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The woman of his dreams…with the secret agent of his nightmares


Alix Gordon is a woman who doesn’t take life too seriously. What’s the fun in that? So when she stumbles across occult software that can bring any computer image to life, she conjures up lots of awesome outfits and accessories. And then, on one drunken, horny night, she conjures up Sir Kendall, the sexy TV ad spy…who looks exactly like Paul, the hot martial arts teacher who kicked her out of class three years ago.

  
Fighter Paul Reinhardt has good reason to hate Sir Kendall, the character he brought to life to land a part in a TV ad; he’d do anything to forget him. A cross country road trip seems just the thing…until Paul finds himself inexplicably drawn to Minnesota and is shocked to discover Sir Kendall—in the flesh - with the girl he’d once loved from afar. He barges into Alix and Sir Kendall’s love nest, determined to stop the madness - somehow.

  
But is super-spy Sir Kendall transforming into something more dangerous anyone can imagine? And what will Sir Kendall do when Paul and Alix finally give into their mad lust for each other?



 




MR. REAL




CHAPTER ONE

   


 When Alix Gordon returned from a tromp in the woods with her dog, Lindy, she spied a sparkling little something on her porch—a piece of jewelry. She quickened her pace up the steps. 


“Look, Lindy!”


Her bracelets jangled as she scooped it up. It was a beautiful necklace with blood-red jewels looped in lavish crisscrosses. She felt thrilled, like she’d found treasure. She turned it in the light, enjoying the weight of the cool stones draped over her fingers and how they looked glittery and soft at the same time. So beautiful…and so familiar.

She stiffened when she realized why she recognized the necklace: she’d copied the image from a website and saved it onto her computer desktop some time ago. And just yesterday, she kept clicking on it by accident, meaning to open the file next to it. 

Who would leave such a thing? She didn’t have a friend for miles. Certainly not a boyfriend. Was it even for her? Of course! Who else would it be for? She lived alone in the middle of nowhere.

The piece had a certain sultry glamour, like the costume jewelry she would’ve worn back in her old life in Minneapolis. Only this wasn’t costume jewelry; it was a ninety-thousand dollar necklace. Which was why she’d settled for a jpeg image instead of the real thing. 

Was somebody out there watching her? Her pulse raced. “Hello?” she called. 

Tree leaves whispered. Sounds from a distant highway.

It was probably fake rubies—ninety thousand was a lot of money. But still! What kind of person left any necklace on a woman’s porch and hid? It seemed a little creepy.

A June bug droned. She patted her thigh, a signal for Lindy to come close. Lindy trotted up, panting, watching her. Lindy didn’t seem to think anyone was out there.

How would anybody even know she liked the necklace? Unless they’d gotten into her computer. 

She shivered, feeling quite alone. And a little bit invaded. 


“Hello?”


Once in a while, kids would sneak through the forest to throw eggs at her house. A rite of passage left over from when her Great Aunt Veronica—a supposed witch—had owned the house. 

She eyed the forest edge, pulse racing. Her impulse was to run inside and slam the door. But that’s probably what they wanted—to show they knew things about her. To scare her. 

Like hell she’d give them the satisfaction. 

Alix had a lot of poses and attitudes that fooled a lot of people. There was “capable Alix,” “responsible Alix,” even “brave, knowledgeable Alix.” Standing alone there on her porch, she placed her hand on her hip and took on a slouchy stance. This was “confident tough-girl” Alix. 

In her most insolent tone, she yelled, “Olly-olly-oxen-free!”

And waited. 

June bugs. 

She clenched the necklace in her fist. In the four months since she’d inherited the rambling old place, Alix had felt lonely and bored and even discouraged—opening a bed and breakfast required a lot more than finding cool furniture and muffin recipes. But she’d never felt frightened. 

Until now. 

She pulled Lindy inside, locked all the doors and windows on the first floor, shut the curtains, and pulled the shotgun off the wall. 

The shotgun was a rusty Russian antique that she and her best friend from Minneapolis, Karen Alderman, had found at a flea market. They’d put it up as a joke: Alix’s new country life, complete with a shotgun…for varmints and critters! 

It didn’t seem all that funny now. 

Who would do this? Maybe as a relative of a supposed witch, Alix was deemed a witch, too. It probably didn’t help that she had platinum-pink hair in this very rural place. Still, why leave a necklace?

She looked down at the joke of a gun in her hands. There was a knife attached to the end; a bayonet, it was called. She and Karen had made jokes about that, too—like, you know your shooting skills suck when they make you have a knife at the end of your gun. That joke didn’t seem so hilarious anymore, either.

It was during times like these that she always pictured the stern glower of Hardass Paul, her former martial arts teacher, along with the words he’d uttered just before he’d kicked her out of his class. You think everything’s fun and games, but someday you’ll find out it’s not! Four years later, she could still picture him perfectly, all hot and manly with his tank top hanging loosely around his shoulders, hair dark with sweat, pointing at the door with his taped-up martial artist hands. 

She certainly didn’t see this necklace incident as a game. No note, no explanation, but there was a message all the same: I see you. I know what you do at your computer. 

Alix peeked out the side of the curtain. 

She scratched Lindy’s head. Poor Lindy had only three legs, but she made up for it in spirit. She was black with a snowy-white bib and big enough to have a nice big bark, but she was not much on the attacking. 


“Fine,” she mumbled. “Don’t show your face. Jerk.”

She checked every room and closet in the whole house, locked the basement door, and then headed to her office with the gun. She almost always used her laptop at her desk with her back to the wall—no chance the stalker had window-peeped. 

She ran a malware check, but it turned up nothing. She opened up the jpeg image of the necklace, thinking to trash it, and what she saw stunned her. The necklace was gone from the picture, yet the black velvet it had lain across was still there. It was like somebody had used a graphic design program to painstakingly cut out just the necklace parts, leaving a blank white space behind.


“What the hell?” she said to Lindy. 

Not only had the stalker known what she had been clicking on yesterday and put the very thing on her doorstop today—freaky enough—but he’d erased the image from the file. 

Madness paired with resourcefulness. Not a heartening combination. 

She felt like she’d spent the whole summer fighting—fighting electrical problems, plumbing problems, regulation mazes, the attitudes of people back in Minneapolis—Crazy Alix, trying to start a bed and breakfast. But now this? 


“Screw you,” she said aloud to the computer. “Screw you!”


And with that, she went and grabbed a Kit-Kat bar from her freezer. 

After gnawing through most of it without even tasting it, she called the Malcolmsberg sheriff, who suggested she put up ‘no trespassing’ signs and maybe call the post office to see if the mail carrier had dropped it. Insanely unhelpful, but she thanked the man anyway. 

She nibbled at the edges of the remaining rectangle of Kit Kat, expertly removing every last chocolate bit from the wafer surface, trying to decide what to do next. You can handle this, she said to herself. When she had the wafer part perfectly bare, she stuffed it into her mouth. Then she called the number from the website where she’d found the necklace image. Maybe somebody had ordered one in the last twenty-four hours. 

 “I don’t know what you found on your porch,” an irate jewelry artisan named Xing said, “but my necklace is a one-of-a-kind creation, and I happen to be staring at it in the case as we speak.” He assured her that if her necklace resembled his, then it had to be leaded glass, not rubies. “Rubies like this require weeks of cutting,” Xing said. And he had more important things to deal with—his website had been hacked.


“Hacked?”

Xing told her that somebody had messed with an image. Goosebumps crept up her spine. 

As soon as they hung up, Alix went out to Xing’s site and discovered that the necklace had been knocked out of the picture there, too. 

Why? What did it mean? 

She called around to tech places, and finally a guy at a used computer store in Paupesha, the largest town around, agreed to see her computer right away. 

She dropped the necklace into her purse, piled into her old Volvo with Lindy and her laptop, and drove the forty miles out. No way was she leaving Lindy alone in that house. 

The tech guy was youngish, and if you looked hard, you could see a hint of Bradley Cooper behind those glasses. He scanned for every known malware and spyware, but all he could come up with was “ratty power levels.”


“Are you sure you didn’t download anything weird from the Internet?” he asked with a playful twinkle in his eyes. He was thinking porn, she guessed. Hoping porn. 

She knew what he saw—a girl with hair just a little too wild and a shirt just a little too sexy for rural Minnesota. 


“Cross my heart!” She smiled. “Though, I did get an old floppy disc converted recently.”

He watched her a beat too long. “A floppy? Like a three-and-a-half-inch? Or are you talking five-and-quarter-inch?”



“Five-and-quarter,” she said. “Some lab in California transferred it onto a CD for me, but it turned out to be a lot of nothing.” She mumbled something about researching family history. 


“Nothing you get off an old floppy is going to take over your machine or interface wirelessly. They didn’t have wireless back then. That was the Pong era. I mean, Pong.” He typed more commands. The laptop whirred. “This’ll take a bit.” He sat back and smiled again. He really wasn’t so bad. If she didn’t feel so freaked out about this mystery, she’d think about doing him. She’d strut to the door and flip over the “Back in 30 minutes” sign and say something daring. It might even take the edge off of all the weirdness. 

And she loved to see the grateful amazement on a guy’s face when he realized she’d do him right then and there. A man’s grateful amazement always gave her a lift, made her feel complete. 

Like she was enough. 

Pathetic, maybe, but what the hell, it felt good! Even when the amazement lasted only a moment, it still made her feel so good. When a man’s lips were on her neck, his hands warming her skin, at those moments she really was enough. More than enough; she was everything in the world. Guys were fabulous like that, how easy it was to thrill them. 

She dragged her finger along the metal counter edge, feeling his eyes on her breasts. 

Having fun, enjoying guys, being daring—that was something of hers. Her brilliant, athletic sisters could keep their work-a-holic ways, their high-achievement lives. She had pleasure and fun. 


“You’re into family history, huh?”



“Not really,” she confessed. “It was actually just…being nosy.”

He raised his brows, like she was a naughty girl—a familiar game. “Nosy?” Guys like this often started off with exciting sternness, but they rarely took charge, even when she practically commanded it; they always seemed to want her in the lead, playing the seductress. 


“Sort of.”


His energy intensified. “Sort of?” 

Yeah, he knew what kind of girl she was. Men had a Spidey sense about that. 

She straightened a counter display, feeling wistful, suddenly. “I had this great aunt who left me all her worldly possessions, including her house. The floppy was under one of the computers in her dusty old computer room, and I thought it might contain memoirs or something. I mean, she left me everything. So awesome. I wanted to know about her.”



“I never heard of that happening in real life. The great aunt bit.” Again he smiled. Again she was tempted. 


“Apparently I met her when I was a kid, but I don’t remember it. She got cut off from the whole family.”


“Harsh.” Just then the machine beeped. The guy typed in more commands. 

Great Aunt Veronica had been shunned by the Gordon family for “dabbling in the dark arts and cavorting with strange men,” as her mother had put it when Alix showed her the letter from Veronica’s estate. “She wouldn’t tone it down, and we didn’t want you children exposed to all that devilry, so we cut it off with her.”

Alix would’ve laughed at her mother’s use of the word devilry if she hadn’t felt so very angry that this poor elderly woman had been cut off from the family. And she lived just two hours away from Minneapolis! Apparently, Aunt Veronica lived with a man friend who’d died a day after she did. So sad. It steamed Alix to no end to think that she knew nothing about Aunt Veronica, and that she hadn’t gotten the chance to meet her and get to know her. Friends and relatives cared for each other and helped each other no matter what. Alix would’ve helped her. 

Instead, this unknown aunt had helped Alix. 

She’d given her a chance to escape from her mistakes. To start over. 

The guy tapped a few buttons and sat back. “So nothing? On the floppy?”



“Weird symbols,” she said. “My friend thought it was some kind of old code.”


“And she had a dusty old computer room…” He tilted his head, lips quirked. “You know, those old computers are getting valuable. I could take a look at them. I would be happy to come over.”


In fact, there was a lot of 1970s and 80s-era hardware in the basement, including mini supercomputers, as her friend Karen had called them, all hooked together in a circle. Somebody had taken a sledgehammer to them at some point and smashed them all up. They wouldn’t be worth anything. 

But it wasn’t really computers that they were discussing now. 

She thought about it a little, how that blast of attention would feel. The gratitude, the excitement, the dare of it all. But she had a mystery to solve. “Nah, sorry,” she said. “It’s impossible. But thanks.”

He nodded, understanding her meaning, and turned back to the computer, hitting a few buttons. “Your laptop’s clean,” he said officiously. “Twenty bucks. Want me to turn it off?”


She nodded, wondering how long he’d been done. 

He powered down and shut the lid. “I hate to say this, but do you think someone might’ve come into your home and messed with your machine directly?”


Gulp. She hadn’t even considered that. Surely Lindy would’ve barked. “No way,” she said, handing over the check. 

The guy raised his eyebrows. “Hold on, you’re out on KE past Malcolmsberg? Is this that brick house on the bluff?”


She nodded. 


“The witch house? We’re talking about the witch house here? Dark witch of evil manor? That was your aunt?!“

Outrage heated her face. “Seriously, what year is it? This whole place shuns a poor old woman on the grounds of being a witch? Just because she was eccentric and into non-traditional things, it doesn’t mean she was evil.”


“Is it evil to bring back the dead? Your aunt could do that. She could make things appear out of thin air. My dad saw it firsthand as a kid. And he’s not one to tell tales.”



“If a kid said it, it must be true,” she snapped.


“You ask anyone. Plumes of smoke. Crows—”


“I asked you for computer advice, not mystical advice.” She gathered up her purse and computer.


“All I’m saying is that if something’s unexplained out there…” the guy raised his eyebrows, as if no more needed to be said on the subject. 

She left in a huff, feeling new sympathy for her aunt. Alix knew firsthand what it felt like to be the object of everyone’s asshole opinions. 

True, she’d found some pretty crazy things cleaning out the house. Aunt Veronica was definitely into some occult stuff. Was there anything to it? Alix believed in karma. And in ghosts. Why not magic? The world was full of unexplained things. Was it possible something magical was going on? 

The idea excited her. 

On the way back home she got ahold of Karen on the phone.


“You pack a bag right now and drive to Minneapolis,” Karen instructed from her convention hotel room. Karen had a big-gun job these days with a tech firm. “Some freak has invaded your online privacy, trespassed on your porch, and left you a gift that says look what I can do.”



“Is it some freak?” Alix asked, watching Lindy’s ears flap in the rushing air from the open window. “There was no spyware on my computer. And, seriously, in 24 hours, can somebody hack a site, make elaborate graphic design changes to the images, manufacture a stunning copy of a ruby necklace, and get it onto my porch?” She was starting to warm to the magic idea. Her heart raced. 


“What are you saying?”


“Think about it—we know Aunt Veronica was into black magic in some way, all those crazy books, and her jewelry tastes, those symbols we scrubbed off the basement floor. What if she was really onto something?”



“You think it’s magic?”



“If it defies explanation…” Alix said. 


“Then that just means you look harder. Jumping to a magical explanation—”



“I’m not jumping to it. I’m going to run a scientific test. I’m going to repeat exactly what I did with the necklace with something different, and use my web cam to record the whole thing. And then we’ll see.”



“Stop. Think it through. You could be dealing with somebody dangerous.”


“I am thinking it through. Sure, maybe it’s a bauble-leaving freak, I’m not ruling that out. But maybe, just maybe, I could discover something mind-blowingly awesome. The guy at the computer store asked if I’d downloaded anything suspicious. Well, I did. Remember when I got that old floppy converted? All that crazy code? What if it did something to my computer?”



“Oh my god,” Karen said. 


“What?”



“A magical computer? Is that where you’re going with this?”



“What were my aunt’s two main hobbies? Witchy stuff and computers. It’s exciting! Think through this with me, Karen. I mean, what if it’s real? It would be beyond winning the lottery. We could literally have anything we wanted. But first we’ll do this test. What should I order for it? We should think of something really challenging for the next task.”


“I know it seems cool, but you have to be smart. This is not all fun and games here, Alix.”

Alix frowned. “Thanks a lot, Hardass Paul. Are you going to kick me off our phone call now?”



“I can’t believe you just called me Hardass Paul,” Karen snapped. “I’m not a Hardass Paul for wanting you to be safe.”



“This is not all fun and games? That is so Hardass Paul.”



“Not at all!”

They bickered back and forth until Alix apologized. “But I’m going to solve this. I don’t care.”


In the four years since Hardass Paul had kicked Alix out of class—four years and hundreds of miles away—he’d grown in significance, becoming the poster boy for all the people who thought Alix was screwed-up and irresponsible. In the years since, whenever Alix got Karen into some crazy situation—drunkenly trapped in a phone booth in rabbit costumes with the police on their way, for example—one of them would turn to the other and ask, I wonder what Hardass Paul would have to say about this? It was always good for a laugh. 

Hardass Paul. So much hotness wasted on a humorless jerk. 

Alix passed through tiny downtown Malcolmsberg, all four super-quaint blocks of it, nestled along the banks of the Mississippi River. She should’ve never called Karen a Hardass Paul. 

Once she was through town she turned left, up the wooded bluff, and headed toward the house.

Her house. 

For being a supposedly witchy, black-magic-dabbling person, Aunt Veronica had lived in quite the cheerful house, all red brick and white wood trim. And massive, too—the old Victorian was a small hotel in an earlier incarnation, the estate people had said. 

It still seemed weird to Alix that she owned a house, even after four months. But thank goodness for it. For what Aunt Veronica had done for her. 

The week before Alix learned of the inheritance, she’d been evicted from her apartment and fired from her tenth cocktail waitress job. It was this whole mess stemming from her arrest on charges of trespassing, burglary, destruction of property, arson, public drunkenness, and disorderly conduct. She got probation and community service—by a hair—but her legal fees were insane, and she’d become an object of scorn of all her friends but Karen. 

If she could turn back time, she’d do the same damn thing all over again. 

Well, okay, she’d still break into Manuel’s apartment to erase the sex-with-Karen videos he was threatening to put on the Internet, but maybe she wouldn’t have been so drunk that she knocked over his seven-day candle and started a small fire. Or trashed the place putting it out. Or stolen that bag of Butterfinger candy bars after erasing the files. That, too, had been ill-advised. 

Naturally, most everyone took Manuel’s side, because he was the victim of Crazy Alix breaking into his place and trashing it. It wasn’t like she could say why she was there. Nobody but Karen and Manuel knew that. 

And she’d do it again in a second. She’d fight like a rabid coyote to protect her best friend any day of the week. Maybe she was a screw-up, but she was a loyal screw-up who fought fiercely for the people who were good to her.

Also, Alix knew a thing or two from her life of mishaps and underachievement: once you messed up enough times, scandals and arrests didn’t hurt you as badly as they hurt somebody with a clean slate, somebody people thought well of. Like Karen. Alix could absorb things. Karen couldn’t. Though even Alix was challenged by the twin losses of home and job.

It was at that point that the inheritance letter had arrived. 

Why had Aunt Veronica left it all to her? Alix was the only one in the family too young to remember meeting the woman. Was it because they were both black sheep?

She and Karen had driven out to see the house the following weekend and Alix had instantly decided to turn it into a bed and breakfast. Two hours away from Minneapolis and an hour or so up from La Crosse—it was the perfect location. A new start. And she would name it Veronica’s, in honor of her aunt.

 Alix’s parents were horrified about the inheritance due to the black magic bit. Alix’s older sisters seemed hurt and dismayed that they’d been overlooked for the house and the little pile of cash, which Alix had promptly shared with her sisters, leaving her just enough to fix up the place. 

Everybody thought she’d make a mess of it—nobody said it directly, but it was obvious from their advice: When you own a bed & breakfast, you can’t go out dancing all night, Alix…You have to be up early, Alix…You have to follow safety regulations, Alix…It’s not as easy as it looks on TV, Alix…People will be counting on you with their vacation plans, Alix. 

Alix just flipped her pink hair at them and laughed. They thought she wasn’t listening, but in truth, she was terrified. Terrified by the responsibility. She hoped the place would be good enough to live up to her mysterious aunt’s generosity. And that people would like it. 

Karen was all for it. Karen drove out over many weekends to help clean and scrape and paint. And at night they drank wine on the porch and played Scrabble and sometimes dined semi-ironically at the old-timey Malcolmsberg supperclub. 

But now it was August, and there was still tons to do to be ready for her first guests by Christmas, as she’d brashly announced. Mostly, she needed to get the rooms nice and the kitchen licensed for food prep. And then there was the carriage house, which was presently full of junk. Every time she felt dispirited, she’d say to herself, It’s not Christmas yet.

Now there was a mystery to solve. 

As soon as she got home, Alix got started on her plan. First, she needed to find a new jpeg image to save to her laptop and click a bunch of times. That’s what she’d done with the necklace image, and a day later it was there, as if the repeated clicking had alerted the powers that be—or the stalker that be—to the significance of it. 

She considered going for an image of a bag of her favorite spicy jalapeño potato chips—none of the Malcolmsberg stores carried them—but she decided against that. If whoever or whatever was capable of producing something as complicated as a copy of Xing’s necklace—in one day—why the hell go for potato chips? It should be something desirable and slightly challenging. She briefly considered a huge pile of cash, but that was practical and boring, and not much of a challenge. After some deliberation, Alix settled on white vinyl majorette boots with swingy tassels from Marley’s of New York, size 9. At the last minute, she added a white vinyl clutch and a belt. Click. Click. Hah! Good luck getting stuff overnighted from Marley’s. 

She created the file and clicked it like crazy. Then she sat back, staring at the fabulous ensemble and scratching at her sparkly blue nail polish. 

After that, just to cover all her bases, she made a professional-looking “No Trespassing” sign and hammered it to the wooden railing of her front porch, her bracelets jingling. According to Sheriff Deacon, leaving gifts on doorsteps wasn’t illegal—unless the property was “posted.”

Finally she set up the web cam. What would she see on it? If the outfit arrived, would it be an exact duplicate of the image? The necklace looked a lot like the picture. She’d assumed it was crystal, because that’s what that jewelry guy, Xing, said, but maybe she should have it appraised. 

As night fell, she started feeling nervous. What if it was just some stalker freak? Had her desire for this thing to turn out magical made her stupid? 

She took the sledgehammer, the shotgun, her phone, and her computer to bed and texted back and forth with Karen, who was at some convention app-startup bash. 

She and Karen were opposites in many ways. Karen was calm and smart and sarcastic with dark hair and glasses, whereas Alix was bold, big-boned, and boisterous, with bright hair. Different as they were, Alix considered their friendship to be deep and ancient and forever, and one of the luckiest things in her life. 

After Karen finally had to go, Alix lay awake for a long time, wishing she had somebody close by to talk to—like on the phone with actual human voices, not just tweeting or texting.

She’d had a few local flings. One with a hunky carpenter she’d hired for the kitchen had lasted a month, but that had fizzled badly; she’d blown him off twice, though the second time wasn’t her fault. Anyway, it wouldn’t be cool to call him. During the month they were together, she’d pressed him for information about Aunt Veronica. He hadn’t grown up in the area, but he’d told her about the witch rumors, and the crows and clouds of smoke that reportedly hovered over the house way back when. From the photos Alix had found, Aunt Veronica had been a bright-eyed, button-nosed old woman with gray hair pulled back in a ponytail. She wore thick scientist-looking glasses too big for her face and walked with a cane. It was hard to imagine her commanding clouds of crows and marking up the basement floor with symbols.

There were drawings, too. Alix’s favorite was a framed nude of her aunt done in blue pencil. The piece wasn’t large—the size of a placemat maybe. It answered the question of why she walked with a cane: her leg was deformed and fitted with a brace. The artist had depicted her as beautiful in spite of it, or even because of it, like the leg had a fun and outrageous personality. Alix loved that drawing on every level. The picture was simply signed ‘Max’—the name of her longtime companion. Max had loved Veronica very, very much, Alix decided. 

It made her mad that the townspeople had such a low opinion of Veronica. Had her elderly aunt felt lonely for female companionship? Did she feel weird shopping at the Red Owl, knowing people were whispering about her? Was she reluctant to get her hair done at the town salon? Sometimes when Alix thought along these lines, it inspired her to work harder to make the place beautiful, like every inch of woodwork she sanded was a blow in the name of women who were seen as lacking in some way. Women who were seen as less than other people.

Still, she couldn’t help but think that if either one of her sisters had inherited the place, they would’ve made friends by now. Jackie would’ve joined the church choir and Jennie would be busy teaching Sunday school and meeting other moms. And they would wear proper outfits for errands into town. And never make spectacles of themselves at the townie bar, drinking beers and dancing wildly by the jukebox. Sure, Alix had made acquaintances, like Benji the barista at Bean Central, Malcolmsberg’s lone coffee shop, the Lings, who owned the Chinese restaurant, and Ginny, the nice Red Owl cashier. But there was nobody Alix could call on the phone. 

No way would she phone her parents—they’d tell her to come home and invest in a church choir robe and a book of tater tot casserole recipes. 

And no way would she leave. 

Except now she felt scared, lying there all alone. 

She turned over and scratched Lindy’s head. People had given up on poor three-legged Lindy—she was about to be gassed when Alix rescued her from the pound. Alix loved Lindy so much, it scared her to even think about her dying. Sometimes she joked about Lindy being the dog version of a loser to soften the fierce, sharp edges of her love for her. 


“Good girl,” she whispered.

Alix lay there, alone in the darkness in her occult aunt’s house with her sledgehammer, her under-confident 1950s rifle, her computer, and her phone.

She stroked a finger along Lindy’s ear, which was just long enough to flop over. “I wonder what Hardass Paul would say about this?”

She snickered softly. 

What the hell, it was still a good joke. 





CHAPTER TWO

   

The porch stood empty the next morning. Alix felt vaguely disappointed, but she reminded herself that the necklace had taken about a day. 

She could barely concentrate on sanding the woodwork in the kitchen; she kept popping out to the living room to check the porch and make sure the web cam’s record light was on. 

And then, that afternoon, when Alix looked out the window for the umpteenth time, there they were. The boots, the belt, and the clutch. Right there on the porch. 

Like magic.  

Slowly, Alix opened the door. Lindy ran out and sniffed the boots, then sauntered down the steps and out to pee on the grass. 

Lindy hadn’t even barked! Lindy always barked like crazy when the mailman or delivery people came. Even a squirrel setting a paw onto the clearing around the gravelly circle drive was occasion for a bark-fest. Which also suggested a magical cause, rather than a human one.

Heart racing, Alix grabbed the stuff and called Lindy back in. She raced to her computer and checked the web cam footage. At 02:41:06, the porch was empty, at 02:41:07, the belt, boots, and clutch were there. They seemed to materialize, but you couldn’t tell for sure—the porch was white, and the accessories were white. Somebody could have flung the stuff up there really fast. Why hadn’t she taped at a lower speed? Karen would never accept this as evidence. 

Alix checked the jpeg; the outfit was knocked out of the image, with only pure white nothingness where the stuff had been. Alix couldn’t even find the things on the Marley’s site anymore. Maybe they’d taken down the page. 

A shiver rushed through her. What other explanation could there be?

Then she realized something else: the items appeared exactly 24 hours from when she’d saved and clicked on them—to the second. She could tell from her computer history. She checked the timing on the necklace thing, and as far as she could tell, it was the same deal. 

Twenty-four hours. That seemed very magical!

A new test: she selected an old wooden barrel. It was so giant that it would be easy to see what was going on. She put it on her desktop and clicked on it a bunch of times at 2:58 pm. 

The next day was a Thursday. 

At 2:40 pm, she was in position, peering out the window behind a camouflage screen of plants, with a perfect spy-view of the porch. And the sledgehammer. And the cam running on time lapse. 

At 2:58, she saw a pulse of brown. In the next instant, the brown spot expanded out from the middle, practically exploding out.

Exploding out into a barrel. 

And there it sat. A big, old, weathered, wooden barrel. 

She stayed there, staring, not breathing. A barrel had just materialized before her eyes. She crept to the door and opened it slowly. 

Lindy went out and casually sniffed it, and then bounded down the steps and into the yard. 

The barrel was cool to the touch, much cooler than the muggy August air. Alix recalled that the majorette boots ensemble and the necklace had felt cool, too. 

Her heart pounded.

Back inside, she reviewed the footage, which showed it all: a brown dot exploding outwards into a barrel. She forwarded the clip to Karen, and got her on the phone. 


“This is just…whoa,” Karen said. 


“I know! Whoa!” Alix said. 


“Maybe I was wrong. Could this be magic? I mean, assuming you’re not messing with me here. ‘Cause April Fool’s day is past—”



“I swear,” Alix interrupted breathlessly. “I watched it with my own eyes. Out of thin air.”



“Wow. What if it really was those floppies you converted?”



“I think it was. What other connection does my laptop have to Aunt Veronica?”

Karen hissed out a breath. “Maybe she found some way to computerize occult commands. The computer as we know it today is based on everything being either one or zero, and look what we’ve made from that—the whole Internet. Maybe your aunt developed some voodoo interface with reality. Some kind of conversion. Those 1980s computer geeks got into some weird stuff.”



“An occult computer program,” Alix whispered. 


“And then you come along and dump all that freak code into your modern laptop and fire up some kind of magic. Oh, now I’m dying to look at that code again. But wait! Don’t email it.”



“Oh my god—the smashed machines in her computer room!” Alix said. “And the padlock on the door? And the writing on the floor? And remember how it smelled in there? Like it hadn’t been opened for years?”



“She didn’t want that stuff getting out.”


“Because she knew it was powerful,” Alix said. “I have a magic computer. I can have anything in the world.”



“Okay, hold on. Let’s think and not act.”


“But the magic needs one more test, just to be sure,” Alix said. “For the next thing, I have to choose something that doesn’t technically exist. Or something that would be impossible to get, to make sure it’s really magic. Like, a unicorn. That would be the ultimate test to prove it’s magic.”



“No. Stop—”



“Right, it has to be something I want,” Alix said. Her new white boots were fabulous; so was her ruby necklace, which she was currently wearing with her faded black MonkeyDemon tank top. The barrel, not so much. “No wonder Lindy didn’t bark.”


“Don’t order anything else until I’m there. I’m back in town Sunday. I’ll drive out and we’ll test it together, okay? You don’t want to change the course of history or whatever. Changing the course of history is way easier to do than you think. In fact, shit! If this is what we think it is, you have the potential right now to call up something that could destroy us all. You could rip the fabric of the universe.”



“Are you stoned right now?” Alix asked. 


“That’s irrelevant,” Karen said. “I’m being serious. This is no time for a Crazy Alix caper.”

A Crazy Alix caper.

Alix felt the wind whoosh out of her. Crazy Alix? Karen had never called her that. Other people had, but not Karen. With a lightness she didn’t feel, Alix said, “I think Crazy Alix can test the occult computer program without ending life as we know it.” And then, just to needle Karen, “It’s not like I’m going to order the planet Mars to arrive at my doorstep. Though, that would sure test the magic, wouldn’t it?”


“Oh my god, don’t even say that!”



“Look, come on, I’m excited, aren’t you? Think of something for me to order.”



“Don’t mess with the magic until I’m there,” Karen said. “Do NOT.”



“So you can mess with the magic, but not me? Don’t let Crazy Alix at it!”



“You know I’m just better at this stuff,” Karen said, in a very reasonable and placating tone. “You can wait three days, right? I’ll think things through and help handle it if things get weird.”



“And I won’t.”



“Oh, come on, Alix. You’re going to act like you don’t get crazy and reactive when things go wrong? This is serious.”

Alix’s throat clogged. Is that how Karen felt about her? 


“Crazy and reactive? That’s what you think?” A horrible idea came to Alix. “Is that what you thought about the Manuel incident?”



“Alix, I know your heart was in the right place—”



“Oh my god, you do!”



“Try to understand. It’s world balance stuff.”

Alix swallowed with difficulty. “I understand,” she whispered.


“I can tell you don’t. No—please—I’m sorry. I’m just freaked out about this. Can we rewind the conversation?”



“No, we can’t rewind the conversation!” Alix blurted, feeling the tears come. She couldn’t think straight in emotional situations. She didn’t understand how Karen always could. 


“Alix! Talk to me.”

Crazy and reactive? 


“I have to go,” Alix whispered, feeling ashamed. Karen was the one who’d always believed in her. 


“I’m serious. Don’t do anything until you discuss it with me. Don’t even touch your computer.”



“Don’t worry, I won’t destroy the world. I have to go.” She clicked off and turned off the phone.

Lindy came over and nosed her lap. Alix sat down on the floor and hugged her, letting the tears dribble down her cheeks, not caring about the black mascara and eyeliner tracks that were no doubt forming. 

If that’s how Karen felt, hell, why were they even friends? Sure, Alix was aware that Karen relied on her to add a sense of fun and play in her life, that she coaxed Karen out of her overly ponderous life in new ways, and even helped her connect with guys. But that was something a puppy could do. Alix had always thought that by some miracle Karen respected her, too. How could you be friends with somebody you didn’t respect? 


“Screw it,” she said, wiping her tears, so incredibly tired of feeling inadequate. 

She grabbed a six-pack of beers from the fridge and stuffed it into her backpack along with a bag of chips. She’d take Lindy for a walk along the bluff, Lindy’s favorite place to go. Doing nice things for Lindy always made Alix feel better when she was blue. 

 Thirty minutes later they reached the bluff. She drank one beer and then another, throwing sticks with Lindy and watching her chase squirrels and chipmunks. By the third beer, she was leaning against a tree trunk, staring dolefully out over the Mississippi. The river was low and lazy this time of year, surrounded by weeds and cattails. You could see all the way to the rolling hills on the Wisconsin side, all neat squares of cropland. 

Crazy and reactive. 

She and Karen had always been allies against the world, allies against people like her overachieving sisters. And Hardass Paul. 

She’d never admit it out loud, but it still stung that Hardass Paul had kicked her out of his class those four years ago. She and Karen had been house sitting for Karen’s cousin in Oakland that summer—Alix was between jobs, Karen on break from college. Alix had spotted Paul on the street, been taken by his choppy brown hair and deep blue eyes, but mostly by the way he walked. So loose and strong and commanding—just his walk had been beautiful to her. They’d shadowed him to a martial arts school and discovered he was a teacher there. Alix had begged Karen to sign up for a four-week class right then and there. The first week she’d flirted shamelessly with Paul, who had just turned twenty five. 


“He’s not going for it,” Karen had observed after class one day. “He sees you as a student, not a girl.”



“He sees me as a girl,” Alix had said. “I know he does.”

She knew because they’d had a moment when Paul made her take her bracelets off. 

He’d told them on the first day that bracelets were against the rules. When she stood in lineup the second day with her bracelets on, he crooked a little finger at her, and sternly, wordlessly turned and led her across the smooth hardwood expanse of the dojo. She remembered trailing him, remembered how weirdly excited she felt as they arrived at the corner desk. And then he tapped his finger on the spot where she was to put the offending bracelets and waited, regarding her with calm, stern blue eyes. 

Something happened then—it was like he was holding her with his eyes, overpowering her with a force of character that turned her on in a way she’d never experienced. She said something funny—she couldn’t remember what—and he simply repeated the gesture, tapping on the desk. And at that moment, she was filled with this glowing feeling about him, and she wanted to give him things—her body, yes, but more. Everything. And slowly, watching his eyes, fighting the trembly feeling in her limbs, she pulled off the bracelets. She, who loved disobedience and hated rules—that moment where a martial arts teacher pulled rank became the single hottest encounter she’d ever had with a man, certainly hotter than any of the fucking she’d ever done. And she’d done a lot of it. 

She smiled, then, and smashed the bracelets dramatically and saucily onto the desk.

She remembered how sharply his chest moved—a small, quick inhale, like she’d yanked the air from his lungs. And oh, she wanted him. She wanted him with a fever that left her nearly unable to think. 

They stood there maybe thirty seconds, but the energy between them seemed to crackle across eons. He moved his hand to her bracelets, fixed them into a perfect stack. Something about him seemed to shine. She felt they both shone, as though they shone for each other. 

But then he swallowed. Pulled back and away. It was like they had some sexy ESP between them, and then he cut it off. She felt the loss in her bones. 


“Let’s go.” He turned and walked. She could do nothing but follow. And they rejoined the group without fanfare. 

In the weeks that followed, Paul became her personal Mount Everest. The more staunchly he ignored her, the more determined she became to feel that connection again. He was twenty-five, after all, a year older than she. In her experience, twenty-five-year-old guys were highly swayable. 

But not Paul. 

She tried everything—invitations to hang out, inappropriate jokiness, hot outfits, sly, knowing comments, more bracelets, but he commanded and taught her from a distance, aloof. Hell, she even tried applying herself to the lessons. One day, after tireless attempts at a cross-elbow, round-kick combo, suddenly hers were the best in class. It was like she forgot her pursuit and he forgot his aloofness, and they did this whole victory dance together by the heavy bag. They danced in the same way, on a crazy, perfect wavelength. But then he went back to being closed to her. 


“Nobility trip,” Karen had pronounced. “You’ll never get him.”

Alix wouldn’t accept it. He didn’t have a girlfriend—she’d ferreted out that fact right away. And some kind of magic had crackled between them. Surely she hadn’t imagined it! It drove her crazy that he wouldn’t pay attention to her. It was more than her wanting to do him; she wanted him on every level. She just liked to be near him, as if the air around him ran thick with happiness and excitement. Truly, she’d never met anyone like Paul. By the third week, she felt desperate and acted too silly in class, perhaps Without warning, without so much as a hint of anger, he stopped the class and pointed to the door. Out.


“What?” Alix had protested. 

And he’d looked her in the eye and told her point blank: Martial arts are for serious people, not for somebody who treats everything like a game.

With anybody else, Alix would’ve made a smart comeback. 

But not Paul. It was as if he’d looked into her soul and had seen the truth of her and had realized that she was not enough. 

She’d never forget him pointing toward the door. Casting her adrift. And she’d just turned and left, with Karen following behind.

Oh, she hated herself for scuttling out so obediently. It was just a stupid punching bag class where she was trying to pick up a guy! 

But of course that was a lie. 

It was a loss—a devastating one. Every time she made a Hardass Paul joke, it was like she was softening the sharpness of that loss. But also, reconnecting with Paul. She despised herself for not being able to hate him. 

Yes, she was 100% pathetic when it came to Hardass Paul. 

Then, two years ago, she’d stumbled on to the Denali commercial. 

Hah!

Finding it had been a complete accident. She had been on an obscure Internet forum for cocktail waitresses—the topic was disgusting liqueurs, and somebody had put up a link to a little-known Australian commercial for Denali, a peachy liqueur. She’d almost fallen out of her chair when she’d recognized Paul in the clip. There he was, playing the part of Sir Kendall Nicholas the Third, secret agent spokesman for Denali liqueur. Had he thought nobody would see it because it was on Australian TV? 

