry.  I was afraid he might do something unexpected like that; he’s good at surprises,” she sighed.

“Do you think he’ll come to the hospital and try to finish us off?” I asked, alarmed at the thought.

“He would, if he thought he could get away with it.  But he’s probably waiting to see whether y’all survive or not before he takes that risk.  I don’t think you realize how bad off the others really are, Zach.  They’re both awake now, but severe burns are really dangerous things.  I’m sure Dr. Garza has his ways of knowing things, though, and if he ever gets the idea that any of you is certain to live, then I’m sure it won’t be long before he shows up at the hospital.  That’s one reason why we’ve always made sure somebody is with you and Cam and Matt at all times.  We don’t dare let him slip in here and find you unguarded, not even for a few minutes,” she said.

That was a terrifying thought, actually; I could imagine Andrew coming into the room to put me out of my misery while I was helpless even to raise a hand to defend myself.  Jolie, of course, was trained in martial arts and fighting techniques and probably knew how to use a plastic bedpan as a deadly weapon in a pinch if she had to.  Even with a broken wrist, she was a tough customer.

Just then, there came a knock on the door.

My heart dropped to my feet, and I didn’t say a word.  I couldn’t have got up off that bed to save my life, and I knew it.  But the door opened in spite of my silence, and instead of Andrew Garza, in came Joan Rusk, probably the last person on earth I would have expected right then.

“Joan?” I asked, wondering if my eyes were working right.

“Yeah, it’s me.  We don’t have time to talk, though.  Drink this,” she said, and the sweetheart actually pulled a plastic bottle of water out of her pocket.  Somehow I knew what it was without needing to ask.

“Is that what I think it is?” I asked.

“Yeah.  Sorry it took me so long but I couldn’t get down there to the cellar any sooner than this morning.  But here, drink.  Both of you,” she said, offering it to us.

I took a sip of the water, savoring its sweetness, and within minutes I felt new life flowing down every finger and toe.  I sat up in bed, reaching for my side where I supposedly had three broken ribs.  I couldn’t have done that ten minutes ago; not without excruciating pain, at least.  But now they seemed good as new.  Then I reached down to feel my legs where the worst burns had been.  They were gone.  I glanced at Jolie, standing there watching me.  I couldn’t tell if she still had a broken wrist or not, but it sure didn’t look like it.  The scratch on her face was gone, and even her singed hair seemed good as new.  She didn’t have so much as a nick or a cut anywhere, and I soon realized that neither did I.

I took a deep breath, to test my ribs and make sure they were really healed.  Then I swung my feet around and put them on the floor.

“You better get dressed, Zach.  I’ve still got to fix the others,” Joan said.

“But how?” I asked, still lost in the wonder of it all.

“I’ll tell you later, but there’s no time right now.  Dr. Garza is on his way up here right now,” she said.

That was enough to get me moving, and I hastily grabbed a shirt and jeans from the closet and pulled them on, not caring a bit about modesty or even tearing my bandages off.  Joan didn’t wait; she went immediately to give a sip of water to Cameron and Matthieu, and then as soon as possible we all ran headlong down the exit stairs.  Matt didn’t even have his shoes on because of the casts on both his legs, and had to hobble along with me and Cam to help him.

We somehow made it down to the parking lot and took cover in the scrubby pine woods across from the hospital.  Only when we were completely out of sight did Joan let us slow down.

Chapter Five

“I think we’re safe here, for a minute at least,” she said.

“How’d you get here, anyway?” I asked.

“Your friend Levi came by the house this morning to check on you.  I asked him to drop me off out in Red Lick, since I didn’t know whether he knew about the water or not.  Then I fetched a bottle and walked the rest of the way,” she shrugged, and I made a note to myself to fall down and kiss Levi’s feet next time I saw him.  He was a life-saver.  Literally.

Then the rest of what she said registered.

“You walked all the way here from Red Lick?” I asked, hardly believing it.  That was ten miles or more; a long slog even for an army scout.  

“Yeah,” she agreed, like it was nothing.  I thought of those stories you hear about how people in the old days had to walk five miles to school every day, barefoot in the snow and uphill in both directions.  Maybe there’s some truth to it after all. 

“So what happened?” Matthieu asked, speaking for all of us.

“They had a report on the news this morning after Justin and Eileen went to work, about how all three of you were expected to survive at this point, so when Levi showed up I decided I couldn’t wait any longer.  The coals at the house were still hot when I got there, so I had to carry water from the well and pour it on some of the worst spots before I could get through to see if there was anything to be salvaged.  It was ticklish business, but I finally managed to grab a broken bottle that wasn’t completely spilled,” she said.

“You actually went back in the house?” I asked.

“I had to.  I knew Dr. Garza wouldn’t hesitate to finish the job while he still could, as soon as he heard that news report.  I had to get y’all out of there,” she said.

“How did you know he’d do that?” Jolie asked.

“It’s what I’d do,” Joan said, and I flinched at the cold-bloodedness of the statement.

“I’m impressed,” Cameron said, and she smiled.

“How did you know Dr. Garza was on his way, though?” I asked.

“I saw him getting out of his car in the parking lot, that’s how; I’d recognize that man’s face anywhere.  And it’s lucky for all of you that I did.  We probably just barely missed him,” she said.

“He’ll know we couldn’t have left very much before he got there.  All he has to do is ask the nurses,” Matthieu said.

“Right, so that means we better get out of here as fast as we can,” I said.

“Let’s get these bandages off first, so you won’t stick out so much.  We don’t want him to be able to follow us if we can help it,” Joan said, and that was good sense.  We ripped loose everything we could tear off, but that still left Matthieu with casts on both legs.  

“I’ve got to get these things off,” he muttered.

“We’ve got to get a car before we even think about anything else,” Jolie said.

“Whatever we do, we can’t stay here.  Dr. Garza has probably already found out we’re gone.  We’ve got to get a move on,” Joan said.

“What about the hospital?  Won’t they wonder where we went, too?” I asked.

“Yeah, we’ll have to call and tell them we had a ballgame we couldn’t miss.  Wonder what they’d think about that,” Cam said, laughing a little.  It wasn’t all that funny, but sometimes you have to find your humor where you can.

“The mall is right over there across the interstate.  That’s the closest place I know of where we can call a taxi.  All the rest of these places are banks and offices and we don’t have time to haggle with them about using the phone,” Matthieu said.

So we cut across to where Cowhorn Creek dives under the interstate, and slogged our way through the tunnel.  The creek itself was almost dry, which helped, and it had the advantage of keeping us out of sight.  We kept following the creek past a baseball field and then through a belt of trees, and finally we were there.

“We sure are filthy, to be going in the mall,” Jolie said, and it was true.  We had dirt and mud all over us from our short trek along the creek bed.

“Are you seriously worried about how we look?” I asked skeptically.

“I am if they ask us to leave because of it,” she said.

“As long as we get to use the phone first I don’t care if they ask us to leave.  Come on,” Matthieu said.

We went inside, and they did at least have a wheelchair so we didn’t have to help Matt hobble along on his casts anymore.  Nobody asked us to leave, but we did get a few strange looks from some of the other customers.  I wanted to cringe every time somebody stared at us, not because I cared what they thought but because I knew that was one more person who might remember something odd and be able to tell Dr. Garza later on if he came snooping around.

Matthieu immediately bought a disposable phone and called a taxi, and while we waited for it to get there he also took the opportunity to stop by an ATM machine and get some cash.

We were on pins and needles the whole time, expecting Dr. Garza to show up any minute, but thankfully that didn’t happen.  The taxi pulled in to the curb and we got inside, and Matthieu had the driver take us to a used car lot on the other side of town.  Jolie was right about needing transportation; being on foot put us at a major disadvantage.

I’ve never seen anybody write a check for a car before, I have to admit.  I think the dealer was pretty skeptical too, for that matter, especially when the check-writer was a nineteen year old boy in muddy clothes, bare feet, and casts on both his legs.  Matthieu just shrugged and told him to call the bank if he felt like it.  He did, and after that his attitude changed considerably.  Matthieu didn’t seem to notice or care, but it was pretty funny to me.

I don’t even remember what kind of car it was; some big nondescript-looking boat that was big enough to hold all five of us and had tinted windows and a good air conditioner.  It was gray and it was a Ford, that’s all I know.

Jolie drove, and soon we found a trucker’s clinic where they were able to cut the casts off Matthieu’s legs.  I don’t know what he told them when he went back there, but when he came back out he was on two feet again.

“I guess we better go out to Red Lick and see what’s left before we leave town.  We might need some more water, if things like this keep happening,” Matthieu said reluctantly.

“You don’t think Dr. Garza would look for us there?” Cameron asked.

“No.  He’s got no reason to think we’d go back there.  He never knew about the water, or at least I don’t think he did.  We’re as safe there as we are anywhere else,” Matthieu said gloomily.