 She’d sent the link to Karen along with a crowing email: How the mighty have fallen! Noble Hardass Paul, playing a James Bond knockoff for a gross liqueur. LOL! 

But secretly, Alix loved the commercials. It was like snatching a forbidden little piece of Paul for herself—the only little piece she could have. Paul had rejected her, but Sir Kendall would have her. Sir Kendall was wild and fun, and he romanced every barmaid he met. Sir Kendall would not find her lacking. Sir Kendall was her people. 

And so much more.

Sir Kendall was the ultimate dark stranger in a tuxedo. A magnificent male animal whose blue eyes twinkled with secrets as he lingered in dark doorways, always just back from some exotic place. Sir Kendall exuded a predatory charm. His sense of entitlement was arrogant and slightly humorous—you would give him precisely what he wanted, and you would give it gladly. And you knew that giving Sir Kendall precisely what he wanted would be an unforgettable experience. 

Paul was American, but Sir Kendall spoke in a low, lazy English accent that had a little Australian in there—a totally fake accent, but kind of hot. His expression was knowingly humorous, even a bit soft, like an angelic child grown into debauched adulthood. His fine dinner jackets and tuxedos always appeared lived-in, possibly even fought-in, clinging wantonly to his muscular chest and shoulders. He’d sweep in, drink a Denali, have sex with a woman—or so the ads implied—and then dissolve into the night as soon as he walked out the door. And there’d be only a Denali bottle left on the screen, with the tagline, “Denali. Always just the thing.”

The shadows were lengthening by the time Alix opened her fifth beer and ripped into her chips. She should be getting back, but she was enjoying her private picnic. She threw a chip to Lindy, thinking how she hadn’t checked the Denali Australia website for a while. Maybe they’d put up a new Sir Kendall spot. Alix was always irrationally thrilled when there was a new Sir Kendall commercial. 

Her favorite sex fantasy with Sir Kendall began with him knocking at her door. She’d open it, and he’d grunt something about needing directions, strangely drawn to her the second he saw her. Sir Kendall would be a man ruled by stormy emotions and an irresistible hunger for her. And she’d say something clever and dirty about the main road, and he’d regard her sternly, and he’d push her to the wall and kiss her, overpowering her, and they’d have breathless, frantic sex. Who had time to dreamily climb the stairs? They would fuck standing up, right between the coat hooks and the foyer table. Yeah!

In another scenario, Sir Kendall would show up at the door in a ripped-up tuxedo—a hungry and hunted animal on the run from some spy-world threat. Alix would pull him in and help him to the kitchen and feed him, and the more he regained his senses, the harder he would focus on her, overcome with desire. They’d have a sassy little interaction, and he’d pull her up from the chair and push her against the kitchen wall. And he would fuck her right there. 

She often tried to cajole the guys she seduced into wall sex, but they never went for it. Sir Kendall would so go for wall sex. And he would be powerful, not relying on her to be the seductress.

And that’s when it hit her: a sexy visit from Sir Kendall…it was now totally within her reach!

Okay, she was drunk. And the mosquitoes were coming out. And she had to pee. She put her empties in her pack and started back down. But she couldn’t get the idea out of her mind. 

Sir Kendall. 

She followed Lindy through the shadowy forest, stumbling here and there. 

Sir Kendall was really the perfect test. He didn’t technically exist, and he was far more desirable than a unicorn. 

But what would happen to him over the long haul? She couldn’t keep him forever. Or could she? 

But…he wouldn’t be there forever because he always dissolved. 

At the very end of each commercial, he’d drink Denali, walk out of the bar, and dissolve. And the bottle of Denali would show on the screen with that tag line.

She laughed to think of Karen’s stunned reaction, but even Karen would have to admit it was brilliant—the world would be safe because Sir Kendall was temporary. Like a fruit fly. Except way better. He would come out of nothing, love her, drink Denali, and dissolve into the night. 

Unless he didn’t dissolve. But surely he would. 

Anyway, she didn’t care what Karen thought, or what Paul thought. Or her parents. They thought she was a screw-up. Fine! Let them think it. 

Sir Kendall wouldn’t think it. 

Ten minutes later, she was settled into her office chair with her last beer, watching her favorite Denali ad. She pressed pause, then ran through it frame by frame, hitting the wrong key now and then. Stupid keyboard! Okay, she was drunk. But not that drunk! 

Was she really doing this? 

Hell, yeah!

She took a screenshot of the perfect Sir Kendall pose—him leaning in a doorway. He’d slid his hand up high on the door frame, up above his head. His dark jacket hung slightly open, blue shirt unbuttoned partway, but not so much as to be cheesy.

She cropped the image, placed it on her desktop, clicked it a dozen times. 

Her heart tha-lumped nervously.

The clock said 7:46 pm. Would he show up tomorrow, Friday, at 7:46 pm? Of course! Why wouldn’t he? That’s how the magic worked.

She sat back and watched his image staring out at her from the dark background of the computer screen. 

Sir Kendall’s pose was slightly menacing—you would have to pass close by him to get out to the darkness beyond. But he was vulnerable, too; his neck, belly, even his crotch, were open to attack or ravishment. He was like a powerful mammal demonstrating confidence by leaving himself unprotected—a show of dominance wrapped in an illusion of submission, a pose that said, Go ahead. If you dare. 

Oh, no, what had she done? With shaking hands, she closed the image, dragged it into the trash. Never mind!—that was her message to the world of the occult. Cancel the order! Don’t send Sir Kendall!

But she knew it was too late. 

She’d ordered Sir Kendall. 

She stared at the screen. The evening breeze stirred the leaves out the window. 

She told herself it would be cool. She always complained about people not having enough fun in life. Wasn’t this a fun thing? 

No. It was a Crazy Alix thing. Possibly the Craziest Alix thing ever.

Oh, Karen was going to freak.

Alix forced herself to get up and go to the kitchen. She pulled some pre-baked potatoes out of the refrigerator and heated them in the oven. The potatoes formed the basis of one of her favorite meals, Mexican potatoes, which was nothing more than potatoes with cheese and salsa piled on top. 

She stood over the warming oven, chewing on a carrot.

 He’d show up on her doorstep, just like that barrel. Except he’d want to drink Denali. And seduce her. What the hell, it’s what she’d wanted. She loved to have sex, and Sir Kendall would be perfect—he’d have a little Paul in him, except he’d actually want her. And he was a sexy spy. 

She’d need to buy some Denali. And food. Did he eat? Of course he did. If he drank, he ate. What did he eat? 

Her pulse raced. He would probably eat red meat—steaks, but not burgers. She barely ever cooked steak. Would he settle for fish? Italian food? Would he eat chips? No, he wouldn’t want to get his hands greasy. Paul would eat chips, Sir Kendall wouldn’t. She could see him eating olives, though, maybe with toothpicks. Yes, he’d definitely like olives. 

This was so crazy! But, maybe he wouldn’t come. And yet, a part of her wanted him to.

A shopping list began to form in her mind, because of course she would feed him. In the commercials, he liked to have a drink, but a good hostess offered food to a guest. And then what? Would he want to talk? Or go right to the sex-and-romance part? But who says Sir Kendall would be up for sex? 

Of course he’d be up for it. Sir Kendall was a madly sexual being. 

She stared at her half-eaten carrot, which no longer seemed like food. Her stomach felt like 99% pure stardust. 

No more beer! She grabbed a Coke. 

Her phone. She turned it on. Six calls from Karen. 

Crap. 

She called Karen at her conference hotel room. 


“Honey!” Karen said. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to be such a bitch, I was just freaked out.” Karen apologized some more. Alix assured her it was fine, and that she wasn’t mad at her—not at all. 


“Are you okay?” Karen said after a long silence. “Is something up?”



“Um…sort of,” Alix said. 

More silence. 


“Damn,” Karen said. “What did you order?”

Alix winced. “I think it’ll be okay.”



“No way, you didn’t order anything. You’re messing with me. Are you drunk?”



“That’s totally irrelevant,” Alix said. “It’s a good test—I swear! It’s just that…well, you know that commercial with Sir Kendall? The Denali man?”


Karen gasped. “Tell me you didn’t.”

Alix explained her thinking, why it was actually a good idea. 

A long silence. 


“Who are you? Harry Mudd?” Karen barked. “What are you thinking? I can’t even believe…I am on the floor, dumbfounded. A unicorn would’ve been way more practical.”



“At least it’ll test the magic!”



“Bringing an imaginary person to life? Yeah, I guess so. And what if it’s Hardass Paul? That’ll be a barrel of monkeys.”



“It won’t be Paul,” Alix said. “I’ve been thinking about this. You get what’s in the picture, that’s why there’s always a blank space where the picture came from. When I talked to that jewelry guy, the real necklace was still in his case—my necklace came from the picture. And that barrel came complete with all the dents. It’s not like I got a bunch of lumber and metal instead of a barrel. So why would I get Paul instead of Sir Kendall? You get whatever’s in the picture, not the real thing.”



“Is that supposed to be a relief to me?”



“Kind of,” Alix said. 


“You may have just brought a human being to life. Not to mention the sexual slavery angle.”



“What? Nobody’s making him do anything. He’s not a person, he’s a character.”



“As if that makes it all right,” Karen said.


“It’s his thing! He shows up, romances, drinks Denali, and walks out the door and dissolves. That’s his whole deal, like a character in one of your video games. Or a mosquito.”


“God, Alix, couldn’t you have thought through the consequences for once?”


“Don’t be mad,” Alix pleaded. “You have to help me. What do I wear?”



“What do you wear? That’s your big question? What to wear?”


“It’s not my only question.”

And just like that, Karen hung up. 

Alix stared at the phone. 

She’d gotten drunk and ordered her magic computer to bring a sexy TV spy to life. To come to her home and fuck her.

Okay, but it’s not like it would rip the fabric of the universe! 

She drained the rest of her soda, silver bracelets jingling, and stared out the window. The porch light cast a pale sheen over the backyard and the run-down carriage house. The forest beyond was shrouded in pure darkness. No stars, no moon. 

She thought about stripping some paint off the upstairs baseboards while she waited for the potatoes to cook. Like that would make up for what she’d done. Instead she grabbed a bag of cinnamon red-hots she’d been saving to put on cookies. She tore into them just as her cell phone went off. Karen’s tune. 

Alix gasped in relief and snapped it up. “Karen!”


“Jeans with a nice top,” Karen said. “Sexy, but not too outrageous. You know that beige cashmere top of yours?”



“Thank you,” Alix said. “I’ll wear that. That’s exactly what I’ll wear.”



“Yeah, fabulous. You listen to me now.”



“I know, I know.”



“Okay, I went and found that commercial. Same stuff, every time? He shows up, drinks Denali, romances a woman, and dissolves?” Karen asked.


“Always. Exactly like that.”


Silence again. “Maybe you have a point about that being his lifecycle. Like a mosquito or a video game character. If I ordered a character from a video game, I’d expect him to follow the rules set by the game. Like, if there was a character that could be killed by a squirt of lemon juice or who needs to collect a sword to get power, I’d expect him to follow those rules in real life.”



“His rules are that he arrives, he spies, he romances, he drinks Denali, and then he walks out the door and dissolves.”



“So those are the conditions he must satisfy for his lifecycle—you must allow him to spy, to romance, to drink Denali. And then walk out of a doorway. You’ll definitely need to get Denali.”


“See? It’s not so bad.”


“Actually, it IS so bad. And I might be wrong. It’s not like this stuff’s on Wikipedia. Okay. Shit. He arrives at 7:46?”



“Yeah.”



“Well for starters, I’m calling at eight to make sure everything’s cool. What if he wants to have sex and you don’t?”



“Sir Kendall is a gentleman. It’s not like they’re going to put a rapist in a commercial that sells liqueur to women.”



“Jesus,” Karen hissed. “I’m flying out there.”



“You’re doing a launch. You can’t.”


“I’ll phone it in.”


“No! Don’t! Lindy will be here,” Alix said. “He won’t be trouble. Come on.”

Karen sighed dramatically. 

They discussed the meal and decided on a pan of eggplant parmesan. If Sir Kendall didn’t show, at least she’d have something yummy to eat through the week. 

 


Friday night. 

Alix put the eggplant parmesan in the oven at 6:45, but she’d wait for Sir Kendall to arrive before she started it baking. 

If he arrived. 

She’d spent the day cleaning, shopping, and running errands, but now that she’d come to a stop, she felt nervous as hell. What did she really know about Sir Kendall? She knew Hardass Paul, even trusted him on a deep level, asshole that he was, but this wasn’t Hardass Paul. And unlike Paul, he’d want to have sex with her! Would that be weird? No. She’d rehearsed it enough in her mind. 

She’d dug out her favorite jeans, which were so threadbare that she only trotted them out on special occasions. This definitely qualified. With the jeans she wore the sassy, creamy cashmere top that Karen had recommended, the softest thing ever, with little pearl buttons. She’d also put on all of her favorite silver bracelets, and a bottle of Denali sat on the far counter. She’d opened it up and sampled it. Still gross. No wonder nobody drank it. 

She waited in the living room, reading the Malcolmsberg Herald with the comprehension of a rabbit, and then put it aside and scratched Lindy’s ears. “What would Hardass Paul say about this?” she asked Lindy. 

For once it wasn’t funny. When Alix thought it through, something she vowed to do more of from now on, she knew that she would be mad if somebody ordered a duplicate of her to have sex with, and she was pretty easygoing. 

She hoped Hardass Paul wouldn’t find out about this. But really, why would he?

She went to the fireplace and tilted the blue pencil nude of Aunt Veronica, so that it hung perfectly level with the mantel. It wasn’t proper art for a bed & breakfast, but the picture was beautiful and drawn out of love, and Aunt Veronica was a generous woman who deserved to be honored and remembered. People could screw themselves if they didn’t like it.

Little by little, she was collecting old pictures and furniture, refinishing stuff in the basement. The mission-style couch and chair were just right—classic, comfy, and sturdy. She’d also found a fabulous marble coffee table, some brightly painted bird statuettes, and lots of tropical-looking plants. In fact, the plants could use some water. 

At 7:42, she filled her watering pail and started watering the plants. 

At around 7:46, Lindy began to bark. 

Footsteps on the porch. Three firm knocks at the door. 

Alix stood frozen, watering pail in hand, pulse racing. 

He’d arrived. 

She stared at the spot between the coat hooks and the foyer table—the Sir Kendall fucking spot—terrified and excited all at once.

Lindy barked like mad. 

Alix shushed her in the stern way that meant business. She put down the watering pail, walked to the foyer like she wasn’t freaking out, and opened the door. 

And there he was. 

Sir Kendall leaned easily against a porch pillar, leaned there like he owned the entire house and grounds, perhaps all of Malcolmsberg. His black dinner jacket hung open, as his dinner jackets always did, and his deep blue shirt matched his deep blue eyes to a nearly feverish degree. 

Her mouth went dry. 

In a movement more animal than human, Sir Kendall pushed off the pillar. His shirt tightened briefly on his chest, seeming to caress it. He moved toward her, eyes twinkling triumphantly, as though he knew all of her secrets, all her saucy scenarios. And relished every dirty detail.

 “Ms. Alexis Gordon?”


It was weird hearing him say her name. Had he read it off the mailbox? 

She tilted her head, shambled on an inquisitive expression. “Yes? Can I help you?”







CHAPTER THREE

   

The fact that the girl recognized him the instant she opened the door—and then attempted to conceal her reaction—led Sir Kendall to a number of linked realizations.

First, this girl was one of Hyko’s operatives and not a very experienced one at that. 

Sir Kendall had been annoyed by the abrupt change in plans—he had barely begun questioning that barmaid half a world away before being pulled here. But Hyko wouldn’t have put an operative in place if he didn’t need to safeguard something. Sir Kendall being sent here was clearly for the best. 

His second realization: her mission would be to distract him from learning what there was to learn in this place, which undoubtedly had to do with Hyko’s deadly launch. Third: Sir Kendall would be better off playing along with the girl, at least for the moment. Fourth: he would have to kill her. 

And he would not enjoy it. 

All this ran through Sir Kendall’s mind in the moments between Alexis Gordon opening the door and her saying, “Yes? Can I help you?”


Inwardly, Sir Kendall sighed. Why, after all these years, would Hyko send a woman to deal with him? It was like sending a dove out to handle a fox. He would kill her while she was unconscious—that was the least he could do for her.


“Perhaps you can. So sorry to intrude on your evening.” He smiled and proffered his card. “My name is Sir Kendall Nicholas the Third, and I work for an agency that tracks suspicious activities of various sorts on various fronts, and it seems your name has come up in the course of an international investigation.”



“Oh,” she said. “Wow!” She studied his card, surprised, it seemed, that he’d produced one. He waited as she inspected it, front and back, with frenetic movements, wrist bangles ringing like sleigh bells. Nerves. “Wow.” She finally looked up, flicking her head to clear a chunk of her silvery-pink hair from her eyes. “Can I keep this?”



“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” he said. 


“Thanks.” She looked back down at the card. It was as if she found the card more mysterious than the idea of her name coming up in the course of an international investigation. This woman was quite possibly the worst spy he’d ever encountered. 

At this point, the dog, who had been sitting behind her, began to growl.  


“Lindy!” she said. “Don’t worry, she won’t bite.”


Sir Kendall took a bit of beef jerky from the small bag he kept tucked away just for these instances and gave it to the dog. 

Alexis laughed. “International man of preparation,” she said.


“Yes.” He knelt to scratch the dog’s ears and gave her some more jerky. The dog calmed. “Ms. Gordon, let me put it to you this way—” He stood. “You seem to have become a person of interest to one of our own persons of interest.”


 “Uh oh,” She widened her eyes. “Gulp.”


Gulp? 

 “Nothing to be alarmed about.” He gave her a brief song and dance: likely no danger, but it warranted great caution. 

The girl seemed nervous…yet curiously unsurprised. 

The real Alexis was dead now, no doubt. Hyko wouldn’t keep an operative in the middle of nowhere in the American Midwest. The Alexis imposter wore her pink hair in an unkempt bob, probably just like the real Alexis Gordon wore it. Maybe the two women looked similar; maybe that’s why this one was chosen. She wasn’t beautiful so much as conventionally attractive. Her garish makeup gave her the look of a tart, but she had good bone structure and a strong jaw. Eyes the color of light caramel. A bit meaty, this one, but she stood well, carried it well. A change of pace from the dark, smart, sinewy girls he typically favored. 

 Alexis Gordon, or whoever this was, suddenly seemed to recall her manners. “Well, Sir Kendall,” she stepped back. Big dimples appeared as she grinned. “Come on in.”


“Nick,” he said, breezing in past her. “Call me Nick.”


“You should call me Alix.”


He watched her shut the door, then went to her. He could see her pulse banging frantically in her neck as he reached around her and flipped the thumb lock. “Word of advice. Locks. Being that you’re a person of interest.”

Her pupils dilated ever so slightly. “Person of interest.”


She expected him to kiss her. 

Yes, she knew who he was alright. Clearly Hyko had told her about him. Slowly he reached into his pocket; to her credit, she barely tensed. Interesting. Did she know he didn’t carry there? He pulled out another card. “I’m working for an organization contracted to an organization that’s loosely associated with the CIA, and this man, George Frame, is my contact, in case you want to confirm I am who I say I am, which I would highly recommend.”


“Another card,” she said, taking it and studying it in her hyper-kinetic way. This girl was in constant motion, like a bird. “George Frame, CIA. That’s so…” she narrowed her eyes at it. “Weird.” Then she stuffed it into her jeans back pocket, bracelets jingle-jangling. “I don’t think I’ll need to, though. I know an honest face when I see one.”


He smiled. “Handy skill.”


“Yeah,” she replied with gusto, spinning around and leading him into a living room containing a bright mix of leather seating, palms, and vintage accents. The breezy lack of focus in the décor reflected the personality assumed by this Alix imposter.

There was something off here; he knew it in his gut. Something more than a nervous spy. What?

She removed a pillow from a deep chair, gestured. She’d expected him to kiss her back at the door, but now she set him in the seat instead of the couch next to her. She wanted him to make a proper play for her. Desire her.

Women. 

He settled in and slid his hands slowly along its leather arms, which really were startlingly supple, even buttery. He smiled. 

Her chest rose sharply. 


“Italian leather,” he said. 

Surprise lit her features. Not one to hide her expressions, or so she wanted him to think. Her breasts were wrapped in curve-kissing cashmere. Men could resist gowns, and little black dresses, and even cleavage-baring silks. But few men could resist a fuzzy sweater with jeans. Women rarely understood this. The woman impersonating Alix Gordon did. 


“How can you tell the leather’s Italian?” she asked.


“How do you think I can tell?”


She eyed him warily. “I don’t know how you can tell,” she whispered. 


“By the exquisite and supple feel, of course.”

He could see by her dimples that she was suppressing a grin. At least her chaotic focus had finally rested somewhere—on the continuing slide of his hand, up and down, up and down. Imagining it on her body, no doubt. His for the taking, this girl. 


“Were you expecting somebody?” he asked.


“Me? No.”

Terrible liar, too. Maybe.


“Oh.” She sprung up. “I bet you’d like a drink.”



“Only if you’re having one.”


She shrugged, putting on a casual attitude. “I might have a beer. But, I have pretty much everything here.”



“I’ll join you in a beer.”



“Really? Nothing special, or…” her hands flitted, bracelets jangled. “I have lots of other options…liqueurs, even. What do you usually—”



“A beer,” he cut in, holding her with his eyes, “would be splendid.”



“Okay.” Dimples again. She responded to his sternness, this one. Liked it, even. “Beer it is.” She walked off. 

Had she expected him to ask for a Denali, as if he were in a bar for God’s sake? What did Hyko tell his people about him, anyway? He sighed. Something wasn’t adding up here. The launch—his man on the inside still hadn’t determined its precise location—was just days away. Hyko apparently imagined this woman was capable of distracting him and detaining him, which was Hyko’s only option at the moment; Hyko wouldn’t dare kill or imprison him—not now, with the Falcon letters hanging out there. Beautiful bit of insurance, those Falcon letters. 

Sir Kendall walked across the room to the fireplace. The home was quintessential Victorian, with a brick exterior, white wood trim, and a white wood wrap-around porch. Dental molding, fluted pillars, all with a fresh coat of paint. He traced a vertical line of the maple surround with his finger. Likely a hotel in an earlier incarnation. The interior was mostly original. The faint smell of solvent told him the real Alix had been fixing the place up, and that they had gotten to her within the last twenty-four hours. The corpse of Alexis Gordon would be buried out in the woods, no doubt. Or maybe they’d sent it down the Mississippi. He kneeled to scratch the dog’s head and fed her another piece of beef jerky. At least he wouldn’t have to kill the dog. 

Perhaps Hyko had overestimated this girl’s ability to play the naïve who’d stumbled into danger. Criminal organizations like Hyko’s were more vulnerable to incompetence than one might imagine. Indeed, most criminals were mentally defective in some way. 

Another possibility was that Hyko had purposely sent somebody inept, armed with just enough information to make her ineffective, simply to confuse him. It made a certain twisted sense: Sir Kendall was a master puzzle solver; what better way to confound him than with nonsense? Only Hyko would think of something like that; he was a great fan of the Surrealists. An entirely decadent and debauched individual.

The third possibility, of course, was that she was a preternaturally clever spy playing the nervous, coquettish lightweight. 

He sank back down into the chair. He’d see what was to be seen here, then interrogate her, and kill her, ideally before the weekend was up. Pity. He enjoyed women and truly hated to kill them. He’d only killed three women in his life. 

Three that he knew of, anyway. 

Not expecting anyone, indeed. Women home alone at night didn’t wear outfits like that. And he’d give a hundred to one that her underwear matched. Probably lace; she didn’t strike him as a satin girl. He heard her turn on the oven, but he hadn’t heard an oven door open. Something waiting, all set to heat. Expecting him. For dinner. Had Hyko’s organization learned of his reassignment even before he had? 

This gave him pause. A leak in his organization would be disastrous at a time like this. 

She came in with two bottles of beer. No glasses. 


“Are you hungry? I’m baking a giant pan of eggplant parmesan.”



“I don’t want to intrude.” He stood, went to her. “Allow me.” He took both bottles from her, brushing her fingers in the process of the exchange; the jolt that went through her was nearly palpable. There were some things women couldn’t fake. Odds on those lace panties being ever so slightly moist. He smiled. 


“You like olives?” she asked, apropos of nothing. 


“I love them,” he said, twisting off a cap and handing her one of the bottles.

She smiled, ecstatic, it seemed, that he liked olives. “I’ll be right back.”


She jangled out of the room as he opened the other bottle. At least she’d brought the bottles for him to open. It was customary for the guest or captive to open the bottles himself, so that he could feel confident the beverages weren’t drugged. A kind of rule of war their set typically didn’t depart from, and especially handy when the beverage in question was a vintage wine or champagne. One hated to waste those.

Back when Hyko had held him prisoner, Hyko would open the bottles himself, but in front of Sir Kendall. Hyko had done this to demonstrate he wasn’t affected by the loss of his thumbs, which Sir Kendall had severed from Hyko’s hands ten years before. A dramatic, bloody affair. Monstrous, even. 

But Sir Kendall was a monster. 

One couldn’t be anything but a monster, not in his line of work. It often amused him how so few people truly recognized one when they saw one. It was because they expected a monster to have monstrous qualities, of course, when monstrousness was more about what qualities were missing from a person. Qualities like compassion and compunction. Vulnerabilities. Aversion to pain. One needed to be unbreakable, after all. Immune to torture. 

The girl was excited about the olives. They would be drugged, but why be so obvious? No, nothing was certain in this place. Except that he’d bed the girl before the night was through, and kill her before the weekend was up. A master of sex and death. Best for Hyko not to forget it.

She returned with a platter of olives speared with colorful toothpicks. 

He held up his beer. “Could I trouble you for a glass?”


She snorted. “Dude, you already have the perfect glass right there. Beer out of the bottle stays colder. And I think it tastes better, don’t you?”


He raised his eyebrows. “Far be it from me to impugn a lady’s decorum.”

Dimples. 

He settled back down in his chair. “Now, I’m going to tell you about how I’ll extract you from this mess you seem to have got yourself into, but only after you tell me about this meal you have cooking.” He sipped his beer, which tasted quite refreshing, much to his surprise. Delicious, in fact. Was this regular beer? 

She was listing the ingredients of her dish. She liked to bake a casserole of some sort on the weekend, she explained, and she’d freeze half and eat the other half over the ensuing days. On and on she went, supplying far too many details for the clearly suspicious timing. A preternaturally clever spy pretending incompetence would hardly make such ham-handed acting choices. Unless she was the clever spy playing the average spy playing the imbecilic spy. 

His sipped his beer. How was it possible that it tasted so very delicious? And everything in this place seemed…more intense, somehow. 

Focus on what you know, he told himself. 

He knew that this imposter Alix surely hadn’t killed the real Alix; she didn’t have the gravitas. She reminded him more of the dissipated snow bunnies who trolled the Swiss chalets than any assassin he’d known. 

A cell phone sounded from the direction of the kitchen. She looked at the clock. The clock. Sir Kendall could barely believe it. 


“Excuse me,” she said.

He lifted a hand. “Please.”


The girl smiled and walked off. 

The fact that she’d looked at the clock when the phone rang told him it was a pre-arranged call. The fact that the call was pre-arranged for 8:00 pm sharp told him it had been pre-arranged by amateurs. 

He sipped his beer. Beer with eggplant parmesan. The eight o’clock check-in. Was this Hyko’s idea of a joke?  

So be it. He would enjoy this Alix as a sacrificial lamb, extract what she knew, and then he would kill her. He shuffled the olives around on the plate, switching the colored toothpicks so that she wouldn’t be able to recognize the drugged ones. 

 Tragic, but, a certain percentage of people who joined their game got weeded out. Being killed by him was the best end she could hope for, really. Much better than if she failed her mission and Hyko got hold of her. Hyko punished failure in the most Medieval of ways. 

Sir Kendall sipped his beer, assessing the sturdiness of the furniture. None of it was ideal for sex, though the couch was a Mission knock-off. A good piece to tie somebody up on: the wood slats would be weak but the frame would hold just fine. 




CHAPTER FOUR

   

Paul Reinhardt, better known to the mixed martial arts world as “Puma Reinhardt,” one of the most promising fighters in the UFL, stared out the passenger window at the blur of roadside reflectors, wishing he could kill Sir Kendall once and for all. 

Except you couldn’t kill somebody who didn’t technically exist.

He shut his eyes, told himself to pull it together, if only because Tonio, who looked up to him as a role model, counted on his guidance. That kind of trust meant a lot to Paul, and he’d worked hard over the last year to help the newbie hone his skills and avoid pro circuit pitfalls: steroids, swagger, trash talk, empty sex, puffed-up ego. “You work hard and be a good man—that’s how you win,” Paul always told Tonio. 

Some role model he’d turned out to be. A man who lost his shit over a character from a TV ad wasn’t fit to be a role model for anybody. Hell, you had only to mention the name of Sir Kendall and Paul would lose it. 

Just a stupid character!

Yeah. Understatement of the year. Well, Paul had only himself to blame. 

Without a word, Tonio headed north on I-25 at Albuquerque. Yes, it was official. He and Tonio “Kid Smash” Reynoso were now taking a massive detour. They’d started in Los Angeles, and instead of driving directly east to their destination in West Virginia, they were heading north to loop through Malcolmsberg, Minnesota, of all places. 

Paul stared at the back of the truck in front of them, a mothership of lights and reflectors in the night, feeling adrift in a roiling sea of emotions. 

Why was it so important to get to Malcolmsberg? He’d never even heard of the place until last night. They’d stopped at a roadside place a bit before eight, and Paul had grabbed a map and opened it up. He spotted Malcolmsberg, Minnesota—it was as if he knew it would be there, as if it called to him. It was more than a feeling; it was a compulsion, stronger than any compulsion he’d ever known, almost a force outside of himself. Like gravity. What was Malcolmsberg? A tiny dot on the map. Paul was seized with this need to get there. 

Maybe he was going crazy.

Tonio acted enthusiastic about the new plan, joking about the scenic route along the Mississippi, asking Paul if he was sure they let Latinos into Minnesota. 

Christ, after all that had happened, the younger fighter still stuck with him. If Paul had suggested a scenic route through Siberia, Tonio would’ve gone for it, found a joke to make about it. Tonio’s sense of fun and lightness was something Paul appreciated to no end. Especially now. 

He should find Tonio a new mentor and training partner after this. Tonio was only twenty—a very young twenty, at that—he needed somebody trustworthy to watch out for him.

And Paul…what did he need for himself? To get away. To get away from Sir Kendall. 

Maybe he would find some peace in Malcolmsberg. Maybe that’s why he was drawn there. 

Twelve hours on the road and Tonio hadn’t mentioned Sir Kendall. And he wouldn’t. The subject of Sir Kendall made all the fighters on the team nervous. They couldn’t understand how the mere mention of a name at the start of a fight could transform Puma Reinhardt from up-and-coming legend to loser. 

Paul had overheard one of the fighters describe the name Sir Kendall as Paul’s kryptonite. 

Wrong. Kryptonite would be way easier to deal with. Kryptonite sapped your strength, it didn’t twist you up with terror and horror and shame and darkness. 

 “Twenty hours,” Tonio said, ripping into a bag of red licorice. “Man, if Coach Walton saw us eating this shit—” He stopped. Because Coach Walton was no longer Paul’s coach. Coach Walton had kicked Paul out of the Eagle’s Cove, the most elite training team in the league.


“Don’t worry about it,” Paul said. 


“It’s temporary,” Tonio replied.

Paul could hear the lack of conviction in his voice. Tonio was no fool; he’d been around the martial arts scene long enough to know that the best fighters got there through talent, discipline, and a heavy dose of demons, and sometimes those demons brought a fighter down.


“Coach’ll come crawling when you bounce back,” Tonio tried. 

Paul nodded. Coach Walton had been right to dump him. Paul was damaged beyond repair. 

He stared out the window, wishing he could talk to Master Veecha. Master Veecha would know what to do, what to say. The crazy old Brazilian had saved his life, practically raised him from the age of 11, when Paul had run away from home—raised him in his martial arts school in a seedy section of Oakland. Master Veecha had let him live there, and later, teach classes there. Paul owed Veecha everything. Always just train, Veecha would say. But all the training in the world couldn’t help you in some struggles. 

 





CHAPTER FIVE

   

The girl returned from the kitchen and her secretive phone call, all sexy smiles. “Silly…” she waved her hand at the kitchen. “Just somebody wanting to talk.”

Sir Kendall settled into his seat. “Ms. Gordon, can you think of any reason you’d be a person of interest to somebody with, shall we say, gray-area international business concerns?”


 “No, I can’t think how that could be at all!” A flick of the eyes sideways. “It’s weird.”


Did she have to be so obvious? He couldn’t pretend he didn’t see this. “Something just occurred to you, and you chose not to share it, but I can assure you that it’s in your best interests to disclose everything to me. Like it or not, you’ve caught the attention of somebody dangerous, and if I don’t know why, I can’t protect you.”



“You mean, like a crime figure?” There it was again—that nervous excitement mixed with a curious lack of surprise. 

He clenched his teeth. It was as though he were in a play, giving his all to the performance, and she wasn’t bothering to be convincing whatsoever. “Yes. That is precisely what I mean.”


Dimples. “No.”


He stood and went to the window next to the fireplace, inspected the lock. “I don’t like this,” he said. “These windows lock, but the frame seems a tad rotten.” He turned. “I don’t mean to alarm you, but where is your rifle?”



“My rifle?”


He flicked his eyes up to the wall where the Russian SKS had hung—he could tell by the faint outline. Had the real Alix tried to defend herself with a ceremonial rifle?


“God, you are so observant. Everything is like, clues to you. If you read books, I bet you’d be into Sherlock Holmes.”


“If I read books? What do you take me for, Ms. Gordon?”



“Oh! No, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it like that.” She laughed. “To insult your intelligence or, you know. I just didn’t realize you read books.”



“One tends to.”



“So what do you like to read? Do you have a favorite author?”


He smiled, thinking furiously. He read books, but he couldn’t recall any titles, or any authors’ names. Odd. It seemed he should be able to recall at least one. He knew he was a learned man. “It’s hard to pick one.”



“Who are your runners-up?”


Heat invaded his face. “Ms. Gordon, we need to talk about your situation.”



“Oh! I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to try to…really, I’m so sorry.”

Pity now? The hairs on his neck pricked up. “No harm done. You should locate your rifle.”

She snorted. “A lot of good that’ll do.”

What exactly was the girl implying? That it hadn’t served the real Alexis Gordon? Was she trying to play the innocent or not? 

He moved to another window, fiddled with the lock. In Sir Kendall’s experience, only two sorts of enemies were this sloppy: the enormously powerful and those with nothing to lose. Both phenomenally dangerous. He’d come into this with the assumption that no female spy could best him. 

The assumption had made him stupid.

He turned to her and gave her a long drink of a look from afar, letting her feel his gaze on her. 

She struck a contrapuntal stance, hand on hip, head tilted, playing the confident sexpot. 

She was anything but. 

He strode to her. He didn’t have a plan, but for now he needed to touch her, to know her. She tensed as he neared. Good. He could feel her nerves crank as he took the bottle from her fingers. Good. He placed the bottle on the table. “I don’t think you’re taking this situation very seriously.”



“I do take it seriously.” Her light brown eyes shone feverishly, and in this moment he believed her. 

He drew a finger along the most tender inch of her chin, surprised at her responsiveness, the way she drew up for him, a mixture of nerves and arousal. This he could work with. “I don’t think you do,” he whispered. Finally he felt in control.


“No, I do, it’s just…this is slightly weird.” She moved to touch him, bracelets jangling. He closed his hands around her wrists, stilling them. 


“Stay just like that. I want you to relax and let me handle everything…” He let the pause spin on. “Everything.”

Her breath shallowed, and she looked up at him. Yes, she responded beautifully when he took control like that. He trailed a finger down her neck, and it was as if he trailed her whole being along with it. Things were complex, and now he would simplify them. 

A tentative smile played upon her lips. 

He let his finger drop to the skin above the pearl button at the center of her chest, then traced over the button itself, smooth and cool. His cock strained in his pants. 

She lowered her eyes to his hand, lashes clumped with too much black mascara, beer breath sweet and soft. 

He pinched the button open and slid down to the next, pinched it open, then another and another. Soon the sheaves of her sweater hung open to reveal the center of a black lace bra. He undid two more buttons, allowing his fingers to graze her belly. He’d never known a woman’s skin to feel like this, so soft and alive. He felt her quiver under his touch. What was it about this place? Even the quality of light seemed unreal. He might have assumed he’d been drugged, except he’d felt like this ever since he stood on the porch. 


“Sir Kendall, it really is so excellent that you dropped by.” She moved to kiss him. 

He stopped her with two fingers over her lips. “Don’t say anything,” he said. “I want you perfectly still.”


“Not even breathing?”


“You may breathe.”

Stunned smile. Yes, she enjoyed being contained. Handled. And the humorous attitude didn’t fool him. Master spy or amateur, deep down this woman craved respect—he felt sure of it. The insight calmed him. He couldn’t control her as a spy—yet—but he could control her as a woman. He always controlled the woman first. 

He flicked open the last button and glided four fingertips from the top of her jeans up, up her bare belly, which undulated slightly, and up to the underwire of her bra. He then coasted back down on fingernail backs. 

Goosebumps became visible across her skin as she straightened, tensed, then loosened, a constant flow of movement, even when she was trying to be still. Ever so lightly, he scratched back up. 

She shot her gaze up to him.

Pearl buttons on a fuzzy sweater, an exquisitely desperate woman underneath, and a day or two before he’d have to kill her. At moments like these he could almost believe there was a god in heaven.

She raised her hands to his chest, to his buttons, bracelets jangling. He grabbed her wrists, put her arms back at her sides. “What did I say?”


She turned wide eyes to the ceiling, let her lips fall open in playful disbelief. “Yeah but…I mean—”


 He clapped his hand over her mouth. “If you cannot be still, my dear, I’ll be forced to tie you up and gag you. Is that what you want?” He felt her lips curl under his palm. She was used to being in charge. Playing the temptress. 

He waited.

She raised her brows, a look that said, Look at me being still. 

He removed his hand, and, as she watched, he slowly took the halves of her sweater and opened them, like a book, and then paused, staring down at her breasts—perfect teacupfuls under black lace. She swallowed. He let the pause grow; he could feel her nervous arousal mounting. 

When a woman came to him in silk, he liked to put her in leather, and when she came to him in leather, he liked to put her in silk, and when she came to him nervous and kinetic, he did this. He forced her to be still.

Slowly, then, he slid the sweater over her arms and let it fall to the floor. She broke her stillness to give him a saucy look. He regarded her sternly, and she dropped the humorous face. 

Good lord, could the woman not be serious for one instant?

Jeans, now. He let her feel his fingers around the snaps—one, two, three—and slid his palms over the lace covering her bum, leaving it carefully in place. He pushed her pants down, lowering himself with them, hands down the backs of her legs, until the stiff fabric was bunched up at her ankles. He urged her to step out of them, and then he rose slightly, kneeling before her, to kiss that quivering tummy. She put her hands on his hair and he removed them and put them at her sides, just as he’d done before. 


“Oh wow,” she gasped. 

He gripped her generous buttocks and drew his tongue in a lazy spiral around her belly button, around and around over silky skin. He slowed as he reached the center, circling the rim, letting her imagine what he might do. The bellybutton was not a particularly sensitive spot on a woman unless you drew every fiber of her keyed-up and kinetic awareness to it. He drew her attention around and around in circles, and then he poked in his tongue; she gasped and clutched his shoulders.

He grabbed her wrists lightly and put them back, yet again. “Must I start over?”


A thrill of shock in her eyes. “No!”


She’d obey now. She was dying for him to move down to her very moist target. He could detect every contour of her tense need.

 He lowered himself, leaving a trail of little kisses, pausing in front of the swell of her crotch just long enough for her to feel the warmth of his breath.

And then the oven timer went off. 


“Crap!” she said. “Crap.” She didn’t move. 

He smiled into the lace, then composed himself and stood. “Would that be eggplant parmesan, Ms. Gordon?”



“Yeah, but…” the timer shrilled on. 

In one fluid motion, he picked her up and carried her right into the kitchen, a long galley affair of green tiled surfaces and dark wood cupboards with a table at the far end. He set her on the counter, across from the sink and a wide window. He’d always been partial to kitchen counters. 

She looked at the oven. “Shouldn’t I…”



“No.” He placed his hands on either side of her thighs. “It’s done, right?”


“Probably.” Her eyes darted to the left. “If you just—”


He put a finger to her lips. “I’m running the show here.” He opened the drawer she’d shown him with her big eyes and extracted a pair of oven mitts. “Let’s see, here.” He donned them and moved to the oven, just down from the sink. The door squeaked when he opened it. He pulled out the pan, set it on a burner, and closed the oven door. He stood over the bubbling cheese, perfectly brown in its raised places, forcing her to wait. 

This spy impersonating Alix hated to wait, and hated to be stilled—she always needed to be moving. Constant movement and a lack of seriousness dulled sensation. This was a woman, perhaps, who felt too deeply. 

He would still her movement, dampen her humor, and leave her with no resort but to feel. Sir Kendall preferred it when his lovers and his enemies felt too much. The spy impersonating Alix happened to be both at the moment. 

 “Well, this looks delicious.” He smiled casually at her, placing the pan on top of the stove, and, still with the hot pads on, he went to the window over the sink and opened it, letting the cool night breeze flow in. He had always found the cool night breeze a great aid in the titillation of the female species. He turned back to her, placed himself between her knees, and offered her his mitted hands, raised.

She looked confused. “You want them off?”



“We could proceed with them on, if you’d prefer.”



“Oh.” She pulled them off, and then she simply held them in her hands, staring at them, looking befuddled. “This is just so crazy, that’s all,” she said. “That you’re here, and we’re doing this.” She looked up at him, as if she expected him to agree that it was indeed crazy, that this should stop. Apparently, the spy impersonating Alix had glimpsed the folly of letting him have her so completely. 

Well, that wouldn’t do. 


“Yes, Alix,” he said with a wicked smile. “It is, isn’t it?”


Interest danced in her eyes. She hadn’t expected him to go that way. He lit his hands gently upon her cheeks, slid them back to cradle the back of her head, and then bent in to capture her mouth, kissing her roughly. 


“It’s crazy,” he said into the kiss. He broke off to press soft kisses down her neck. “The very lewd things I aim to do to you. Crazy.” Down, down, down he kissed. “The way I plan to make you feel.” She gasped as he hit the most tender part of her neck. 

He slid his hands down her shoulders to her chest. Lightly he dragged his fingernails over the lace that covered her nipples. 

A sharp inhale. 

She was flowing back into his grip. A bit of a hedonist, this Alix.

He said, “It’s crazy that we’ve only just met each other, and we’re taking our pleasure when others might do some tedious getting-acquainted dance.” He pulled back, looked into her eyes. “What do you really know about me? But of course that’s half the fun, isn’t it? Daring to take our pleasure where we will.”

Her lips quirked. 

Still holding her with his gaze, he curled his fingers over the top edges of her bra. Her breath came quick and shallow as he pulled down the lacy fabric, exposing the soft flesh of her breasts above. “Taking our pleasure in the delicious, the forbidden,” he whispered. 

Her eyes drifted closed as he ran his fingertips over one nipple. 


“Sanity,” he continued, “is for the timid.”


A smile. “You do make a good point, Sir Kendall.”


And then he closed his mouth over the other nipple and sucked. Hard. With just a touch of teeth.

She squeezed the mitts, bracelet jingle muffled for the moment. He should’ve made her take them off. Never mind. 

He slid his hands to her panties as he kissed her neck, snaking in over the elastic top of them, grazing her pubic hair as he used his fingertips to locate an opening in the lace. He set his other hand to work below, creating a tear.


“What are you doing?” she whispered.


“An alteration.” He gripped and yanked, short and sharp, tearing a gaping hole, nearly taking the whole crotch panel out, exposing her most sensitive flesh.


“Oh my god.” The oven mitts dropped to the floor. “What did you just do?”



“I’ve destroyed your panties, my dear,” he said, drawing his finger through the silky folds of her sex, now fully exposed to the air. He drew close and nuzzled her neck. “Never fear, I’ll get you new ones.”

He backed away and unbuckled her sandals. They clattered to the floor. Ever so gently, he pushed her knees apart, allowing the cool breeze to blow onto her wet nipples and wet crotch. “Though I may see fit to destroy those, too.”


She watched him, appearing not to breathe. She thought he would fuck her now. Instead, he took two small toes into his mouth, invading the tender nooks between them with his tongue. 


“Oh, man,” she said. Her entire being seemed to tremble.

Ah, the treasure trove of lewdness to be wrung out of the untouched spot between the toes. She’d be desperate for him to kiss and warm and cover her, but he’d take his time. It would be like a gift to her, this heightening of sensation. Casually he inched a finger up her thigh. 

A sigh. Then a clunk as her head lolled back onto the cupboard behind her—a sign that she’d given over to him completely—a rather overly dramatic sign. She would be still now. More or less. 

The crotch-ripping was a Hyko trick. He’d heard about it through the grapevine. Bloody brilliant. 

The breeze, however, was all his. 




CHAPTER SIX

   
Alix inhaled sharply as Sir Kendall moved his finger up the tender underside of her thigh. The breeze kicked up, and her skin pulsed and spangled. Oh, she was all wires, exposed, electric, fully and excruciatingly alive.

Part of her felt a little guilty, like she really was going too far with all this. Yet it was so dirty and exciting. And fun. And Sir Kendall was right there and seemed to be enjoying himself. 

She loved the way he looked at her, the way he’d unwrapped her, the reverence with which he touched her. How much of Paul the martial arts teacher was in Sir Kendall? 

She wiped that thought from her mind. Sir Kendall was the man in front of her. And he knew how to have a good time. He really was her people.

Sharpness on her toe—a bite. Her eyes flew open. “Fuck!”

He regarded her coolly, blue eyes rimmed with coal-black lashes. “What was that?” He trailed his fingers along her calf.

She breathed heavily now. “Fuck,” she said.

He tilted his head, dark brows raised. “I don’t know if I quite got that.” He touched her pussy, drawing his finger lightly over the pulsing center of it. She nearly melted. “Please.” She grabbed his shirt. 

He drew a finger up, down around, making her shimmer with pleasure. He was driving her mad. “Please what?”


Hah! “Please fuck me.”


He gave her a look of mock surprise, lips zipped, cheekbones prominent—sheesh, he was hot! “My goodness, Ms. Gordon.”


She pulled him to her and kissed him, fumbling with the buttons on his deep blue shirt, barely able to work her fingers. “Please, please, please fuck me, okay?”


He stepped back, drinking in her body with his gaze. “Since you ask so nicely, the answer is yes, Alix.” Casually, he lowered a hand to his wrist and undid his left shirt cuff, then the right cuff. “I most definitely intend to.”

She smiled, pulse racing. Most guys acted as if fucking just happened, the outcome of a chain of events they had gotten swept into, typically by her. But Sir Kendall had intent and power. Sir Kendall created the goddamn chain of events. 


“Good,” she said, a little bit saucy. 

Cuffs flopping loose, he grabbed his shirt at the center, where it buttoned together, and then—watching her in that smoldery way that thrilled her down to her toes—he ripped the shirt open. Buttons pinged to the corners of the kitchen. 

She laughed, half in shock.

He gave her a warning look and she shambled on a serious face. He didn’t seem to like it when she thought things were funny, but, well, this evening was fun. And hot. And crazy, yes. 

He shrugged the now-buttonless garment from his shoulders and arms and cast it aside, leaving only a T-shirt, which he pulled over his head in an action that transformed his chest into a fluid symphony of muscles. 

Then he undid his pants, letting his magnificent cock spring free.

Her heart slammed against her chest as he stepped in close to her, claiming her thighs with his big rough hands, pushing her legs apart. Oh, she liked the way he did that, the way he took control. She sighed as he drew close, strong and warm. His cock tipped sternly at her belly as he kissed her. 

She fisted his hair, kissing him back, banishing all second guessing from her mind. Because, why the hell not fuck the Denali man? Why not?

Should she ask the Denali man to use protection? Everything else about him seemed real. Maybe she should. 

His kisses became invasive. She sucked in his tongue, wanting more of him. More. 

She heard something crinkling—he had a condom. He opened it, put it on handily. Could a man who didn’t truly exist father a child, or have a disease? But here he was, a man who expertly took care of things.

With one hand, he gripped her thigh. She felt his cock at her opening, probing, excruciatingly near to entering her. 


“Yes,” she breathed. “Yes.”

Slowly, then, he pushed in. She sighed at the delicious feel of the tip of his cock in her, and then a little more, in and out, thick and slow. She rocked against him, needing more, more. But then he pressed his hands down onto her thighs, stilling her. 

And pulled out. 

Her eyes flew open. 


“I’ll do the fucking tonight,” he said calmly. “If you don’t mind.”


She snorted happily. “Whatever you want.” She closed her eyes and the back of her head hit the cabinet for what seemed like the tenth time. She’d never been so horny in her life. “Anything. Everything. You can do whatever you want.”



“That’s my girl,” he whispered, warm and breathy on her neck, and then he entered her again, this time filling her completely. It was like her whole body went still for a second, resting on a plateau of perfect fullness. And then he thrust, slowly. That felt even better. She wrapped her legs around him, moved with him. Time transformed into an endless cycle of compression and release, marked out in breaths, and toe-curling sensations that had her on the edge of an orgasm for what seemed like hours. He remained in perfect charge at all times.

And just when she was going mad and grindy, he slid down his fingers, pressing her in the most perfect spot, and he gave her a stern look. It was the stern look that really sent her off—off into a powerful climax that went on and on, like the bottom fell out of the world. Was she making sounds? 

She became aware of him driving into her one last time. He stilled, emitting a low and breathy moan. Orgasming suavely. So very Sir Kendall. 


“Oh my god,” she breathed.

Sir Kendall lifted her off the counter and pulled the remaining bits of underwear off her, everything so swift and efficient. She didn’t know what to say. She couldn’t keep saying Oh my god, but those were the only words that formed in her mind. 

She hadn’t had so much fun in...forever. Had he enjoyed himself? She picked up his button-less shirt, held it up. “LOL,” she said. 


“A decent dry cleaner can handle that.” He discarded the condom. 


“Sounds like the voice of experience.”

He pulled his T-shirt back on and grabbed his pants. It was here that she noticed his ankle holster—with a gun in it. “Oh!”

He smiled. “Come now, Alix. A man can’t vanquish his opponents through charm and ravishment alone.”

It was weird how he always figured out what she was thinking. She stared at the gun, feeing unusually naked. She picked up her jeans and her top and clutched them to her chest. “Well, you sure vanquished my panties. I’ll be right back.” She turned and strutted off, pretending a confidence she didn’t feel. 

Upstairs, she washed up and put on new underwear and pulled on her jeans and sweater, then splashed water on her face and stared incoherently into the mirror. 

She’d just fucked Sir Kendall Nicholas the Third. And he was downstairs in her kitchen. 

The Denali man. With a gun. 

She was seized with the impulse to laugh, even though it wasn’t technically funny. 

The gun bothered her. But of course he would have a gun. What kind of spy wouldn’t carry a gun? But the thing was—it was a real gun. 

The Denali man. 

She smoothed a bit of shiner onto her hair and applied a fresh coat of pink lipstick. What the hell; the Denali man was fun. Sexy. And certainly seemed to be enjoying himself. She thought about the appreciative way he’d run his hand over the Italian leather chair, his jokey thing with the oven mitts. His sanity is for the timid bit. She was so going to use that line—maybe on Karen. Yeah, obviously he was a bit of an operator, but in another way, Sir Kendall really was her people, and they were having a lovely evening. She texted Karen a quick update: everything a-ok. 

 A clink of glasses down below. Sir Kendall fixing them a drink? He would think of that. He was so funny. Probably going for the Denali. 

Shit!

She raced back down to find Sir Kendall holding the Denali bottle she’d set out earlier. She lunged for it, grabbing it by the neck and yanking it away from him. In one swift, powerful movement, she smashed it over the stone counter. Glass flew everywhere. 

Quick as lightning, Sir Kendall had her wrist in his hand, and her other arm uncomfortably twisted.


“Ow! What are you doing?” she cried. 


“I was wondering the same thing.” He glanced at what was left of the Denali bottle, the neck ending in jagged glass. 


“Oh.” She let the bottle drop and break; he thought it was a weapon. “I just don’t want you to drink the Denali.”


He released her wrist and eyed her for a long moment, head tilted. “Why don’t you want me to drink the Denali, Alix?”


She searched his eyes. He’d come, he’d spied, he’d romanced. But he’d been so good to her, and they’d had such fun. She didn’t want their night to end. She couldn’t let him drink the Denali and dissolve into nothing. It seemed…wrong. Should she warn him? But how to explain?


“I’m waiting,” he said. 


“You want to know why I don’t want you drinking it?” She screwed up her mouth, wrinkled her nose, and plunked her fists on her hips. “‘Cause Denali sucks!”

 “But you set it out on the counter.”



“Well, I thought it would be nice to serve, but then I tasted it, and I realized it’s not fit for human consumption.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Denali never goes bad. It’s absolutely refreshing. Always just the thing.”


“No, it’s not always just the thing, Nick, and I don’t want you to drink it.”

He pressed his lips into a plump bow, not quite a smile, and regarded her silently.

Oh, this was wrong. Karen was going to kill her. She was supposed to let him complete his lifecycle, but she couldn’t. 

He tilted his head, as he liked to do. “But I so fancied a spot of Denali.” He drew two fingers along a puddle of the amber liqueur on the counter. “What a dreadful waste.”


Would he lick his fingers? Even a drop could kill him!

She grabbed his hand and sucked his two Denali-covered fingers into her mouth, then pulled them out. Like his fingers were a popsicle or something. “The lady said no Denali.“ 

He straightened, looking stunned for once. Of course, she was being a total freak. 


“Look, I’m the hostess here,” she explained. “It’s important to me that you have the best possible time, okay? You know what I mean?”


A new light appeared in his blue eyes. “I believe I do.” He regarded her warmly, as though he’d seen something new and good in her. She recognized the look then…it was amazement, gratitude. It nourished something deep inside her. “Thank you,” he said. 

She didn’t dare speak. Men usually only looked at her like that when she was about to have sex with them. 

He took his hand back and drew a finger along her cheek, watching her with intensity. “We should take care of this before your dog comes in.”


“Definitely.” She moved toward the broom closet, but he stopped her. 


“Please.” He snaked his hands around her, hoisted her onto the counter. “It’s the least I can do.”


“But you don’t know where—”


“Tut—” He caged her with his hands. “I insist.”

He found the broom closet on his first try, took out the sponge mop and dustpan, and got up all the glass, then swabbed up every drop of the sticky liquid, rinsing the mop in the sink periodically. He was so dashing, so full of easy masculinity, working away like he was cleaning a crime scene, being so kind and helpful. And grateful. 

 Did he understand on some level what she’d done? Did it mean that he wanted to live? And if so, how could she let him just dissolve? 

When everything was put away, he came to her with a casual smile. 


“You know you’re welcome to stay here,” she declared. “Just don’t drink the Denali, okay?”

Again that warm sparkle. “Thank you.”



“I have more than enough space. You’ll even have your own room. Carte blanche on everything. Seriously, Sir Kendall. Nick. I’d enjoy it.”


“Oh, I would see to that.”

She smiled happily. 






CHAPTER SEVEN

   

Paul took over the driving just before they hit Colorado, and Tonio relaxed in the passenger seat, feet clomped up onto the dash. 

Paul appreciated the younger man’s silence on the matter of Sir Kendall. He wished he could explain it to him, but it was all so twisted and dark. Truth be told, Paul felt ashamed. He knew intellectually that what happened to him as a kid wasn’t his fault, but he still felt ashamed, like he’d caused it, like the violence was just a natural response people had to something deeply wrong with him. 

Anyway, he was an adult now. People put all sorts of horrible things behind them—why couldn’t he? And then, to pull out the Sir Kendall character for a commercial, of all things?

He’d never told anybody, of course, though he’d come close to confiding in Master Veecha a few times. He so wished he had. He could’ve used the old man’s perspective. 

After the elderly Master’s death, Paul left the martial arts school where he’d taught and lived for so many years and moved to Los Angeles. He’d worked his way up through smaller organizations until he finally made it into the Ultimate Fighting League—a.k.a. the UFL—landing a spot in the famed Eagle’s Cove, nest of champions.

It had been a decent life for a long time; he’d worked as a bartender at night, trained with the other Cove fighters during the day, and started landing undercard spots and getting known. Girls lusted after him, and he had a few dates but nothing serious. Master Veecha lived a wild life, but he’d always demanded a monk-like focus from his fighters. 


“The young fighter must never give his heart away—not for booze, not for ego, not for love. The young fighter keeps his heart for training,” the master had always said. “Extraordinary skill requires extraordinary sacrifice!”


Hard advice for a young man, but oddly convenient. His heart wasn’t exactly worth giving away for love. Paul had followed Veecha’s advice assiduously even after the man’s death; he’d followed it almost to the world championship. 

Then, one night, a talent agent came to the bar. The agent liked Paul’s big muscles and his dark-haired, blue-eyed, black Irish looks, and he encouraged Paul to try for commercial work—a commercial actor made lots more money than a bartender. He’d have more time to train. 

The agent was right. Paul got a few smallish parts, and he couldn’t believe how easy the work was for the pay. It was better for a fighter, too: long, late nights at the bar were not conducive to early morning workouts. 

And then the Denali man auditions came up. 


“You land this and you’ll be able to waltz in a couple times a year, shoot for a day or two, and then sit back and let the checks roll in,” his agent explained. And apparently the checks would be generous—he could quit being a bartender for good. 

Paul had always had a shot at the top, but he recognized this as an opportunity for the kind of financial freedom that would turbocharge his chances. He could train all the time, hire a lifting coach, an endurance coach, a dietician. Rest up after matches. This was it. 

Denali was an after-dinner liqueur, Paul learned, that was marketed to upscale women. They promised him that the commercials would never run in America—only in Australia and New Zealand and dubbed for Japan and Korea. Denali advertising in North America apparently took a different angle. 

Auditions were held on a Friday. Paul waited in the back room with several dozen actors, men ranging in ages from 25 to 40, all with numbers pinned to their shirts. They relaxed, talked, mumbled lines, stretched. Now and then, word came back from out front that the client was unhappy because nobody was “embodying the Denali man spirit.”

Paul wasn’t surprised. What did these people expect? Denali was a stupid, fussy liqueur that tasted like peach schnapps. No man in his right mind would drink Denali. 

And then this awful realization descended over Paul. One man would drink Denali. One man would make the perfect spokesman for Denali. 

That man was Sir Kendall Nicholas the Third. 

The idea of deliberately playing Sir Kendall made Paul want to beat his head against a wall. He wouldn’t do it. No!

But this was his make-or-break moment as a fighter; what if he could use Sir Kendall to get the gig? What if he could transform Sir Kendall from the instrument of torment from his youth into a source of freedom for the adult he’d become? 

Lord help him, Paul borrowed a silk scarf from the actor next to him and tied it around his neck. 

When his name was called, he followed a green-haired boy with a clipboard down a hallway and into a large sound studio strewn with lighting equipment and folding chairs. Over on the far side, an actor was in the process of auditioning in front of five people who sat behind a long table, their backs to Paul. 

Paul took a deep breath and worked on becoming dangerous, ladies-man, super-spy Sir Kendall, in body and mind. The green-haired boy whispered a few questions and wrote the answers next to Paul’s number, 38, though Sir Kendall would have vastly preferred 69 or possibly just 6. 

Furthermore, Sir Kendall would not like that there was only one exit in the room. And he would find the actor finishing up onstage to be a complete incompetent, and this entire affair to be tedious. Affair. Tedious. That’s how Sir Kendall would talk. 

And then it was time. The green-haired boy led Paul across to the ‘stage,’ where two pretty actresses struck bored-as-hell poses. He handed Paul’s headshot and resume to the people at the table, three women and two men. One of the men—angry expression, pointy little ponytail—motioned at him tersely. “Any day now,” he said. The director. The suit next to him was no doubt the client.

The script called for Paul to walk into the restaurant, sit at the table, and order a Denali from a waitress while staring at a pretty girl. 

The script was wrong. 

In a kind of trance, Paul walked up to the door, which was represented by a large box and a light on a pole, but instead of going on in, he paused and leaned casually against the box, arms crossed, face held in the ultimate poof-tah Sir Kendall expression. The bewildered waitress finally walked over to him. “Yes?”


 “I need a quiet table, if you’d be so kind,” he said in the fake British accent his step brothers had always used for Sir Kendall. “And a Denali, neat.” And then Paul gazed across at the woman sitting at what was supposed to be the bar. “Make that two Denalis.”

The woman playing the waitress stared at him, unsure, it seemed, whether to perform her line, Coming right up, there at the door. Or perhaps she thought him insane. 


“Certainly,” she said. 


“One more thing…” Only now did he rouse himself from his casual pose. Like a man possessed, he pulled a card from his pocket—his agent’s, but no matter—and handed it to her. “Tell them Sir Kendall Nicholas the Third has arrived from Budapesh.”

Budapesh. He’d heard somebody in an old movie pronounce it that way. Could he be any more ridiculous?

The girl playing the love interest gazed at him in much the same way that the waitress had gazed at him. Paul could feel stunned silence coming off the people at the table. 

What in the hell was he thinking? He was mad. He had officially gone mad.

And then the suit stood. “That’s it!” he said. 

And then the director stood. And clapped. “There it is,” he barked. “There it is. Thank fucking god.”

Then all the rest of the people at the table stood and clapped. 

They offered Paul a three-year contract and an enormous signing bonus that day. In a daze, he scribbled his name on the line. 

His agent wanted to take him out to dinner. The waitress wanted to fuck him. All he wanted to do was take a shower. He couldn’t believe that he’d played Sir Kendall Nicholas the Third. 

Paul kept the gig a secret from the guys at the Eagle’s Cove—all they knew was that he did commercial work. 

The money made it bearable at first; he could coast for months on what he earned from one shoot, which enabled him to throw himself into weight training, take-downs, and performing reps of moves that weren’t yet his. Master Veecha had always said that to make a move yours, you needed to do a million reps. 

He maintained Master Veecha’s formless focus in the ring for longer and longer, and soon he was getting undercard fights on big fight nights. An energy drink paid him to wear their T-shirt and cap, and the Puma Reinhardt mythology grew—he dominated his opponents with utter calm and serenity, utter control. 

It was only when Paul was in the ring, fighting at the level of formless focus, that he became fully free of Sir Kendall.

Inevitably, though, the call would come again. Another Sir Kendall spot to be shot. He was compelled by his contract to return, like a man condemned, to play super-spy Sir Kendall, the lover of Denali. God, if anybody had any idea how twisted it all was.

As the shoots piled up, he began to have Sir Kendall nightmares, something he thought he’d gotten over years ago. He longed for the contract to be up and even went so far as to have a lawyer take a look at it and see how to get out. The lawyer assured him that the most painless way of getting out of the last twenty months of his Denali man contract would be to stab himself repeatedly in the face. 

It was one thing to brace himself before a shoot and expect to be addressed as Sir Kendall in the studio. But now and then he’d be recognized out on the street by female tourists from Australia or Japan.

Look! It’s Sir Kendall! And of course Paul would freeze. After all those years, the fight or flight response was ingrained in him—it wasn’t as if he could simply switch it off. 

Being called Sir Kendall out of the blue would throw him into a tailspin. He’d shove his nails into his palms, remind himself that he was in L.A. Gene and Gary aren’t here, he’d tell himself. They’re in prison for the criminally insane. Forever. They can never get out. They can’t get you now. 

Thank goodness the spots only played in Australia and Japan and that his fans were women. Paul couldn’t imagine what it would be like if a man called him Sir Kendall in any kind of threatening way. 

And then he found out.

Pico “Pulverizer” Jaffy used it first. In Atlantic City. Brilliantly—Paul had to give him that. Fighters always touched gloves before a fight, and it was right at the glove touch that Pico pulled it out: “You ready to die, Sir Kendall?”

Terror gripped Paul’s chest, and everything got hazy—the ref, the octagon, the lights, the shouts, the bell. Paul’s famous focus evaporated into a cloud of rage, pain, and fear. Fight or flight. He fought, but his focus was shot. Pico came in with a jab and a cross and shot down for a double leg takedown, slamming down onto Paul, getting him into a neat arm bar. Just like that, the fight was over. Thirty seconds into the first round. 

Not everybody heard the taunt, but they all saw how Paul’s game fell apart. Lots of people lost money; the odds had been on Paul to destroy Pico and go on to fight Nuevarra. 

Friends, fans, and Cove coaches mobbed Paul as he stumbled back to the warm-up room. What happened? Was he okay? Paul just hung his head. He’d vowed never to be made helpless again, and what had happened? He’d been made helpless. By a name. 

It was the way Pico had growled it—Ready to die, Sir Kendall? In a flash he was that small, helpless, asthmatic boy again. 

Guys used the name twice in the week after that during internal fights for rank within the Eagle’s Cove. Two up-and-comers. Within seconds, Paul was tapping out. By then, the entire Ultimate Fighting League knew that the effect could be reproduced: if you called Paul by the name of Sir Kendall, you would win. 

Paul couldn’t blame his fellow fighters for using it. Hell, if he could utter a name at the beginning of a fight that would make his opponent lose his shit, he’d do it. It was a fighter’s job to stay cool through everything, and he’d blown it. Like Master Veecha used to say, “Inner calm, outer force!”

Coach Walton made Paul visit the therapist who worked with guys on the team; the therapist had watched the fight with Pico, of course, and suspected some form of post-traumatic stress disorder—PTSD. He suggested regular bi-weekly sessions where they’d work on the issue and get to the bottom of it. 

But Paul didn’t need to wallow in memories of Sir Kendall, and he sure as hell didn’t need to get to the bottom of anything—he was already there. What Paul needed was to pull himself back up.  

You can come back to the Cove if you beat Bearbaum,Walton said. The Bearbaum fight. Vegas. Three months away. Yeah, he could beat Bearbaum. If he could get free of Sir Kendall. 

The very next day Paul informed his agent he was breaking the contract. He would rather stab himself repeatedly in the face than play Sir Kendall again. 

He dumped his apartment, his furniture, his everything, as though Sir Kendall was a skin he could shed. It was Tonio, the young fighter he’d mentored and looked after, who came up with the idea to take a road trip just to get out of L.A. 

Paul went for it. He needed to be free of every vestige of Sir Kendall. 

The traffic was thick for late on a Friday night. Did the people of Colorado not sleep? 


“I have this idea, for when we get to West Virginia,” Tonio said, grabbing another licorice. “There are these boulders in the valley, and we, like, strap ourselves to them and pull them up the hill. A totally wicked core workout.”

Paul took a licorice. “Yeah, maybe.”



“There’re these old cars in this junkyard nearby, and we could tear out the seatbelts for the harnesses to pull the boulders,” he continued excitedly. “Totally build explosive power.”


Paul smiled. Tonio was such a maniac for training.

The plan was to train together away from the stress of L.A. and the camp circuit. Really, they were the perfect training partners, he and Tonio. Tonio had a great stand-up game, and Paul had the ground game. He’d also passed along a lot of Master Veecha’s wisdom to Tonio, but there was so much more to teach him about formless focus.


“Not that you require more explosive power,” Tonio added when Paul didn’t answer right away. 


“Hey, I’ll take more explosive power any day of the week.”

Tonio watched him admiringly. The kid believed in him; he didn’t understand that even the explosive power of a two-ton gorilla wasn’t enough to defeat Sir Kendall. 

Master Veecha said you must first imagine a thing in order to attain it. Paul gazed at the red lights ahead of him, trying to imagine life without Sir Kendall.

And he found he couldn’t. 

 Emotion welled up in him, like a fist pushing up through the inside of his throat. The red rear lights blurred on. 

 





CHAPTER EIGHT

   

Alix woke up to find Sir Kendall sleeping next to her and was immediately filled with excitement and awe and a little bit of terror. 

One of his thick, dark brows was brushed downward from rubbing against the pillow. She fought the temptation to smooth it back up.

Shit, what was she doing? Karen thought he could be dangerous, and the man did have a gun. 

And yet…letting him drink the Denali and complete his lifecycle seemed like a good idea back when they were first talking about it, but she couldn’t his expression out of her mind—his gratitude and amazement when he’d sensed she’d saved him. And now she was supposed to let him dissolve? When he’d been nothing but kind to her? 

She studied his dark lashes, his pleasingly-formed face, lush lips over the strong line of his chin. Even with him sleeping as he was, she could imagine those lips breaking into a knowing smile at any second. And his cheekbones—she decided that the word for his cheekbones was understated—they were the opposite of model cheekbones where it was like here are my sculpted cheekbones over hollow cheeks! No, no—Sir Kendall had strong cheekbones over relaxed, kissable cheeks. His was a kind of handsomeness that would never have to struggle for attention; he would only have to twinkle a little, and you’d be instantly drawn to him. 

And now she was supposed to let him drink Denali? When you looked at it in a certain way, it was literally a matter of life and death.

Or maybe Denali wouldn’t have an effect on him. Even Karen wasn’t sure. Not like this stuff’s on Wikipedia, she’d said, but it seemed like it would be true, that drinking Denali would trigger a chain of events where the next door he walked out of would be his last. That’s how it always was on TV—he drank Denali, walked out the door, and faded into the night. 

 Alix wasn’t used to being in charge of things—as the baby of the family, there was always somebody to boss her and criticize her and stop her from blunders. It was the ultimate joke that she of all people ended up with a magical computer. 

She turned over quietly, so as not to wake him. 

Another weird thing was that Sir Kendall seemed to think he was on a case, working with the CIA or whatever. Could he really not tell the difference between a commercial and real life? He was a man now, but what had he been before she brought him to life? Did he come from a world of images? Was there really a George Frame at the CIA? 

Well, she could find that out, at least. 

She slid out of bed, grabbed her jeans from the floor, and searched the pockets for the card Sir Kendall had given her. Then she crept downstairs and outside to the carriage house. She dialed the number on the George Frame card. 

A recording: “The number you have dialed is not in service. Please check the number…” She hung up. Not in service. What was she supposed to make of that? Then she called Karen. 


“He’s still there?” Karen said. “This is so messed up, I can’t even believe it. This is you messing up! You give him his Denali. You have to let him complete his lifecycle. I thought from your text last night that he was gone.”



“I don’t think he wants to go.”



“It doesn’t matter,” Karen said. “He has to go.”


“Why? You aren’t here. You don’t know him.” She told Karen about their night. The way Sir Kendall had seemed to feel curiosity, pleasure. They’d had real sex, and he’d been inventive and wonderfully commanding. He’d seemed to enjoy the taste of beer and the feel of her leather chair.


“That only means that every hour he’s here, you’re damaging him for his true home. Wherever he has to go back to, the leather chairs won’t feel as awesome and the beer won’t taste as good.”


“Why does he have to go back?”



“Because he’s a character, Alix.”


“He’s alive now, and he wants to continue living. Isn’t that the definition of human? If he cut himself, he’d bleed. Doesn’t that count for anything? You should’ve seen the look on his face when he sensed I saved him last night. I think he thought the Denali was poisoned, and he was so grateful. It meant so much to him. He just wants to live.”



“He made you feel good.”


“Yes.”

A long silence followed. Then Karen said, “Are you sure that’s not why you like having him around?”



“That’s not why,” Alix snapped. 


“He is a character, Alix. Not a full human.”



“So therefore he has to die? It’s not his fault how he is. Now that he’s here, doesn’t he deserve a chance to be happy instead of being automatically condemned for being less-than? Because I happen to know how that feels.”


“This is not about you, Alix, and you’re in no way less-than. Think! You’re seeing him in terms of your self-esteem shit. He makes you feel good. All this less-than shit. These are selfish reasons to keep him.”

She knew Karen had a point…but still! “What if it is a little selfish?” Alix said. “It still doesn’t make it right to kill him. Do you want to come over and give him Denali? And then when he walks out the door and begins to fade out, to see his panic, his bewilderment, and explain to him why he has to die?”



“You see it as killing him. But you’re just sending him back to his home world, his storyline.”



“A two-dimensional screen where nothing’s real,” Alix protested. “How is that not death?”



“Because it’s his world.”


It hurt Alix’s head to think about it. “But what about Pinocchio? Pinocchio used to be a puppet, and it was better for him to become alive, to be a real boy. Nobody said, let’s send him back to being a puppet.”


“Are you seriously comparing Sir Kendall to Pinocchio?”



“He is like Pinocchio!”


Karen snorted. “He’s not a puppet, and he’s not a pet. He could be dangerous, Alix.”


Alix recalled the way he’d grabbed her wrist after she broke the Denali bottle. She didn’t tell Karen about the gun. She knew to be suspicious of herself when she withheld information from Karen, but she didn’t want to think about that. “He’s not dangerous—he’s the Denali man! On the side of right. He’d be dangerous if he felt threatened, but isn’t that true of anybody?”


Karen sniffed the way she did when she disagreed. “You’ve conjured up a fake spy as a fuckbuddy, and now you’re trying to think of ways to keep him on this plane of being, interfering with his natural course. And maybe even with our natural course. You’re the threat.”



“No, you’re the threat,” Alix said. 


“No, you are.”

A great gust of relief filled Alix. “You are,” she said. This was how they often found their way out of arguments—the ‘no, you are’ game. “I so wish you were here.”


“I’m back in town tomorrow. I guess one more day can’t hurt.” Karen said. “I’m coming out there. We are gonna figure this out together. You and me.” She sighed. “I guess if he wants to continue to live and does things to keep himself alive, that is the definition of sentience. At least it is on Star Trek.”



“See?”



“Yeah. A TV show. Just be careful. Keep some Denali with you at all times.”



“Wait, tomorrow’s Sunday. I’m bringing him to my parents’ anniversary party. You can meet us there. You’ll see what I’m talking about when you meet him.”



“You’re bringing him to meet your parents?”



“He’ll be excited to meet them.”


“Will you put down a rug so he can curl up next to the fireplace?”



“Shut up. It’ll be good for him to see how a family works.” Alix told her how he didn’t seem to know everyday things, and couldn’t name books, but had incredibly extensive spy knowledge. “I have to tell him about the danger of Denali sooner or later,” Alix said. “What it might do to him.”


“Don’t tell him yet. Let me meet him, and we’ll figure it out together,” Karen said. “Okay?”


When Alix got back into the kitchen, Sir Kendall was dressed and looking perfectly comfortable, even movie-star dapper, in his shirt, which hung open due to its buttonless state. He’d made a pot of tea. “I have a spot of tea every morning,” he informed her.


“No coffee?”



“One doesn’t drink coffee.”

Alix snorted. “This one does.”

After a leisurely breakfast, Alix showed him around the house and told him about the different projects she needed to complete. Maybe he could stay and help her run the place. Was that selfish? Was it treating him like a pet? Karen was usually right about things like that. 

 Out in the carriage house she explained that there’d be room for three cars if all the junk was cleaned out, but the only thing that seemed to interest Sir Kendall was the dog kennel behind the carriage house. 


“What have we here?” he said when he saw it.


“My late aunt’s dog kennel,” Alix said. “I need to get rid of it. I would never keep Lindy in a kennel.”


He wrapped his fingers around one of the smooth vertical bars and gave it a firm shake. It didn’t move. He toed the dirt around the base. “Large for a dog kennel.”

Alix narrowed her eyes. He had a good point; the thing stood nine or ten feet tall. No dog would be that tall. “Right. Weird. More like a gorilla cage.”

He gave her a look she couldn’t quite read. “Or a cage for people,” he said. 

 Of course a spy would think that. She poked him in the ribs. “I guess somebody had better be on their best behavior, huh?” She laughed and turned and led him back to the house, instantly regretting the joke. She’d found it was bad to make jokes when you didn’t have a grasp of a situation. 

Up in the far bedroom, she showed him how she was stripping paint off the crown molding. “It’s really gratifying to work with your hands and be able to see what you’ve done.”


He gave her a smoldering look that turned her belly warm. “I do rather enjoy working with my hands, that much is true,” he whispered, taking a few slow steps toward her, backing her up to the wall. He lifted the coffee cup from her hand and set it on the windowsill.


“I don’t mean that kind of work,” she said as he pressed sweet, slow kisses up her neck.


“I do,” he said. 


“What about the tour of the woods you wanted?” She pushed him away and waited, heart pounding. It was a little test. She was in control here…wasn’t she?

He gave her a humorous gaze. “If the lady prefers to conduct the tour of the woods.”



“The lady does,” she said. “That’s what I’d like right now.”



“Then by all means,” he said. “It sounds splendid.”

She smiled. He’d been the perfect gentleman so far; the Denali man through and through. Karen would see that when she met him. 

She excused herself and put on a yellow sundress and converse sneakers with striped socks. She offered him some of her larger, sportier clothes but he was content to wear his button-less shirt and nice slacks. Impractical for hiking, but he did look handsome. 