Nobody objected, so Jolie silently took us out there and parked the car in the front yard of Miss Edith’s house.  Or what was left of it, I should say.  There were bits and pieces of wood and glass all over the yard, and the house itself had been blown to pieces.  It seemed that most of the blast had gone in one direction, blowing out the west side of the structure and causing that part to collapse completely.  The five of us had been sleeping on the side that only got the milder part of the explosion, and I shuddered to think what might have happened if Dr. Garza had placed the bomb so it was facing a different angle.  We might all have been killed instantly, as he no doubt intended.  The impact had been bone-crushing as it was.

There’d been more fire than I thought.  No doubt it was that initial surge of heat from the bomb that burned all of us so badly, but everything was scorched and in places even charred.  In fact it was still smoking in places, and I could feel the heat radiating from it even from twenty feet away.

What was left of the house looked like it might collapse at any moment, probably killing anybody who was foolish enough to be inside.  The door to the cellar was still visible, though, half hidden behind a pile of debris.

“Looks pretty dangerous,” Matthieu commented, and I had to agree.  Joan had been insane to go down there.

“Yeah, but we’ve got to have some water,” I said grimly.

I was probably insane myself, but I ever-so-slowly made my way across the wrecked living room, listening to the hulk of wood above me creak and rattle even in the mild breeze.  Once a piece of blackened wood fell and landed right in front of me, causing my heart to skip a beat.  I took a deep breath, and then another deep breath before I crept ahead.  The coals were so hot it was hard to breathe, and I knew better than to linger.

Eventually, I made it to the wall where the cellar door was.  Things must have shifted even since Joan was there because the door wouldn’t budge at first, and I finally had to give it a hard jerk to get it open, praying I didn’t bring the whole house down on top of my head.  It didn’t quite do that, but I heard enough screeching wood and falling rubble that it had me pretty convinced for a second.  But then it subsided again, and I went down the steep steps into what was left of the cellar.

The first thing I found was that part of the ceiling had caved in, crushed by a massive beam of wood which had landed right on the end of the wine rack that held the sweet water.  Dozens and dozens of bottles were shattered and spilled all over the floor, beyond hope of saving.  I saw at least a few bottles that looked unbroken, but I couldn’t tell how many there might be.  I didn’t dare try to dig them out, either; there was too much broken glass everywhere.

The shelf with the dust bottles had been crushed also, but I couldn’t tell how many of those were still whole.  Who knew how many hundreds of ex-wolves, lying dead at Andrew Garza’s feet before we ever had a chance to wake them.  One more horrific crime to lay squarely at his doorstep, but only one among many.

Well.  Not good, but it could definitely have been a whole lot worse, I thought to myself.  We hadn’t quite lost everything, and we could work with that.  I crept close enough to snatch an unbroken water jug, and then quickly got back outside, heaving a sigh of relief when I made it back to the lawn.  I was drenched in sweat from the heat, and felt light-headed.

“So what’s the verdict?” Matthieu asked.

“I can’t tell for sure about the wolves.  But most of the water bottles are shattered.  Not all of them, but I can’t tell how much is left; there’s too much broken glass to go digging through there with no gloves on,” I explained.

“That’s not good,” Matthieu said, expressing everybody’s opinion.

“It could be a lot worse, I guess.  We’ll have to get somebody out here to tear all this down so we can pull out what’s left,” I said.

Just then Matthieu’s phone rang, and I gathered from the half of the conversation I could hear that it was his mother.  I didn’t particularly pay much attention, at least not till I heard him say “We’ll be right there.”

That pricked up my ears, and apparently it did Jolie’s too.

“We’ll be right there where?  And for what?” she asked, and Matthieu lifted up one finger to tell her to wait a minute.  It always annoys me when people do that, but under the circumstances there wasn’t much we could do except wait.  Before long he laid his phone down.

“Orem wants to cut a deal,” he said without preamble.

“What kind of a deal?” Jolie asked warily, speaking for all of us.

“I’m not sure.  He called Mama and asked her to have us come see him at the jailhouse.  He said he’d make it worth our time,” Matthieu said.

“I think he’s lying,” I said.

“Yeah, probably, but I’m sure he knows Andrew and Gabe are still loose and we’d probably be interested in squeezing out whatever information we can get hold of.  I told you none of them has a shred of honor,” Matt pointed out.

“You mean you really think we should go see him?” I asked.

“Can’t do any harm except maybe waste some time.  Might as well see what he’s got to say,” Matthieu said.

So that’s what we did.  As soon as we got to Natchitoches, we dropped off the others at John and Sarah’s place and I rode with Matthieu to the jailhouse to see what Orem had to say for himself.  There was supposed to be a rule about not allowing visitors to speak to inmates except by phone through a glass wall, but apparently the Doucets had enough clout to get that waived when they thought it was necessary.  When we got there, the jailer took us to a private room with a table, which I guess was supposed to be for lawyers to meet with their clients.  Then they went to fetch Orem.

“Remember, he’s liable to say whatever he thinks we want to hear.  We can’t trust him for a second,” Matthieu muttered while we waited.

A minute later they brought him in, and he was an ugly mug, I have to say that much.  It had been too dark in the guesthouse to see him very well, but under the glare of the fluorescent lights I had no such problem.  He had short black hair and narrow eyes that looked shifty and cold, like a snake.  Or like the eyes of a man who’s done terrible things and isn’t the least bit sorry for them.  He didn’t look very old, though; no more than thirty at the most.

“What do you want, Orem?” Matthieu began, without any pretense of pleasantness.  This was business, pure and simple.

“I want out of here, that’s what,” he said.

“So?  People in Arizona want ice water, too,” Matthieu said.

“I know you can get me out if you want to,” he insisted, looking directly at Matthieu and ignoring the comment.

“Maybe I can.  Why should I try?” Matt asked.

“Because I’ve got some information you’d like to have.  I’m willing to trade,” he said.  Ah, that was it, I thought, nodding to myself.

“What kind of information?” Matthieu asked.

“I keep that to myself, till I know whether you’re willing to deal or not,” he said.

“I can’t say.  How am I supposed to know whether it’s worth it, unless I know what I’m trading for?” Matt asked.  Orem looked at us with barely concealed dislike, but I guess he must have realized we were the ones with the upper hand at the moment.

“All right.  Fair enough.  I’ll tell you what I know, and then I’ll leave it up to you to decide whether you think it’s worth it to let me out,” he said, his shoulders sagging.

“Fine.  If I think it’s worth it, I’ll see what I can do about getting you out,” Matthieu agreed.

“You mean you’d really let this scumbag out, after what he did?” I asked, too shocked to remember to keep my mouth shut.  Orem gave me a baleful glare, but Matthieu just shook his head.

“Orem is a small-time crook.  He’s not a werewolf anymore, and all he ever did was sniff along behind Andrew and do whatever he was told.  He can’t even do magic.  Letting him loose doesn’t worry me too much.  He’ll end up back in jail over something else soon enough, anyway,” he said, waving it off like it wasn’t important.

“Mighty kind words, Master Doucet,” Orem said sourly.

“The truth can sting sometimes, I’m afraid.  If I’m wrong then I’ll be the first one to shake your hand and be glad for you.  But in the meantime, speak up and tell me whatever you wanted to tell me, and then we’ll see about what happens next,” Matthieu said.

“Fine.  Andrew’s been working on some things, out there at the lab.  I don’t know what, exactly; I don’t understand all that stuff he does.  But I know he kept saying if he could get it to work, that he’d own the world someday,” he said.

“What kind of a something?” Matthieu asked.

“I told you, I don’t know.  It’s some kind of machine, though.  He never would say much about it.  But I know he thought it was the most important thing he ever worked on,” Orem said.

“It didn’t have to do with the zombies?” Matthieu asked, frowning.

“Nope.  He said all that was small potatoes, just a way to get some money and a few soldiers, that’s all,” he said.

“So how come I never heard about any of this before?  We watched y’all for months, you know.  Seems to me we should’ve got a whiff about some big mysterious project going on,” Matthieu said.

“Andrew’s smarter than you think, rich boy.  He had a lot going on,” Orem said.

“We didn’t find anything at the house,” Matthieu pointed out.

“No, you wouldn’t have.  The lab is there on campus in Las Cruces.  You wouldn’t have thought anything of it, just watching him go to work at the university,” Orem said.

“All right, I see your point,” Matthieu agreed grudgingly.

“So did I earn my get out of jail free card?” Orem asked sarcastically.

“I’m not sure yet.  We’ll go check on what you said, and if it turns out you’re right then yeah, I’ll go say something to the district attorney.  Might take a few days, though,” Matthieu said.