They set out through the woods to the ridge. He wanted to see every inch of the place, he said. She figured this was part of his spy thing, but maybe it would be healthy for him to be out in nature.

The sun slanted through the trees as they went, and a light breeze rustled the leaves, making the shadows dance. The ground was muddy in places from an overnight rain. Sir Kendall seemed hyper-attuned to everything—sounds, the ground, the underbrush. He watched Lindy with extra-keen attention, wanting to investigate wherever she nosed. 

They finally reached the top of the ridge, with its breathtaking view of the Mississippi and the Wisconsin hills. Sir Kendall’s shirt flapped in the breeze, revealing his muscled chest. 


“I love to come up here,” she said. “I always feel like my problems are small when I’m up here.”


“What problems, Alix?” He turned to her. “What problems seem small when you’re up here?”



“You name it,” she said. 

He waited, looking at her with such warmth and kindness. It made her want to say more. 


“Everything is always harder than you think, that’s all. More complicated. Or everybody has opinions. Or you think you’re doing the right thing, but it turns out all wrong.”


“Of course,” he said softly. “It’s hard to know the right thing. Much easier to stand by and judge.”



“Exactly!” She felt the impulse to confide in him. How she messed things up more than her fair share, and always seemed to be disappointing or angering people. It had been bad enough with the house—sometimes she felt like, no matter how much woodwork she sanded, or how many books on plumbing she studied, she was still Crazy Alix, and now she’d gone and brought a man to life. She didn’t want to be selfish. She didn’t want to mess him up, too. 

Hardass Paul’s words came ringing back to her: Martial arts are for serious people, not for somebody who treats everything like a game. 


“Nobody’s perfect, you know? Things don’t always turn out as planned. But you just have to go with it. You make the best of it.”



“Indeed!” Sir Kendall said, though she sensed he was struggling to understand her. Well, she was barely making sense to herself. 


“Never mind. I have news—my parents’ anniversary party is tomorrow night. You have to come with me. It’ll be fun to meet them.”


He looked at her as though she’d said something quite mad. “Parents? A party?”



“It’s what families do. You’ll enjoy yourself, Nick.” How much did he really know of life? She wanted badly to ask him, but how could she ask without insulting him? Do you know how families work, Sir Kendall? 


“A parents’ anniversary party.” He paused a beat, as if he was waiting for her to see the ridiculousness of the idea. “Bringing parents into the mix?”


“Come on! A little road trip to Minneapolis. What d’ya say?”

He seemed baffled by the idea. “We’ll see.” Then he pulled a phone from his pocket, pushed a few buttons, and frowned. 

A phone? He had a phone? Who the hell did Sir Kendall have to call? Had he tried George Frame of the CIA?

He caught her staring. “What thoughts, my sweet?”



“I didn’t know you had a phone.”

Playfully he tilted his head. “Indeed I do.”


Duh. Of course a spy would have a phone! 

“Unfortunately, it doesn’t seem to be working at the moment. Good lord, I’ve gotten signals from the bottom of the ocean and the top of the Matterhorn on this phone. Yet Malcolmsberg, Minnesota is dark territory?”



“So you’ve had no calls?” she asked, feigning a light tone. 

He smiled and dropped it into his pocket. 

What did that mean?


“You can use mine,” she offered. She’d be able to see who he called then. Who the hell would he call? 


“That’s quite all right.”

But nothing surprised her so much as when they came out of the woods an hour later, via a path that took them to the front of the house, and came upon a red sports car.


“I wonder who’s here,” she said.

He seemed surprised. “Somebody’s here?”



“The car. I don’t know that car.”


“That’s no car, my dear. That’s an Alfa Romeo.”


“It’s yours? You came with a car?”

He squinted, amused. “Would you have preferred I parachute in? An airlift? Rope and helicopter perhaps?”



“Of course not. Right.” She nodded stupidly. Nod nod nod. “Of course.” She didn’t get it. How had he driven there? Or did he show up with a car? There was a car in the background of a lot of the commercials. Maybe the car blinked in when he did. If it had been in the picture, it would make sense. It was probably in the background.

He retrieved his suitcase from the trunk of his car. What did the Denali man keep in his suitcase? 


“There’d better not be any Denali in there,” she said. 

He smiled. “I assure you, there is not.”

 She climbed up the porch steps and held the front door for him. “I was thinking, if you want a place to set up a base of operations, one of my guest rooms is finished and ready. You could lay out your clothes and spy things there. Your own room.”



“My spy things?” he asked. 


“No…well, you know.” She didn’t mean to insult him.

He followed her up to the small room that overlooked the back area and the carriage house. It even had a small desk. He set his suitcase on the bed and opened it, revealing a laptop and a bundle of cash nestled in some clothes. He pulled out the laptop and closed the suitcase.

A laptop. 


“Bet you don’t use your pet name as a password,” she joked.  

He turned to her, looking slightly flushed from the hike and so handsome. “Do you?” He lowered his voice. “Will I type Lindy into your computer and gain access to all your secrets?”

She stifled a smile. “I’ll never tell.”

He took a step toward her. She took a step back and hit the desk. He took another step, and then he lifted her onto the desk, kissing her gently. He was warm and smelled of rosemary. He pulled away and traced a line down her neck. She felt sure he could feel her excited pulse drumming. Well, she was excited. They were having fun. What was the crime in that?

He slipped a finger between buttons on the front of her dress. “It’s only a matter of time, you know.” He flicked open a button. His touch felt electric on her skin. 


“A matter of time ‘til what?” she whispered, hooking her hands over his belt, enjoying the feel of his lean, hard stomach against the backs of her fingers.


“It’s only a matter of time until I know all your secrets.” He smiled his confident, suave smile. He seemed to enjoy himself most when they were doing this sexy spy banter. She couldn’t blame him—she enjoyed it, too. And, anyway, the spy thing provided him continuity with his true home, the Denali commercial, right?

 He undid another button, then another, and caressed her neck with his other hand. Lord help her, she wanted him. “All of your secrets.”

She smiled happily. “We’ll see about that.”

He pulled his gun from his pants back, reached around her, and set it with a deep clack on the desk behind her. “Oh!” The gun never failed to startle her. He’d had a gun that whole time? 

He threaded his fingers up through the back of her hair, pulled her to him, and kissed her with new force, his cock like steel against the cushion of her belly. 


“Mmm-hmm,” she said, melting into him. 


“I will know all your secrets,” he whispered, moving his lips to her ear, words warm and soft. “Even the ones you keep from yourself.”

She snorted. “That’s a lot of secrets.”

He unzipped the back of her dress and slid the straps over her shoulders, pushing the garment down and creating a little nest around where she sat. She pulled his shirt out of his pants.


“I like to be thorough when I’m on a case.”


Oh, the spy game was hot. She racked her brains for a spy role-play thing to say back to him. “A pity,” she said sadly. “Because you will fail, you know.”


 His eyes twinkled. “I doubt that.”


“You’ll never get anything out of me, Nick.” She sat up straight and cool, casually inspecting her fingernails, as she’d seen a gangster moll do in the movies. “I’m surprised you haven’t noticed that yet.”


He watched her, expression unreadable, and then, as though moved by a force, he kissed her, pushing her gently onto her back, covering her with his body. He kissed her everywhere in that madly erotic way of his—her neck, her shoulders, the inside of her ankles, and then up her thighs, setting her quite on fire. Sometimes his moves involved light kisses, sometimes rough whiskers. Feather or sandpaper, she never knew which she would get. She gasped as he reached her moist sex. 


“I will penetrate you completely,” he said. 


“Please do,” she panted, feeling his hot breath on her pussy. 

She gasped when he licked her. He did it again, and again, slowly, until she teetered on the edge of oblivion. Then he did as he promised, penetrating her fully, completely, and deliciously. 

Later, washing dishes in the kitchen, she wondered if she’d taken the spy banter too far. Yes, there was the whole continuity-with-his-true-home thing. But also, it was the fun thing in the moment. Just what she wanted to do. Was she being dangerously selfish? Had she ruined a man’s entire existence with her selfishness? Was she damaging Sir Kendall every moment she kept him in the world? But now that he was here, how could she let him dissolve? She felt paralyzed. She wished Karen would come home early and meet Sir Kendall and tell her what to do. 

No, she needed to think about what to do. She needed to make a decision. Before she could decide anything further, Sir Kendall strolled in. He suggested a jaunt into town in order to take his shirt to a drycleaner for repair. 

 “Downtown Malcolmsberg isn’t the most exciting place, I’m afraid,” she said. “Pretty boring, actually. Sometimes, I think I’ll go stir crazy living here.” She raised a finger. “But there is a dry cleaner.”

He smiled. “And, there could be some questionable characters lurking about that you’ll be able to identify. Having lived in the town for all these months.” He said this in a joking manner, like she really hadn’t. 


“I don’t really know that many people,” she said. “But what the heck. And we could pick up food. I’m sure I’ve been feeding you girl food.”


He smoothed his thumb along her jawbone. “And it’s been bloody delicious.”






CHAPTER NINE

   

An hour later, Sir Kendall parked in front of Bean Central, the town coffee shop. Alix had dressed for the occasion in ridiculous white boots, which were decorated around the tops and front with small white tassels. She paired those with pink short-shorts and a sleeveless white top with pink bra straps showing. Bra-straps-showing seemed to be one of her favorite fashion statements. He’d worn nice slacks and the spare white shirt he always kept in the suitcase in the Alfa Romeo. 

He’d insisted on peeking in at the coffee shop, and was surprised that she knew the barista by name. A young fellow named Benji. Seems she’d spent at least some time establishing herself. Had the real Alix been some sort of a hermit, perhaps? 

According to the quick Googling he had done, the real Alix had moved to Malcolmsberg roughly four months ago, in the spring. Annoying to have to do his own research, but connections were down all over, his email as well as his phone. He’d had to hack her wireless to get her password, which turned out to be Lindy after all. The emails were exceedingly inane; certainly the account had belonged to the real Alix.


“Benji, this is my friend, Sir Kendall—Nick,” she corrected herself. 


“Pleased to meet you,” Sir Kendall said, shaking the boy’s hand.


“So you’re a Sir? Like Sir Paul McCartney?” the boy asked. 


“Not quite. Sir Paul is a knight. I’m a baronet. It’s a hereditary title. Below a knight, but above a baron.”


The boy’s eyes widened. “Wow.”



“Luck of the draw, really. And the good favor of King James the second some three hundred years ago.”


Alix stared at him, lips zipped, dimples on her cheeks. 

The boy looked back and forth between them. “You’re pulling my leg,” he said.


“Hardly.” Sir Kendall turned to Alix. “Something amusing?”



“No!” She seemed flustered. “Just, wow. You hadn’t told me. I mean, King James.”


“The second,” he bit out, feeling unaccountably irritated.


“You have a whole family tree.”



“One tends to.”


Alix fell silent. 

Sir Kendall was unused to women finding him amusing, unused to women toying with him as she seemed to do…between bouts of ineptitude. The woman didn’t add up. First, there was the Denali bottle incident, which had frankly shocked him, and he wasn’t easily shocked. In breaking the bottle, she’d declared herself a friend or, at least, not an enemy. But then this afternoon in his room, she’d chosen to reveal a certain strategic opposition to him, yet in such a…clichéd manner. A pity, because you will fail, she’d said, inspecting her ridiculous blue nails. A person who had the heft to say such things would never put it that way. Was she being naïve? Clumsy? Ironic? Was she working her own agenda, off-roading from Hyko’s plan? Or following it exactly? He typically felt energized when people presented as puzzles, usually savored the challenge. 

No so much here. 

It wasn’t just this case; something about the whole place made him uneasy. The surreal quality of it. The vague sense of chaos and vulnerability. There was something he needed to worry about, but what? When he tried to get to the root of his uneasiness, it shifted and fled like a fragment left over from a dream. 

He bought them a cookie to share and they walked out. 

If Hyko’s people were watching, they’d assume he’d taken the bait and thought the woman an innocent. Perhaps they’d interpret this visit to town as a signal: Poor innocent Alexis Gordon is under my protection now. 

Dry cleaners next. He introduced himself to Norm Stapleton, proprietor of Stapleton’s Dry Cleaner. Norm didn’t appear to know Alix; to her credit, this didn’t seem to make her nervous. 

Norm’s eyes lit up as Sir Kendall pushed the shirt across the counter, along with a hundred dollar bill. “I’ll pay you ten times your usual rate to restore this to a pristine condition as soon as possible,” he said. 

Norm examined Sir Kendall’s button-less shirt. 


“Lady gets a bit excited.” Sir Kendall mimicked her ripping open his shirt. This in retaliation for the family tree bit. 


“Oh, my,” Norm said, eyes wide with amusement. 

Alix’s face went bright red and she hit him in the shoulder. “Wasn’t me!”



“Don’t be bashful, my pet.”

Her mouth fell open.

Norm assumed a businesslike tone and assured Sir Kendall that the buttons would be restored by Monday morning. It would normally be the next morning, he explained, but tomorrow was Sunday, and they were closed Sundays.


“Monday’s fine,” Sir Kendall said. 

They passed a drug store; Alix wanted to run in and get soap for the guest bathroom. “I’m all out up there. What do you use?”

What soap did he use? He took showers, but… “Just soap,” he said. 


“Like…Ivory? Irish Spring?”


Was that a soap? “Any soap.”

She looked at him strangely. “You don’t have a brand?” And then something stopped her. “Right. Never mind.”


He smiled sunnily. “Whatever is the finest soap, that’s the brand I prefer. I’ll wait out here.”

She hurried in. 

She’d expected him to name a brand of soap and had seemed baffled when he hadn’t. What was the significance of a brand of soap?

Usually when he noted a mundane detail, such as a rock in his shoe or a brand of soap, it would relate to the larger mystery and become a clue in some fashion. But so many such details were accruing here, and they couldn’t all be clues. What was the significance of the sound of his own chewing he’d noticed this morning? Of squirrels, chasing each other around a tree? 

He’d noticed something else, too: time itself felt different. Things took longer. Was this simply a quality of the American Midwest? A slower pace of life and all that? Could the slower pace of life be making insignificant details seem more vivid than usual? Or was every detail here significant? Or conversely, was the abundance of details itself the clue?

And there was the old computer lab he’d found the basement. Vintage computers hooked up in a strange configuration. Somebody had taken a sledgehammer to the machines years ago, judging from the dust patterns. There was something about it, something he wasn’t seeing.

Certain things felt unusually weighty, like the fact that he’d killed so many, or the way he’d severed Hyko’s thumbs. And his plans to torture Alix seemed a bit much. But then, that’s what separated the men from the boys—you did a thing even when it was distasteful. 

He reminded himself of the so-called dog cage behind Alix’s carriage house. Galvanized steel, maybe titanium. It had been created to hold something more powerful than a man, than a gorilla, even an elephant. He’d end up there, or worse, if he didn’t act with steely decision. 

He strolled down the block toward the mailbox he’d seen on the corner—the only one he’d seen in all of Malcolmsberg. Such a tiny town, and so different than the foreign capitals and remote outposts he was used to. He thought wistfully of his vacation chateau in Luxembourg. He’d go there as soon as he learned what there was to learn here. He needed a rest. Maybe that was it. 

He opened the mailbox and dropped in the package he’d stamped and addressed. It contained a sample of the broken Denali bottle along with the sample of Alix’s hair, which he’d snipped off just before she’d woken up that morning. 

She’d snuck off to make a phone call in the yard. He’d heard bits of it. She’d argued with somebody on the other line. If she was, indeed, off-roading from Hyko’s plan, was she foolish enough to let his people know it? He’d heard her mention Pinocchio. Had somebody in their organization lied? Had Hyko caught their mole, Henry? That would be disastrous.

At any rate, the lab would tell him whether the Denali had been drugged or poisoned, though it couldn’t be anything too powerful—Hyko would never have him killed, not with the Falcon letters still out there. Had an enemy of Hyko’s wanted him killed so that the Falcon letters would get out? If that were true, it would suggest that Alix could be a high-ranking spy in Hyko’s organization, doing damage control while playing the slattern.

It was Saturday. He’d have the results by Tuesday. He went back to wait outside the store. 

It was then he saw Hyko, ducking around a corner. 

Sir Kendall leaned coolly on a lamppost. It had been just a flash—long blond hair, long coat, floppy hat, but he’d recognize the man anywhere. Even the way Hyko moved was eminently familiar. Comforting, even. 

Alix came out with his soap—a brand called Ivory. The best soap, she assured him. 

Sir Kendall just nodded his head. Had she told Hyko they’d be in town? 

He offered to buy her an egg roll at the little Chinese deli down the block, and during an extended exchange in Cantonese with the proprietress, he discovered that his Alix was a frequent purchaser of Chicken Chow Mein, going back four months. This came as something of a shock. Was it possible there wasn’t a dead Alix out there after all? That Alix was a sleeper? And why was Hyko himself in town, rather than out at the site of his launch? 


“I can’t believe you know Chinese,” Alix said, munching her egg roll on a quaint bench overlooking the river. “What were you guys saying?”

She really hadn’t seemed to follow the conversation. Was it possible she didn’t know Cantonese? “I told her that you’re a sex maniac who rips buttons off men’s shirts.”

She hit him. Teasing her was quite enjoyable, really. So was the egg roll. The crust seemed extra light and flaky, crunchier, and the inside richer, a flavor explosion in his mouth. The Lings were truly masterful with egg rolls. 


“Perhaps we ought to have a proper meal somewhere,” he said. 

She nodded. “Not a bad idea. Actually…” She squinted down the street. “Yes! Check it out!” She pointed at a mortarboard outside a pub on the next block. “Bob n’ Bonnie’s has catfish sandwiches on daily special.”


“Sounds splendid,” he said. 

Bob n’ Bonnie’s pub was dark inside and somewhat empty for a Saturday afternoon—just a lone fellow at the bar, a couple rustics eating at a table, and a stocky barkeep with a ponytail. 


“Pick a table—I’ll be right back.” She disappeared into the women’s bathroom. Was she contacting Hyko?

 Sir Kendall sat up at the bar; the wall of mirrors behind the bar gave him a perfect view of the whole place. He had this under control. He’d bested Hyko countless times; no reason for this to be different.

He ordered a Denali from the barkeep, who wasn’t sure they had any, but after an extended search he pulled out a dusty old bottle. “Not many folks ordering Denali,” he said.


“Which only means not many folks have tasted Denali.”


The barkeep grunted. 


“Have you?” Sir Kendall asked him.


“Tasted Denali? Nah.”



“There you go. You must let me buy you one, good fellow.”



“I’m on the job.”



“Consider it employment-related research.” He put down a hundred. He wasn’t taking any chances—he needed to see that barkeep drink it first. “Two Denalis, neat, with lime, and the rest is for you.”



“Far be it from me.” The barkeep poured two lowball glasses and added lime wedges. 


“Go ahead, then, try it,” Sir Kendall said. 

The barkeep sipped. He smacked his lips. “Hmm. Piquant.”


“Good with bitters and soda, too,” Sir Kendall said. “Denali is always just the thing.” The barkeep took another sip, seemed no worse for wear. Sir Kendall felt curiously relieved that the bartender would be okay. The prospect of collateral damage had never bothered him before. What was wrong with him? Resistance to collateral damage would get him killed as quickly as walking in front of a train. Sir Kendall sipped his drink. It was fine. More refreshing than he’d remembered. He downed the rest.

A voice from across the bar. “No!” A freshly be-lipsticked and be-jingling Alix rushed to his side, grabbing for his glass, which he lifted out of her reach at the last moment. “Did you drink it?”



“Indeed I did.” Warily he watched her eyes. “And I daresay, I might drink another one.”


She stared at the glass, then at him, then the glass and then him again, with a look just this side of horror. “I told you not to drink it!”



“My dear, you can hardly expect me never to drink a Denali again.” He addressed the barkeep. “What did you think? Not so bad, eh?”



“Not bad at all,” the man said. “Thank you kindly.” He rapped twice on the bar and sauntered away. 


“Crap,” Alix breathed.


“We both drank it. Seems we’ve survived the experience.” Sir Kendall brushed her hair from her forehead. Her eyes shone with tears. Why? “Come now, what is all this?”



“I just…I didn’t want you to drink it.”


“Do you have reason to believe it’s tainted?”


 “No,” she whispered. “It’s not that.” Tears streamed down her face. 

He wiped them away with his thumb. “What, then?”


She shook her head.


“Come here.” He pulled her to him, feeling uneasy again. “It’s going to be all right,” he assured her.

She sniffled. “I’m sorry.”


“For what?”


Again she shook her head, apparently too overcome to speak. What was she sorry for? 


“Crap, okay,” she said, pulling herself together. “Okay.” She wiped her eyes and fixed him with a mischievous look. “You know what I say?” she said. “I say, let’s have some fun. Let’s have some cocktails, let’s dance, let’s fuck in the bathroom and whatever else!”


“In the bathroom. I daresay; you’re impugning my decorum.”


“Hell with decorum.” She slapped the bar and smiled down at the bartender. “Two Denalis please! Doubles!”


Sir Kendall raised his eyebrows.


“Why not?” she said. “Maybe I was too quick to judge. And it’s your favorite drink, right?”


Sir Kendall called to the bartender. “Make hers with lime and ginger ale. A Denali Fresh.”

She swiveled to face him, draped an arm along the bar, and smiled rather fetchingly. “The lady thinks a Denali Fresh sounds fan-fuckin-tastic.”



“Such tender sentiments from my delicate flower,” he said. 

She smiled at him sadly. A very bad sign.

The barkeep delivered their drinks and she made a toast. They had another round while they awaited their sandwiches. 

So she imagined he’d die now. How was it connected to the Denali? Was the drink a trigger of some sort? A signal to Hyko? She’d glanced at the door once or twice. Did she expect company? Public takedowns had never been Hyko’s style. 

They bantered about whether or not they’d have sex in the bathroom—he assured her that he’d never have a lady there. He taught the benighted barkeep how to make Denali drinks, including a Fee Fi Foe Fum with Denali and cointreau. 

Their catfish sandwiches were flakey and sweet and tart and succulent…stunningly delicious, in fact. Alix ordered another Denali Fresh, but he held off; not because he felt drunk—he felt powerful, actually. It was more that nagging sense of threat, the growing feeling that things were spinning out of control. 


“Tell me,” he said to her.

He brows snapped together. “What?”



“The truth.” He felt desperate to have her confession. Too desperate. It was dangerous, this desperation. “You have an ally in me, Alix.”


“Oh, Nick.” She put her hand over his. Guilt. What had she done? 

Alix jumped up just then and engaged the jukebox—a noisy song he didn’t recognize. She pulled him to the space in front of the flashing machine, dancing, or more precisely, gyrating, all boots and pink bra straps. She was lovely in her own tawdry, trashy way. An uncouth confection.

Patrons had begun to fill the tiny pub, most drinking beer from bottles. Saturday night in Malcolmsberg. Some gave Alix dirty looks.

She was stalling. 

So he was safe in here, then. The threat was outside.

Sir Kendall went to her and yanked her to his chest, held her, found them a beat to sway to. “We should go,” he whispered.


“No, we can’t.”


“Why? You can hardly expect me to ravish you here, my dear.”

She smiled a big, toothy, pink lipstick-y smile. “What about the bathroom?”



“I believe we’ve been over that.”


Again he suggested going. 


“Just a little longer.” She kissed him. 

He pulled away. “Is there something I need to know?”


She looked at him sadly. “No,” she said. “Just that…you are the shit, Sir Kendall. You’re the best. The most awesome spy ever.”



“What’s out there?” he whispered. “What’s out that door, Alix?”


She gazed up at him dolefully, silver-pink hair in her eyes, a sheen of sweat on her cheeks. “Nothing,” she said. And then again, “Nothing,” as though nothing was something to be feared. 

She’d protected him last night, but couldn’t—or wouldn’t—tonight. He’d had quite enough; if there was something out there, he’d damn well face it. 

He strolled casually over to where the barkeep presided and quickly settled their tab, tipping eighty dollars on top of what he’d given on the first round. The grateful barkeep assured him that they would always have Denali on hand for Sir Kendall Nicholas the Third.

She slipped in beside him. “One more dance.”


He bid the barkeep a good night and strode toward the door, ignoring the girl. He’d walked into dozens of ambushes in his life and had yet to be bested. He was actually relieved by the prospect of a physical confrontation with Hyko and his men; he’d prefer a gunshot wound to this vague unease and desperation. 

She caught up with him, grabbed his sleeve. “Don’t,” she said. 

He pulled his Baretta from his ankle holster and his backup from his waistband. 


“What are you doing?”


“What does it look like?”

She stared, wide-eyed. “No—you can’t—guns won’t…” Her look of pity filled him with dread. 

Help? 

Was that what she was about to say? Guns won’t help? 


“I’ll be the judge of that.” He kicked open the door and walked out onto the dark sidewalk, turning slowly, taking in the entire area with a diffuse awareness. The street was quiet. He moved past a tree to the curb, stepping out between two parked cars, and then down the row of them. No movement. Alley clear. River-side of the street quiet. Just June bugs and lapping water. 

He walked to his car and carefully opened the door. Nothing. He stepped away and used his remote to start it. No explosions. 

And then he looked back at Alix, who stood right out in the open under a streetlight, mascara running down her cheeks in black rivulets, eye shining with an almost comic level of shock.


“Fancy that,” he said. “Seems there really is nothing out here.”

The girl seemed genuinely rattled. 


“What did you expect?”



“Nothing.” She said this in an almost trancelike manner. 


“Why the tears?”



“It’s just nice to have you here, that’s all.” She came to him, smiling strangely. “You’re here. And you know what? Everything’s going to be okay.”


He tucked the Baretta back into his waistband, but kept his smaller piece out. “Meaning what?”



“Meaning, that I want to make a promise to you, right here and now.” She wrung her hands. “I haven’t been the most upstanding person ever. If I’m honest…” she gazed up at the stars. Was she drunker than he’d thought? “When I look at my life, I’ve let a lot of people down, including myself. I treat everything as a game, and I do impulsive things without thinking them through, and I make excuses and let other people deal with my messes.” She looked him right in the eyes now. “But you know what? I won’t let you down. I swear it. I’m going to do right by you. I don’t know what that means yet, but I’m going to straighten myself out and devote myself to being the kind of responsible person you can count on in life—a true ally. I mean it. Right here and now, I’m vowing to take responsibility for what I’ve done and be your true ally. That’s my vow to you.”

He watched her eyes. Was this her way of telling him she’d switched sides? Had she only now realized she’d been cut out of Hyko’s information loop? That she’d soon wind up on Hyko’s table? Hell, he’d be rattled too. As a Hyko operative gone rogue, she might have a day. Two at the most. 


“Are you prepared to tell me everything?” he asked her. “We can’t be allies and I can’t protect you if you don’t tell me everything—this minute—beginning with what was going to happen to me out here.”


She shook her head, confused. “I have to think it through first and do it right.”


He grabbed her upper arm—just enough to focus her. “You don’t have time to think it through.”



“Yes, I do. Trust me, Sir Kendall, it’s all good.”



“Tell me.”



“There’s no danger, okay? We have all the time in the world now.”

He let her go. Fine, he’d force her to tell. But not while she was drunk—drunken subjects passed out too quickly. And even if you got information, the quality was typically poor. A hung-over subject, on the other hand—there was nothing better. So thin-skinned. 

Tomorrow then. Sunday morning.

He didn’t have his tools. Fine. He’d break this one by hand. 


“Home, then,” he said. 

 





CHAPTER TEN

   
Paul stood in front of his motel room enjoying the warmth of the morning sun on his face, and the way the soft drone of crickets rose and fell in lazy waves of sound. Across the road you could see the mighty Mississippi, which wasn’t so mighty up here in Malcolmsberg, Minnesota. Such a peaceful Sunday morning. Maybe he’d take a walk, later, along the weedy train tracks. 

Here in the fresh air and quiet, Paul felt hopeful for the first time in a long while. Maybe he was finally free of Sir Kendall. He’d ended the character, and he’d caused himself a lot of pain in the process, but somehow that felt right. Pain was just pain in the end. You just had to know the trick—the trick wasn’t avoiding the pain, the hurt. The trick is not minding that it hurts. That was a Peter O’Toole line from the movie Lawrence of Arabia. Paul had taken the sentiment quite to heart as a boy.  He was pretty sure he wouldn’t have survived without that line. The trick is not minding that it hurts.

No sign of life from number nine, Tonio’s room. Not that Paul expected it; they’d gotten in well past midnight. 

Paul wandered over to the little motel office to get a cup of coffee and find out where the nearest market was. The pretty blonde who’d checked them in last night told him there was a market right in downtown Malcolmsberg. Good. He’d be able to get a look at the little town and pick up some eggs, cashews, avocado, spinach, and other stuff for a breakfast power shake. They’d brought a blender, of course. No fighter worth his salt went anywhere without one.

Paul knocked on Tonio’s door. “She’s in the office, serving coffee,” he called through the crack when Tonio grunted. Tonio would want to know that she was there—he’d spent a good part of the night thinking of excuses to go talk to her. “I’m going into town.”

Paul jumped in Tonio’s car and headed up the road. Not a half-mile from the motel, Paul spotted the Red Owl. This was downtown Malcolmsberg? It was nothing but a few buildings across from the river. Paul parked and got out. Such a small town, but he liked how well-cared-for it was, with flowering plants hanging from old-fashioned light fixtures. The shops were tidy. The attitude of the place comforted him. A lot of the fighters in the league were into chaos music and horror movies and graffiti art, but he found carelessness and disorder of that sort disturbing and even threatening.  

No big mystery—it was because of his mother’s carelessness that he found himself at the mercy of deranged stepbrothers day after day. She’d never even noticed his injuries. After his real dad died, all she’d ever noticed was the bottle. Guys who loved chaos and disorder didn’t get what a luxury order was, and how loving disorder usually meant they’d been safe as kids. 

The shops had wooden signs instead of modern neon ones. It was nice, this place. He spotted a coffee shop just up the way. Bean Central. He’d go there first. They’d have real coffee, unlike the motel.

The boy behind the counter beamed at Paul. “Good morning, Sir Kendall!”

Adrenaline shot through Paul. His mouth went dry. 

Let it be, he told himself. 

The boy cocked his head. “Sir Kendall?”


“I’m not Sir Kendall,” Paul snapped. 


“But you—”


Paul’s pulse raced. “Sir Kendall is a made-up character. He doesn’t exist.”


The boy looked frightened. “Oh…”



“Never mind.” Paul spun and headed back out into the sunshine, raging at himself. The boy had probably been to Australia and seen the commercials. He was just being friendly. He grabbed onto a little tree growing out of an ornate grate in the sidewalk and leaned his forehead against its rough bark. Christ, he was no better than a lab rat! A lab rat conditioned by psychos.

You’re okay, he told himself. But he wasn’t okay.

So often when he heard that name—especially if he wasn’t expecting it—he’d find himself re-experiencing the terror of his childhood. He’d be right back there, a small asthmatic boy tied to a tree in the woods by Gene and Gary, kicked or shocked with their science kit stuff, forced to say old chap and other Sir Kendallisms. He’d be that helpless kid left bound and frightened in the woods, sometimes for the whole night. Mosquitoes biting him. Animals scrabbling nearby in the dark. 

He could defeat the fiercest fighters on the planet, but he couldn’t seem to fight the effect of that name on him. How it plunged him into darkness. 

Old Master Veecha would roll in his grave if he could see what had become of his star pupil. 

Use it, Master Veecha would often say. Use it all. That meant taking everything that happened in life as a lesson to better yourself. But how was he supposed to use incidents like this? 

Paul pushed away from the tree, disgusted. He turned and walked the length of the town, up and back, to calm himself. Church bells rang out under a warm sunny sky, and banners for a river festival fluttered from old-fashioned lamps. He’d gotten through worse things. 

When he felt sufficiently calmed, he went to the Red Owl. The produce section was pathetic compared to the grocery stores in Los Angeles. Paul grabbed veggies, raw nuts, and a dozen eggs. 

On the way back to the car, he noticed a chalkboard sign outside the local tavern advertising catfish sandwiches. Probably just caught from the Mississippi. Tonio was huge on catfish. Would they prepare the sandwiches to go? Tonio would be psyched.

The place was dark and empty inside, save for an old man hunched at the far end of the bar, and a bartender bent over a sink. 


“Hey there,” Paul called to him. “Do you make those catfish sandwiches to go?”

The bartender straightened up and smiled. “Sir Kendall! Hey! How’s about a Denali?” He laughed and set up a glass. “Hair of the dog that bit you. What d’ya say, old chap?”


Paul stiffened, quelling the impulse to fly over the bar and go at the man to stop him from talking. 

Calm, Paul whispered to himself. Settle. You’re okay, you’re okay. 

“Sir Kendall?”


He was dimly aware that he was crushing his grocery bag. They’re not here, he whispered to himself. You’re okay now. 

He was far from okay. Had the whole damn town been overseas to see the ad? Was some local Sir Kendall fan getting everyone interested in it? Could they be watching it on YouTube?

The bartender raised his hands now, seeming to sense Paul’s state of mind. Bartenders sensed these things. “It’s cool, man,” the bartender said. “No Denali. It’s cool.”


No, it wasn’t cool. The bottom of the bag felt slick. Eggs. He turned and got out, bee-lining down the sidewalk to the car. He needed to get out of Malcolmsberg. He slung what was left of the groceries into the trunk and slammed it with killing force. 

It is never easy to slay your dragons, Master Veecha used to say. Never easy, always necessary. Paul squeezed his eyes shut tight. How could he slay a dragon he couldn’t even see? 

A voice: “Sir Kendall! Sir Kendall!”


Paul turned to see a middle-aged man rushing toward him, carrying a shirt draped in plastic. A dry-cleaning bag. 

 “What a coincidence, Sir Kendall, I’d just stopped into the shop to grab something and I looked out and saw you here. Save you a trip tomorrow. See here, I replaced all the buttons. I think you’ll find this garment as pristine as the day it was made.”

The man lifted the printed plastic to show him a dark blue shirt. 


“Now, if the little lady can’t stop ripping off your shirt, I might have to suggest you go to Velcro instead of buttons.” The man winked. 

Paul spoke through gritted teeth. “Is this some kind of a joke? ‘Cause I’m not laughing.”



“What?” The dry cleaner looked bewildered. “But…”


The man thought he was Sir Kendall. It was here that Paul recalled how the bartender had used the phrase “hair of the dog” —as if Paul had recently been in there drinking.

Paul’s gaze fell onto the paper slip stapled to the plastic bag, where he saw a familiar name. “What the hell?” He yanked the shirt from the man’s hands. The slip read, Sir Kendall Nicholas III, N3158 Highway KE. “There’s a Sir Kendall in town?”


The drycleaner stared at him. 


“Is there a man in this town who says he’s Sir Kendall? And he looks like me? Is that what you’re telling me, here?”



“Yes, you—I mean, Sir Kendall…”


“A man calling himself Sir Kendall dropped off this shirt?”


The man backed away. Jesus, Paul was scaring him. 


“I’m sorry, sir,” Paul said.

 The man spun around and strode off as fast as his legs would carry him.


“It’s all right!” Paul gestured toward the shirt. “Thank you. Thank you for the shirt.”

Okay, Paul sounded crazy now. He felt crazy. 

He swung into the car and gunned the engine, all thoughts of green smoothies and peaceful river walks gone. It was as if he’d descended into some blazing, maddening pit of hell.  

And the devil lived just up the road—at N3158 Highway KE. 

He sped off. 

A good man wouldn’t pursue this; it could only turn out poorly. But on he drove, noting the numbers on the mailboxes. 

He thought about the baleful Mexican music Tonio sometimes played, music that bled with pain and longing and melancholy. When Paul had asked about it, Tonio had called it cardenche, a style of song that took its name from a cactus pricker lodged painfully under the skin. 

That was Sir Kendall—a pricker lodged painfully under Paul’s skin, impossible to ignore, driving him on and on. He just needed some kind of relief. 







CHAPTER ELEVEN

   

Sir Kendall grasped the handcuffs tightly in his fists to keep them from clinking as he leaned in the entryway, regarding the back of Alix’s head. She lounged, as though unaware of him, on the conveniently sturdy, slat-and-framework faux Mission couch, reading the Sunday paper. 

This morning she’d had another one of her heated conversations with the person named Karen, who seemed to have some authority over Alix. A superior? She’d taken the phone out into the back yard, thinking he wouldn’t hear, but he’d caught a good bit of it. Something had changed. It sounded like Alix was keen on taking responsibility for some sort of mistake. To Hyko? Did she think she could reason with Hyko? Christ, did she know nothing of the kind of man Hyko was? 

Sir Kendall figured he could extract maybe 70% of the information he wanted before Alix realized she was being interrogated in any real way, mostly because she wouldn’t know she was giving him information. In the past two days, he’d catalogued her every expression, down to the nuance. Pleasure tightened a small muscle in her upper cheeks. Relief caused a slight lift in the direction of her gaze. She nodded repeatedly when something made her uncomfortable. She’d make an almost imperceptible adjustment to her neck when surprised, and tension hiked her shoulders. When she got an idea or had something to tell, her eyes would widen, as though she was looking for an opening. When she withheld information, she’d close her lips—a classic tell—and the outer corners of her eyelids would push in just a hair, faintly changing the shape of her eyes. 

Of course she wore the ‘withholding’ expression whenever he spoke of his mission or of the future—no surprise—and he seemed to detect a bit of guilt in the set of her mouth as well. Conflicted agent. If he had more time he’d pull the information from her with more finesse. Or more to the point, if she had more time. Hyko wouldn’t leave her swinging free for long. 

He stopped behind her and kissed the top of her head. 


“Hey!” She glanced up at him, then back to the local section. 


“Anything of note?”



“Nah.” She turned a page, bracelets jingling. Those infernal bracelets! 

Lindy looked up from her doggie bed by the fireplace. Lindy had enjoyed a juicy steak bone this morning, courtesy of Sir Kendall. 

He smoothed a hand down Alix’s shoulder, her arm. “Give me your hand.”


She turned up to him and smiled. “How am I supposed to hold the paper if I give you my hand?”



“I have something better than the paper.”


She gave him a saucy look. “Something better to hold than the paper?”



“Put out your hand, my dear.” He touched the back of the couch near where he wanted her to put it. She let one side of the paper fall to her lap and put out her hand, palm up. 

Gently he grasped her wrist, removed the bracelets, and set them aside. Then he kissed her palm and extended her arm out a bit more. 


“What’re you doing?”


He slapped on the cuff, closing the other bracelet around the end of the couch frame.


“Hey!” She yanked on the handcuff, laughing. “What are you doing?”