“All right, then,” Orem agreed.  He didn’t seem happy, but then what did he expect?  It was too easy to make up a convincing lie.  I knew Matthieu would keep his word if it turned out Orem was telling the truth, but it would have been stupid to believe him without checking it out.

“So what do we do now, head for New Mexico?” I asked when we got back outside.

“Yeah, might as well.  If Dr. Garza really does have some big mysterious project going on out there, then we need to make sure it gets nixed while there’s still time, before he has a chance to start it back up again,” Matt said.

“You don’t think the university would have gotten rid of it by now, since he’s been gone so long?” I asked.

“Maybe.  But I doubt it, if they think he might be coming back someday.  We sent them a letter after we nabbed him, supposedly from him, saying he had a family emergency and he’d have to be gone for a while.  To cut down on any worries about his disappearance, you know.  So I’m willing to bet they’ve still got all his stuff out there.  All we can do is go look and see, though,” Matthieu shrugged.

All five of us ended up going, on the theory that it was safer that way in case anything unexpected happened.  We went armed to the teeth, too, just in case Dr. Garza did happen to be lurking somewhere out there on his old stomping grounds.  But I dearly hoped we could run in and out of there quietly and there wouldn’t be any trouble.  

I’d never been farther west than Fort Worth, and I soon discovered that I hadn’t missed much.  After twelve hours of being cooped up in a car with pretty much nothing to look at but West Texas scrubland for most of the way, well, you tend to get antsy and bored and people start rubbing you the wrong way, no matter how much you like them.  It was hot, too, and even the air conditioner couldn’t cool it down enough to be comfortable.  

For those of you who have never been to Texas, I probably ought to explain something.  About half our state is dry, like you see on westerns and such.  The other half is wet and muggy and heavily wooded, just about like anywhere else in the Deep South.  And separating these two very different worlds, there’s usually a divider called the Marfa Line, sharp as a knife’s edge.  It’s a divider of air masses, not necessarily vegetation, so you can’t see it on the ground or anything, but believe me, you will most certainly know when you’ve crossed it, especially in the summer.  If you’re driving east, you’ll suddenly break out in sweat and feel like somebody just wrapped you in a warm, wet glove.  And if you’re headed west, you’ll suddenly dry out and feel cooler.  It fluctuates back and forth, but nine times out of ten you’ll cross it somewhere between Dallas and Lubbock.  On this particularly fine day, we cracked it right before we got to Abilene, and I’ve never been so glad to see it.  

But still, by the time we got to Las Cruces we were all cramped, crabby, and exhausted in spite of the fact that we hadn’t done anything but sit still all day long.  I couldn’t help noticing the fact that Cameron and Joan were holding hands in the back seat, but I’d already told him what I thought about that.  If he wanted to go ahead anyway, then all I could do was hope things turned out for the best.

It was nearly eight o’clock by the time we got there, and the university would have been mostly closed by then even if we’d been inclined to go out there right away, which we most certainly weren’t.  We stayed at the Ramada Palms de Las Cruces, which had the advantage of being close enough to the university that we could walk there in the morning.

Which is what we did, as soon as we finished eating breakfast.  It was unusually cool outside, or so it seemed to me, but maybe that was because of being in the desert.  The campus had a vaguely Spanish-southwestern look, but we weren’t there to admire the architecture.  We had business to do.

It didn’t take long for us to find out where Dr. Garza’s office was, but locating his lab space turned out to be a whole ‘nother thing.  Nobody seemed to know, or if they did then they weren’t telling.

There was a neat little name plate beside the man’s office door, but the place was locked and it was dark inside.  I don’t doubt Matthieu could have picked the lock to get us inside if necessary, but of course he couldn’t do that with people all around.  

“Why don’t you go ask one of the other faculty members, Zach?” Matthieu suggested, and I raised an eyebrow at him.

“Why should I be the one to ask them?” I asked, not liking the idea.

“Because you’ve got that corn-fed all-American boy kind of aura, you know; more than any of the rest of us do.  You’re likable that way.  So you’re the one they’re most likely to trust and help,” Matthieu said, and I really couldn’t help myself; I busted out laughing.

“Are you serious?” I asked.  I’d never heard somebody say such a thing in my entire life and I wasn’t quite sure what to make of it.

“Yeah, seriously.  You think it’s funny but trust me, it matters,” he said, without the slightest hint that he was joking.

“But I don’t know anything about physics,” I objected.  True, I’ve picked up a smattering of chemistry and geology from listing to Justin and Eileen over the years, but not enough to make me look knowledgeable in front of a professor.

“You know as much as any of the rest of us do.  But hopefully you won’t have to know anything.  If he wants to get technical then sidetrack him,” he said.

“Fine.  Not sure what I’ll say, but we’ll see,” I agreed.

Chapter Six

The only person I found in his office that early in the morning was an older man with salt and pepper hair who looked like he hadn’t slept enough the night before.

“Can I help you?” the man asked, when I showed up in the doorway.

“Yes, sir, I think so.  I’m thinking about coming to school here next year, and I wanted to talk to you about the physics program,” I began.  It seemed like my best shot at getting some information.

“Sure.  Come on in and have a seat.  Do you know what branch of physics you’re most interested in?” the man began, and I groaned inwardly.  Out of my depth and over my head already, and the conversation had just begun.  I wanted to say some choice words to Matthieu for volunteering me for this mission.  But there was nothing for it now, so I groped in my mind for something to say.

“Particle physics, I think,” I said.  The only reason I said it was because I’d seen a program on TV about that subject several months ago, so I hoped I wouldn’t seem hopelessly lost if he asked me a question.

“Hmm. . . that’s not really my specialty.  I do astronomy and space science, mostly.  Particle physics is more Dr. Witten’s thing, but he’ll be in later this morning if you’d like to talk to him instead.  But in the meantime I can tell you a little bit about the program and give you some literature,” he offered.

“What about Dr. Garza?” I asked, and the man looked at me oddly.

“Dr. Garza does high-energy theoretical work, mostly, but I’m afraid he’s not available right now,” he said.

“Oh?  How come?” I asked, like I didn’t already know.

“Well, he unexpectedly disappeared last year, to tell you the truth.  Nobody’s quite sure what happened to him,” the man said, frowning, and that worried me.  I was afraid of asking too many questions about a missing faculty member; people start to get curious about why you’re so curious, if you know what I mean.

I decided it was time to set him at ease.

“That’s a shame.  I talked to him for a little while last year when my class came out here for a college day, and he really impressed me,” I said smoothly, and the man chuckled.

“Young man, I don’t mean to sound harsh, but honestly, why are you really here?” the man asked, looking at me with amusement.  Uh-oh.

“What do you mean?” I asked, trying my hardest to give off some of those corn-fed Boy Scout vibes that Matthieu claimed I had.

“Andrew Garza hated students, and he certainly never impressed one.  Brilliant he might have been, but nobody liked him, ever.  So tell me what’s up, and I might even help you,” he said.  

I hate it when I get caught red-handed like that.  The man had seen through me like a glass window, all because I didn’t know what I was talking about.  But what could I tell him?  That Dr. Garza was a werewolf who roamed the Llano killing people and that he practiced sorcery when he wasn’t doing physics?  Somehow I didn’t think that would go over well.  But I was unnerved, and I couldn’t think of any other way to explain myself.

“I don’t think you’d believe me if I told you, sir.  It’s a long story.  All I can say is that I’m interested in his work, that’s all,” I finally said.

“Well. . . fair enough.  I don’t see any harm in telling you that much.  It’s public information anyway.  Like I said before, Dr. Garza mostly worked with high-energy particle physics and theoretical things.  Tachyons were a particular interest of his, if I recall correctly,” the man said.

“Tachyons?” I asked.

“Particles that travel faster than light.  Purely hypothetical, of course, but I know Andrew was supposedly working on an apparatus to detect and possibly manipulate them, among other things.  I think he was interested in gravity research, too.  If I’m not mistaken, that’s what he worked on out there at White Sands,” the man said.

“Can you show me his lab?” I asked eagerly, forgetting to bite my tongue before I overstepped my bounds.  It was cheeky, maybe, but I was just about out of ideas at that point.  But maybe I do have an air of wholesome likeability after all, because the man only chuckled again.

“Sure, why not?  Come on,” he said, getting up from his desk and grabbing a wad of keys on a ring.  He led me down the hall to a door that looked pretty much like every other door in the place, and unlocked it for us.  Then he went inside and switched on the lights.

I don’t know what I expected to see in there; some kind of sinister-looking contraption that might destroy the world if I pushed the wrong button, maybe.  But in reality, there wasn’t much in there at all.  Some dusty electronics, a few tools, a computer, and on a table in the corner a steel box with a padlock on it.

“What’s in there?” I asked, pointing toward the box.