“One guess.” Still behind the couch, he moved to the other side, pointed to a spot there. “Other hand.” If he were in her position, he’d claim to be uncomfortable with handcuff play. Most spies would avoid having both hands cuffed. One hand you could get free; two got tricky. He’d have to cajole her, maybe even force her, but he hoped to stay in the gray area for as long as possible. 

She narrowed her eyes, smiling. “Somebody has some big ideas.” She tugged on the cuffed hand. She could probably tear through the smaller vertical slats, but not the frame itself. “I don’t know,” she demurred, looking at the other spot he’d indicated. 

He could hardly believe it—she intended to allow it. “The other hand, my dear,” he said, in the stern tone she seemed to respond to best. 

Suspicious smile again. “Give me one good reason.”



“Because I want you immobilized for what I’m about to do. Because it will be much more intense. And exquisite. And I will take you places you’ve never been.” He dangled the remaining cuff from one hand. “Have you ever?”


Her breath shallowed. “No.”

She appeared truthful in this. Could it be? “But you’ve thought about it.”


She cast her eyes playfully up to the ceiling, giving him a big shrug. 

He strolled around to stand in front of her, drew the paper gently from her hand. Stunning. It was only a matter of time now before she positioned her hand for him. Yes, she was something of a hedonist. When it came to sex, she enjoyed both pushing and being pushed—but to allow this! 

Nobody was lurking outside to come in and save her; he’d been monitoring the grounds for hours. He’d assured himself of the absence of transmitting devices the day he’d arrived and again last night. Was she that confident? Or just that stupid? 

He’d do whatever it took to find out now.

In the past days he’d felt vulnerable, felt a vague revulsion for hurting and killing others. 

No more. 

Just as bits of the most devastating diseases were the keys to making protective vaccines, he’d allowed those dangerously soft feelings to inoculate him, to make him harder, colder, crueler. 

After she’d gone to sleep last night, he’d sat up in his room, meditating on the detachment that had once come so easily to him—remembering the way it felt and the way it worked in his mind. He watched as these new impulses toward kindness or softness arose in him, and he practiced pushing them away. Detachment was a matter of disconnected perspective. It was a matter of allowing things to become remote, like looking through the wrong end of a telescope.

In this way he’d gained his old attitude back. For the moment, anyhow. 

He kneeled, slid his hands onto her thighs, up, up, up over a vertical rip in her jeans and beyond. She inhaled softly as he pressed his thumbs gently onto her aroused center, wanting him to keep on. Instead he stood, pointed to the place on the back of the couch where he wanted that hand.


“Oh my god.” And with that, she complied. 


“Good girl.” He walked around and cuffed it there. Now his butterfly’s arms were stretched out to either side, like slender, pale wings. She tested the bonds, faux-offended. If he were a better man, he would find some type of fabric to cushion her wrists before he went to work—athletic socks and washcloths worked well. But he wasn’t a better man. 

Hyko and company would have done well to bear that in mind. 

 “Now then.” He returned to his position in front of her and cracked his knuckles, one of his favorite nonverbal statements. She really was fetching, platinum-pink hair contrasting wildly with the blood red of her top. Black bra straps showing from the sides.


“Am I going to regret this?”


“Most certainly.”

She smiled. Did she have something on him she could pull out? Was that it? 

He went to her and drew a finger up her neck and to her chin, then he slid onto the couch over her. He planted his knees on either side of her hips, straddling her thighs, pinning them. He placed his hands on either side of the frame, next to her ears, caging her. He looked hard into her eyes. 

She grinned. “Uh oh,” she said playfully. 

Playfully. 

“Uh oh, what?” he asked. 

She studied his face. “You get out of line,” she said, “and Lindy’ll go wilding all over your ass.”



“You think Lindy will come to your aid?”



“Lindy is very loyal.”


He stroked the backs of his fingernails down her cheek. 

Alix closed her eyes, seemed to give over completely to the feeling of being contained, touched. Perhaps she really was this reckless, this much of a hedonist.


“After I’ve spent the last forty-eight hours feeding her treats?”

She opened her eyes. “Touché.”


“In a different scenario, Lindy would protect you, I’ll give you that. She is a predator, after all. Descended from, at any rate.” He removed his hand, tilted his head. “Did you ever notice how Lindy’s eyes—dogs’ eyes in general—are placed in the front of the head? As opposed to, say, a mouse’s eyes, which are placed almost squarely on either side of its head?”


She furrowed her brow, apparently unsure what to make of this.


“The predator, you see, never has to worry about what’s behind him,” Sir Kendall said. “He only has to care about what’s in front of him. His facial arrangement endows him with the ability to fix firmly on his prey as he stalks and bursts forward for the kill. Quite different from animals like mice and most birds, with their side-mounted eyes, wouldn’t you say? They’re the hunted. Eyes designed to monitor their surroundings. They don’t need the ability to fix on a target.” He turned, traced the line of Alix’s jaw. “Rabbits supposedly have binocular overlap in the backs and fronts of their heads.”



“What is this? National Geographic special of the month?”


He brushed a bit of hair from her face. “Their ears, too, are positioned to take in a full panorama of sound, whereas Lindy’s ears will swivel and fix on specific targets to the exclusion of all others—all the better for an efficient forward attack. True of cats, too. Ears like periscopes.”


Alix sniffed. “Is this supposed to be erotic?”

He locked his legs more firmly over hers. Best to go into this with her on the edge. “I think people are a little bit of each, don’t you?” he said. “Though some people have more predator in them. And some people think they’re predators when they’re actually prey. That makes them the easiest prey of all, because they’ve sacrificed some of their defenses.” He waited, let that sink in. 


“Okay. Huh.”

He drew his fingers up under her shirt and touched the neat little poof of her belly, allowing his fingertips to graze her there. 


“Ah!” She twisted. “That tickles.”



“Oh, I’m sorry,” he said. And then he grazed his fingernails back down across her tummy, tickling her again. 

She yelped in his ear. “Don’t!”

He pulled away. “That tickles? Really?” He smiled, waited. People tended to be more ticklish when tied, but this girl was shockingly ticklish. “How about this?” He twaddled his fingers against her belly.


“Hey!” She screamed. “Don’t!” She looked at him wildly, realizing only now, it seemed, that he was in control. “Don’t, okay?”



“Do tell me, what’s more ticklish. This?” He poked her lightly. 

She fake-glared at him.


“Or this—” he paused, did nothing. 

Her mouth hung open in surprise. “Don’t you dare…”


Again he twaddled his fingers on her belly, and she wriggled and scream-laughed. “Come on!” She breathed hard when he stopped. “Come on.”



“Or maybe this—” Now he tickled her efficiently and expertly, right on the flanks. She laughed and writhed. “Ahhh!” she screamed. “Fuck!”

He stopped. 


“Nick, I am so getting you back for this,” she said breathlessly, eyes shining.  


“But you are so wonderfully ticklish.” He brought his fingers near her belly and she yelped. He hadn’t even touched her. When you pushed a person to her limits, you found out what she would and wouldn’t do. And if you were smart and careful, you could push a person to her limits without actually pushing her to her limits. 


“Seriously. I’m way too sensitive.”

He brought two fingers near her belly and hovered. 


“You wouldn’t.”



“I would.”

Her jaw dropped, eyes wide, slightly feral. Well then. He knew what shock looked like on her now. 


“I’m serious,” she said in a low voice. 

He smiled. “I’ll stop when you tell me exactly what is going on here.”



“What? Nick—come on.”


He tickled her full on. 

 “Ahhhh!” She writhed wildly, shrieking, trying to jolt him off her legs. She laughed, but they were involuntary laughs. This girl had no ability to center herself whatsoever. Was Hyko not preparing his people? 

Lindy ran around and barked excitedly.

Sir Kendall stopped. 

She panted. “Don’t…you gotta…I’m serious…”


He smiled. 


“Okay?” Her cheeks were glowing, caramel eyes shining, bright hair falling in wild pink chunks around her face, the picture of exhilaration. She would be a delicious fuck right now, and she’d enjoy it immensely because she’d feel everything.

She narrowed her eyes. “You are terrible. This tickling thing is not that sexy. I am so going to make you sorry.”


“You are? How?”


Sassy smile. “You’ll see.”


“Will I?” He kissed her gently, lightly. 


“Oh my god,” she breathed into the kiss before he pulled away. “No, come back. You come back here, Sir Kendall Nicholas the Third.”


“Now you don’t want me to stop?”



“I just want you to skip over the tickling part to the part where it actually starts getting fun,” she said huskily.

He leaned in and kissed her again, and she melted into it with a groan, and then she sucked his tongue, a saucy little move of hers. Once released, he kissed her neck. She groaned some more, as if she had not a care in the world. “Now, why don’t you tell me what’s going on?” he whispered.

She snorted. 

Is this why Hyko had chosen her? Because she took nothing seriously? Such people could be difficult to control. Slowly, he slid his hand back down toward her belly.

A jerk of shock. “Don’t you dare!”



“What was going to happen last night? Outside the bar?” He moved his hand closer so she’d feel the tips of his fingers. 

She glared. “This is less than fun.”


“I’m waiting.” He stared directly into her eyes, reminding her of his predator status. “One…two.”


He resumed tickling her. She dissolved into all-out wriggling and shrieking. “Oh my god! Don’t!” He moved to her flank. She screamed more loudly—wild, unhinged shrieks, part laugh, part scream. 

Lindy barked and bounded around. 

More screams. Movie quality stuff. This girl had zero self-control. 

Then came a loud crack and a crash. 

Sir Kendall jerked his head up, glanced past Alix’s shoulder. A man had smashed through the door and was bursting across the room toward them. Sir Kendall sprung off Alix and went for his ankle holster just as the man hurled himself clear over the couch and tackled him. 

Sir Kendall thudded to the ground under the weight of the man. Pain cracked through his back and skull. The intruder punched his face, his neck—a flurry of stunningly powerful hits. Sir Kendall blocked the blows, but clearly the man was a trained fighter—with a look and build uncannily similar to his. 

Sir Kendall went for the man’s eyes, his throat, trying to get out from under him, but the punches grew more and more furious. Nobody got the best of him in a ground fight—nobody! He tried a head butt—the man took it on the shoulder and hugged in closer, jamming an elbow in under his chin, choking him. 


“Oh my god!” Alix cried. “Stop it!”


This distracted the interloper just enough—Sir Kendall shifted out from under him and they struggled anew, tangling like snakes between desperate hits, Sir Kendall trying get an opportunity to reach his ankle holster and gun. 

A plant crashed onto them. Lindy barked. 


“Hey! Come on! I can explain this!” Wood cracked. Alix breaking couch slats. Sir Kendall spat dirt and blood from his mouth as they rolled. Sharp pain in his chest where the man had gotten him with an elbow. The man was on top again, arm on Sir Kendall’s neck. The man didn’t merely look similar to Sir Kendall; he looked just like him. Fought just like him.


“Hey!” Banging. Alix jumping the couch toward them. 

Sir Kendall scootched his hand down his leg, felt the tip of his gun—he had to get the gun before he blacked out. 


“Guys!” Alix yelled. 

Sir Kendall jerked sideways, wrapped his fingers around the butt of the gun, and extracted it, pressing it to the man’s neck. 

The man stiffened, stilled. 


“Loosen,” Sir Kendall grated out. “Slowly.”



“Don’t shoot him,” Alix said. “Just…everyone be calm!”

Lindy barked, racing back and forth between the couch and the fireplace. 

The man loosened. Contemplating moves. He was good. But Sir Kendall had the gun. 


“I’ll do it,” Sir Kendall said. “You’re the intruder.” He pushed it harder into his cheek. Slowly, the man relaxed his choke. Sir Kendall unhooked his legs, and, still on his back, planted a foot in the man’s gut, handily shoving him away. The man rolled and righted, lithe as a cat, and stared, horror shining in his eyes.

Sir Kendall got to his feet, struggling to keep his expression neutral; the similarities between the two of them were shocking. Face, build, fighting moves, stance—good lord, even the hands. A chill spread over him. This was no random look-a-like. It was not plastic surgery, and he certainly didn’t have a twin. 

Hyko had cloned him.

Stranger still, the clone seemed just as stunned, gaping at him. “No way,” the man said, as though he imagined uttering those words would banish Sir Kendall. “No fucking way.”



“Crap,” Alix said, breathing hard. Clearly she was surprised, too. 

The clone turned his fiery gaze on her. “You…” He took a step toward her. “Are you okay?”



“Oh no you don’t.” Sir Kendall jerked the gun at him. 

The clone turned to him, eyes wild. “No way,” he said again. 

There was something about the man. He had to be a clone—there was no other explanation, yet there was something about him. Again that sense of a dream he couldn’t quite recall. Of vulnerabilities.


“It’s okay. I’m okay,” Alix said to the clone.

The clone swung his baffled gaze back to Alix. “What’s going on? What is this?”



“Uh…” Alix stammered. “It’s not…” She looked bewildered, guilty, even, as though she’d been caught in a crime of some sort.

Yet the clone hadn’t been sent to neutralize her. He seemed as surprised as she was. He’d asked if she was okay.

Sir Kendall took a step toward the clone. “Hands on your head, fingers knit together. Three seconds or I blow off a limb. One…”


Again the clone addressed Alix—tenderly, Sir Kendall thought. “You sure you’re okay? Because—”



“I’m fine!”

 “Two!” Sir Kendall commanded. 

The clone turned an icy glare on Sir Kendall and slapped his hands loosely onto his head. “What is this?” The clone asked him. “What have you done to yourself?” He turned back to Alix. “Why does he look like that?”


Sir Kendall puzzled over this. Why clone him with an American accent?


“Uh,” Alix jerked at the restraints, still anchored to what was left of the couch frame. “If I could get uncuffed here.”


Sir Kendall ignored her. Why does he look like that? Did the clone not realize he was a clone? 

Alix said, “A little help?”



“Let her go,” the clone said. “Right now. Gun or no gun, I’m going to see you let her go.”

They’d all three been taken by surprise, which meant none of them was in control. But Sir Kendall was the smartest one in the room; he would take control. And the first step to taking control was acting like you already had it. 


“The likeness is decent,” Sir Kendall said. “I’ll give you that. The plan, however, is ridiculous. Tedious, in fact.”



“What?” The clone barked. 


“Look,” Alix said. “This is my home, and here’s what’s going to happen. Nick, you’re going to come over here and unlock me, and you,” she addressed the clone here, “are going to leave. In fact, if you leave now, I won’t call the cops or make you pay for the door.”


“Are you serious? He was attacking you.”



“Yeah, I’m serious,” she said. 

Serious yet deeply conflicted. Her tells as much as shouted it. She was duty-bound to send him off, and it was the last thing she wanted. 

Interesting. 


“It was hardly an attack,” Sir Kendall replied. “It was a bit of fun.” He said this as much for the clone as for Alix. Could he keep her strange allegiance to him intact? “Just a bit of naughty play, old chap—I’d suggest—”


The clone flew at him, cracking Sir Kendall’s head on the table, smashing the gun out of his fingers. 


“Crap!” Alix yelled. Again, Lindy began to bark. 

Sir Kendall lay stunned—searing pain in his head, his chest, his hand—staring at his enraged double, who stood over him now, eyes blazing. Sir Kendall’s own eyes, blazing back at him with hatred. Sir Kendall’s own gun, pointed at him. 

The way he’d flown at him—Sir Kendall had never seen anything like it. So reckless. Suicidal. The clone hadn’t telegraphed, hadn’t even oxygenated. Just flew, with a total disregard for his own safety. And oddly, it had seemed to be the phrase old chap that had set him off. Conditioning of some sort? 


“Give me the keys to those cuffs,” the clone growled.

Sir Kendall nodded at his pocket. “I’m going to reach down to my right pocket with my left hand, which seems to be in better shape than my right at the moment.” He spoke carefully. A sane man didn’t fly at a man with a gun. The impulse toward self-preservation typically prevented it. 


“Slowly,” the clone said.

Sir Kendall extracted the key, sharp pain twisting up his chest. Broken rib. The clone snatched it from his hand.

He’d heard of cloning organs and farm animals. Hyko had cloned him. Maybe they’d taken his DNA during one of his prison stints and grown a copy to match his chronological age. It had been eight years since he’d chopped off Hyko’s thumbs, and he’d dreaded Hyko’s revenge ever since…sometimes he even craved it so that the waiting would be over. Was the clone part of Hyko’s revenge? 


“Got any more weapons?” The clone asked. “Lift your other pant leg.”


Sir Kendall complied and the clone pulled out the knife and tossed it. He patted him for more. Found nothing else. Poorly trained. 


“You can’t possibly think this will work,” Sir Kendall said. “The Falcon letters are released on inaction, not action, and you can’t imagine I’ll divulge what I do to keep them under wraps. There is simply zero chance. My people will know.”



“Shut up,” the clone barked. “You can cut the Sir Kendall crap right now.”



“You simply can’t take my place—”


The clone replied. His voice was laden with disgust. “Take your place?” He wore jeans and a red T-shirt, muscles bulging with fury. But when he went around the couch to unlock Alix’s right wrist, his gaze softened. He gave Alix the key. “Your wrist. You’re bleeding.”


She stared at the clone, transfixed. “I’m fine.” She unlocked her other hand. “You have to go.”


“Are you sure you’re okay? Can we maybe talk—”



“No! I’m fine.” She pulled Lindy close to her and scratched the dog’s neck. 

In fact, she wasn’t fine. Sir Kendall had never seen her so distraught. 

The clone gazed at her. “You’re bleeding, and you were handcuffed to a couch by a nut job.” A pause. “Alix—”


Her lips parted; she hadn’t expected him to say her name. Why? She stood. “We’re fine. You don’t understand, and you don’t need to.”



“I understand that this guy here thinks he’s Sir Kendall Nicholas the Third. Even that accent—the man’s a nut job.”



“Enough! Stop!”

The clone straightened. 

It had to have cost Hyko millions to have him cloned. Why fill the clone’s head with putty? Why give him an American accent? And why, then, when he looked at the clone, did he feel such a sense of pain? He stuffed it down where it belonged and quickly regained his remoteness, his detachment. 


“Here’s what’s going to happen,” the clone said, straightening up. “You’re going to cuff this guy to the radiator.”

Alix rubbed her wrist. “Or what? You’ll shoot me?”


The clone turned the gun on Sir Kendall. “Maybe I’ll shoot ol’ Sir Kendall here.”


Sir Kendall smiled coolly. “Can’t say I saw this coming. Certainly not the brutish boor bit. Could this be an attempt to annoy me to death? Is that it?”


The clone’s neck tendons bulged, and he spoke through gritted teeth. “Do you want me to kill you?” His nostrils flared. Oxygenating. Yes, some type of conditioning. Conditioning meant the clone could be controlled. 

Something afoot within Hyko’s organization. Had it factionalized? He could learn quite a bit from these two. 

The clone motioned Sir Kendall to the radiator. He’d been taught to hold a room, at least. He wasn’t comfortable with the gun, but he knew how to use it. “Now.”


Alix stood. “Look, let’s dial back the He-Man level, okay?”

Another tell—she always used humor when put up against a wall. One rarely saw that in a spy. 


“Call me crazy,” she continued, “but one of my big hostess things is that nobody gets cuffed to a radiator. Everybody gets a napkin with their drink and nobody gets cuffed to the radiator.”

 “It’s all right.” Sir Kendall sauntered over. “We’ll get this sorted out.” He sat against the radiator and put his wrist near the end pipe. If the clone meant to kill him, he would’ve done it. 


“Fine.” Alix glared at the clone, then kneeled next to Sir Kendall, looking aghast at his split lip. “God!”

He wiped away the blood with his hand. “Quite all right.” Still that allegiance to him. Good.

Sir Kendall watched her eyes as she closed the stainless steel bracelet around his wrist. The handcuffs were police issue; he could have his way out of them in under a minute…if he so chose. 

But he’d let the clone stay in charge for now. 

 “Don’t listen to him,” she whispered. “He doesn’t know what he’s talking about—at all, okay? He’s going to leave.” She lowered her voice even more— “Though I’ve got half a mind to jettison you, too, after that tickling crap.”

Sir Kendall smiled. “There’s my girl.”


“I mean it.” She stood and spun around to face the clone. “Happy?”



“Not exactly.” He strolled over to the radiator and checked the tightness of the cuff. A line of blood was drying on his chin, one eye was puffy; it would be swollen nearly shut in no time. “Now we’re going to go outside and have a conversation, and after that, if you still want me to leave, I’ll leave.”



“I daresay,” Sir Kendall intoned, “you’ll want to work on that accent, old chap.”


The clone flew down at him, slamming the back of Sir Kendall’s head into the radiator. “Stop doing that!” The clone grabbed Sir Kendall’s shirtfront with his fist, and pressed the gun to his chin. “You stop it!”



“Stop what, old chap?“

A jolt, like an electric shock, shook the clone. Conditioning. “Stop talking like Sir Kendall,” the clone said through gritted teeth. 


“But I am Sir Kendall.”


With a jerk, the clone pulled Sir Kendall’s face nearer to his. “Stop it!”



“Hey! Leave him alone!” Alix cried. “What the hell. You want to talk? We’ll talk.”



“I daresay you should—”


Another jolt. “Talk normal!” The clone breathed heavily, seemingly agonized. “Talk normal!” The clone twisted his fistful of fabric, causing the shirt to tighten around Sir Kendall’s neck, as he pressed the gun barrel into Sir Kendall’s cheek. 

Sir Kendall knew men, and he knew when a man was on the verge of losing it. In probing the clone’s conditioning, had he pushed the poor devil too far? Would the clone pull the trigger?

But it wasn’t fear that speared through Sir Kendall; it was dread. A kind of pain. What was it about this man that hooked under his skin? 


“Stop it,” the clone whispered, blue eyes wild, breathing labored.

Alix hovered, sensing the danger. Even she could see that this extraction had to be delicate. There was a tense silence. 

Somewhere in the background, Lindy’s nails clicked back and forth across the wood floors. 

And then the clone did something strange; he tipped his forehead forward and rested it on Sir Kendall’s forehead. “Please,” he whispered, eyes squeezed shut. “Just stop talking like that.”


Sir Kendall stayed nearly motionless, engulfed in the man’s body heat, foreheads touching, as though they were lovers. 

Was the man unraveling? 

Sir Kendall slid his gaze sideways to Alix’s feet; her toenails shone with a bright blue opalescence. 

 




CHAPTER TWELVE

   

Paul jerked away from the nut job and backed off as the old, fierce feelings washed over him—smashed over him—tossing him like a rag doll. Just hearing a woman’s screams had set him off, but to bust in and find it was her, helpless and being hurt by this guy, it was beyond everything—as if the wires of unrelated nightmares from his life had gotten crossed.

He felt cold, skin clammy. Never mind that it was probably eighty degrees in the room and he’d been fighting; he was cold, all the same, sweating and shaking deep in his core.


“Hey,” Alix said softly. “We’re stepping outside to talk, right? You just wanted to talk to me outside, right?” she said. “Let’s go. Let’s talk.”


 Focus, he told himself, follow her. But he couldn’t take his eyes off the man, this lunatic who looked exactly like him and had tried to hurt Alix. He knew all too well what it was like to be helpless and at the mercy of somebody with bad intentions. 

The man smiled up at him, and Paul swallowed back the revulsion, searching for differences—nose, lips, neck, anything—but the harder he searched, the stronger the likeness became. There was no way he had a twin, and anyway, a twin didn’t do this. Didn’t act like Sir Kendall. 

Okay. He was officially freaking out. 

It was just plastic surgery, he told himself. People altered themselves in screwed-up ways every day. He’d seen a documentary once on a guy trying little by little to turn himself into a tiger; modified ears, nose—the fellow had even gotten his hands altered to look more paw-like. But this was far more horrible. Funhouse-horrible. Not only had this nut job gotten his face and body just like Paul’s, but he had the Sir Kendall accent and voice down. And to top it all off, the freak fought just like him—not quite as well, but close. Like a slightly less in-shape Paul, right down to an obscure Master Veecha move, a way of slipping punches. Paul had trained it for years. You didn’t pull out that move without training it for years. 

Sweat rolled down his forehead. Was this even real? Had he finally snapped? 

A hand on his arm—he jerked away, but it was only her. Alix. He couldn’t believe it was her. He should go with her, but the man was moving again, sitting a bit more upright. Then he straightened his legs on the floor, crossing them at the ankles, and laid his non-handcuffed hand over his belly, casual as you please. Every movement intensified the man’s Sir Kendall-ness. Paul needed to stop him—stop him from moving, stop him from breathing, stop him from being. 

The man pretending to be Sir Kendall tilted his head, regarding Paul as if he were observing an interesting specimen in a laboratory jar. This man was beaten badly—that lip was split nearly down to the chin. He was pretty sure he’d cracked a few of the guy’s ribs—and he had him handcuffed to a radiator, totally subdued. So why did Paul feel like the one in trouble? The gun felt like it weighed twenty pounds. 


“Don’t you want to talk?” she asked softly. “Hey, look at me.”

She didn’t understand: he couldn’t look away. This man—this lunatic—was being Sir Kendall. And he’d made her helpless and tried to hurt her.  


“Hey!” She yanked Paul’s arm and finally Paul turned and looked. “Come on.” Warm gaze.  

She backed away, pulling him. “We’re going to get some nice fresh air outside and talk like you wanted.” This, as if Paul were the lunatic. 

Paul let her pull him across the room. He needed to get out of there—she was right about that. She needed his help, too. He would focus on that. “I’m okay,” he said.

Wary squint. “Okay.” She dropped his arm. “Come on, then.” She turned and led, checking back on him every few steps. He followed, not daring to look back at the man cuffed to the radiator. They went through the kitchen, a mud room. Paul wiped his forehead with the back of his free hand. Paul hated guns. His stepbrothers Gene and Gary had loved guns, of course, loved killing whatever they could. Standing over that disturbed man back there, cuffed to the radiator, Paul felt the presence of Gene and Gary more strongly than he had in years. 

He reminded himself again that they were housed in a maximum security hospital for the criminally insane, and would stay there for the rest of their natural lives. They can’t hurt you now, he whispered silently. 

And nobody would hurt Alix, either. He’d see to it. 

They emerged onto a stone stoop and the screen door clapped behind them. He followed her to a grassy backyard. A white wooden carriage house stood across a clearing, almost a house in itself, with a small gravel drive leading up to it from the side of the main house. To the left was a hammock and a clothesline, all hemmed in by thick forest. 

She turned. “Okay,” she said, rapt, breathless. 


“Are you sure you’re all right?” he asked.


“Yeah.” Her messy hair shone like a gleaming pink crown, bright, even in the shady yard. Still a goddess. With eyes the color of ale. “Shit.” She bit her lip, shifted her gaze. “I can’t believe you remember my name.”


“Of course I remember,” he said. 

Hell, he remembered everything about her. He remembered how she’d breezed into his class all those years ago, so sweet and hot in her artfully torn-up workout clothes and high blonde ponytail. But it was more than looks with her—it was her energy, so big and exuberant that it filled the space. And her sassy strut, as though she found private delight in the mere act of walking across a martial arts dojo. 

He remembered how good it felt to stand near her, a good feeling tinged with the sort of agony that bright, beautiful, out-of-reach things always evoked in him. 

She’d made a comedy routine out of being forced to take off her bracelets the first day of class and then again the second day. He’d drawn her silently and sternly across the room to the desk and she’d followed. She’d pulled them off slowly, holding his gaze. He remembered her steady, sexy eyes and the fact that he couldn’t breathe.

He’d wanted to touch her, to kiss her, to consume her, like she was a wild bright presence he wanted to interact with and contain, to subdue her and revel in her all at once; it was as if she’d crashed a gate in his heart and made him feel happy. Just happy. 

He could barely teach the class after that. Could barely focus. He felt happy when she messed up the drills and happy when she didn’t. He’d tried to keep a lid on it—Veecha had a strict code about his instructors flirting with students, and Paul would never cross him. But Paul planned to ask her for a date once the class was over. Four weeks. Veecha wouldn’t like that either; Veecha thought girls eroded a fighter’s will and regimen, but Paul felt strongly about Alix. 

 She’d galvanized him with that brightness, and he wanted to…what? Engage with her, capture her, grasp her—something, anything.

He was training for nationals at the time, and sure enough, his regimen fell apart. Master Veecha accused him of being distracted, but really, it was happiness overshadowing the hunger and misery and fear that had always driven him. He cared only about the excruciatingly beautiful agony Alix created inside his heart.

And he got trounced in the ring at Nationals. 

Paul was devastated; Nationals was supposed to have been his big break. He’d been favored to take it all, and instead he’d lost. Master Veecha’s disappointment was even worse than the humiliating loss. The man had rescued him from the streets and given him a home, been a father to him, had molded him into an elite fighter, and this is how Paul repaid him? 

The next day back in class, he found himself standing behind Alix, holding her arms, moving them in the correct pak-sao motion. And she’d laughed, playing the floppy-handed puppet, and then he’d had the impulse to laugh. Even after losing at Nationals, he wanted to laugh with her. He felt happy. It was such a new feeling she woke within him. 

It was then that everything flipped—he remembered the moment exactly, when he decided, in a flash, that she had to leave. He’d pointed at the door and ordered her out, saying something asinine about her only wanting to play games. He was really saying it to himself. It was as if she’d woken something inside him, and he wouldn’t survive if he didn’t tamp it down, cut himself off from it. As if this new feeling she evoked was so beautiful and fragile, it might turn his life inside-out. 

It was like a dream, even then, watching himself do this terrible thing, as though he was cutting himself off from his own heart, becoming his own torturer. 

He remembered the bewilderment in her eyes, right before she’d covered it with bravado. “Come on,” she’d said to her friend, and she went and snatched her bright bracelets and strutted out. The sound of the door shutting behind her hit him like a shock wave. And right afterwards, perversely, the familiarity of the pain and misery comforted him. 

It was a good minute or two before he realized somebody was speaking to him, a student with a question; he answered in a haze as the enormity of his mistake came over him. 

What had he done?

He had an assistant take over and ran out onto the street, up and down, but Alix and her friend were gone. After class, he rooted through the desk and located her sign-up form in the files, thinking to get her contact information, to call her, apologize, see if she was okay. But there was only one legible word: Alix. The ‘i’ was dotted with a sloppily drawn star; her last name and address were scribbled. Impossible to make out. She’d scribbled her friend’s information in the same way. 

His heart fell. 

He’d watched for her long after, hoping she’d come back to class, but she never did. Why would she want to? How could he have kicked her out like that? He channeled his anger at himself into his fighting and slowly regained his focus. But, for years after, he kept an eye out for that blonde ponytail and that sassy strut. When his fights started being televised, he sometimes wondered if she was out there, if she might see him. 

He lowered the gun to show he wasn’t a threat. He wasn’t the lunatic. He just wanted to gather her up in his arms and take her away from here. 


“Were you looking for me? I don’t understand how you’re here.”


He thought about his strange impulse to get to Malcolmsberg with new wonder. Why was he there? But thank goodness he was. “I don’t understand, either,” he said. “I just had this sense I had to get here.”


“Oh,” she said. “Oh.” She took a deep breath. “I’m sorry about all this. I can only imagine how horrible it must be to come here and this guy has your face.”



“You’re sorry?! He was attacking you,” Paul said. “But you have a witness. We need to call the cops. He is done.”



“He was tickling me.”



“You were screaming.”



“In laughter.”



“You were begging him to stop. You said don’t. When a woman asks a man to stop the way you were asking that man to stop, the man stops.”


Her face went red. “It wasn’t what you thought.”


He swallowed with difficulty. This was like a nightmare. “No, I know what I saw. What I heard. That wasn’t okay.”



“It’s fine. I’ve got things under control.”


He didn’t believe her. She was frightened, feeling ashamed—he could tell. He could see it in her eyes. Probably didn’t help that Paul had almost killed the guy. He needed to seem calm if he was going to gain her trust and help her. “Look, maybe I got a little intense, but I know what I heard.”


 “No, I’m handling this.” She planted a hand on her hip. “It’s my responsibility. You have to let me—”



“This shit only escalates,” he interrupted, “and it ends with you in a pine box. Bottom line, that lunatic is done attacking you. And he’s done with the Sir Kendall act. I won’t have it. This is how it’s going to be…I’m telling you how it’s going to be.”



“You’re telling me? You can’t just go busting into people’s homes and telling them what to do. This is a free country, where you can look and act however you want. This situation—you need to just leave it.”



“Leave it? The man looks like me. I think that gives me a stake.” A horrible thought came to him. “Did you have a part in this? Making him look like that?”



“Oh, please. Please!”

 Had she? “How did you even get hooked up with him?”



“I uh…” she sputtered. “It doesn’t matter. We’re fine, okay? Please trust me, okay?”

 “So a man who has gone through insanely drastic plastic surgery, and voice training, and who knows what else, to style himself as super-spy Sir Kendall, a character from a commercial, has you handcuffed and screaming. Do you not see a red flag anywhere?”


She flicked a shock of bright hair from her eyes. “Am I getting a lecture on sane behavior from the man who attacked my guest in my home and is now holding us at gunpoint?”

Yes, he’d done that. 


“God—” she stared at him with an expression of wonder. “Look, I know this must look completely weird and bizarre to you. I’m sorry, too. And I get it. I get that you thought I was in trouble.”



“I know you were in trouble.”


“It’s Sir Kendall who’s in trouble—”



“Stop calling him that.”

She pointed at the house. “He’s in trouble, he’s somebody I’m trying to help, and this whole thing is my responsibility—”



“You think it’s your fault he was attacking you?”



“Stop it! Stop acting like…this is not battered woman syndrome, okay? And I’m not the person you remember from class. I take my duties seriously now, and I have a solemn responsibility to the man in there, and part of that is keeping you away from him because it’s pretty obvious you have a violent rage against him and…well, hell if I’m going to explain it to you, because you need to leave. I agreed to talk with you. You can see he’s not coercing me.”


She remembers the class, too, Paul thought with stupid excitement. “I’ll help you help him,” he said. “We can get him psychological help. Do you know what his real name is?”


She looked alarmed. 

He swallowed, hating the fear in her eyes. “We’ll find it out,” he said. “I doubt he’s changed his fingerprints. And somebody crazy like that has probably been in the system. There’s probably family somewhere that wants the real guy back.” Paul was starting to feel hopeful. They would make this guy stop being Sir Kendall, get him away from her. “There’s a million ways we could get him help—”


She straightened up, seemed to steel herself. “Listen up, Rambo 2000, here’s a better plan—I’ll forget about the breaking and entering and property damage you’ve created here, and you’ll go around the driveway and leave in whatever monster truck you rode in on.”


He didn’t buy her bravado. It was forced—he could tell. It was as if he could read her in some deep and essential way. 


“I will not leave you here with him. I’m going to call the cops and report the assault I witnessed, and I’ll report this guy pulling a gun on me, and guess what? I bet this thing isn’t even registered, and I bet the cops aren’t going to be very happy about a mentally ill person waving around firearms.”


“I’ll say it’s your gun.”



“I wonder who they’ll believe? The reputable athlete? Or the man who is claiming to be a TV character? Or maybe the girl with the raw wrists because he was handcuffing and assaulting her?”



“Uh!” She glanced at the screen door. “Why can’t you leave it alone?”


Of course she didn’t want interference. The woman never did. “The man’s deranged, and he needs help. He needs to be committed.” He turned back to climb the stoop.


“No—” She raced around and jumped in front of him, pressed a hand to his chest. “You can’t!”



“I can.” Actually, he wasn’t so sure about that, but Alix was buying it. He’d do what it took to get her away from that man. He’d play the heavy. Maybe this is why he’d been drawn here—to save her. He still couldn’t believe it was her.


“There must be something I can give you to leave. I’ll give you money to leave us alone. I have tons of money. If you give me twenty-four hours.”



“You think I would accept money to leave you in danger?”

She dropped her hand. “I’m not in danger. Listen, I could have a million bucks for you in twenty four hours. I’m serious.”


Was it possible she was a little bit crazy, too? Sadness sliced through him. “I don’t care about a million bucks. The only thing I want is for that man to never threaten you again. And to stop being Sir Kendall.”


“So you’re going to go tattling on us without knowing the situation and totally screw us up.”


“Call it what you want. My phone’s in the car.” He started off the other way, heading around the house. 


“Wait.”


It was like an out-of-body experience, watching himself be this asshole. People often tried to ban UFL matches because they perceived the fight to be violent. Interfering douche bags who didn’t understand the sport. Now who was interfering? But he’d heard what he heard. Her screams still rang in his head. And if she was crazy, all the more reason to get involved. 


“Wait up!” She grabbed his sleeve.

He stopped. “What?”



“Money and I help you get him help. He trusts me. You know that would make all the difference. For a delusion.” She made air quotes for delusion. 

He crossed his arms. 


“Look, here’s my offer.” She looked over at the house. “Crap,” she said. 


“I’m waiting.”



“You think he’s this deranged guy. I can see why you think it—I’d think it too in your place. And I will be on your side to get him help, I will pay for extensive therapy for him, whatever you decide—but only if you think he needs help after you fully understand the situation. So here’s my deal: you will let me explain it to you and give me one day to prove what I say. One day.”



“Prove what? What is there to prove here?”


She glanced up at the house. “That something supernatural is happening here. And he really is Sir Kendall.”



“Do I look like a total fool to you?” He turned and walked on, feeling disheartened. She was lying or crazy. Maybe he couldn’t read her after all.

She grabbed his sleeve. “Paul, please.”

He hating the pleading look in her eyes, hated that he was the one putting it there. 


“I don’t expect you to believe me,” she said. “That’s why I’m asking you to let me prove it. I have this power, okay? It’s the power to make anything and anybody appear. And that man in there really is Sir Kendall.”



“You have magical powers.”



“Actually, it’s my computer. Please.” She seemed flustered, desperate. “I discovered this thing with my computer—it’s weird—I don’t know really how it works, but it makes things appear. I brought Sir Kendall as a sort of test. It was a mistake to bring a man to life. He’s not exactly equipped to be in the real world, but now that he’s here, I have to help him. I won’t let him wind up in a mental institution.”


She seemed to believe the story. Or was she just buying time?


“I know you don’t believe me. It was hard for me to believe, too,” she said. “My friend and I think it’s from a computer program my aunt wrote. She was into the whole occult thing. But I tested the magic a bunch of times. I got a necklace, a barrel, an outfit, and then Sir Kendall. I know it sounds bizarre. He’s a perfect replica of you physically. You think that’s plastic surgery?”



“That’s exactly what I think.”



“Okay, tell me this, do you have a scar—” she touched her right thigh— “a white line right here?”


Paul narrowed his eyes. “How does that prove anything? Some of my fights are televised. The camera could’ve picked it up.”


“You fight on TV?”

He snorted and turned. 