“I’m not sure.  Probably Andrew’s amazing tachyon detector, if I had to guess,” he said, with a touch of scorn in his voice.  There was no way I could fiddle with anything with one of the professors standing there beside me.  He might dislike Dr. Garza, but there were probably limits to how far he was willing to go.

“Done looking?” he finally asked.

“Sure, I guess,” I admitted, acting crestfallen.

He locked the door behind us, but he didn’t go back down the hall.  He just stood there, playing with his keys and looking at me.

“So now tell me, what’s your interest in all this?” he said, and I knew I had to tell him something.  So I made up the best story I could think of.

“Dr. Garza was a bad man.  He worked with my dad out at White Sands, and my dad disappeared last year, too.  I think Dr. Garza had something to do with it, so I’m just trying to find out as much as I can,” I said.  There was maybe a grain of truth to all that, and the implied accusation was enough to sidetrack the professor.

“Oh, I don’t think so.  Andrew may have been a foul-tempered lout, but I don’t think he’d ever do anything criminal,” the man said, sounding shocked.  I wanted to shake my head at how thick people could be sometimes.  If this man only knew.

“Well, maybe not.  But I had to check.  Nobody else seems to be doing anything about it,” I said, letting some fake bitterness creep into my voice.

“I’m sorry for your loss.  I hope your father turns up safe and sound, and Andrew too, for that matter,” he said.

“Me too.  Thanks for talking to me,” I said, offering him my hand.  He shook it, and then I scooted out of there as fast as I could reasonably get away.  The others were waiting for me on a bench outside.

“So what’s the deal?” Matthieu asked as soon as I got within earshot.

“I’ll tell you in a minute.  But for now let’s get away from here so nobody sees us,” I said.

We went back to the hotel, and once we were behind closed doors I finally felt like it was safe to talk.

“Did you find out anything?” Matthieu asked.

“Yeah, but I nearly got busted, too.  That man I talked to said Dr. Garza was doing research on tachyons, and he showed me his lab.  I didn’t see anything particularly bad-looking in there, but I couldn’t snoop around too much with him watching me, either,” I explained.

“We’ll go back tonight when nobody’s there,” Matthieu said.

“Do you think that’s safe?” I asked, imagining what might happen if we got caught.

“Of course not, but I don’t mean super late.  That’s asking for trouble.  The best time to go is in the evening when the building is still open, but the professors and students are mostly all gone home.  That way nobody will think it’s unusual for us to be there if they do see us, but it’s not likely that anybody will,” he explained.

It made sense, but I thought to myself that I was becoming a real expert at breaking and entering nowadays.  Mild-mannered honor student by day, intrepid cat burglar by night, and weekend monster-slayer to top it all off.  I smiled faintly.

We went back to the physics building about nine o’clock, an hour before it was supposed to close for the night.  Matthieu seemed to be right; the place was deserted except for an occasional student working late.  We all stood in front of Dr. Garza’s lab door, pretending to socialize but in reality shielding Matthieu from view while he picked the lock to let us in.  We all had backpacks on, partly to make us look like students and partly so we’d have something to stuff our swag in.

As soon as we got inside, we stuffed paper towels along the bottom and edges of the door so nobody would see light coming from inside.  There were no windows, so we didn’t have to worry about that.  Then we ransacked the place.  There didn’t seem to be anything worth messing with at first, but then Matthieu cut the padlock off the box.

In there we found books full of lab notes which we quickly stuffed into our backpacks without bothering to read them yet, along with a small device which reminded me of a cross between an ancient cell phone and a video game controller, if you can imagine such a thing.  We took everything that looked even remotely interesting, and I even snatched the hard drive from the computer.  Finally there was nothing left.

“Okay, I think we’re done, here,” Matthieu said in a low voice, and we got out of there quicker than a cat could blink its eyes.  I don’t think anybody noticed.

We’d already decided not to stay in Las Cruces a single minute longer than we had to, just in case.  We drove as far as Sweetwater, Texas, before we absolutely crashed from exhaustion, but at least we were several hundred miles from enemy territory by then.  

On the long ride we pulled out some of the lab manuals and tried to make out what Andrew Garza thought he was up to, but it was all Greek to me.  The only thing I gleaned from the manuals was that the little controller-type thing was called a tachometer, just like the things you see in sports cars.  Apparently Dr. Garza actually had a sense of humor, hard as that was to believe.  

The books were mostly dense and complicated math, which is part of why they didn’t tell us much.  Other parts of them were obviously written in code, no doubt to keep nosy thieves from reading them.  Still, you can get a hazy kind of idea of what’s going on in an equation if you know what all the symbols and variables mean, just like you can get a hazy idea of what a newspaper article is about even if you only understand one out of every three words.  So we methodically looked up the symbols online, trying to get a feel for things.

We did find out one interesting little tidbit.  The tachometer was built to handle some incredible amounts of energy.  I mean like thousands-of-nuclear-bombs-type levels of energy.  At first we thought maybe it was some kind of super bomb; that would fit with Dr. Garza’s personality, all right.  But then I spotted a symbol that said the equation was endothermic; that is, it absorbed that much energy, instead of giving it off.  So, no bomb, then.  

“What kind of reaction would need that much energy to make it happen?” I wondered out loud, but nobody had any idea.

“It’s a shame we don’t know any physicists,” Cameron muttered.

“I bet we could find one.  There are plenty of colleges around,” Matthieu said.

“Yeah, that’s true.  Just going in to ask what some equations and lab notes mean probably wouldn’t make anybody suspicious,” I agreed.

Thus it was that we ended up making a detour to visit the University of Texas at Arlington, to show our books to one of the physics faculty there.  I was drafted for the job of going inside again, but I didn’t mind so much this time since we didn’t have anything to hide.  The agreed-upon story was for me to say that the books belonged to my recently-deceased uncle, who was wealthy and a bit eccentric.

I found a faculty member who was willing to take a look, finally.  I didn’t know quite what to expect, but I have to say that what I heard was probably the last thing I would have expected.                 

He thumbed through the book carelessly for a few minutes, and finally laughed.

“Yeah, your uncle was definitely eccentric, that’s for sure,” he said.

“So what does it mean?” I asked.

“Well, among other things, it looks like he was trying to build a machine to control gravity, to intensify it within a given area by weakening it elsewhere, or vice versa.  Looks like it would work, on paper at least, but I’d have to see it to believe it.  But then he goes on to say that if you intensify the gravitational field beyond a certain point, and if you’ve got enough energy, that you could control the time stream, too.  That is, if you didn’t end up destroying the planet in the process, which he seems to imply might be the case.  So I’m not sure if it would really do you any good,” he said.

“So you mean he built a time machine?” I asked, and that seemed to amuse the man even more.

“There’s no such thing as time travel, son.  At least not the way you think.  You couldn’t go back and visit your grandpa when he was a boy or anything dumb like you see in movies.  It violates the law of conservation of energy, plus a dozen other natural laws.  What your uncle seems to be saying is that you could freeze time inside a small bubble, while the rest of the world goes on normally.  I might go along with that.  But reverse time, or jump backwards?  Not in a million years.  If it worked, something like this might give you a one-way trip to the future, but even if you got there then you’d never make it back.  But now here he’s talking about tachyons, and how he could detect them so he could see what’s going on in the future.  Now that might be useful,” he said thoughtfully.

“But I thought you just said. . . “ I said.

“Yeah, I know I said you could never go backwards, but like most things there’s an exception to every rule.  See, time is a funny thing.  The faster you move, the slower time passes.  It’s a measurable effect, even at fairly slow speeds.  You can start out with two perfectly synchronized watches, and if one of them is moving rapidly, say in a bullet train, while the other one is sitting still, it won’t be long before the moving watch falls behind the one which is at rest.  Simple enough, right?” he asked.

“Yeah, I guess so,” I admitted.

“Well, okay, the faster you go the slower time moves, until eventually you reach a point where it completely stops passing.  That happens at exactly the speed of light.  Now, if you could go faster than light, then, theoretically at least, time would reverse and start passing backward.  But nothing can go faster than light because of one other little rule.  Besides slowing down time, speed also increases your mass.  So the faster you go, the more mass you’ve got, and therefore the more energy it takes to make you go even faster.  So, there comes a point when your mass would be infinite, and therefore it would take an infinite amount of energy to make you go any faster, which is impossible.  Want to guess what that point is?” he asked.

“Um. . . speed of light?” I guessed.

“Bingo.  That’s why we call it the speed of light barrier.  There’s not enough energy in the entire universe to cross it, unless you’ve got no mass at all, like light.  But some people say there might be particles which have always traveled faster than light, and in that case they wouldn’t need to cross the barrier, you see.  Those are tachyons.  Nobody’s ever actually found one to prove they exist, but if they did then it’s possible they also travel backwards in time just like we travel forward, and if you could catch them just right, then you might be able to get some information about the future they came from.  Now, like I said, I don’t believe it for a second, but it’s at least possible, I guess,” he said.