“Wait!” She grabbed his arm and gestured toward her thigh again. “You have a little bend. When you’re, you know.” She crooked her finger out from her pelvis.

Hard. “Jesus.” He pulled from her grip. It seemed impossible that she’d know this. Had she spoken with some of the women he’d slept with? Had he? “A creepy amount of information about my body isn’t going to convince me your computer is magical.”


“That’s why you have to let me show you. Look, you find me a jpeg image of anything you want in the world, and I’ll make it appear on my doorstep in exactly twenty-four hours. Think of something impossible. A robot, a unicorn, a Medieval suit of armor. I mean, what if? What if it’s true? Isn’t there maybe something you want? You choose any image, and if it’s not on the doorstep in twenty-four hours, I am your ally in whatever you want for Sir Kendall.”

He thought about this. Use your opponent’s energy against him, Master Veecha had always said. He could select something impossible, and when it didn’t show up, maybe she’d cooperate. 

Or make excuses. 

 “Please.”

He could feel himself crumbling. She seemed so unhappy, so conflicted, so desperate, and covering it with bravado, just as she’d done in that martial arts class four years ago. 

He held all the cards, but he found he wanted to say yes to her. Ever since kicking her out, he’d yearned for another chance to say yes to her. 

It was her. Alix. 

He sighed. Fine, he would make this good faith gesture. He would give her this. And they’d spend this time together—there was that, too. Somehow he would get to the bottom of all this and find a way to help her. “Twenty-four hours. You promise you’ll help after that. No excuses. No do-overs,” he said.


“Same for you. No do-overs. When you get your thing, you leave us in peace.”



“Deal.” He held out his hand. She took it. He tightened his fingers around hers, suddenly, acutely aware of the fact that the lunatic who had his face had been fucking her. It made him crazy to think it. 


“When you see that it’s true, you can’t tell anybody,” she said.


“Mum’s the word. If I see it’s true.”



“Promise? You cannot breathe a word, including to Sir Kendall. He doesn’t know he’s not real.”


“Promise.”

A tiny smile crept onto her face. “Paul, you are going to freak.” She said the word a full octave higher than the rest of the sentence. Freak. It was so her to say it like that. He’d interacted with her for such a short time all those four years ago, but certain things had become very her for him.

 She turned and led him back into the house and through the kitchen. He took the opportunity to pull the clip out of the gun and pocket it. Then he checked the chamber. Empty. He hated loaded guns. He shoved it back into his waistband just as they walked by the entry to the living room. The man was still there, sitting against the radiator, smiling like a Cheshire cat as they passed. 

Paul stayed cool and followed her down a short hall into a colorful office lined with bright posters and bookshelves that held a messy profusion of old toys, quirky figurines, and trashed paperbacks. Total Alix style, he thought. 

Rambo 2000. He smiled in spite of himself. 

He’d found her again. What the hell had happened to her? 


“Come on, Lindy.” The dog came in and Alix closed the door, pulled an extra chair to the desk, and sat down. “What’ll it be, el cap-ee-tan?”


He took the chair next to her and watched her wake the machine. He had the exact same system, except she kept hers messy with icons strewn everywhere. Her short hair was messy, too, falling in pieces, instead of a smooth fluff like other girls. And pink now. Spicy and carefree, just like her. It was nice to sit with her. He wished she wasn’t crazy or messing with him or whatever was happening. She really didn’t seem crazy, but who would make up such a story?


“Whatever you get, you need to be able to take it when you go,” she added. “I don’t want the Empire State Building in my front yard, if you know what I mean.” She created a clipboard. Lindy came around and rested her chin on her thigh and Alix scratched the dog’s ears. 

 He smiled. “So you want me to believe that you sat down here, suspecting you might be able to choose anything in the world, and have it appear before your very eyes, and you chose Sir Kendall Nicholas the Third.”



“That’s right,” she said, staring fixedly at the screen. 

He stifled a smile. “Interesting.”

Her cheeks went nearly as red as her top. “Shut up.”

He grinned. “No, seriously—you’re telling me you ordered a man? Like takeout? A man who looks like me?”


She swallowed. “It was a test.”

He paused, enjoying her embarrassment. He shouldn’t be having fun, but he was. Everything about her was fun. “I don’t know what’s crazier—that you’re asking me to believe that your computer has this special power, or that, assuming it does and you could’ve chosen anything or anybody in the world, that you’d go for a fake spy character from an obscure TV ad instead of, say, George Washington, or somebody worthwhile.”


“Oh yeah, George Washington. That would be awesome. We could play whist.”


 “It’s okay, you don’t have to explain. I get it. A man-sized sex toy—” Again she reddened. It was too fun to tease her. “In the image of me. I suppose that’s understandable—”



“I didn’t order you,” she snapped. “I ordered Sir Kendall.”



“Fine. Well guess what? I’ve decided what I want.”


“What?”



“I’m going to find a hot sex slave to satisfy my endless, kinky desires. I’m going to do exactly what you did and find a photo of the hottest person I can possibly imagine…”



“Shut up. And, it’s not funny. No people.” She gave him a level stare, and he realized, right there, that she fully believed in this computer. “Things or animals only. But if it’s an animal, be ready to care for it. When you get an animal, it’s your responsibility for the rest of its life.”



“But it can do people.”


“Come on, Paul, don’t you have enough imagination to come up with a non-human, impossible thing?” She waited, petting Lindy. The cursor pulsed in the blank Google-search rectangle. 

 He considered getting something that had to be imported from Asia, at least a twenty-hour plane ride away, but anything could be fabricated.


“You can get more than one thing. When Sir Kendall showed up on Friday night, he had his car,” she said. “I didn’t mean for him to come with a car, but I guess it was in the background of the photo. I’ve gotten entire outfits with accessories.”



“Lucky this powerful magic didn’t fall into the hands of somebody who would use it merely for her own self-gratification.”


She turned to him, eyes flashing. Had he hit a nerve? “There are people out there who would order guns and bombs,” she said.


“True enough.” He crossed his arms, sat back, and stretched out his legs. What would be impossible to fabricate? “What if I ordered something from my youth? Say, a piece of sports equipment. Would I get a new version of that thing, or that exact thing from the past, flaws and all?”



“As far as I can tell, the flaws and whatever else come with it.” She told him about some barrel she’d gotten, how the dings and dents looked the same. 

He told her to type in the Web address for Master Veecha’s school up in Oakland. Some of the old students had taken it over. A good group, and they had an image-rich site. He had her click through the photos. “I’m going for training equipment,” he said. “Not just any equipment. I know every nick and scratch on some of this stuff.”



“So you’re really a fighter on TV now?”


He shifted, avoiding her eyes. Was, he should probably say. But instead he grunted. “Mixed martial arts. The UFL.” God, was he trying to impress her now? 


“I’ve heard of that.” She clicked through the slideshow of the school. “A fighter and an actor.”


“I’m done acting. The acting was supposed to serve the fighting.” Paul’s breath caught as she hit a photo of Master Veecha in his prime. He would’ve been thirty-one. Just two years older than Paul was now. 


“Who is that?” she asked. 


“My old teacher,” Paul said, “back when he was young.” The next group of photos showed Veecha in his seventies, hair white as snow. “This was how he looked when I knew him. He died a few years back.”


“I’m sorry.”


“Me too,” he said softly. 


“And I want to say something, Paul.” She paused, as though it was something difficult. “I’m sorry I ordered Sir Kendall. It was thoughtless and selfish. Not just toward Sir Kendall, but toward you, too. Don’t think I don’t know it.”


“Hey, you didn’t do anything wrong,” he said. “We’re going to take care of this.”

Her lips twisted slightly, and she looked away, dismayed. She’d heard the placating tone in his words and knew he thought the computer was bunk. Well, what did she expect?

He pointed at the screen. “Click here.”

She clicked and the building came up. “The martial arts school where you taught,” she said. 


“Where you spent all those long hours working so diligently.”

She made a sarcastic little huff, and clicked along to the training rooms. 


“Stop—go back,” he said. “There. See that heavy bag? You’re telling me I’d get that exact one?”



“An exact duplicate. The original bag would remain at the school. But this online image of it would be knocked out, and any copies of that image. As far as I can tell.”

He squinted. “Really? Knocked out? Why?”



“Don’t ask me. That’s how it works.”


“Fine. I’ll take the heavy bag.”

Would she really help him when the stuff didn’t arrive? Well, he’d have twenty-four hours to gain her trust in the meantime. 

She copied and saved the image. 


“Wait, can you select that old bench back there?”



“Sure.” She went to work. 

He was maybe fourteen when he’d scratched something on the bottom of it: Kill G+G. His vow to kill Gene and Gary someday. But then he’d scratched it out, because Master Veecha was against killing. But if you stretched out underneath the bench and studied it, you could still see the vow—if you knew what you were looking for. 


“You do have a way to haul it, right?” She leaned over in her chair, shifted the orange curtains, and peered outside. “A little Honda. Ho-kay.” She turned back to him. “How exactly are you going to fit a giant heavy bag and a bench in there?”


“Um–”



“You need to take this seriously, Paul.” She typed in the words ‘monster truck.’ They ended up at a page about some expo. “Let’s see…” She zigged the cursor back and forth in front of a huge black truck with oversized tires and neon blue fire down the sides. “What do you think? Seems perfect for you.”



“How ‘bout that one—” He pointed to an even larger and more outrageous truck, with gargantuan wheels and monster faces on the sides. Best of all, it was a computer illustration—not a photo. “Can I have one like this?”


She narrowed her eyes. “I’ve never gotten something from an illustration…I won’t make any guarantees, but I’ll bet it works.” She copied, cropped, and pasted. “And just because you’re going to be like, ‘why the hell didn’t I order money?’ when the stuff shows up…” She located an image of money—bundles of fifties, neatly stacked in a block, and then a six-pack of Rolling Rock. “Because you’re going to need a drink when you see this.”


She forced him to stand at the door while she did her mojo, clicking and fussing. “Done. It’s eleven fifty-three,” she said. “So tomorrow at exactly this time, you need to be out on the porch so you can see the stuff appear. And you will leave with the stuff. As promised.”


“If it’s the stuff.”



“It’ll be the stuff. I bet you even get the truck. And just to be safe, you should show up back here at eleven, tomorrow morning. That’ll give you plenty of time to get settled. And I need to keep Sir Kendall away from here. I don’t want him knowing about this until he’s ready.”



“You think I’m leaving you alone with that nut job?”


“You can’t stay,” she said. 


“Yes, I can. And when the stuff doesn’t show up, we’re moving right to implementing fake Sir Kendall’s care plan.”



“Paul, it’ll be okay. There’s a motel outside of town.”


“Sorry, but I’m staying, and I’m keeping this.” He pulled out the gun. Could he be any more of a jerk? But he’d do what it took. “And psycho stays cuffed to the radiator.”


Her mouth fell open. “The hell he does.”



“He gave up his privileges when he attacked you. He will remain cuffed to the radiator, if you don’t want the cops descending on the place.” 

A new look now: a beam of pure outrage, bright as her hair. He’d never met a woman with such a rich vocabulary of angry expressions. All aimed at him. 

Fine. He’d take it. He’d take it all. This was what he had in front of him now, a girl he’d once cared a great deal about in some sort of trouble. He’d find a way to help her. 

And she’d hate every second of it.


“I can’t believe this.” She rose and stormed out of the office.

He shoved the gun back in his belt, and only then and there did it strike him how very odd it was that the man pulled off the Master Veecha move—the slip. You didn’t pick that up casually. And then he thought about something she’d said—that Sir Kendall had shown up Friday night. Which would mean she’d ordered him Thursday night…the night Paul had gotten his urge to visit Malcolmsberg. 

He felt a bit of a chill.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

   
Alix sat on cushions on the floor next to Sir Kendall, eyeing Paul, who sat across the room on the couch, watching football and texting with some friend of his. 

Hardass Paul. 

He was still so handsome, so confident, and he still stirred her to attention as no man ever had—God, how she despised herself for that! And she despised herself for craving his good opinion, too. And, of course, at the moment, he was being a complete asshole. 

Paul expected Sir Kendall to stay locked up for the next twenty-four hours. He gave up his privileges when he attacked you, Paul informed her. Like this was his home, and she was his ward, who couldn’t stand up for herself. 

She’d arranged a little nest of blankets and cushions in front of the radiator for Sir Kendall, trying to make him as comfortable as possible. When she’d pointed out that Sir Kendall would have no way to pee, Paul had offered a Snapple bottle. A Snapple bottle!

She’d once enjoyed his whole bossy, commandeering act. Well, she wasn’t enjoying it now. 

Sir Kendall had only smiled his sly little smile when Paul had set down the rules, as if Paul was just so—what had he called him?—boorish. Yes, Paul was being boorish. 


“You don’t have to sit there with him,” Paul had said to her. Meaning she should sit on the couch with him. 

 “Yes, I do,” she’d snapped, heart pounding against her ribs. She was a new person now, a woman who took responsibility for what she did. And the people she brought to life. 

She’d been mortified when he burst in. Of all the situations for Paul to come upon, it was beyond her wildest nightmares. She couldn’t even think about it. Anyway, tomorrow he’d see that the magic was real and that she wasn’t crazy. That would be a relief. Even though he’d just laugh some more at the idiotic stuff she’d ordered. 

It didn’t matter. Her actions toward Sir Kendall were the important thing. 

Anyway, if Paul was good for his word—and she felt confident that he would be—he’d leave tomorrow, as promised. 

Good riddance, she said to herself…feeling entirely depressed.

Paul had cleaned the blood off his face and commandeered the good ice pack for his eye and the nasty gashes on his eyebrow and cheek. 

Sir Kendall’s injuries were far worse—his horribly split lip had stopped bleeding, but she was sure it needed stitches. Yet he’d had to settle for ice in a Ziploc bag. And, of course, his nice white shirt was covered in blood. Paul seemed to take perverse enjoyment in Sir Kendall having a ruined lip and a shirt covered with a shocking amount of blood.

He’d fixed the door he’d busted—not perfectly, but it opened and closed and locked at least. And now he sat watching football. 

Of course he’d watch football, all sprawled out on the couch with his beer and his popcorn. Correction: her beer and her popcorn. Lindy perched on the other side of him, and Paul massaged Lindy’s neck in a way that made her doggie face go slack with pleasure. Now and then he ruffled the fur on her head. 

He still had Sir Kendall’s gun, and every time he left the room he brought Lindy on her leash with him, like Lindy was his hostage. Right. And Paul acted angry whenever she and Sir Kendall spoke to one another, yet he didn’t separate them. Maybe he felt conflicted about his assholeness. Well, he should feel conflicted! 

She felt conflicted, too. 

Paul had rushed in when he thought she was in danger, intending to save her. A standup thing to do, even though he’d misinterpreted things. 

Or half misinterpreted. 

She’d always wanted to have sex while wearing handcuffs. Hell, that was part of what she’d ordered when she ordered Sir Kendall—the masterful, commandeering super spy. But not the tickling thing. It was okay at first, but it had gone a bit too far. They should’ve established a safe word—that was partly on her. She’d read enough books where people did that beforehand if they were being responsible. Still, Sir Kendall should’ve listened to her. It bothered her that he hadn’t. Should she be worried about it? Or did Sir Kendall feel like it was part of the game they’d agreed to? Or was it a cultural thing? Something normal for his home world? It bugged her that she couldn’t tell. 

Anyway, it didn’t call for him getting beaten up. 

And it had seemed like Paul had wanted to do more than that. His reactions to Sir Kendall were nothing short of psycho, going from choking him to almost shooting him in the head to practically kissing him.

Alix had noticed that the shape of Paul’s jaw would change a little every time Sir Kendall spoke, as if Paul was gritting his teeth because he couldn’t bear even the sound of the man’s voice. Why was he so reactive to a man he’d played in a few commercials? She wanted to ask him. And how was it that he’d arrived? Had the magic called him? 

But she’d made a vow to do right by Sir Kendall. She wasn’t sure what exactly that meant, but she definitely had to get him away from this place. 

Ugh! Being responsible was so hard.

Even if Paul didn’t freak out on Sir Kendall again, she couldn’t let Sir Kendall see Paul’s stuff appearing out of thin air. That would lead to questions, and she wasn’t ready to tell him the awful truth about himself: that he was a man created for a TV commercial, a man with an imaginary mission and a big zero for a life. 

Inwardly, she shuddered. She didn’t want him to feel less than, to be laughed at and disrespected. Crazy Alix the cocktail waitress. Sir Kendall the Denali man.

She’d decided she’d break it to him carefully and help him see that he was more than his origins, that he was a worthwhile person who deserved respect. She’d fight for him the best she could. That included teaching him how to behave in the world. That was her mission in life now. 

At halftime, Paul muted the TV. “You guys hungry?”



“Hungry for you to clear out,” Alix said.

Paul grunted. “Not gonna happen.”


Sir Kendall smiled at Paul. God! Could he stop goading Paul? She shoved an elbow into his ribs, and he winced in pain. Oops. Was he more injured than she realized?


“Maybe we could have some burgers,” Paul said to Alix. “You have all the stuff. I saw it in there before.”



“Knock yourself out,” she said.


“Come on,” Paul said. “It’s your kitchen. Your stuff. I know you’re hungry.”



“I’m supposed to make you a meal?”



“I think a little cooperation could go a long way to making the upcoming hours more pleasant.”


Alix smiled sweetly. “Sure, Paul. How much spit do you like in your burger?”



“Fine. Burger for one. Or actually, two. Come on, puppy.” He grabbed Lindy’s leash, and walked backwards out of the room, brandishing the gun. “One move and somebody will be very sorry.”

Alix watched him disappear, then she turned to Sir Kendall. “If I got you a paperclip, could you escape from those handcuffs?”



“Would you want me to?”



“Could you?”



“I’d hardly need a paperclip, my dear. If I had wanted to be free, I would be free now.”


A swell of pride. Her super spy. 


“It rather suits me to stay for the moment, though. No better way to study a man than when he thinks he’s in the driver’s seat,” Sir Kendall said. “Or one’s clone, as it were.”

Clone?

Alix fought the urge to snort as she imagined Paul’s reaction to this bit of news. She could just hear him— He thinks I’m the clone? Paul had that angry streak, but that sense of humor inside it. Sardonic. Such a guy’s guy. Me? The fucking clone of HIM? Really, it would be fun to walk in there and tease him with that tidbit. Probably not so funny if he heard it from Sir Kendall.

A pan banged onto the stove. Cupboards were opened and shut. 

She addressed Sir Kendall under her breath. “We have to get out of here. A certain something is going to happen, and it’s best if we’re gone.”


Sir Kendall narrowed his eyes. “How many? When?”



“Hey!” Paul was back with Lindy. “If I catch you whispering again, I’m separating you.”



“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” She rearranged the bangles on her arm in the order she liked, feeling Paul’s eyes on her, then smiled up at him. “You don’t mind if I keep these on, do you?”


The moment heated. Sizzled. She’d meant only to distract him from the whispering but…god, she liked him. 


“Where’s your oregano?” he asked. 


“Why do you need oregano?”



“I blend it into the patty.”



“Next to the sink. Upper right.”

He grabbed his beer bottle. With the two fingers, he pointed to his eyes, then at them. “I mean it.”


“Ten-four, Wolfman Puck.”


He smirked and walked off. 

She would love to be there when Paul’s stuff appeared. He’d be so shocked. And she’d say something hilarious and just revel in his reaction. What fun it would be!

But she had to put Sir Kendall first now; he was counting on her. 


“We have to get out of here,” she said to him. “Where are your car keys?”



“I can handle a group, as long as I have the element of surprise, which I do.”



“Trust me, it won’t matter. You can’t be here.”



“Why?” Sir Kendall watched her face. “Who are they?”


“All I can tell you is that it is in our best interest to get the hell out.”


He peppered her with more questions. 


“Look,” she finally said, exasperated. “I cannot tell you more. Are you going to make me sorry I’ve divulged this much?” A spy thing to say. Much to her surprise, he accepted that. As if he expected it. 

A few quick movements and his hand was free. 


“Oh! Wow. Okay.” A sizzling sound from in the kitchen. Chopping. Alix got up and crept over to the front door, opening it carefully. She grabbed her purse off the foyer table. Sir Kendall rose, brushed off his pants, and simply walked out the door, all man of leisure. She slipped out after him, into the sunshine, and hurried toward the Alfa Romeo. 

Sir Kendall sauntered in the other direction, toward Paul’s car. Something flashed in his hand. A blade. He stabbed the tire. Just as quickly, the knife was gone. 

A knife. Slashing Paul’s tires. Well, why should it surprise her that Sir Kendall was a bit of a junkyard dog?

And then he strolled back toward her so casually, you’d think he was boarding a yacht.


“Come on, Houdini!” she whispered loudly. “Step it up!”


He squatted next to the driver’s door, reached under the body of the car, and stood back up with a metal box from which he extracted keys and a gun. He strolled around to her side. 


“What are you doing? Just get in—”



“My dear,” He unlocked her door and opened it. “I’ll go against my grain and run from a fight at the insistence of a lady with inside information, but don’t expect me to abandon my sense of chivalry.”



“Jesus.” She lowered herself into the very molded bucket seat. He closed the door, got in his side, and gunned the motor, making it sound like an explosion. 

Yup. Paul would hear that. 

They roared off down the driveway. Sir Kendall took a pair of aviator sunglasses out of a compartment between their seats. The sunglasses were very cool and spy-like.

She sat back and directed him left at the bottom of the driveway. “He’s going to be so pissed you slashed his tires.”

Sir Kendall smiled that mysterious smile of his. “Apoplectic, I’d wager. Seems the art of cloning has a ways to go.”

It was just like him to take meeting his own clone all in stride, like it was just another day at the office. It made him seem a bit…unreal. Insubstantial. 


“Well, he needs to be less reactive, that’s for sure,” she said. She thought of Paul’s face when he’d really looked at Sir Kendall for the first time after he’d bounced to his feet during the fight. Horrified. Disbelieving.

Real.

She felt bad for slipping out. 

 Sir Kendall took a curve fast, working the controls like an Indy 500 driver. He was back in his element, all suave in a fast car with its strange bubbly roar. “Have you ever been in a car chase?”


“Oh yes. Bangkok. The Alps. Moroccan Sahara once, though that ended when my pursuer ran out of gas.”



“Wow,” she said. Surely none of that had really happened, yet here he was driving a car rather expertly. A man who’d only thought he’d driven a car wouldn’t be able to handle this strange, complex car with such precision, would he? 

He gave her a sly look. “Penny for your thoughts.” Like he’d noted her change in mood.


“My thoughts are that you pretty much left your chivalry behind during our tickling episode. You should’ve stopped when I told you to stop. When I was like, don’t.“


“But we were about to have so very much fun. A sense of chivalry has no place in foreplay. I should think you’d agree with me there.”


“Look, I’m just telling you that it’s an obvious, important rule that you need to keep in mind going forward in this place. You always stop what you’re doing when a woman says don’t, or No. Even if it’s just tickling.”


 He shifted the car into a new gear. Said nothing. 

She pointed to the road. “Go east here. We want to pick up I-35 North.” He put on his blinker. “So, did you not get that I was pretty serious about wanting you to stop?”


He smiled merrily. 


“I was serious.” She straightened up. “You can’t tickle me like that ever again, got it? And FYI, the No thing is just one of those rules. No in all its forms, got it? No means no.”



“Yes, I heard your pathetic and bourgeois little rule the first time.”



“What?”



“Of course one doesn’t want to be a cad, but please.” He searched her face, like he was analyzing something about her, then looked back at the road. “No belongs to all the people who spend their days like domesticated animals, consuming, procreating, earning a living so that more consumption might occur, but you and I, we’ve signed on for the extremes. We test boundaries. We seek thrills. We shove our hands into the bloody beating heart of horror, we swim in the shimmering waters. The basest of urges, the most secret of plans, those are the things that are ours. If No meant No, I wouldn’t have unlocked those cuffs. We wouldn’t be racing down this highway, you in that seat, wondering what the devil you’ve gotten yourself into.” The sun bathed his face, making the brown stubble on his cheeks shimmer. “Do you know what sagebrush smells like after you’ve been locked in an airtight railcar for ten days?” he suddenly asked.

She gazed at him, baffled.


“I know exactly what it smells like. What it is to fill your lungs with it. That is mine. And I know exactly how electric blue the sky can appear to be, after they take off the blindfold and let you walk away from the wall you were to be shot to death against moments before. That is mine.” He turned to her. “I used a dull serrated knife to cut off the thumbs of my worst enemy, did you know that?”



“What?”



“I did. And I fed both thumbs to crows, just outside his prison bars, and made him watch. Do you know what a man’s face looks like as he watches crows fight over his severed thumbs? I do. That is mine. You don’t like the tickling. Well, I recall a pause in our tickling session where you rather ensnared my tongue. You were sucking so hard, I daresay, I may have lost a few taste buds in the exchange. You wanted a man who had just been tickling you to the excruciating limit to fuck you, not because you liked the tickling—you hated it—but because every nerve ending stood taut and alive. You wanted to experience the other end of it. The deep end. Don’t disown it now. We’ve traveled a good way beyond No, my dear. And I say, good riddance. Give us Yes. Give us what is ours.”


Alix gaped at him, feeling strangely exhilarated. Yes, she wanted to say. Yes to everything, yes, yes, yes! And yet…was that where Sir Kendall’s Yes took him? Feeding thumbs to crows? 

After a long silence, she said, “Well that’s not how it works here.”

He looked amused. “When in Rome? Is that what you’re telling me?”



“Yes. Exactly.”


“Fine. But you must do something for me. It’s high time you tell me everything you know.”



“Oh, not this again.”


“The situation has progressed to the point where we should be frank with each other. Don’t you think?”


“Sir Kendall—Nick—I’m going to tell you everything, but not right now.” She’d be careful this time. She’d think things through. Talk with Karen. 

He frowned. 

She watched the road, feeling so sad for him. He thought he’d lived this whole amazing life. All those things he’d just said, how could she tell him that none of those things he’d just listed were his? He thought he’d cut off a man’s thumbs, walked free after standing before a shooting squad—he thought those memories made him who he was. What would happen when he found out they were false? That he was barely a step up from Mr. Whipple? 

She was used to people disrespecting her. He had further to fall. 

Maybe they could find some sort of hobby or passion for him, something for him to latch on to when his reality crumbled. She turned the radio to a Metallica song, and still he said nothing, though she was aware of his eyes on her; she could practically feel the gears in his mind working, thinking, puzzling. 

She wondered what Paul was doing. She planned for her and Sir Kendall to stay the night at her folks’ place and drive back midday. If Paul left as he’d promised, she’d never see him again. The thought depressed her more than she’d thought it would. 


“I’m asking you to trust me, Nick. I’m doing what’s best for you.”



“In my experience, more knowledge is always better than less. Unless you’re considering me your enemy.”

She sighed. “I’m on your side. More than you can possibly imagine.” She searched her purse for her lip balm.

 “The longer you wait, the more dangerous things will become,” he said. “Paul and the men due to arrive…”



“Paul will not be a problem after tomorrow.”



“Why not?”



“He’s leaving.”


This got Sir Kendall’s attention. “You’re certain of that?”



“Yeah. He promised.”


“Where’s he going?”



“I don’t know, and I don’t care,” she said. Though she did. Very much. 

Sir Kendall raised a suspicious eyebrow. He sensed the lie. 


“Don’t worry, okay? I’m handling it.”



“That one statement makes you either stupid or a liar. Don’t try to control a game when you don’t know the rules. It’s one of the quickest ways to die.”

She looked out the side window, feeling so sad and frustrated. 


“Twin Cities then?” he asked.


“Yeah. We have that anniversary party.”



“You understand that’s the first place they’ll look for you.”



“Trust me, the only danger there will be from excruciating boredom,” she said. “Here’s the most important thing you have to understand. I’m not like, a secret agent or a spy or something. I know that you have that impression, but I’m a normal girl trying to fix up that old house.”



“Got it,” he said. 


“No, I’m serious. You think I’m involved in this whole Denali spy plot, and I know that some of my words and actions may have contributed to that impression, but I was playing around and being irresponsible. It was wrong of me. I’m really nobody.”



“I’m an international financier,” he said. 


“I’m not talking about covers. I’m a regular person taking you to a regular party.”


“I understand,” he said. 


“No, you don’t.” She sighed and sat back. “You don’t.” This party would be good for him—he would meet everyday people who would feed him and be kind to him. See an everyday home. 


“Whose party is it really?”



“My parents.”



“Your actual parents.”



“They’re my actual parents, yes.”


Sir Kendall let out a hearty laugh. 


“And we’re going to stay overnight there and drive back after lunch tomorrow. And you’ll be able to meet my friend, Karen, too.”


Sir Kendall stiffened. “You’ve told Karen where you’ll be?”


Did he think Karen was part of the spy conspiracy? “She’s my best friend, and a normal girl like me. So, are you interested in finance? Is that the job you would have if you weren’t a spy? Do you have any hobbies?”



“A man like me doesn’t have hobbies,” he said. “As for employment, I’ve posed as an international financier on numerous occasions.”


“So you know a lot about finance?”



“Enough,” he said. “Though a bloody shirt front will hardly impress.”


“Yeah, we need to stop off for clothes. I need a gift, too.”



“I’ll need shells.”

Shells? “What, is that some English anniversary custom? To give shells?”


He laughed, as if what she’d just said was uproariously funny. “Very good.”

It took her a moment to get what he was laughing at: shells meant bullets. “Hold on! No way! You’re not bringing a loaded gun to my parents’ thirty-third anniversary party.”


He looked at her strangely. “My gun is always loaded and I always have it. I simply require extra rounds.”



“If you already have a loaded gun, what do you need more bullets for?”



“My dear, if one needs six shots, one is always better off with fifty.”


“You can’t bring it. That’s final.”


He focused calmly, even pleasantly, on the road. “You’re so sure the clone will leave?”


“He’d better.”


The sun hit the lower part of Sir Kendall’s face, and she noticed, with some surprise that his lip had shrunk back to its normal size and was no longer split. There was just a faint line there, a shade darker than his lips. Was it healing unnaturally fast? Yes. Just a few hours ago, his lip had been quite dramatically split. 


“I’d hate to think my clone is going off somewhere to impersonate me,” he said. 


“I guarantee you Paul’s not going off pretending to be you.”



“Well he wouldn’t get very far with it, would he? With that accent. Not to mention his lack of impulse control. He jumped a man with a gun pointed at him. He’s lucky he’s not dead.”


She shuddered. He had done that. 


“Even if the clone wasn’t low-functioning, Hyko really is rather a fool if he imagines even a perfect clone could replace me. Replacing me with a clone would trigger events that would destroy Hyko and everything he’s built.”



“Hyko?”


He smiled. “Please. I hardly need your confirmation.”

Hyko? This was getting too weird.

He put on his blinker. “And there is nothing I can’t—or won’t—uncover.”



“Where are we going?”

A large truck stop, as it turned out. Sir Kendall pulled a scarf from the back seat and arranged it over his bloody shirt. He got out. 


“Wait,” she said. “Buy me a Kit-Kat, okay?”


He gave her an uncertain look and went in. 

She pulled out her phone and called home. They’d been gone maybe twenty minutes—surely Paul was still there. He had a burger, a football game, and slashed tires.


“I know you’re there,” she said into her machine, hoping desperately that he was. “Pick up.”



“Alix! Where are you? Let me come get you!”

She assured him they’d be back tomorrow afternoon and reminded him to be waiting on the porch at eleven fifty-three and leave as soon as his stuff came. And then she gave him feeding instructions for Lindy. 


“Alix, I won’t handcuff anyone, I won’t hurt anyone, I promise. Just tell me where you are.”

Alix winced as she pictured the anniversary invitation stuck up on her refrigerator. A flat tire wouldn’t stop a man like Paul. 


“Paul, your stuff is going to appear in the driveway, and you’ll see I’m telling the truth. I think when you see, you’ll understand why I feel responsible for Sir Kendall and for integrating him into normal society. Because I messed him up by bringing him here. It’s not how I wanted things…” Across the way the door opened. Sir Kendall. “Shit. Gotta go.”



“Wait! Alix…”


She waited. Why was she obeying him? What did she want from him?


“You deserve better,” he said. “You are an amazing, bright, beautiful woman who is worth more than this. 

Her insides felt all twisted up. Tear clotted her eyes.


“You deserve better than him,” Paul repeated. “So much better.”


 Sir Kendall squeezed between a truck and a car at the other end of the oasis, discreetly surveying the other travelers. 

She’d made a vow to him. He was her responsibility. Was she stupid to think that? She wished she was a better person. A smarter person. She shut her eyes. “Paul, thanks. Really. I’m sorry. I hope that stuff will at least be helpful to you. I really do. I’m sorry,” she whispered. 

She clicked off and turned off the phone.






CHAPTER FOURTEEN

   

“Here’s the bottom line—nobody will be carrying weapons of any kind into this party.” They were back on the road, just thirty minutes from the Twin Cities. 

Sir Kendall turned to her. Was he amused? “You believe you can guarantee that?”


“Absolutely,” she said. He watched her face, closely, as he sometimes did. “The minute you walk in there, Sir Kendall, it will be so obvious to you. It would be laughable that you would bring a knife or gun or any weapon whatsoever.”



“Laughable?”



“Yes, and look, you can tell when people are carrying, right?”


“I know that you aren’t carrying, Alix.”



“Of course I’m not. And if you come to believe that anybody at this party is armed with anything beyond a three-bean casserole, I will personally run out to the car and retrieve your gun for you.”



“My dear, when one decides he needs a gun, one typically needs the gun in the moment.“ He contemplated the road. “But I’ll humor you. I imagine that the standard American domicile holds a good number of items that can be used as weaponry.”


It was so weird how he could navigate this guns-and-danger side of the world so easily, but he didn’t even know who Metallica was; he’d seemed surprised she knew the words to a song on the radio at all. It was as if he liked the concept of music and books but didn’t know music or books. Because he was from a commercial, she supposed. 

They stopped at a liquor store—Sir Kendall wanted to bring a bottle of Denali. After that, they went to a downtown St. Paul department store. He wanted to buy a tuxedo for the party, but she talked him out of it. His second choice was the most expensive black dinner jacket and slacks in the place, with a new white shirt to replace his bloody one. Alix waited outside the dressing room, and when he strolled out, she could barely breathe. She went up to him and smoothed back his hair. “You look like a movie star.”

He placed a finger under her chin. “At your pleasure, my lady.” He managed to say this in the dirtiest way.

She frowned and looked away. That talk used to turn her on. Now, it didn’t. 

They went down to the women’s department to choose a dress for Alix. She was immediately taken with a swingy black, empire-waist dress with a sequin horse head outlined on the front. She loved its fun style and humor. It was sexy but not too bold for her parents’ set. She usually took glee in wearing something slutty to family occasions, but she was helping introduce Sir Kendall to the world; ruffling feathers wouldn’t help him. They would already hate that her hair was still pink.

Sir Kendall brought her a slinky white cocktail dress.


“That thing would look like it was poured over me. Like paint.”



“Precisely,” he whispered.


“Yeah. I don’t think so.”

She went into the dressing room with her horse dress. A few minutes later, Sir Kendall arrived with some shoes to go with it. 


“How did you get in here?” She pulled him in and shut the door.


“You’re asking a man who’s infiltrated some of the highest security installations on the planet how he got into a women’s dressing room?” He kissed her. 

She pulled away. She’d lost her appetite for Sir Kendall-spy sex. It wasn’t just the episode with the tickling, it was the presence of Paul. His arrival made Sir Kendall sex seem unappetizing. 

Even so, she’d made a vow to be Sir Kendall’s ally in life; she wouldn’t throw him over because of her crazy chemistry with Paul. She would keep her promises. She needed to be that new kind of person. 

She touched his lip. “Wow.” Then she sat down to try on the shoes. “You can’t even tell it was split.”



“I heal quickly,” he said. “The vulnerabilities that might compromise other men only make me stronger.” Something in his voice caused him to raise his perfect, uninjured face. He suddenly seemed so lethal and capable. “Things at their worst redouble my resolve,” he added. “Best for my enemies to remember that.”

Hard things made him stronger, redoubled his resolve. She needed some of what he had, because at the moment, she wanted to throw over her responsibilities. She wanted Paul so badly it hurt. “How?”


He looked surprised. “How what?”



“How do you do it? Let hard things strengthen your resolve like that? Instead of weakening you?”

He looked amused. “By not denying the pain.” He brushed her hair from her forehead. “You allow yourself to feel it, but not be of it. To witness it, yet to be other than it. To not mind that it hurts.”


Alix wondered if she could ever do that. No doubt he wondered it too; he still looked amused. 


“We need a gift now.” She pulled him out of the dressing room, past the scowls of the attendants, thinking about what he’d said. Is that what she had to do to be responsible? Just cut herself off from her feelings? 

In the gallery section, she found a fabulous carved wood duck with a hole in his back where you could put a plant—perfect for the sun porch. Sir Kendall thought she was joking when she insisted this was the ideal anniversary gift. He even seemed a bit surprised by it.

But not quite so surprised as when they finally arrived at her parents’ modest little home in Minneapolis and strolled up the front walk, which bisected a postage-stamp-sized yard filled with lawn ornaments.

Sir Kendall stared at the small plaster statues of deer and geese and the mini wooden windmill. 


“Lawn decorations,” she said. “Haven’t you ever seen lawn ornaments before?”


He scowled at a plaster rabbit in overalls. Toby. Her favorite lawn ornament from when she was a child. He touched the ground around it. “This statue has been here for years.”


“Well…yeah,” she said. “That’s the thing with lawn ornaments.”


He straightened, watching her face in that intense way he sometimes did. “You’re telling me they’ve had these statues on display for years?”


It was as if he found the statues too ridiculous to believe. It stung. She might be the black sheep, might not be following in her parents’ or older sisters’ conservative footsteps, but she felt proud of their little house and the funny lawn statues. This home had been a place of happiness and love. She rubbed a bit of dirt off the chipped nose of Toby the rabbit. Lord knows what Sir Kendall saw, but she saw poignancy in the dirty old statue, and it broke her heart a little bit. It was something real and true. 

Did he find it sinister? Or simply trite? 


“Alexis!”

Alix turned to see Mr. and Mrs. Seacrist coming up the walk, neighbors she’d always liked.


“You’ll introduce me as Sir Langley Farrell,” Sir Kendall murmured.

 “Could you have sprung that on me any later?” She grabbed his hand. “Joe! Dolores! Hello!” She introduced international financier Sir Langley Farrell to the Seacrists, and they walked together the rest of the way to the front door of the small 1950s rambler. The Seacrists quizzed Sir Langley on the whole “sir” thing. Sir Kendall gave them the baronet and King James spiel he’d given Benji, the Bean Central barista, as her mother swung open the door. “Joe, Dolores, welcome! Please, come in. And Alexis…”


“Mom, this is my friend, Sir Langley Farrell. Sir Langley, this is my mom, Joyce.”