“But how would you get a machine like that to work?” I wondered out loud, and the man just stared at me.

“I don’t believe it’s possible to build anything like that in the first place, but even if it were, then you’d have to talk to whoever built it to figure out what the controls mean.  Same way two different brands of computers might do the same job, but they don’t operate quite the same way,” he said.

“I see,” I said.  My head was spinning from the crash course in theoretical physics, but I didn’t know what else to say.  A time machine that only worked in one direction was kind of a let-down, in a way.  Whenever you think about things like that, you always think about visiting the past, or if you do think about going ahead, you usually imagine coming back home at some point.  This machine was a one-way ticket to the future, with no chance of ever coming back, and what good was that?

Then it crossed my mind that, combined with the tachyon detector, it might be pretty useful, indeed.  You could look ahead and see who won the Kentucky Derby next year, and then if you were a betting man you could probably make a ton of money.  Or if you were a criminal, you could always escape into the future where the law could never touch you.  If you were smart and unethical, there were all kinds of possibilities for riches and power, I suppose.  But cleaning up on lotto tickets or getting away with bank robbery didn’t seem like all that enchanting of a use for a tool like that, at least not to me.  

There was a show on TV that I used to like, about a man who always got the next day’s paper from the future and then he had a chance to save peoples’ lives if there was going to be a house fire or a train derailment or whatever it was.  I remember thinking how utterly cool that would be, if it could really happen.  Now it seemed that maybe it actually had, although not exactly in the way I’d always imagined it.

But my puzzler was puzzled out for the moment.

“Thanks a lot, Dr. Eberly.  I understand everything a lot better, now,” I said.

“Sure, no problem,” he said, and that was the end of it.

Chapter Seven

“We need to take all this stuff somewhere Dr. Garza won’t think to look for it.  We can’t let it fall back into his hands again,” I mentioned as we were leaving the university.

“What difference would that make?  He can always build another machine, since he built the first one,” Jolie pointed out.

“No, Zach’s right.  I’m sure Dr. Garza could build another machine eventually, but we don’t want to make it easy for him in the meantime.  He’ll have a hard time re-creating all these lab notes and data sets, and that’s good.  We want to delay him as long as possible.  And besides that, if he gets the tachometer back then we won’t have it,” Matthieu reminded her.

“Yeah, but the problem is, he seems to be really good at tracking us, when he wants to be.  I’m not sure there’s anywhere we can go that he won’t know about sooner or later,” Cameron said.

That was a depressing thought, but there was no way anybody could argue with it.  Dr. Garza had found us in Red Lick the very first night, and he hadn’t had any problems pinpointing us at the hospital, either.  I don’t know if he had a crystal ball or if he was just diabolically smart and lucky, but either way he was an excellent tracker. 

We ended up going to a random motel on the north side of Tyler, hoping it might keep us hidden for a day or so until we could figure out what to do.  We couldn’t keep on staying in motels forever, moving from place to place like nomads.  But the problem of how to fight back against Dr. Garza’s sorcery was a tough nut to crack.

If we’d still had the rings, then things might have been different.  We could’ve turned the monster back into dust and been done with him.  But unfortunately that wasn’t an option anymore, not after crushing them into dust on top of Mont Mouchet last fall.

Well, I guess I should clarify that.  We only crushed the jewels, not the bands, and Celine Doucet had replaced the gems with new ones so they looked exactly the same as they always had before.  We even still wore them occasionally, but they were powerless now, heirlooms and symbols of office but nothing more.  I had one myself now, and so did Cameron.  When Angie and Sarah retired back in April, we both accepted the offer to take their places.  So then Rob Doucet anointed us with oil and we swore a solemn oath to fight evil wherever we might find it, to the utmost of our power, before he gave us each our ring.  It was all very formal and ceremonious.  We weren’t Werewolf Hunters anymore, either; we were Avengers.  A new name for a new and broader purpose, they said.

Thus it was that I became only the fourteenth holder of the Ring of Barthélemy since 1769, and that was something I took seriously.  All six rings were named after the one who first wore them, and mine had belonged to Barthélemy Chrétien from 1769 until 1790, when he was killed in battle against radicals during the French Revolution.  Cameron had Barthélemy’s brother Sebastién’s ring, which I always thought was a cool coincidence.

But sadly, even though an ancient ceremonial ring may be an impressive thing to have and to wear, I was under no delusions that it would impress Dr. Garza at all.

I plugged in the hard drive to Matthieu’s laptop to see if there was anything useful on there, but there didn’t seem to be.  Just more physics stuff which none of us understood and copies of final exams and things like that.

On the other hand, we did find out a few personal things about Dr. Garza.  We soon discovered that he had all kinds of plans for mayhem.  Bombs, mostly; he really did seem to be fond of those.  But he seemed to like tormenting individuals and families even more, when he got the chance.  He was smart enough to write his notes like they were nothing but made-up stories, but I never doubted for a second that every bit of what we read was true.  He seemed to have a special hatred for people who did good things, especially in the future.  It was sad reading.

No, he wasn’t responsible for all the sorrow and heartache in the world, not by a long shot.  But he sure did do his part to add to it, I’ve got to give him that.  He also had a list of names and addresses with no explanation as to why, and that was puzzling.  The only guess we could come up with was that they were potential victims he might be thinking about.

“Maybe I should warn some of those folks to keep their eyes open,” Matthieu muttered.  

The tachometer was what really interested us the most, though, so before long we gave up on the other items and gathered round the table to see what it could do.  We took it out of the case, and then Matthieu gingerly pushed the power button.  

Well, it didn’t explode, at least.  All it did was bring up a command screen full of boxes asking for a precise date, year, and time.  Pretty self-explanatory, surprisingly.  And then above it, seemingly floating in midair, was a black and white globe where you could zoom in on the location you wanted by using your finger as a mouse.  I have to admit, that part impressed me more than anything else I’d seen so far.  Oh, I knew it was just a trick with holograms and probably not even that hard to do, but what can I say?

Matthieu typed in a date for six thirty in the evening a week in the future, and then zoomed in on Dallas because that was easy to find.  Soon a grainy black-and-white image of a supermarket parking lot enveloped us like a bubble, and if it hadn’t been for that cheap-surveillance-camera video effect, it would have felt just like we were standing there.  We could look in any direction and see what was happening.

“This is awesome,” Cameron said, speaking for all of us.

“There’s nothing to show us what the date is, though,” Matthieu frowned.

“See how close you can get.  I see a newspaper rack over there by the door, I think,” Jolie suggested.

The illusion of being at the store was so real I forgot myself and started walking toward the doors, only to find myself stepping right through the image and back out into the motel room.

That was jarring, to say the least, and when I turned around all I could see was a silvery sphere about ten feet across.  It looked solid from the outside, but it wasn’t.  My finger went right through when I poked it, so I took a deep breath and stepped back inside, never feeling a thing.  It was more or less like a mini-planetarium, I guess.

“Enjoy your trip?” Cam asked, grinning.

In the meantime Matthieu had figured out how to shift the view closer to the building, using the controls on the machine.  We soon got close enough to tell that it was indeed a newspaper rack, but that’s when we discovered a serious limitation.  The closer we got the blurrier it became.  There was no chance of reading a future newspaper or anything like that, and we soon discovered another major drawback.  We couldn’t see indoors unless it was through an open door or a window.  We were perpetually stuck outside, and there was no sound, either.  It was like watching a silent, black-and-white movie in full 3-D, odd as that sounds.  

“How can we tell if we’re looking at next week or not?  It’s too grainy to see the newspaper,” I complained.

“Scroll down the street and see if we can find a bank clock or something like that,” Jolie said.

Matthieu quickly did so, until he came to a bank which displayed the date, time, and temperature on a big screen by the sidewalk.  We all waited with anticipation for the display to switch over.  Sure enough, when it did, it read 6:49 pm, on the date he’d specified.

It was so cool to think we were watching the future that we kept staring at it for a long time after that.  Even watching cars roll down the street was fascinating, knowing it wouldn’t actually happen till next week.  There were fits of static now and then for no apparent reason, but other than that it was easy to watch.

I was amazed Matthieu and Jolie ever managed to catch Dr. Garza by surprise out there in New Mexico, if he had a machine like this.  But then, I don’t guess he had time to watch the tachometer constantly; he did have a job, and he did have to sleep now and then.  I really don’t know.

But eventually the attraction of watching people pump gas and walk down the street in the future started to pale a little.

“Should we try the time control function?” Matthieu asked, his finger above the button.

“Sure, why not?  Just don’t set it too far ahead,” I said.

“I’ll set it for ten minutes from now,” he said, punching in the date and time just like he had with the viewer.  The silver bubble popped back into existence around us, only this time it was blank and featureless.

“That’ll work,” I agreed.

“Oh, hey, this is new,” Matthieu said.

“What is it?” I asked.

“It’s asking me to choose a power supply,” Matthieu said.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“It says grid, enth, or mass,” Matthieu said.

“What’s enth?” Jolie asked, interrupting the conversation.

“No idea.  I’m sure it’s an abbreviation for something else, but I couldn’t tell you what.  I’m not a physicist,” Matthieu said.

“Try grid,” I suggested, and he shrugged.

“Ready?” he asked, holding his finger above the EXECUTE button.  It seemed like a vaguely sinister word to use, even though I knew it was common enough. 

“Go for it,” I said, and he punched the button.

Two things happened at that moment.  The first one was that the tachometer disappeared, along with the silver bubble around us, and the second thing was that the lights went out.

“Hey, what happened?” Matthieu said.

We found ourselves in a dark room, and it was several minutes before the lights came back on.  I found out later that we’d blacked- or browned-out all or most of ten different states for almost twenty minutes with our little test-drive.  That’s what you get, when you don’t know what you’re doing.  You tend not to think that pushing a button on a little machine will end up making headlines in a dozen major newspapers the next morning, but there you go.  The tachometer was lying on the floor, just where it would have been if Matthieu had dropped it.

“I guess now we know what grid means,” Cameron laughed.

“Yeah, but did it work?” Jolie asked.

I checked my watch, and compared it to the clock on the wall.  The clock was battery powered, and it was exactly ten minutes ahead of my watch.  I guess a jump of ten minutes into the future doesn’t amount to much, but I can’t deny it was awesome.  It would have been awesome to travel through time even if it had only been for ten seconds, and for a moment, even though he was a fiend in so many ways, I saluted Andrew Garza for his brilliance.

“What’s the deal with the tachometer?  I know I didn’t drop it,” Matthieu said.

“Maybe it stayed put when it sent us forward, and then since your hand disappeared it fell to the floor.  Then it stayed there for ten minutes till we popped back in again, and there it was,” I said.  I’d been thinking about it, and I was pretty sure that was what happened.  I don’t know why it happened like that or why the tachometer itself seemed to be immune to time-jumps, but then of course I didn’t build the thing.

“Should we try it again, maybe a little longer this time?” Matthieu asked.

I was tempted; we all were, I could see it on their faces.  But if it worked like everything else, then the longer the jump the more energy it would take, and we’d already caused enough disruption just for a jump of ten minutes.

“I don’t know about that.  We don’t want to suck the electric company dry again,” I said.

“What if we switched it to one of the other power sources?” Jolie suggested.

“Well. . . we still don’t know what enth means, and I’m not too keen to find out the hard way,” Matthieu said.

“Mass probably means mass conversion.  That creates a lot of energy, so it ought not take too much,” Jolie said.

Matthieu switched it to mass conversion and started to set the controls, but then I guess he must have thought better of it.

“You know, maybe we ought to put off another test drive for a while, after all.  I know it’s cool, but we really don’t know what we’re doing with this thing, and we already saw what can happen.  Maybe we better wait till we find out more,” he said.

I thought about that, and reluctantly decided maybe he had a point.  Sometimes discretion is the better part of valor.  We had the lab books to study, so maybe with some hard work and study we might find ourselves in a better position to use the tachometer safely.

We decided after a lot of thought to go back to Natchitoches.  Sarah Doucet’s house was the closest thing to a fortress that we had, and since apparently we couldn’t hope to hide from Andrew for very long, the next best thing was to fortify our position.

I think Dr. Garza must have had other plans.

I’m not sure how he found us again, unless he actually did have a crystal ball or something similar.  There might have been some way for him to trace where all that power was going during the blackout, too; he was probably smart enough to figure out something like that if he needed to.  But however that might be, I was woken up at three o’clock in the morning to the sound of the motel room door being blown off its hinges.

All of us were instantly awake, like you might imagine.  The first thing I saw when my eyes cleared was Andrew Garza coming through the blown-off door with a ball of white-hot fire in his hand.  It reminded me of a comic book I saw once, with a character who could throw fireballs from his hands like baseballs.  More sorcery, no doubt, and I rolled off the bed in a tangle of sheets just in time to miss getting fried.  The mattress went up in a cloud of acrid smoke, and before I knew what was happening the sprinklers came on.  Getting woken up in the middle of the night to fight a homicidal maniac in a dark hotel room in the pouring rain is one of those experiences I really don’t wish on anybody.  For a while, everything was fire and water and shouting and chaos.

Then, all of a sudden, there was a sonic boom so loud it shattered the windows and almost deafened me, and when I came to my senses I realized Dr. Garza was gone, and there was a smoking, red-hot crater in the floor almost ten feet wide and three feet deep.  It was smooth as silk and perfect all the way around, and I surmised that it must have been a sphere to start with, because part of the bed was gone, and so was a good-sized chunk of the bathroom wall.

The room was full of smoke from the fireballs and the crater, and the carpet was still on fire in several spots in spite of the sprinklers.

“Let’s get out of here!” I yelled, praying the tachometer wasn’t ruined from getting drenched.  Somehow it had slid down to the bottom of the crater, and Matthieu was already down there grabbing it.  That was enough for me; I didn’t wait to see what happened next.  We didn’t want to encounter any curious guests by using the front door, so we climbed out the smashed window instead, shell-shocked and soaking wet.  It gave me flashbacks to the explosion at Miss Edith’s house, even though it was nowhere near as bad as that had been.

In all the confusion, none of us realized till we gathered up in the parking lot that Joan wasn’t with us.

“Where’s Joan?” Cameron asked, and nobody had a clue.

“Where’s Dr. Garza?  And what happened in there?” Jolie asked.  Two more excellent questions for which nobody had any answers.    

“Joan must have used the tachometer to drag Dr. Garza into the future,” Matthieu said, and as soon as he uttered the words, none of us doubted for a second that that was exactly what Joan had done.

It had been a brave thing, and she’d almost certainly saved our lives by doing it.  But now she was lost somewhere in time, with Dr. Garza right beside her.  They might pop back into real-time at any minute, or they might not show up for centuries.  The tachometer was soaking wet and wouldn’t even come on, so there was no way of knowing what time it had been set for.

“We’ve got to get out of here, now.  The cops and the fire department will be here before you know it, and we can’t let them get hold of the tachometer.  If they want an explanation about why we ran out of here so fast then we can think of one later,” Matthieu said, interrupting my train of thought.

He was right, of course, and even though I didn’t like the idea of leaving Joan there with no help if she did come back, I yanked open the car door and got inside.  Joan had already proved several times that she was no weakling, and I had to trust that she could handle things on her own.

As soon as we were all loaded up, Matthieu left the parking lot so fast you’d think he was born to be a race-car driver, and fifteen minutes later we were out of Tyler and out of reach of any curious authorities, at least for a little while.

“I don’t know how she did it.  She didn’t even know how the thing worked,” Jolie said, shaking her head.

“She watched Matthieu, just like all of us did.  It wasn’t that complicated.  Obviously she knew enough, and she probably thought it was the only solution to keep us all from getting incinerated,” I said.

“She was probably right.  She saw the writing on the wall and she knew the game was up if she didn’t do something drastic.  She was a soldier, remember?  She’s used to having to make tough calls like that.  Dr. Garza had us trapped in that room and he would’ve burned us all to ashes, if she hadn’t done what she did.  That’s what we get, for letting him catch us off guard again,” Matthieu said.

“We’ll have to start looking for her as soon as we can; she’ll have to show up sometime,” Cameron said.

I remembered all too well what Dr. Eberly had said about how there’s no coming back, and in my heart of hearts I hoped the tachometer hadn’t been set too far ahead.  It wasn’t just the fact that Joan had already saved our lives twice by then, although that was part of it.  It was also the fact that I knew what it would do to Cameron if she vanished completely.

“I don’t see any way to do that, except to watch the motel constantly till she shows back up.  That could take forever,” Jolie said.

“No it won’t.  I’ll skip ahead fifteen minutes at a time, just long enough to see if she’s there or not.  Then I’ll keep going till I find her,” Cam said.

“You might, if that thing still works.  It got pretty soaked back there,” Matthieu said, and Cam’s face fell.

“All we can do is hope,” he finally said.

We drove as far as Shreveport, an hour away and safely out of the state.  Well, honestly I don’t know how safe it was; nowhere felt particularly safe right then, but it was one less worry, at least.  It was almost too late to be worth going back to bed at that hour, but not quite.  Matthieu rented us another motel and we collapsed for what was left of the night.