Alix’s mother took a moment to eye Alix’s pink hair, then she turned and smiled quizzically at Sir Kendall. The thick frames her glasses were golden brown, the same color as her hair, which she wore in a poofy helmet, a style achieved through the expert use of curlers and hairspray. “Sir Langley Farrell.”



“Madame.” Sir Kendall kissed her hand.

Alix’s mom stiffened and glanced suspiciously at Alix. She didn’t like Sir Kendall. How could she instantly not like him? 


“Happy Anniversary!” Alix held up the gift. “You are going to be so surprised at what we found for you, Mom.” Alix kissed her mom, threw her purse in the closet, and pulled Sir Kendall down the entry hall to the gift table. “No more kissing hands. It’s too weird.” Was that what had made her mom suspicious?

Sir Kendall surveyed the guests, two dozen people, mostly in their fifties, gathered into little groups around various floral seating arrangements in the living room and the sunken family room beyond. It was strange for Alix to look at the place through Sir Kendall’s eyes. He wouldn’t approve of the décor, a mixture of old-lady florals, Northwoods duck stuff, and early American antiques. She spotted her two older sisters next to the replica of Martha Washington’s spinning wheel, both gaping at Sir Kendall. 


“Alexis!” her father boomed, stalking over. 

Alix hugged her father. She introduced him to Sir Kendall. “Sir Langley is an international financier,” she offered. 


“Finance!” Her father asked him about the financier trade. He looked older and pinker than usual, and he had put on weight. She worried about him, hated that he was growing old. Sometimes, when she really looked at her parents and all the other people she loved, she felt frightened by how much she loved them, and she worried about what would happen if they died. 

In some ways, Sir Kendall had it easier. She thought about what he’d said, about vulnerabilities making him strong. 

Sir Kendall went on and on, something complicated about government bonds and monetizing debt, and her dad smiled, though she could tell he didn’t understand. He was an insurance agent and dealt mostly with automobile policies. 

More people wandered over, including Jackie and Jenny. They’d kept their hair the mousey Gordon brown and wore summery florals, but otherwise looked pretty much like her. 

Alix tried not to smile too broadly as she introduced dashing Sir Langley to Jenny, who’d been on the Olympic women’s soccer team, and Jackie, who owned a hugely successful recruitment firm, but smile she did; she felt so proud, especially the way Jenny’s eyes widened as Sir Kendall spoke in his smart, charming way. Sir Kendall was such a far cry from the musicians and bartenders Alix usually dated. Hell, none of Alix’s old boyfriends even owned a suit coat. Sure, the whole thing was fake, but Alix enjoyed the sudden feeling of being a winner for once, like she had something to hold up for comparison to what her sisters always had. 

Jackie made her famous ooh face from behind Sir Kendall’s back and went to help her mother. Jenny pulled her aside. “Dish.”

Alix grinned. “We’re not serious,” she said. “But let me just say, he’s everything you might imagine. Everything and more.”


“And he lives in Malcolmsberg?”



“Passing through. He’s an informal, sort of pre-guest at my B and B.” It was fun to say that, too—my B and B.

Meanwhile, Sir Kendall was peppered with questions. He spoke vaguely of jolly old England and talked a few people into trying a Denali sour, including Jenny. “Always just the thing,” he assured everybody. 

Alix bit her lip, fervently hoping that nobody here had been in Australia and caught that commercial. Was it even running anymore? 

The family card table was set out with a paper tablecloth, plastic cups, an ice bucket, and bottles of booze. A cooler holding ice and bottles of beer sat on the floor next to it. Sir Kendall was pressed to repeat the King James spiel once again, and he had, as it turned out, financier business cards. Within minutes, he’d gathered over half the party around him, maybe twenty people. He shook more hands and kissed more hands. 

Alix grabbed a beer from the cooler and stood back, taken with Sir Kendall’s power just then—his heft, his solidity, his presence. It was almost eerie. Ironic, too. 

Her mother came out with a plate of mini pigs-in-blankets, bristling with colorful toothpicks, and stood next to her. 


“Thanks,” Alix took one.


“How did you and Sir Langley meet?” she asked.

 “It was sort of this strange happenstance that brought us together.”


“What kind of happenstance?”



“He just…came to the door,” Alix said.


“And he lives in Malcolmsberg?”


“No, he’s just visiting.”



“He’s visiting somebody in Malcolmsberg, Minnesota?” Alix’s mother eyed her through her thick lenses. 


“Do you see a problem with that?”


“That a very handsome and debonair titled Englishman, this knight or baron or what have you, is vacationing in Malcolmsberg Minnesota? And he turned up at Aunt Veronica’s door?”



“My door,” Alix corrected. Uh, why hadn’t they thought of a better story? Of course she’d had her hands full, what with a guy’s thumbs getting fed to crows and making sure Sir Kendall didn’t bring a loaded semi-automatic to the party.


“Are you two dating now?”



“Sort of. He’s kind of alienated from his people, and I’m trying to help him meet new people.”


Her mother raised a single brow. 


“What?”



“It’s just that your great aunt Veronica was often turning up with strange men. Exotic men. Like this one.”

Alix’s heart skipped a beat. Leave it to her mom to bust her. “And cavorting?” she joked.

Her mother’s lips compressed into a line. “I want you to be careful, honey.”



“You think I can’t get a fabulous date without resorting to the dark arts?” Alix grinned. “Is that what you’re saying, Mom?”


Her mother smiled, finally, and squeezed her. “Of course not. You’re a lovable girl.”



“That’s more like it,” Alix said. 

Her mother continued onward with the pigs-in-blankets. Alix visited the bathroom and then stopped in the kitchen to load up a cracker with pepperjack cheese. 

Another neighbor, Mr. Hendrik, sidled up next to her. “Your baronet’s got the liquor store delivering an emergency supply of that Denali of his. Got half the party drinking it.” He asked how they met, and Alix told the story of Sir Kendall turning up at her door. Mr. Hendrik left the kitchen to join the group.

Alix stayed in the kitchen, thankful for the breather from all the spy hijinks and her mom’s interrogations. She stared at the arrangement of parsley sprigs on the cheese plate. Jenny’s work. Alix re-arranged the sprigs into a vaguely dirty configuration, thinking how funny it would be when Jenny noticed. Then she stopped herself. What was wrong with her? Had she not changed at all? She put them back where they had been. 

By the time she emerged from the kitchen, everybody had crowded into the sunken living room area at the far end of the place—nearly the whole party, all gathered around dapper Sir Kendall, who was ensconced on the couch, legs crossed, drink in hand, radiating pure charisma. He looked infinitely at ease in his expensive jacket. Larger than life, she thought. Such a cliché, but it seemed true of him at this moment. He wasn’t physically larger; he was larger in some ineffable way. 

A voice from behind. “Always just the thing.”

Karen! Alix spun around. “Oh my god.” Alix embraced her. “How long have you been here?”

Karen pushed her glasses higher on her nose. “Long enough to learn that Sir Kendall speaks Russian. Did you know that? He was speaking fluent Russian with one of your parents’ friends.”



“He speaks Chinese, too,” Alix said. “But, Karen—get this—”


“Wait.” Karen held up a finger, watching Sir Kendall across the room, eyes sparkling. “Let me hear this.”

Alix folded her arms and waited as Sir Kendall went on with his story—something about his chateau in Luxemburg. “It’s fake,” she said.


“Shhh.” A barrette sparkled in Karen’s short, dark hair. Karen loved shiny little barrettes; Alix felt that she wore them, not quite ironically, but in the way a tough motorcycle thug might have a “Mom” tattoo. Her dress was green and prim on her slender frame, and her shoes were a different shade of green than her dress—one of her famous monochromatic outfits. She looked a little bit like a librarian, but not the kind who might be sexy underneath. More the kind who might be badass underneath. 

Alix said, “You are not going to believe who else is at my house. Who else showed up after I called you this morning.”

Karen turned to her. “Who?”


Alix grinned. “Fella who goes by the name of Hardass Paul.”



“What?”



“That’s right. Hardass Paul.”



“Both at your house?”



“Except Paul came later. He drove.”


Karen scrunched up her face. “He drove.”


“Yup.” Alix filled her friend in on everything that had happened, though she very much glossed over the handcuffs and tickling. 

 “It’s like the magic called both of them,” Karen said. “Both the character and the man who played him.” Karen loved a puzzle. “So interesting. Do you think Hardass Paul’ll take off once he sees the stuff appear?”



“He’d better,” Alix said. “And he’ll have an awesome new truck to do it in. Probably.”

The group around Sir Kendall burst into laughter. One of the men patted him roughly on the back. 


“Apparently a fictional, two-dimensional man makes the ideal party guest,” Alix said. 


“That is no two-dimensional man,” Karen said. “I was over there. He can talk money. Geopolitics. He’s collecting names and travel dates.”



“He is?”


Karen smoothed the front of her dress. “Not overtly. But he’ll come away from this party with more information on the guests then you ever had. Damn. I wish my flight wasn’t tonight. I wish I were staying. We have to think of what to do. He’s here forever, Alix. When are you going to tell him what he is?”


“I don’t know. He’s not ready. He needs something...”


Karen squinted in the way she often did when she disagreed.


“He has nothing,” Alix said. “He couldn’t name his favorite book, or like, any book. He doesn’t even know what soap he uses. I don’t think he even knows his parents. Just that he has some. And he thinks he has this enemy, Hyko? His whole mission in life is to fight Hyko. Well, guess what? Hyko doesn’t exist. Earlier, he was telling me about how delicious life felt when he thought he was going to be executed and then wasn’t. He has all these memories that are really important to him. How am I supposed to tell him he’s a big zero?” She settled into a nearby chair and grabbed a handful of mixed nuts. 

Karen took the couch next to Alix. “Are you sure you’re not holding him back by not telling him? Infantilizing him? Not to be harsh, but shit happens. Part of being human is suffering.”


Alix thought again about what Sir Kendall said about pain. Not minding that it hurts. She munched a nut, feeling sorry for him, suddenly. “I think he has suffered a great deal.”


Voices from the far end. Calls for Denali. Karen grabbed a handful of potato chips from a bowl on a nearby table and regarded her thoughtfully. 

Alix leaned in. “It’s not as if he can get a job as a spy here in Minnesota. He doesn’t even have a social security number. What does he fall back on?”


Karen nodded, crunching thoughtfully. 


“He can’t be a spy here at all. Or even a P.I., really. He doesn’t know music, he doesn’t know nuances of culture. Does he know, for example, that a person is supposed to leave her umbrella outside when she enters a home as a guest? That sort of little cultural thing could be the key to busting a case wide open. A spy who can’t notice little things like that has a problem.” Alix swigged her beer.

A low voice from behind them. “Perhaps.”


Alix nearly spit it all out. “Nick!” How long had he been standing there? 

Karen turned, looked up at Sir Kendall. 

Sir Kendall smiled. “But perhaps a spy from overseas is not lulled by familiar patterns. Perhaps such a spy would see things with fresh eyes.”

Overseas. So he thought they were talking about his Englishness. 

Sir Kendall walked around the couch and took Karen’s hand. “Karen, I presume.”


“Karen, this is Sir Kendall Nicholas the Third, Nick for short,” Alix said. “And Nick, this is Karen Alderman.”


Sir Kendall pulled Karen’s fingers to his lips, and he spoke against them while looking into Karen’s eyes. “My dear Alix, I think you’ve blown my Sir Langley cover.”


“Karen’s our friend,” Alix said.

Karen freed her hand and sat, making room on the couch for Sir Kendall. “Did you go to one of those English boys’ schools?”



“Indeed I did.” Sir Kendall took the place next to Karen, eyes twinkling merrily. 


“What was it like?” Karen asked. “I hear they tend to be very drafty. And the boys are cruel to one another.”


Sir Kendall said, “I’ve heard that, too.”


“But is it true? Did they serve you gruel?”


He draped an arm over the back of the couch and smiled. 


“What’s so funny?” Karen asked. 


“You are, Ms. Alderman.”


Karen frowned. “I can’t be curious about your school?”


“But you’re not curious about my school, are you?” Sir Kendall tilted his head. With every movement, his dark, rich features took on an enhanced luxuriance, like cashmere velvet, wrapping the senses. “You’re getting at something else. I think you have a theory, and your questions are designed to test it.”

That was what Karen was doing! Alix marveled at Sir Kendall’s powers of perception.

Slowly, Karen slid her gaze sideways, away from Sir Kendall, and back to him, a playful little thing she did when she was about to say something obvious. To her, anyway. What was obvious to Karen wasn’t always obvious to others. “I don’t like to form a theory until I have all the facts.”

Sir Kendall studied her. He’d been looking at her all along, but this was different, a kind of deep looking, like he was trying to comprehend a hundred different things about her all at once. He lowered his voice. “Theories only blind a person to the truth when it appears.”


Karen simply adjusted her chic, black-framed glasses. “And has it?”


“Not yet.”



“Mmm.” Karen gazed up at the painting of Betsy Ross sewing the American flag. She seemed to be the one person in the whole party who was unimpressed by Sir Kendall. “Some say all theories are useless because they’re terminal. The rotation of the earth makes all theories obsolete.” She turned back to Sir Kendall. “All theories, all realities.”


Sir Kendall swirled his ice in his glass. “Rather sophomoric, if you ask me. The rotation of the earth doesn’t negate what’s true in the moment. One accepts a given reality. The moment-to-moment reality.”

She secretly raised her eyebrows at Alix. Like she wanted to make sure Alix got that. One accepts a given reality, the moment-to-moment reality.

Alix swigged her beer, feeling like the kid at the adult’s table. “You lost me at the earth’s rotation.”



“Tell me, Sir Kendall,” Karen said. “Do you think a full understanding of a given reality is important, even if it destroys a man?”



“It depends on what you mean by destroy. Some types of destruction can be quite pleasurable.”


Karen eyed him over the top of her glasses. “I’m asking you a question I very much want you to answer.”

Sir Kendall tipped his head. “More knowledge is always superior to ignorance.”

Karen said, “I agree.”


“Of course you do. Which is why I’m hoping you’ll enlighten me. Alix here simply refuses.”



“Enlighten you about what?”


Sir Kendall frowned. “I thought we were speaking plainly here.”



“We were,” Karen said.


“Were indeed,” Sir Kendall said. “But the truth always comes out. The question is, do you take your chance to get in front of it, or do you let it trample you?”


Karen looked coolly at Alix—buying time, Alix realized. Karen was rattled. 

Just then Alix’s mother came over, exhorting Sir Langley to start the Greek dance he’d promised. They had located the Zorba record. 


“We’re in a conversation,” Alix said. 


“Oh, the Kavanaughs have to go soon, and they were so excited…”



“We’re done here.” Sir Kendall rose, adjusted his jacket. “Make hay while the sun still shines, that’s what I always say.”


He strolled across the room with her mother. The hi-fi went on, Sir Kendall took Mrs. Kavanaugh’s hand, and the two of them began a complicated series of steps. A traditional Greek dance. Everybody started clapping rhythmically. 


“Whoa,” Karen said.


“I know!”



“Was that a threat?”



“What?” Alix knit her brows. “I don’t think so.”


“It seemed sinister,” Karen said. 


“But it’s true what he said,” Alix pointed out hopefully. “If you don’t get out in front of the truth, it can bulldoze you.” God, she’d wanted him to make a good impression on Karen. 


“I don’t like this,” Karen said. 

The doorbell rang. Nobody in the party seemed to hear or care. They were all mesmerized by Sir Kendall. “Don’t worry, everybody, we’ll get it,” Alix joked. 

She and Karen made their way into the dark little foyer to the door. 

 “That’s the art of the threat,” Karen pointed out. “If he has to find out on his own, there’ll be trouble. That’s what he’s implying.”



“It’s his spy talk,” Alix said. “It’s called being in character. It’s just how he is.” With that she swung open the door and there, standing on the stoop, looking like a hungry, hunted animal, was Paul. 

The area around his eye had turned outrageous shades of red, black, and blue, and the gashes on his eyebrow and cheekbone were swollen and red. 

How fast had he driven here? Had he run up the drive? He was practically panting. “You’re okay.”



“Of course I’m okay,” she said, stunned. “How’d you…”



“Wasn’t easy.” The sound of clapping came from the living room. 

Alix had a déjà vu of sorts, standing there, looking at Paul. A flashback to an old Sir Kendall fantasy—he comes to her door injured, fleeing from some spy world threat. Except Paul wasn’t fleeing. He was running to her, to protect her. 

Paul was so much more like that fantasy man than Sir Kendall could ever be. But beyond—more thorny, more dimensional, more exasperating, more intense, more….everything. 


“Is he here?” Paul growled. 


“Yeah, he’s here. As my guest.”


“Paul.” Karen stuck out her hand. “I’m Karen. Alix’s friend. We met back in that class. You probably don’t remember.”


 “Of course I do. The partner in crime.” Paul shook her hand. “So you’ve met Sir Kendall. You get that this guy’s dangerous, right?”



“You think he’s dangerous?” Karen said. “Why?”


 “Because he’s a delusional freak. You know what he was doing to her this morning?”


“Oh, come on, Paul!” Alix turned to Karen. “He’s been fighting Sir Kendall since the second he walked in the door.”


“For good reason,” Paul said.


“Why? What was he doing to her?” Karen asked.


“Paul misconstrued something.” Alix pushed Paul toward the door, pushing him away, though she was stupidly excited to be near him, like a breathless schoolgirl. “You need to get out of here, Paul.”

Paul let himself be pushed just two steps before he planted his feet. “We had a deal.”



“Which didn’t include anyone being chained to the radiator or you stalking us. Our deal was that I had twenty-four hours to prove the magic, that you’re on the porch at eleven-fifty tomorrow morning to see your stuff appear, and that you leave when you’re satisfied I’m telling the truth.”



“If I’m satisfied.”



“You will be. And you will leave. You will not pass Go.”

 “I’m not leaving you alone with him,” he said.


“I’m not alone with him.”



“This doesn’t sound like an all-night party to me. Where do you go after?”


“What was he doing to her?” Karen asked.

Alix scowled warningly at Paul. The hero, the fighter, the stand-up guy. His eye was so swollen it was partly closed. It pained Alix to look at it. “We’re sleeping over here,” she said. “It’s all fine.”


“Let me stay, too. That’s all I ask,” Paul said, “that I stay with you. I just want to make sure you’re okay. I need to, okay?”

Alix sniffed her displeasure. 


“I’m your guest, too, okay?” he said. “And I’ll ride back with you.”


“You can’t. The plan was to go back after your stuff appeared, so Sir Kendall wouldn’t see. And what about Lindy?”


“My buddy’s there taking care of her,” Paul said. 


“You let a strange guy in my house?”



“You really want to talk about strange guys in your house? Fifteen more hours, okay? What do you have to lose?”

Cries of Opa! went up from the living room. 

Paul furrowed his brow and beelined to the end of the foyer hall.

Alix followed him. “You aren’t setting the terms here.”

But Paul wasn’t listening. He stood at the threshold, mouth hanging open. “What the hell? What…the hell?“ 

Alix followed his gaze to the living room. The music had stopped—her father was at the hi-fi, turning the record, and Sir Kendall was talking animatedly to her sisters. 


“What?” Karen asked. 


“His face,” Paul said. “A few hours ago his face was messed up worse than mine. He should have a lip the size of a sausage right now. But he has no injuries or bruises. It’s as if...” Paul squinted. “Is he wearing make-up or something?”



“Try or something,“ Alix said.

Karen asked, “You’re saying he looked like you?”


“Worse.”



“It’s true,” Alix said. “Sir Kendall’s lip was split. I thought he needed stitches.” Alix motioned to the side of her face. “Red all over. Puffy.”



“Broken rib. At least one,” Paul added. “Got his hand, too.”



“Shit.” Karen said. 


“What the hell?” Paul said.


“Doesn’t add up, does it?” Alix said. “Unless there’s something different about him. Unless, perhaps, I’ve been telling the truth all along—”


Her mother caught sight of them. She left her little group and came over, a vertical furrow forming in her forehead above her glasses as she approached. 


“Crap,” Alix muttered under her breath, thinking about Paul’s battered face, his likeness to Sir Kendall, the whole dark arts bit. Two strange and exotic men. It didn’t look good. 


“You must be Mrs. Gordon.” Paul beamed at her through his injuries. “I’m Paul Reinhardt, a friend of your daughter’s.” He held out his hand, “I’m sorry to show up like this, I just needed to check on a few things. It’s nice to meet you.”

Alix’s mother introduced herself, taking Paul’s hand with concern. “Are you all right? Do you need medical attention, honey?”



“Nah, I’m a fighter. I’m used to this.”



“He’s my old martial arts teacher,” Alix put in. 


“Right,” Paul said. “And I want to say, happy anniversary. Thirty-three years, that is such a big accomplishment. Alix is so lucky.”

Alix fake-smiled. He’d studied the invitation well. 

Paul said, “You two look so much alike.”


“Not as much as you and Sir Langley,” Alix’s mother said. 

Again the doorbell rang. 


“Must be the Denali,” her mother said. 


“I’ll handle it.” Alix said, escaping back down the front hall. She opened the door to find a delivery boy from the liquor store, holding a cardboard box containing three bottles. She took the box from the boy and handed it to Paul, who’d followed her, and then grabbed her purse out of the closet. 

The delivery boy gaped at Paul. “Puma Reinhardt? Are you Puma Reinhardt?”


“Hey there,” Paul said, still holding the box.


“Puma, oh my god. I saw you in the fight against Brunswick. You were amazing. That kimura? Where you…” the boy did a quick pantomime, “bop, bop. Do you think...I’m sorry, do you think you could sign an autograph for me and this one friend of mine?”


“I’d be happy to,” Paul said. “Brunswick is an excellent fighter. I was lucky to get that on him.”

Karen took the box from Paul.


“I’ll get some paper for your autograph, honey.” Alix’s mother said to the boy, going into the kitchen.


“I’ll get it.” Alix followed her mother to the telephone-and-scrap-paper area of the kitchen. “We have this handled, Mom. You go enjoy your party.”


Her mother eyed her. “Alix…”



“What?”



“These two fellows. It’s just a bit strange…”



“What’s so strange about twins?” Alix pulled out paper and a pen. “Everything’s fine,” she snapped. 


“I know that you have a good head on your shoulders.”


No you don’t know that, Alix thought, but she didn’t say it aloud. 


“Can’t a mother worry?”


“I wish a mother wouldn’t. And that a mother would go back to her guests.” Alix fixed her mother with a serious gaze. “It’s all fine.”

Alix’s mother tapped her on the nose, a maddening little warning thing she’d always done, and returned to the living room. 

Alix felt a rush of shame and guilt. Could she be more of a bitch? She brought the paper to the foyer and gave it to Paul, who was leaning in the doorway, answering the boy’s questions. So Paul was a known fighter?

Karen pulled her back into the kitchen, set the box with the Denali bottles on the counter, and spoke in hushed tones. “So Sir Kendall was injured what? Seven hours ago? You didn’t tell me that. Alix—why does his face look so freaking perfect?”


 They gazed over the counter into the living room where the dancing had begun again. 


“He’s the Denali man. It’s part of his thing to look good. We always knew he wasn’t natural.”



“We knew he wasn’t natural, but on the lines of Pinocchio or something. This…even Paul thinks he’s dangerous.”

Alix shot a look into the foyer where Paul spoke with the boy. “He’s the most biased person on the planet when it comes to Sir Kendall.”



“Let me ask you, where the hell did Sir Kendall learn those languages?” Karen asked. “Does he do a Greek dance on the commercial? He has insight into people, but as you say, he’s only been around humans for three days. He seems uncannily intelligent. Where exactly did he come from? What’s up with that weird charm of his? Even I wanted to fuck him, and he’s totally the opposite of my type. I think Sir Kendall could pose a supernatural level of danger. Worst case scenario, Sir Kendall is a kind of super-being. Or a monster.”

Alix stared at her, stunned. “He’s not a monster.” Though she couldn’t help but flash on the handcuffs, the tickling. But was a man not entitled to mistakes in a new land? “He’s not.”

Karen crossed her arms. “The writer E.M. Forster has this theory of Homo Fictus. It goes like this: fictional beings are not human beings. Fictional beings don’t sit and watch TV, or go to the dentist. They don’t buy soap. I mean, James Bond, he’s not cleaning the lint out of his belly button. He has super-skills in action, relationships, fighting, danger. Sir Kendall gets into a bloody fistfight, but he looks great for the party. Fast healing is a quality of a fictional being. And let’s not forget he appeared out of thin air.”


“He’s not a monster,” Alix said.


“What he’s not,” Karen said, “is human He’s not human. He makes veiled threats, too.”


“He’s a spy, Karen. That’s what his commercial is all about, all cloak and dagger. It’s all he knows. I want him to have a chance to learn how to be human.”


“I think it might’ve been better if he’d died when he drank Denali.”


 “Like hell!” She lowered her voice. “I can’t believe you. He’s different. He doesn’t get how this world works. And suddenly he deserves to be killed?”


“He may not even be killable.”



“Jesus!” Alix whispered.

Karen held up her hands. “I’m just saying.”


“He’s stuck here now because of me. And I’m not killing him. Plan B is to help him get along in this world. And you need to trust me.”


Karen raised her eyebrows. As though to say, really? As though the idea of trusting Alix was humorous. 

It felt like a punch in the gut. “Yeah, guess not,” Alix snapped. 


“Oh, come on,” Karen said. “Joke.”

Alix sniffed. Sir Kendall needed her. He needed her to show him things about life. He had nobody else to do that. 

The idea terrified her. Would she mess it up? Was he dangerous? But what was the alternative? Kill him? Let him loose as a super-spy?


“Stop it. I’m sorry. Damn.” Karen pushed off the counter. “I have to get ready for my flight. But I changed my mind about telling him. Don’t tell him. Don’t let him know he’s different. If he’s a powerful and dangerous super-being, it’s better to keep that information away from him for as long as possible. Assuming he doesn’t know already. And we need to think about your safety.”


“He’s not a monster.”



“Don’t be mad. I can’t help where the information took me. Come on.”

Alix walked Karen to the door, where Paul still stood. The delivery boy had left. “So what were you going to tell me?” Karen asked Paul. “What was Sir Kendall doing?”


“Sir Kendall was tickling me,” Alix said. 


“Handcuffed. Don’t forget that part,” Paul said. “And the blood-curdling screams.”


Karen raised her eyebrows. 

Alix felt the heat invade her face. She glared at Paul. “This from the most un-objective person on the planet.”


“I’ll take care of her,” Paul said to Karen.

She didn’t miss the look Karen gave him. The look that said, Yes, help her! Anger speared through Alix’s chest. Help the screw-up, take care of the screw-up. Like she was this imbecile. 

She gave them both the finger, one for each. 

Just then, Sir Kendall came strolling into the foyer. “They tell me my twin brother has arrived. What a capital surprise!”

A deadly look appeared in Paul’s puffy eyes. 

Sir Kendall beamed, but it was false, somehow. Overconfident. Alix had watched those commercials enough times to recognize when something was off with Sir Kendall.

This realization stunned her. It was just a flash, but she knew what she’d just seen. He seemed…bewildered. Was it because Paul had shown up? Was he surprised by Paul’s still-battered face? The way they were surprised by his healed one? Was he starting to intuit that everyone was against him? Here he was in a strange land. Of course he was bewildered. 

He turned to Alix. “I’ve spoken with your mother, Alix, and she’s invited Paul to stay over in your sister’s room.”



“Paul’s leaving,” Alix said. 


“Not gonna happen,” Paul said. 


“Well, I’m leaving.” Karen made her goodbyes. She grabbed Alix’s hand and kissed her on the cheek. “Call me.”


“Yeah, yeah, you have a good trip.” Alix kissed her back. She could never stay mad at Karen for long. 

 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

   

Paul gritted his teeth as Sir Kendall pulled him into the living room and introduced him as poor long-lost Paul, his twin brother. Be cool, he told himself. Alix needed to see he could be cool. 

After introductions, Sir Kendall, who was going by the name of Sir Langley for whatever reason, ensconced himself in a couch, where he was immediately surrounded by the Gordons’ friends and neighbors. Paul stood back and watched Sir Kendall charm one and all with tales of Livinio, the ski instructor he’d had as a boy growing up in the Swiss Alps. The guests, including Alix, laughed uproariously. 

And she’d been sleeping with him. The thought made him queasy. 

Sir Kendall droned on. The story was far-fetched, but it was Sir Kendall’s injury-free face that was messing with Paul’s mind. Paul knew how hard he’d hit the man, knew what he should look like. He’d heard of people on drugs being able to perform superhuman feats, or mothers able to lift cars to rescue their babies. Maybe there was some crazy-man metabolism at work. He wouldn’t accept that it was magic. He couldn’t. 

He needed to talk to Tonio about it, see if Tonio had ever heard of such fast healing. 

Alix caught his eye from where she sat on the couch. She looked beautiful tonight. Her dress was short and black with a glittery horse head right on the front. Not only did she look incredibly hot in it, but it was the kind of dress that said, I’m here to have fun. He remembered how he’d loved that about her. 

 And he remembered how she twisted him up inside because she was twisting him up inside again. He wished she could trust him enough to let him in. She wasn’t crazy—her wit was too quick, the intelligence in her eyes blazed too brightly. And most of all, he felt her—felt her rightness in a way he couldn’t articulate. Like the rightness of sunshine.

Which made the fact that she carried on the charade, threw the magic bullshit into his face, all the more awful. Was it a way of holding him off? Was she trapped? Embarrassed? He hoped very badly she hadn’t encouraged the man to alter himself to look like that. 

Fake Sir Kendall continued on. “…I say, old chap, I told the man, whatever you do, don’t go into the truck driver training business…”

 Old chap. The phrase catapulted him back to a time when he was small and vulnerable, helpless with fear and rage, cowering under Gene and Gary’s blows, pain exploding in his face and body, wanting to hide and kill all at once. The fight or flight urge mashed into an unbearable lump of hell. He could feel the bark gouging his back, the ropes cutting off his breath, being forced to talk like Sir Kendall, with Gene and Gary mocking him and beating him more. We didn’t hear you, old chap…

Sir Kendall droned on “…and I said, I daresay, Lavinio, old chap…”


Paul gripped his beer. You’re at a party. You’re safe.

And Alix needed him. 

It was a one-in-a-billion fluke that they’d come into contact again—he didn’t understand it. Had he sensed she was in trouble in some primal, intuitive way? That was all he could think of to explain it. 

Except magic.

Well, he didn’t have to explain it—he’d arrived, and hell if he’d let her down. He’d let down his mother, running away and leaving her like he had. He’d never forgiven himself for not going back and rescuing her; he wouldn’t repeat the mistake now. There was so much to be ashamed of. But he was a man now, powerful and effective. He’d fought the Sir Kendall impersonator once already, and won. He was in charge here, he told himself. He’d protect Alix, get her away from this guy. 

Old chap.

It was like this guy was saying it repeatedly on purpose, like he knew how it affected Paul. It made Paul feel like a dumb brute, but what could he do? He couldn’t attack the man. He couldn’t run. So he took it. Powered through it. 

He walked over to the little table and grabbed another beer from the cooler. He just needed to win her trust and cooperation. 

One positive thing: he and Sir Kendall and Alix would all be occupying separate rooms—You three will be in the three girls’ rooms, Alix’s mother had said. The parents seemed a bit religious; half the pictures on the walls had Bible passages printed on them. The Midwest. You didn’t see so much of that in L.A. 

Alix came over, grabbed her own beer from the cooler, and stood next to him, giving him one of her smirks. This was a girl who would have fun anywhere.


“You sure he’s not wearing make-up?” Paul said.


“You wish. Wouldn’t he be so mockable, then?”


“He’s mockable without makeup.”


“He heals fast. According to Karen, as a fictional character, he would heal quickly.”


“You’re telling me Karen’s on board with this? I thought she distrusted Double-O-freakshow as much as I do.”



“But not for the same reason. She distrusts him because of his non-human origins.”



“So she won’t be ordering a hot life-sized sex slave of her own, anytime soon?”



“You go ahead and joke all you want,” Alix said. 

Calls went up for Denali. A portly, red-nosed man came to the little table and grabbed a bottle of the stuff. “Replenishments for the troops!” He smiled apologetically, then marched back to the group, waving the new bottle over his head. 

Paul rolled his eyes. “Of all the sex slaves you could’ve had…”


She shot him a look. “Shut it.”


“Alix.” He caught her eye. “Alix. I have one word for you.” He paused. “One word.”

She was trying not to smile—he could tell from the dimples on her cheeks. She knew exactly what he’d say. “Screw you.”


 “Denali. He drinks Denali.”



“Yeah, yeah,” she said.


“The real thing drinks beer, you know.”


Alix raised an eyebrow. “Jealous?”



“Have you ever tasted that shit? Because I have. I hate to break it to you, but it’s kind of like peach schnapps. Worse than that—it’s a liqueur based on peach schnapps. And he puts away one after another. Like it’s Jack Daniels or something.”


She shook her head, but the little indents in her cheeks deepened. “Shut it,” she said. 


“Denali,” he whispered.

Alix snorted. “Look, I know you hate him,” she said. “I got it.”


“I don’t hate him,” Paul said, surprising even himself.


“You want to pummel him.”


“Fair enough.” Paul sucked down some beer. “And you’ll be good for your word? You’ll come through?”


 “That is my one and only thing right now, Paul. To come through on fixing this.”



“Funny, that’s my thing, too.”


Alix grinned. “No, it’s my thing,” she said, in her bright, sassy way.

He laughed. “No, it’s my thing.”


“Sor-ry, but no.” Alix swigged her beer. “My thing.”

Paul smiled. He couldn’t take his eyes off her, and he felt so light in that moment, laughing and joking. Even with this lunatic just across the room impersonating Sir Kendall, saying Sir Kendall things, he felt okay. She’d calmed him. He could feel the darkness bearing back down even now, but for one quick second, it had been okay. He hadn’t felt this okay since he’d quit the Denali commercial. It was kind of amazing to know it was possible again. 

He was more determined than ever to help her now. He could never live as a happy person or be in a relationship—it was too late for him, and the stain on him seeped too deep. He’d settle for basic survival at this point, but he could make sure Alix was all right. He didn’t know what that meant yet, but he’d figure it out. He’d figure it all out. 

They talked about the house a bit. Alix told him about her bed and breakfast plans and different projects she’d undertaken. She made funny stories out of her failures, her do-overs, her dread of cleaning out the carriage house. He marveled, not at her ineptitude, which seemed to be the point of her stories, but at how she found humor wherever she looked. The way her brightness lit even the gloomiest corners. She told him about her attempts to learn about her mysterious aunt, and how that had led to her getting the magic computer program onto her machine. She made a big deal out of the things she’d learned about the woman, telling him that her aunt collected sword and sorcery books and 3D wildlife art.  

Eventually, Alix rejoined the party. He watched her laugh with her sisters, josh her parents. Her family was so different from her—awkward and serious. Alix seemed to be the fall guy, in a way. The clown. The butt of jokes. She would never have had a chance to soar in the shadow of those over-achieving sisters. But Paul had the intuition that the little family would’ve been lost without her. That friend, too—Karen—she needed Alix in a way Alix would never understand. Alix was the kind of girl who created a lively spark for calm, sober types to react to. Jarred them out of their monotony. Alix made people feel alive. 

Paul spoke with a few more people as the night wore on, mostly about the twins-separated-at-birth business fake Sir Kendall—Sir Langley—had filled their heads with. Paul hated the sham. This was a nice group. 

The people began to leave around eleven, and Sir Kendall insisted on helping clean up, though Paul got the distinct feeling he just wanted to put his nose everywhere. 

Which is exactly what the “real” Sir Kendall would do. 

He shook the idea out of his head. 

After the guests left, Mrs. Gordon showed the three of them to their rooms. Alix seemed to think it was all quite humorous, fake Sir Kendall and Paul each getting rooms that had walls plastered with girlhood posters. Sir Kendall got the New Kids on the Block room. Alix got her old room, with Green Day and Leonardo DiCaprio. Paul was the last to get assigned a room; Johnny Depp and the cast of 90210 were to watch over his bed.


“Thank you, Mrs. Gordon,” Paul said. “I’m sorry to have crashed in. I know I wasn’t the most entertaining guest.”


“You were a very polite guest who thought to wish us a happy anniversary,” she said, and then she squinted at him. “Oh, honey, have you had that looked at?”


The cut above his eye; that’s what she meant. It had begun to throb. “I’m a fighter. This is normal.”


“It’s not. That is not a nice scrape. You meet me in the kitchen.”


“It’s your anniversary.”

Alix’s mother pursed her lips. “Then you’ll indulge me, won’t you?” And then she simply pointed a finger toward the kitchen, as if her finger had the power to guide him. Which, as it turned out, it did. 

Paul marched obediently to the kitchen, feeling a mixture of emotions he couldn’t name. Grief. Want. He sat in the wooden chair as she came in, still wearing her festive green jacket over her green polka-dot top and matching green skirt. 


“It looks like it’s getting infected.” She set her first aid kit on the table and took out cotton balls and hydrogen peroxide. 

 “I can do it.”


“But you’ll let me do it, all the same.”

As a fighter, he always had lots of guys swabbing and smearing things onto his face, especially in the ring. But this was different. 

Gently—so gently—she dabbed his cut with the cotton ball. He could feel it fizz, but most all, he could feel her care. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt this kind of care. No—he could. It would’ve been his mother, so long ago. Before all the trouble. He missed her bitterly. 

And here was this woman he didn’t know, caring for him with a kind of naked goodness that made him want to sob. Sometimes, he worried he felt too much. Too much need. Too much rage. Too much shame.


“Thank you,” he whispered. Lord, he was tired. From where he sat, he had a perfect view of the refrigerator, which was plastered with photos of Alix and her sisters. “You have a nice place. You can feel the love here.” Was that a stupid thing to say? 


“Thank you, Paul. We’ve all been very happy here,” she said. 

She worked in silence. He soaked up the feeling of her kind attention.  


“Tell me, how did you come to be in Malcolmsberg?” She asked after a bit. “You’re visiting your brother, then?”



“I drove with a buddy. We drove out from Los Angeles. Taking a break from the fighting circuit. That was mostly the thought.” Christ! All these lies of Sir Kendall’s and Alix’s. He hated lies. 


“You drove.” This seemed to please her, that they’d driven. “So you’re there temporarily. On a break.”



“Yeah.”


“And did you win?”



“What?” he asked. 


“This last fight? The one that’s got you looking like this.”



“It wasn’t professional,” he said sheepishly.


“Aha.” She regarded him with a scolding look. 

He looked down. “Sometimes you have to.”


“Do you want to talk about it?”


The question shattered him a little. “All I can say is, I would do it again.”

She dabbed silently. “You felt strongly about something.”



“Yes. It was one of those things where you look wrong, but you know you’re right. I knew in my heart I was right. I know I’m right in what I’m doing.”


He soaked up more of her care in the silence that followed. The kitchen felt silent and restful, like a cocoon.


“Let me ask you,” she said, “did this fight have anything to do with Alix? She’s not in some kind of trouble, is she?”


Things clicked into place suddenly. This fierce, good mother was interrogating him. She was a mother to Alix first and foremost. He didn’t mind. He understood. 


“Nah. More like unfinished business on my end. Alix is fine,” he said. Not quite a lie—she was, and he planned to make sure she continued to be. “She’s pretty excited about her bed and breakfast. Quite a place there.”


Mrs. Gordon opened a tube of antibacterial gel, seeming to consider this. He wondered if she sensed what he’d left out. “This is going to sting, Paul.”



“It’s okay.”

She dabbed it on. “So you’re lending a hand out there?”



“That’s my thought, as long as I’m passing through. To be of help. Though Alix likes to do her own thing. She has a firm vision of things.”

Mrs. Gordon smiled. Her smile was pretty, like Alix’s. “I find it always better to seek common ground,” she said finally. “To work with a person rather than against her. Especially Alix.”


Paul nodded. 


“There’s always common ground.” Mrs. Gordon pulled out the tape. 

Why had she repeated this? Was she delivering a message? Paul thought guiltily about the scene by the door, with Karen and him opposing Alix—even treating her like a child. Playfully, Alix had flipped them both off. 


“People want the same thing in the end, don’t you think?” she said.


“I suppose,” he said. This was advice about Alix, he felt sure of it, disguised as life advice. What did people want in the end? He wanted to ask her, but he didn’t want to appear totally clueless. He was just trying to survive half the time. 


“So you’re staying there? At the house?”



“For the moment,” Paul said. 

The kitchen clock ticked away the seconds of silence. After a spell, Mrs. Gordon said, “There’s something unholy about that house.”


“Ah-nay-moo! Ah-nay-moo! Ah-nay-moo!” Alix grinned in the doorway, looking pleased with what was actually a pretty good parody of the song from The Omen. She tightened the ties of her fuzzy pink robe. “Such a bummer. The unholiness and all. I mean, do you know how hard it is to get any sleep when your head is constantly rotating three-hundred-and-sixty degrees?”

Mrs. Gordon stared levelly at Alix. “There is no call for that.”

Alix had removed her jewelry and lipstick and black eyeliner, and she looked stunning. Like a fresh-faced, rosy-cheeked, pink-haired model. How long had she stood there? Surely not more than a few seconds. She walked to the cupboard and pulled out a glass. “What were you guys saying about me?”



“Your guest needs medical attention,” Mrs. Gordon scolded. 


“You should see the other guy,” Alix joked. 


“I don’t find it amusing,” Mrs. Gordon said. “This poor, polite boy, a guest in your house—”



“He is polite. The minute he came through my door, I said to myself, this is such a polite boy!” She grinned at Paul. “Such a polite boy.”


“It’s okay, Mrs. Gordon,” he said. “She’s been a very good hostess. Very thoughtful. I wanted to handle my injuries myself.”


Alix squeezed her face into a look of mock suspicion. It was brilliant, really, what Mrs. Gordon said. Paul would find common ground with Alix. He would show Alix he was on her side. He was on her side. 






CHAPTER SIXTEEN

   
 

At precisely 11:47 a.m., Paul sat down on Alix’s front porch. By Alix’s calculations, the miraculous event was to take place within minutes. Paul peeled flecks of white paint off the wood rail and stared out at the gravel drive. It completed a loose loop in front of the house and led down through a thick growth of trees and saplings, whose tender buds and leaves looked neon green in the noontime sun. It would be a hot one. 

That morning, Alix’s mother had cooked breakfast for Alix, Sir Kendall, Mr. Gordon, and Paul—a delicious and endless breakfast of sausage, pancakes, and eggs. Paul had told her he didn’t know when he’d tasted a better breakfast, and he’d meant it. He’d helped her wash dishes afterwards. He’d felt good in that peaceful kitchen, away from Sir Kendall, who’d been holding court out at the table.

 Paul couldn’t think straight around Sir Kendall. It was so crazy. Sir Kendall really was a kind of kryptonite to him. 

The three of them had caravanned back from Minneapolis, Paul in Tonio’s Honda with its patched tire, and Alix and fake Sir Kendall in that ridiculous red sports car. 

Alix, Tonio, and Sir Kendall were out back in the carriage house with Lindy. Tonio and Alix were working together to occupy Sir Kendall during the time when the stuff was to appear, due to Alix’s big thing about keeping “the magic” a secret from Sir Kendall. 

He’d sit out there an hour, he’d decided. After that, he would find a way to get Alix to deal with this Sir Kendall pretender as the delusional man he was. Would she go along with it? She’d given her word. 

Paul was folding a peeled-off bit of paint from the porch into a stiff little square, when a spot of black appeared just over the driveway. He thought it was a bird, until it snapped out into a door, then morphed and widened into an enormous black truck.

Paul straightened, aghast. 

It was the monster truck from the image, complete with monster faces painted on the sides, mammoth black tires kissing the ground, and chrome accents winking brightly. 

He stood as if drawn up by a string. “No way.”

He walked down the steps and headed down the driveway, dazed. This big thing, appearing out of nowhere. It certainly seemed to have appeared out of nowhere. A trick? Mirrors? 

The metal felt cool to the touch. He climbed up onto the rear bumper and saw the money in a kind of bale, fifties bundled up in twine and clear plastic strips, flush against a case of Rolling Rock beer. 

 And beyond that lay the old heavy bag, like a giant sausage next to the weights bench. He clambered over and sat on the bag, ran his hands over the familiar weathered leather. It was the old bag from the school; he’d know it anywhere. An old friend. The bench had its same old scratches and scuffs, and he knew before he tipped it what he’d find scratched underneath, but he tipped it anyway, and there it was, the inscription he’d made and crossed out so many years ago: Kill G+G.

It couldn’t be. 

Pulse racing, he pulled out his phone and called the old school, got hold of Leo Vasquez, who ran the place now. 


“Puma Reinhardt!” Vasquez was always happy to hear from Paul. “When are you coming up here next? We’re due for a workshop!”


“I’m on the road at the moment,” Paul told him. “And I just have a weird request. Where are you right now? Are you in the dojo?”

Vasquez was in the dojo, and yes, the weights bench and heavy bag were there like they always were. Same old stuff, Vasquez assured him. 


“You sure?” Paul asked. 


“Why would I lie?” Vasquez sounded annoyed. “I’m looking at them.”



“Dumb question. Never mind.” Paul thanked him, got off the phone, and ran his hands over the heavy bag, which was at once familiar and disturbing now. How could it be? Weirder still, the truck had been an illustration. A realistic, computer-generated illustration, but an illustration, nevertheless. 

Magic. 

It was crazy. He touched the side of the truck, his mind reeling. Something unholy about that house, her mother had said. 

No freaking doubt. 

He looked up just then and saw Alix standing at the front door he’d crashed through just yesterday. She waved, a sarcastic little toggle of the hand, like a princess on a parade float, then she turned and strolled all the way down to the end of the porch, looking every inch the hot country girl in jean shorts and a white short-sleeved shirt. She sat down on the porch swing and began to rock it forward and backward. Smiling out at him. 

Not crazy. She’d been honest with him. A kind of joy filled his chest. 

And then Sir Kendall came out. He didn’t go to the end of the porch; he simply stepped forward and leaned on one of the pillars at the top of the porch steps, leaned there with that confident, debonair Sir Kendall attitude.

No. 

Paul jumped out of the truck and moved across the gravelly expanse, as if in a dream. He climbed the porch steps to face Sir Kendall, whose blue eyes danced with cool amusement. 

This man was not a lunatic. Not a plastic surgery victim. He was actually Sir Kendall: the embodiment of Paul’s childhood pain and terror, lovechild of Gene and Gary’s sadism brought to life. 

Ice filled Paul’s veins.


“She told me your vehicle was being delivered.” Sir Kendall’s lip quirked in a half-smile. “I daresay it suits you.”

Paul just stared. Sir Kendall. In the flesh.

“And I’ll want my Beretta back before you leave, old chap.”

It took every shred of his will to keep from lunging at the man and…what? Punch him? Kill him? What did you do with a black hole of darkness? 


“Like hell,” Paul grated out.

Casually, Sir Kendall said, “I will have it back. You can’t win, you know.” And then he turned his head and smiled. 

At Alix.

He wished she could’ve heard that. How did she not see what he was?

Alix smiled at Sir Kendall. She had her heels planted on the painted planks and was pushing the swing back and forth, hair mussed, one pink bra strap loose over her shoulder. She flicked her gaze to Paul, smugly savoring the moment, as though it was all a great joke. Her smile contained a note of triumph, but it was sunny and conspiratorial, too—a smile that said, Can you even believe it? Can you EVEN? As though she and Paul were in on a grand secret together. As though the world itself was some magnificent game, and they had just witnessed a doozy of a play. 

Lord, she was beautiful. His dread increased ten-fold. 

He turned to Sir Kendall. “You hurt her, you hurt one hair on her head, and I will end you. Understand?”


Sir Kendall looked amused. “You’ll never end me, old man.”



“Watch me.” Paul turned and went to her, footsteps hollow on the white wood, heart surging with warmth for her and the terrifying knowledge of her vulnerability. He wanted to hold her, protect her, kiss her, stay with her. 

She stood as he approached, smile replaced with a strange glow.

 “Alix,” he said in a strangled voice. He had to make her understand the danger. He couldn’t let Sir Kendall destroy her.


“What, Paul?”



“We need to talk.” He shoved a hand into his hair. Christ, he needed to pull himself together. He needed to seem sane. 

A voice from behind. “By all means, let me give you some privacy.” Sir Kendall hopped down and headed for the truck. 

Paul lowered his voice. “Alix, you have no idea what you’re dealing with here—”


The glow left her face. “I think things should be pretty clear at this point. You saw the truck appear, right? Could you freaking believe it?”



“Alix,” Paul whispered. “This is bad.”



“I know. You see, now, why I didn’t want you to order people?”



“He can’t be here.”


She crossed her hands over her chest. “Yet he is.”

Paul followed her gaze out to where Sir Kendall circled the truck. 


“Great,” she whispered. “Lord knows what he’s going to make of the stuff in there.”



“I don’t care what he makes of it.”


“Paul…” she paused, seeming sad. “If this were under different circumstances, us meeting up again...reconnecting with you. I get that you wanted to help. Under any other circumstances…”


He could barely process what she was saying; the danger was too extreme. “That really is Sir Kendall,” he said. 


“I know. I thought he’d disappear, the way he does in the commercials, but he didn’t. He’s stuck in this world where he has no ability to make a life for himself. Zero understanding of the culture. I brought him to life, stupidly—I know—but I made a vow to help him.” She seemed to expect Paul to be impressed by this.


“Alix, you don’t know what he’s capable of. That is Sir Kendall. Trust me, he could be evil.”


“Is he evil in the ads?”



“This isn’t about the ads,” Paul said.


“But it is. You totally don’t get it. Paul, he’s the Denali man. What does the Denali man do? Does he get spots out with detergent? No. The Denali man does three things: romances, spies, and drinks. That’s what we’ve got here. The magic is WISIWYG, okay? What-you-see-is-what-you-get. The magic gives you what’s in the picture. He’s just the Denali man.”


“He’s not just anything. Look how he heals. Is that normal?”



“It’s a spy thing.”


“No.”



“Paul.” A warning tone had crept into her voice. “I’m handling this, and you have to respect that. The only problem with Sir Kendall is that drinking Denali, romancing, and spying is all he’s got in life. I’ll bet you anything he’s out there scanning your truck for clues about the evil Mr. Hyko spy organization. He thinks he’s in this whole spy drama.”



“Mr. Hyko?”



“Hyko is like his enemy, who he thinks cloned him. Who you work for, apparently. You’re the clone, by the way.” Faint amusement passed over her features.

Paul stared at her, dumbfounded. “He thinks I’m a clone?”


“It’s not funny, though, I know.” She lowered her arms and her bracelets jingled into a clump. “I brought him into this life, and I need to help him learn how to live as a human. It’s not what I want to do, but sometimes in life you have to let the mistakes you make harden your resolve.”



“No, we’ll do this together. He’s more my responsibility than you can imagine.”


“You thought he was a psycho ‘til five minutes ago.”


“And now I know the truth. And I know you can’t help him.” Something in her gaze flared. He’d hit a nerve. “Look, nobody can help Sir Kendall. The man is beyond help.”



“You don’t even know him.”


“Oh, yes I do. I know he’s a threat. He needs to be gotten rid of.”


Alix formed her lips into a little frown that made her cheekbones more prominent. “I think you’re more of a threat. To him.”


“We have to get rid of him, neutralize him…” Paul gazed out at Sir Kendall, who stood in the back of the truck now, staring back at Paul. 


“Nobody’s getting neutralized You said you’d be gone, and you need to honor that.”


Paul turned to Alix. He’d face her square on while he broke his word; it was the least he could do. “Change of plans. I can’t think of a better place to train than right here. So you know what? I’m staying in your house while we sort this out. You have a lot of rooms. Tonio and I will train right here. In your carriage house.”

Alix gaped at him. “You gave your word.”


He swallowed. “And now I’m breaking it. Tonio and I will clean out the carriage house and train in it for the time being. You said you were dreading cleaning it out, right? We’ll clean it and set up in there.”


“You can’t stay here. You have some fabulous parting gifts that will allow you to go anywhere you please—”


“We’re staying here. Actually, Tonio will probably want to stay at the Riverside, but I’m staying here.”


“No way.”


He steeled himself. He’d lose her now for sure, but it was the only way to keep her safe. Like all bullies, Gary and Gene had been cowards. If Sir Kendall had anything of Gary and Gene in him, then Paul’s presence would be a deterrent. “You don’t have a choice because if you don’t let me stay, I’ll tell Sir Kendall he’s a fictional nobody with a fantasy for a life, and I’ll take your computer, too. Are we clear?”

She stared bullets at him, anger bright as her hair. “Maybe I’ll call the sheriff.”


“Go for it. I’m sure he’ll be incredibly impressed by Sir Kendall.”

Paul could see her mind working. He knew he had her boxed in. The opposite of Mrs. Gordon’s finding common ground bit. 

 “Look, I’m on your side,” he tried. “I’ll keep your secret about his identity, play along with the charade until this thing is figured out. I’ll even let him think I’m a clone, okay? But what I won’t do, Alix, is leave you alone out here in the middle of nowhere with him. I’m your guest now, and if he stays in line, I stay in line.”

She intensified her stare of anger, something he wouldn’t have imagined possible a moment before. “Until this whole thing is figured out,” she said. “And what the hell is that supposed to mean?”


He didn’t know. He knew only that the anger in her gaze seared his soul.

 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

   
 

She stomped inside wishing she could slam the door, but it was too messed up for that. Thanks to Paul. She grabbed a cola from the fridge.  

Jerkwad! 

She ripped open the tab. For about five minutes, she’d actually been saddened by the idea of Paul leaving. She’d considered inviting him to come back and stay for free once the place was up and running, once Sir Kendall was on his feet. 

On his feet. Was it possible? Was she being stupid?

If only Paul could be her ally. She didn’t want to be alone in this thing, but you couldn’t help a person when you automatically thought he was evil. 

And now he was staying which made her relieved and happy and annoyed all at the same time. She felt so confused. 

And there had been that moment—that moment when Paul had come walking down the porch to where she sat on the swing. His eyes looked so wild in his bandaged, beaten-up face, alive and magnificent, with a kind of passion or primal fury; she didn’t know what it was, but she’d felt called to stand for it. She’d had this weird sense that he was a tornado, and that he might kiss her…and that she might kiss him back. She’d stood there stupidly, pulse racing as he came to her, wanting him like crazy. 

And suddenly it was Hardass Paul all over again. Seeing right into her. Finding her lacking. I know you can’t help him. 

Alix flopped down on the couch on the side that didn’t have broken slats, bracelets jingling. He thought he could just move in? 

He could. He held all the cards. 

Uh! She swigged her soda. As if she were some overgrown child. Fine. Let him stay. She’d make him regret it. 

Tonio strolled in from the back, carrying Lindy’s ring toy, Lindy trailing close behind. He was a good guy, that Tonio. 

She managed a smile. “I think you’re Lindy’s new hero.”


He ruffled Lindy’s scruffy neck. While they were occupying Sir Kendall out back, she’d learned Tonio was infatuated with Missy Fancher, whose parents ran the Riverside Motel. It had been so cute, how he’d pumped her for information about Missy. She wished she’d had more to give him. 


“What’s the game plan?” Tonio asked. 

She stared at the ceiling. “You’re going to want to talk to your friend about that.”


“Hmm,” he said in the pleasant way he had. He left out the front. 

She sipped her soda and stewed. 

Finally, Sir Kendall came in. He slid gracefully onto the couch next to her. It was amazing the way he could move in such a cat-like way. The spy. He smiled, blue eyes under dusky brows. “Everything okay?”



“So-so. Anything else happen out there?”



“I daresay, Paul’s method of transporting funds is a bit on the bizarre side. The back of that truck is filled with bundled bills.”


“The clone’s got challenges,” she said. “Do you think it was real money?”

 “Pity we don’t have a sample.” He tilted his hips up and pulled a fifty-dollar bill from his pocket. “My word, what’s this?”



“Nick!”


He held it up to the light, examined it from several angles, and pronounced it authentic. “That was easily a million, you know. Bundles of fifties. I quite frankly cannot imagine what series of events could ever lead to a decision to transport money like that. Were they in such a hurry to get the truck to Paul? Did he say anything?”


“Not about the money,” Alix said. “But I do have bad news. It seems I’m going to have to let him stay here for a bit.”



“Really.”

She sipped her soda, then glanced over to find Sir Kendall watching her intensely. 


“I know it probably seems weird to you,” she offered. “Paul’s going to take a room here temporarily. Tonio’ll stay at the Riverside Motel. Basically, Paul and Tonio want to commandeer the carriage house for training. Martial arts training.”



“Surely they have access to better training facilities than your carriage house.”


“I’ll say. It’s full of sixty years of junk. They could buy their own goddamn gym with all that money. Which is what I told him. If I had my way, they’d be gone.”



“Why can’t you have your way?”



“Because apparently, Paul is a jerk and a jackass. For starters.” And she still liked him. And some idiotic little part of her was so excited he’d be staying. 


“Yet you own this house.”



“It’s complicated,” she said.

Silence. Then Sir Kendall said, “I could take care of him, if you like.”



“No!” She sat up, horrified. 

He smiled, eyes twinkling. Joking, then. Of course. 


“That’s not funny. Don’t even joke about that kind of thing.”



“Okay, then. But I don’t understand. You can’t simply tell him to leave?”


Alix’s stomach clenched. “I can’t really talk about it.”


“You can with me,” Sir Kendall said. 


“I can’t. I’m so sorry, Nick. Just know, he’s assured me he won’t bother us, and he really shouldn’t be a problem if we leave him be. Just pretend this is a real bed and breakfast, and he’s just another guest.”


“I gather he has some form of leverage, then.”


She nodded. It was the truth, after all. 

He watched her eyes—she felt like he was looking through her. “His leverage relates to me?”


Shit. Alix tried to transform her look of surprise into a questioning face. “To you? Why would it relate to you? Please, it’s just about certain mistakes I’ve made.” She tried to imagine how the whole thing struck him. Why would Sir Kendall’s clone have leverage on her? It was too confusing to sort out.


“Is the threat something he’ll do or something he’ll tell? Surely you can say that much.”



“Please don’t ask me any more questions. Can you accept for now that this is ultimately in your best interests as well as mine?’

He looked intrigued. “You’d swear to that?”



“I would absolutely swear to it. Absolutely.”


He studied her face with new energy—his gaze seemed to intensify, and she noted just the shadow of a smile. Did he believe her, then? 

Paul and Tonio took off soon after that—for supplies—in their new throatily-roaring monster truck. 

A half-an-hour later they were back. 

Paul barged into the kitchen, where she and Sir Kendall were making tea. He was still wearing the bandage her mother had put on his brow that morning, and his eye seemed even puffier. The bruise on his cheekbone looked worse, too, as did his fat lip. “We’ve got a hauler from the next town over with us,” Paul said. “Is it okay if he pulls his truck around back?”


“Fine,” she said coldly. 


“You want to make some decisions on what to keep?”



“I’ve been through most of it.” She leaned on the counter next to Sir Kendall, who put his arm around her. Paul’s gaze hardened. Good. She said, “If something looks special, put it aside. I’ll trust your judgment. In this.”

Paul stared at them with his blue, not-twinkly eyes. Paul and Sir Kendall shared a handsome baby face, but Paul’s was more diamond-like in intensity; even his cheekbones looked more defined, whereas Sir Kendall had a relaxed, devil-may-care look going. What the hell was between them? 


“If I see something that seems valuable, I’ll put it aside.” With that, Paul left. 

Sir Kendall returned to his project of making cucumber sandwiches, apparently an English dish. He cut the skin off the cucumber and cut the crusts off the bread, so that each sandwich was a dainty square the size of a small cracker. Sir Kendall seemed to enjoy cooking, and she thought that maybe they could take a cooking class together. Maybe Sir Kendall could become a chef and open an upper-crust English restaurant. And he could wear tuxedos every night to greet the diners. He’d like that. She engaged him in talk about different foods and the exotic locales in which he’d dined, but it wasn’t easy to ignore the laughter, shouting, and banging coming from out back. And Sir Kendall seemed distant. 

After lunch, he announced he’d do work on his computer in his room. What on earth could he have to do on a computer?

She had to get the hell out of the house and think. She clapped for Lindy, who came bounding. “Go on a hike, girl? Go on a hike?” She grabbed her jacket from the coat hook and contemplated the spot where she and Sir Kendall had so often fucked in her fantasies. Her mind went to Paul on the porch that afternoon—the wild way he’d come to her, as though on fire, strangely beautiful through his beaten-up, bandaged-up face. She’d stood for it. 

Stood for him. 

She’d risen up to meet him, that had been her sense. Like a magical recognition.

Lindy whined, waiting. Alix scratched the dog’s ears, and they headed out the front, all the better to avoid Paul.

Though she couldn’t stop thinking about him. She’d loved hanging around with Paul at the party. Joking with him. And the way he teased her was pretty funny. One word, Alix, he’d said. She’d known exactly where he was going with that. And, The real thing drinks beer. Oh, Mr. Puma Reinhardt was slightly arrogant about her having chosen his look-alike to order. It was completely sexy. Why did have to treat her like such an incompetent? 

She could hear clanking and shouting as she neared the edge of the woods on the way back. Lindy ran ahead. Alix stepped up her pace. 

 The monster truck and another truck, both loaded with junk, stood in front of the carriage house doors, which were flung open. The old-fashioned doors opened from the side, like books, and had windowpanes in them. Nice doors—too nice for a garage, but that’s what the carriage house was now. She kept her little car in it. Convenient that Sir Kendall had come complete with car—she needed to handle her oil problem before she drove hers again. 

Or maybe she could just order a new one from the computer. 

Barking from the inside. A man’s voice: “Watch out!”


Her breath caught as she entered. The whole front half had been cleared out; the place looked so big. You could see a cool old light fixture. And wooden shelving. Even the ceiling was lovely, with its thin slats of wood meeting up at the peak.

The vision of the partly cleared-out carriage house almost made her forget why she was mad at Paul. Almost.


“Lindy!” she called. 

Paul’s voice sounded out from the still-cluttered back part: “Back here. You gotta keep her away from us.”

Alix navigated around a row of mildewed boxes to come upon five sweaty, shirtless men lifting an old tractor body, with Lindy jumping excitedly on them.  


“Lindy!” She rushed in and grabbed Lindy by the collar, pulling her away from the men, who toddled the hulking thing out front into the sunshine. On the count of three they tipped it into the hauler’s truck. She grinned, wondering what they’d made of Paul’s monster truck. And what had he done with his money?  

Paul came back, striding toward her, chest dirty, arms gleaming with sweat. His white bandage contrasted with his flushed face. Paul had a brute masculinity that seemed to pulse with energy; she felt him in a way she didn’t feel Sir Kendall. 

Did Sir Kendall even sweat? She felt bad for wondering it. 

He pulled off his gloves and wiped his brow with his forearm. Her pulse raced. She kneeled next to Lindy, petting her. “You’ve really made some progress,” she said without looking at Paul. But petting Lindy, she was eye-level with his muscular calves, which gleamed with sweat. Hair stuck to the skin. 


“It’s not so bad once you start,” he said. “We’ve already taken out a load. Mostly broken furniture and junk. We consolidated a lot of shit onto the shelves. Anything related to tools or other things you might want to keep. Spare doors, boxes of books.”


She nodded, feeling like she should keep her grudge against him, but she really was so happy to see the place getting cleared out. And lord, he was hot. “Awesome.” She stood, finally, and eyed him. “I never even noticed the ceiling.”



“You couldn’t see it for all the crap before. What are you planning on doing in here? Long term?”


She looked into his eyes, surprised. He’d asked if she had a master plan, a vision. Nobody ever asked her about her plans. Everybody always just wanted to give her advice or warn her off of something, which always made her want to do the thing they warned her about. Sometimes she just wanted to tell people to shut up and say what they really meant—that she couldn’t do it by herself. 

But here, Paul was asking her. 


“I’m not sure what I’ll do in here,” she said. “I never thought about it except as a place for cars. I’m not that good at thinking things through.” Had she really confessed that to him? She checked his eyes for a note of triumph, but he just waited, listening. Like he cared about what she had to say. “But I’m getting better at it,” she added.

He seemed amused. “Come here. Let me show you something cool.” He led her through an unstable-looking corridor of boxes and junked lawnmowers to the back of the space, where a ladder led up to an opening of some sort. “Have you been up here?”



“No.”



“Tonio and I checked it out earlier.” He climbed the ladder to the upper level and then held out his hand. She commanded Lindy to stay, then she climbed up and took his hand; his fingers closed over hers, and he helped her over the threshold with steady strength. “Hayloft,” he said.


“Wow. I didn’t know this was here.” The loft was like a little room all its own, and it overlooked the space below. He’d imagined she had a special vision for the carriage house. And why shouldn’t she? It was a cool space. Hell, she didn’t have to make it a garage just because that’s what it had been. And it struck her right then that being responsible meant just that—it meant having a vision. A responsible person didn’t just react to things or pursue fun wherever it appeared; they thought a thing through, and then they made a plan and followed it. With Sir Kendall, she had a plan of helping him find a pursuit that made him happy, a niche in life to call his own. And here, she could have a plan for this space and make it so. Being responsible meant you were in charge. It was a strange, heady feeling. 

She smiled at Paul, recalling again the feeling she had on the porch, the impression of their best selves, standing for each other. 


“We’ve got guys coming later to reglaze the windows,” Paul said. 


“There are windows in here?”



“They’re papered over.” He pointed them out, two on each side.


“This would be a good event space,” she said. “You could stick musicians up here. Or a priest. For weddings.”



“The ceiling would look awesome if you stained and varnished it.”



“And a grand chandelier,” she said. “Hanging right down from the peak. Or maybe one of those Western chandeliers that’s all iron.”



“Or a disco ball,” he joked.

She smirked. “I don’t think so.”


“We’ll have this clear by the end of the day, and tomorrow morning we’re getting mats delivered. Maybe put up the heavy bag. But I have something else for you to see. Related to your aunt.”



“Yeah?”


“Come on.” He went back down the ladder and helped her down. 

Tonio and the haulers came by with a wagon, the kind you hitched behind a car. “Whatdya say?” Tonio nodded at the thing.


“Keeper,” Alix said. She could haul furniture in it. “Thanks.”


 Off they went. 

Alix followed Paul around a heap of junk to a shelving area on the side of the space.


“Most of the boxes in here were crap, like you thought,” Paul said. “Moldy magazines, rusty kitchen stuff. But check this out.” He pulled a box off a shelf and set it on the worktable.

It really was nice, Paul being so helpful, like he wanted to be her ally. Of course, men always acted helpful and interested in your thoughts when they wanted something. 

Paul opened the flaps of the box to reveal a small cedar chest inside, shaped like a treasure chest. He lifted it out and set it next to the cardboard box. He opened it slowly. Inside lay a fat envelope of photos next to a hat with horns on it. 

She pulled out the hat. “Cool.” The hat part was furry, and the horns were twisted. She made to try it on. 

Paul grabbed a horn. “Wait—”



“What?”



“Don’t want you turning into a toad here. Just to be on the safe side.”


Alix grinned. “Maybe I’ll turn you into a toad. For being so bossy.”

He let it go, eyed her. “You really want to put it on?”

She did want to put it on, but only because she loved his bossiness, loved the feeling of pushing up against the contours of his good sense, his patience. It was kind of sexy. Alix narrowed her eyes and put it aside. “When you least expect it.”

At the bottom of the small chest lay a book with strange symbols and curly lettering on the front of it. Below that rested an envelope full of photos. 


“Did you look at these?”



“I thought I’d let you.”

Alix removed the fat stack from the envelope. The top one showed a stylish fifty-something woman standing on the porch looking off to the side. Her white hair was pulled back in a short, coiffed ponytail, and she wore a black turtleneck and black pants. The date on the photo said October 23rd, 1992.


“You think that’s your Aunt Veronica?” Paul asked. 


“She looks like the drawings of her. She has my mom’s eyes. She would’ve been in her late forties in 1992. It has to be her.”


Paul nodded. There were other photos, some, they agreed, showing even more of a resemblance to Alix’s mother, and even to Alix, Paul thought. Some showed her aunt holding hands with a thickset, burly, bald guy. 


“That must be her man, Max,” Alix said. She paused over the Max and Veronica photos, enjoying the way Max gazed at Veronica. She always noticed that right away in couples, whether the man looked at the woman with love and respect or not. She’d become a connoisseur of that look, observing and cataloguing the variations. She appreciated those looks from the outside in a way that a woman used to receiving them never could. “Max died the day after she did.”


“That’s sad,” Paul said.


“But look how happy they seem. Maybe it’s not sad.” The photos went backwards in years, shuffled up a bit. They found some from the 1980’s. She and Paul laughed at the styles. A young, pimply guy with a floppy over-the-eyes hairdo. Max looking younger, slightly thuggish. Aunt Veronica lying on a couch, in a movie star gown and jewels, her arm dangling off the side of the couch, holding a champagne bottle. Alix smiled. Aunt Veronica. 

There were a few pictures taken in the computer room in the basement. A 1979 shot showed Aunt Veronica sitting in front of an old-fashioned keyboard with three yellowy monitors arranged in front of her. Diodes were affixed to her forehead, connected by wires to some sort of box that connected to the computers all around. 


“This is the basement,” Alix said. “All these computers are still down there, but they’re all smashed up. This metal cabinet thingy? It’s a mini supercomputer that takes up the whole wall.”



“No shit,” Paul said. “Huh.”

The year 1982 was apparently the party era at Aunt Veronica’s house. The pictures showed groups of people drinking and smoking and playing guitars. Aunt Veronica sitting on the laps of different guys. “Guess this was pre-Max.”


“She sure knew a lot of…characters,” Paul observed.


“No doubt! So weird to see all this in my living room.”

Paul pointed at a man with no shirt. “This guy thinks he’s Jim Morrison,” he said. “With that hair? And that’s the exact same necklace Morrison wore on the cover of ‘The Doors’ album.”

She pointed to a man strumming an acoustic guitar. “This one’s very Boy George. Maybe it’s Halloween or something.”


“Wait—” Paul took the photos from her hands, looked at them closer. “No way.”


“Oh my god,” Alix said, knowing what Paul was about to say. 

They looked at each other.


“Oh my god,” Alix said again. That was Jim Morrison. It was Boy George. The next one showed a man with a moustache on the couch next to Morrison and a blonde woman. “This guy’s gotta be somebody. And her.”



“Tonio’ll know.” Paul called Tonio, over. “This guy look familiar?”


“Get out!” Tonio grabbed the photo. “John Bonham and Jim Morrison? You could get a lot of money for this on eBay. Except, look at the date. It’s a fake. They were both dead by ‘82. Not a bad photoshopping job, but still. You can tell.” He pointed at the woman. “Right. Laurie Anderson.” The next one on the pile showed Laurie Anderson singing with Jim Morrison. 


“That is just freaking wrong,” Tonio said, handing the photo back to Paul. “That is wrong on every level.” He walked off in disgust.

Paul turned to her. “It is wrong,” he said. 

Alix pulled her lips tight. “Maybe she didn’t realize. Like I didn’t.”



“How do you not realize it?”

She held out her hand for the rest of the photos, feeling protective of her aunt. 

He handed them over and picked up the book with the symbols. He touched the curly lettering on the front. “Does that say Grimorie? I think it does. This is a witch book. A spell book, right?” He flipped through the pages. It looked like some kind of an encyclopedia with weird illustrations—mostly strange symbols but some monster faces. The section that seemed most used was called Sigils, pages and pages of symbols with handwriting in the margins—likely Veronica’s—some sort of code with lots of brackets and words like [on/off] and [ps -alxww]. Some chunks were just a lot of ones and zeroes. 


“This is computer code,” he said. 


“Does that mean these are witch symbols translated to computer code?” she said. “Do you think?”



“Maybe.” He flipped through some more pages. “So, if we type in these things, do they make spells?”



“Oh my god. We probably shouldn’t. We might make more people. Or demons or whatever.”



“We need to at least study it. Because here’s my question—all these guys she conjured—where are they?”



“What do you mean?” she asked.

 “I think we’d know about it if Jim Morrison had come back to life. Or if there were two Boy Georges running around in the eighties, right? She must have sent them back somehow.”


“Or they disappeared.”


“Has any of the stuff you got magically disappeared? Sir Kendall sure hasn’t. My guess is she sent them back with magic. I mean, magic is supposedly reversible, isn’t it?”

Alix stiffened. She didn’t like where this was going.

He continued, “If your aunt was sending these guys back, maybe there was a good reason. And the answer to how to do that would be in here. This stuff is in English. I bet we could figure it out.”

Send them back? “Here’s what I know, Paul—we’re wasting valuable time that could be better spent searching for Elvis pictures.”



“It’s not funny. This is not somebody with amazing judgment, yet somehow she sent these guys back. Think about it. I think we should study this book. There has to be a road map in there that will guide us in restoring the natural order of things.”



“Restoring the natural order? Why don’t you say what you really mean? Kill Sir Kendall. A way to kill your hated Sir Kendall without having to actually kill him.”



“This is not about killing him.”


“It’s not? You’re a flesh and blood human. Would you want somebody to transform you into just a picture? To turn you into an image? I do believe that’s known as death.” She took the book from his hands and put it back in the box, along with the horn hat and the photos. “You want to kill him.”



“Alix, let’s at least look and see.”


“Just look and see. This from the man who thinks Sir Kendall is the anti-Christ. And who majorly went back on his word with me? And you’re supposedly only here to protect me, yet now you want a spell to get rid of Sir Kendall? Excuse me if I’m feeling like not letting you look and see.” She picked up the box. 

 “Alix, he could be dangerous.” He spoke calmly, but one lone tendon on his neck had popped out considerably, and his jaw was set hard. No, he wasn’t calm. “You don’t know him like I do.”



“You played him in a commercial.”



“This goes way beyond the commercial.”



“How? How does it go beyond the commercial?”



“I can’t…” He eyed her—helplessly, she thought. “It’s too twisted. Just trust me on this. He’s evil. He’s dark.”


“All this because you hate the commercial?”


He made a little sound—a type of grim laugh, as though the truth of the matter was so vast and disturbing it was incomprehensible, and it was all stuffed inside him, popping out in that tendon, waiting to roar free.  


“Alix—”


“You don’t get to read the book. I’ll look through it and decide what’s necessary.”


“You’ll decide what’s necessary?” His eyes blazed out of his beat-up face. “You’ll excuse me if that doesn’t fill me with a ton of confidence, considering you’re the one who unleashed something you don’t at all understand into the world. And now you won’t consider somebody else’s opinion.”


“I think one of us is unleashing something, and it’s not me.”


“We just need to know how he can be contained, neutralized.” He put his hands on the box. 

She tightened her grip, looked warningly from his hand up to his eyes, in full mother bear mode now. He could rip the thing from her grip so easily. He could take it away from her and use it to destroy Sir Kendall. She half-thought he might.


“It’s stupid to not even want to know,” he said. 


“I guess I’m stupid.” She pulled the box away. “I have a responsibility to him and I’m not going to shirk it. You can freak out all you want, but that doesn’t change my responsibility.”



“You don’t know what responsibility is. You don’t think things through—you said it yourself.”


Heat flared into her face. “At least I’m not trying to off someone.” She turned and left, calling Lindy in a low voice that meant business. 

She stormed across the lawn. She’d trusted him, felt like she knew him. So stupid! Paul didn’t care about anything except destroying Sir Kendall. She had to find a way to keep them apart. 

Sir Kendall was heating up water when she entered the kitchen, making more tea, apparently. The man certainly enjoyed his tea.


“Are you done with your computer stuff?”



“Not yet,” he said. “A few more emails and look-ups. What’s in the box?”



“Nothing.” She held the box tighter. “So, I have an idea. Let’s get dressed up and go to the fanciest place in town.”



“This town has a fancy place?”



“The Malcolmsberg supper club. It’s a little old fashioned—stained glass and deer heads and all that. Actually, I think the decorations and wait staff haven’t changed since the seventies. Or the menu.”



“But I’d imagine they have Denali.”



“You betcha. And really excellent frog’s legs.” She smiled. A rural supper club would broaden his experience. He’d probably only ever been to fancy restaurants. “So are we on?”



“Sounds splendid.”


The teapot whistled. She watched him pour the boiling water into the china teacup, which he balanced on a saucer. Paul would never use a teacup and saucer. 

Sir Kendall took it upstairs. Quietly, she carried the box into the living room and hit the knob on the wall barometer. Workmen had found a little cubby in the floor of the front closet that unlatched via the barometer—all very weird and secret, but useful now. 

She felt so confused. Maybe it would be better to send him back. She wished Paul had more objectivity so they could talk about it. She just wanted to do the right thing. Why did it have to be so hard? 

When the box was safely stowed, she called the restaurant and got put on hold to elevator music. She waited, wondering whom