When morning came, we sat glumly around the room trying not to think too much about Joan and what might have happened to her (or was going to happen, or however you wanted to say it).  The tachometer was more or less dried out by then, but I had my doubts about whether we could get it to work or not.  Moisture and electronics don’t mix very well.  But there was nothing to do except try it, so that’s what we did.

We never could get it to come on.

“That’s what I was afraid of,” Matthieu muttered.

“We’ll keep it, see if it dries out better in a few days.  You never know,” Jolie said.  I knew she was saying it mostly for Cameron’s benefit, but we all had good reason to hope the tachometer started working again.  If not, then Dr. Garza might pop back into real-time at any moment and catch us completely by surprise again, and we all knew we might not survive a third such attack.  That machine was our only warning. 

But there was nothing to be done about that except pray, since the tachometer was one-of-a-kind and the only person on earth who might’ve known how to fix it was also the last person on earth we wanted to run in to.  

We got back to Natchitoches quietly, and took all the stuff from the lab down to the basement at Matthieu’s house, including the dead tachometer.  That was as safe a place as we could hope to find.

Chapter Eight

That same afternoon, we all got together on the patio to talk about what to do.  Or at least me and Jolie and Matthieu did.  Cam mostly just sat there and listened, still preoccupied with Joan, I guess.

“The real problem is that we don’t have any defense against the Garzas’ magic.  Andrew is too strong for us, especially without the rings.  We saw that in the motel last night.  It’s only a matter of time before he gets back and nails all of us,” Matthieu said.

“That’s a cheerful thought,” I said.

“Cheerful or not, it’s the truth.  We’ve got to find some way to neutralize his sorcery or we’re dead meat.  Gabe too, for that matter.  That whole family is a menace,” Matthieu said.

“Didn’t you say they had a sister, too?” I asked.

“Yeah, Layla.  But she’s not much of a problem unless you kiss her,” he said.

“Kiss her?” I asked.

“He means that’s the only kind of magic she does.  If she kisses you then she’ll take your life away and make you turn old.  That and disguising herself is all she can do.  So as long as you keep your lips to yourself, you don’t have to worry about her,” Jolie interrupted, putting a possessive hand on my arm.  I wanted to laugh, but of course I didn’t.

“Well. . . I guess we could look in the history books; they might give us some ideas, at least.  We can use the concordance, see if there are any references to sorcery in there,” Matthieu said.

It was the only idea anybody could think of, so we adjourned to the dining room to follow up on it.  

There are books everywhere in Sarah Doucet’s house, most of them old and dusty ones with leather covers.  Some had titles in French or Latin and a few of them are bigger than a Bible in a church.  They’re stacked and crammed into every available shelf, table, and surface, in no particular order that I’ve ever been able to tell.  The house is beautifully furnished with all the usual modern things in other respects, but the books make it feel like some musty library in a castle in Transylvania.  The fact that a large percentage of them are devoted to werewolves only reinforces that impression.

“Who wrote all these books?” I asked as we went down the hall.

“Oh, various people.  A lot of them are by family members, writing down case histories.  You never know when something one person learned might turn out to be useful again.  Others we got from libraries or from pod members or things like that.  I’m not sure if we’ll find anything, though; it’s mostly all wolf stuff.  Even the Garzas started out like a normal werewolf case, till we found out everything else about them,” Matthieu said, and in spite of all my dealings with them in the past, it still sounded odd to be talking about a “normal” werewolf case.  It seemed like a contradiction in terms.

“I’m sure they did,” I agreed dryly.

“They really did.  But people surprise you sometimes, Zach; that’s why you’ve got to be ready for anything, even when you think it’s only your typical run of the mill assignment.  The Garzas were only my third case, honestly.  Uncle Rob assigned it to me because we all thought at first it would turn out to be an easy one, just sweep in one afternoon and nail them, you know.  Good practice for me and not too dangerous.  So I went out there and cased the joint, and that’s when I saw the zombie on the back porch.  That put a whole new light on things in a hurry.  I didn’t even know what it was, when I saw it the first time.  And then somehow Dr. Garza must have found out I was spying on him, because he came outside and looked right at me where I was hid in the rocks.  Then I swear he threw a bolt of white fire at me, or something like that, just like he did at the motel last night.  I barely had time to drop to the ground and run before he fried me.  I fired a couple rounds to let him know I was armed, and maybe that stopped him from chasing me; I don’t know.  I’m pretty sure he could’ve caught me if he’d wanted to.  Wolves are fast like that, even on two legs.  I had a magazine full of silver bullets if I needed them, but even that won’t always save you in a close fight.  I had to run almost a mile and a half back to the truck and then I got out of there in a hurry, believe me,” Matthieu said.

I always like listening to Matthieu and Jolie’s battle stories.  They make things sound so glamorous and exciting.  But then on the other hand I can’t help remembering that even though danger is exciting, it’s also dangerous.  I’m not such a thrill-seeker that I feel the need to go looking for trouble if I don’t have to.  It finds me on its own quite frequently enough, it seems.

“So what happened then?  How’d you catch him?” I asked.

“You can read the story sometime if you want to.  I wrote it all down in the case notes,” he said, and with that I had to be content.

He went on to talk about the finer points of semi-automatic pistols and how he personally preferred the Glock .45 when dealing with wolves and how he spent three to five hours a week at the firing range to sharpen his aim.  I listened to all this with a healthy respect; I always thought I knew something about guns, but Matthieu could have taught a class on the subject.

By then we’d made it to the dining room, where we all sat down around the big mahogany table while Matthieu used the concordance to look up some books for us to read.  The concordance is actually a computerized reference system to help locate information, and I hadn’t even known that it existed until recently.  Matthieu printed a list of books with references to magic or sorcery, and then handed me one of them to start reading.

It turned out to be a history of werewolf activity in Switzerland, a topic which was interesting enough if only for its strangeness, but there was no time for idle curiosity.  Somewhere in those pages was a reference to magic of some kind, and it was my job to find it.  So I skimmed, and after a while came across a passing reference to the fact that a certain lady werewolf named Henrietta Maldorf in the village of Grindelwald had possessed an item called a Guardian Stone in 1879, which, apparently, made it impossible to capture her.  She was unfortunately killed in battle with the werewolf hunters, and she’d apparently tossed her Stone into a crevasse rather than let it fall into the hands of her enemies.  That was all the book said about the subject.

It sounded promising, so I used the concordance myself to look up what a Guardian Stone might be.  There were only fifteen books in the library which mentioned that topic, so I figured it shouldn’t take too long to check those out.  

It’s a shame the library itself isn’t organized as well as the concordance, but it’s not.  Finding the name of a title you want is easy, but actually locating where it is in the house is a whole ‘nother story.  Matthieu and his parents usually know where everything is, but I don’t see how anybody else ever would.  The book I wanted was called Days of Yore, and Matthieu had to fetch it for me from a shelf in the third-floor hallway.  

It turned out to be a history of Saint Madryn of Gwent, whoever that was.  She seemed to be an awfully interesting and colorful sort of person, after I read about her for a while.  Eldest daughter of Vortimer the Blessed, Queen of Gwent after his death, and a devout evangelist who preached the gospel all over Wales and Cornwall and southwest England around the year 500 A.D.  She was a sworn enemy of the pagan Druids who still existed in the land at that time, and apparently several of them had attacked her with curses and spells.  But her faith in God was such that all these attacks came to nothing, and more and more people listened to the gospel.  

Near the end of her life, Madryn feared for her people lest they fall back into sin and error for fear of the magic of the Druids.  So it was said that she acquired three stones of the kind known as Cornish Diamonds, of exceptional purity and brilliance, and these she blessed such that they might guide and protect her most devoted followers.  These stones she gave to the ones she deemed most in need of them, and in time her dearest wish came to pass, and Britain became a Christian kingdom.  So said the book.

It went on to say that no magic could affect the holder of a Guardian Stone, and they gave to their owner true dreams, to show him which way God would have him go.  But they were also holy, and anyone of evil intent who touched one bare-handed would be scorched and burned by it.

“I think this might be what we need,” I said aloud, tapping the book with my finger.  Then I told the others what I’d read.

“Oh, yeah, I remember those things, now that you mention it,” Matthieu agreed.

“Really?  How come y’all never went after them, then?” I asked.

“Well, we never really needed them for anything, Zach.  There are a lot of things in the world we could’ve spent our time looking for, if we’d wanted to.  It’s like asking why we never went looking for buried treasure or the Fountain of Youth.  We never had a good enough reason to want to,” he said.

“Not even when you found out Dr. Garza was a sorcerer?” I asked.

“No, because we still had the rings back then.  That was good enough,” he said.

“True, but that was then, Matt.  We don’t have the rings anymore, and it seems like one of the Guardian Stones would be the perfect thing to have now,” Jolie said, and he frowned, thinking about it.

“Maybe so, if we can find one of them,” he finally said.

“That other book I was reading at first said one of them is in a crevasse in the Grindelwald Glacier, in Switzerland,” I said. 

“Might as well scratch that, then.  We could spend a hundred years looking for that one and still not find it.  Even if it hasn’t been crushed to powder by now, that is,” Jolie said.

“Well. . . there are still two more,” I said, trying to be optimistic.

This called for a refocusing of our research priorities, but even after a diligent search, what we came up with wasn’t much.

“Here’s something, I think,” Matthieu finally said.

“What is it?” Jolie asked, putting down her own book.

“One of them was last seen in the possession of a Spanish captain by the name of Juan de Velasco, commander of the warship San Andrés on the Pacific coast of Mexico.  Looks like he was a fairly big dog back in the day; a navy admiral and the nephew of the Viceroy of Peru.  It says here he was caught in a hurricane in August or September of 1600 and driven far north and west before his ship finally sank within sight of land off Cape Mendocino, in California.  The wreck is four miles south of the cape, in three hundred feet of water at the edge of an undersea canyon,” Matthieu said.

“How come it hasn’t been salvaged, then?” I asked.  People will do almost anything to find sunken treasure.

“Well, probably because it’s a warship and there’s nothing down there worth messing with.  Except possibly the Guardian Stone, of course, and nobody would know or care about that except us,” he said.

It sounded pretty good, until we started doing a little bit of research about Cape Mendocino.  Turns out that’s a pretty forbidding place to make any kind of dive.  There are strong currents, and the water is dangerously cold, let alone the fact that three hundred feet is almost twice as deep as you’re supposed to go unless you’re a highly experienced diver, which me and Cam certainly weren’t.  People have died doing stupid things like that, and not so very rarely, either.

But in spite of all our searching, we never found the faintest clue as to where the third Stone might be.  The last recorded sighting of it was in Virginia in 1689, and after that it seemed to have dropped off the face of the earth for all we could tell.

“Well, folks, it looks like we’ve got a choice between the glacier and the ocean.  Take your pick,” Jolie finally said.

“Now I see why nobody ever bothered with these stupid things,” Matthieu muttered.

“Seems like it’s not much of a choice to me.  If the glacier is hopeless then California is the only other option,” I said.

“We don’t even know for sure if that’s where the Stone is, though,” Matthieu said.

“All we can do is try.  It’s either that or get burnt to a crisp by Dr. Garza whenever he gets back,” I said.  Nobody could argue with that, so Matthieu finally sighed. 

“Well. . . I guess it could be worse.  So happens I know how to dive, but I can’t go down there by myself.  At least one other person will have to go with me.  If y’all work really hard at it, you could probably finish your classes and get certified in a few weeks, though,” he said.

“You know all kinds of things, don’t you, Matt?” I asked dryly.  I really didn’t mean for it to sound snarky, but Matthieu is so good at so many different things he makes me feel like I’m incompetent sometimes.  He pretended not to notice.

“Anything that might keep me alive during a mission.  You never know what might turn out useful,” he said.

“You think it’s safe to wait that long?  I mean, not knowing when Dr. Garza might show up again, or what Gabe might be doing in the meantime?” I asked, and Matt shrugged.

“It’ll have to be.  No way am I going down there with a couple of newbies who never even went snorkeling before.  It’s too dangerous,” he said firmly.

I wanted to tell him I’d been snorkeling lots of times, but I kept my mouth shut.  I knew what he was talking about.

“Well, me and Cam really need to go home for a while, Matt; we’ve both got work and baseball practice and things like that we need to do.  Is there anywhere around Texarkana where we can take the classes?” I asked.

“Give me a few days and let me look around.  I’ll find something,” Matthieu said.

We drove home not long after that, and found that Justin had been pretty busy himself while the two of us had been otherwise occupied for the past few days.  He’d called in some people with heavy equipment to pull down what was left of Miss Edith’s house, and by the time we got back home the work was done.  The second we found out it was safe, we immediately went out to Red Lick to salvage whatever we could from the wreckage.  

“Not much left,” I said, staring at the bare ground.  There was nothing left on the lot except a few scraps of wood and glass, and a big hole in the ground where the cellar used to be.

It made me sad, although I’m sure if Miss Edith had been there herself, she probably would’ve told me not to value sticks and stones too much, or something similar.  She always did like to bring everything down to brass tacks that way.   

We walked over to what was left of the groundwork and found that the cellar steps were still in place.  The heavy beam that crushed the shelves was still down there, too, and the place was still full of broken glass and nail-studded pieces of wood.  But even with all that, I spied an unbroken bottle sitting on the bottom of one of the shelves.

“See that?” I asked, pointing to the bottle.

“Yeah.  I guess we better go down there and see what we can salvage,” Cam said.  We had some tough leather gloves so we wouldn’t cut our hands, and several empty plastic containers just in case we found any broken bottles that weren’t completely empty.

We ended up saving twenty-three bottles of sweet water, when all was said and done.  Nineteen originals, plus four more we refilled from what was left in the broken ones.  Twenty-three, out of all those hundreds.  It was a thousand times better than nothing, but still, it seemed like such an awful loss.

But even worse were the wolves.  We found not quite five hundred of them still intact.  I didn’t want to do the math to figure out exactly how many were shattered, but I knew it had to be well over a thousand.  The thought of it made me sick.

“Do you think we’ve got enough water for the rest of them?” Cameron asked, looking at the bottles skeptically.

“I hope so.  Maybe.  There are four hundred and eighty seven of them left.  That works out to about one bottle for every twenty wolves.  Not sure.  It’ll be tight,” I admitted.

“I wonder if there are any more like the Garzas in there?  We might not want to wake up all of them,” he said.

“Matthieu and Jolie always said there were a few really nasty ones.  I guess we’ll have to look through the files, see who survived and try to pick the ones that we think deserve a second chance the most and start with them.  Then we’ll help as many as we can.  It won’t be easy to choose,” I said.

“No, it won’t,” he agreed.  I didn’t look forward to that job at all, but after the debacle with the Garzas I was a firm believer in showing extreme caution.  I’d seen how easily things could get out of hand.

“I did find one thing down there we might want to hold on to.  For when Joan comes back, you know,” I said, pulling a bottle from my pocket.  The label said Annabelle Rusk, December 23, 1864.
Cam didn’t move at first, and then slowly took Annabelle’s bottle from my hand.  I hoped if I let him hold on to it that he might feel a little better.  

“I thought it might be better to wait for Joan to get back before we wake up Annabelle, so they’ll still be the same age, you know.  We better set aside a little bit of water for her, just to make sure we’ve got some left when the time comes,” I went on, handing him an empty but unbroken dust bottle.  He quietly filled it up with water from one of the jugs, and then put it in his pocket along with Annabelle’s dust. 

It was several days before Matthieu was able to find a good place for us to take our scuba classes.  There are not too many spots in this neck of the woods where you can get any practice for a really deep dive like the one in California would be.  The deepest lake within a thousand miles is less than two hundred feet deep, and even the Gulf is shallow for a long way out.  You have to go nearly eighty miles offshore from Galveston to find water the same depth as the San Andrés was wrecked in.  That made things difficult.

We finally had to settle for Lake DeGray, which is about an hour’s drive north of where we live, in the foothills of the mountains.  It’s warm and blue and crystal clear, studded with rocky islands and not too crowded.  But not too deep, either.  It’s only about 180 feet deep at the most, but that turned out to be the best we could hope for.  

So we took our classes in Arkadelphia, and Matthieu rented a motel room for a month so he could stay there and coach us all afternoon on the days when we didn’t have something else we had to do instead.  Jolie took the classes too, and I guess we sort of made it a hobby, you know.  We would have been swimming a lot in the evenings all summer anyway, so diving wasn’t so very different.

Things settled into a semi-normal routine after a while, even with the uncertainty of what might happen with the Garzas.  Me and Cam made pretty good money working for Jeb Barling, and we practiced hard for our baseball games; enough that we both won all-star medals.  We were the best students our dive instructor ever had, and spent so much time in the lake that I started to think we might grow fins.

But even with all those hours on the ranch and the playing field and in the classroom and in the water, I think Cam still had too much time on his hands.  He went mudding with Jake and Levi once or twice, and he’d sit up reading till all hours of the night.  But his heart wasn’t in any of those things, like it would have been only a few weeks ago.  The summer that started out looking so bright and enjoyable for both of us had turned into a barren wasteland for him, it seemed, no matter how busy he was.
He did play with Joey a lot, and sometimes both of them would doze off on the couch in mid-afternoon, Cam with his mouth hung open as usual and Jo-jo asleep on his chest.  He rarely socialized much with the rest of us, though.   

I think if Joan had died or he knew for certain that he’d never see her again, then it might have been easier.  But as it was, there was always that tiny thread of hope; and he was hanging himself with it.

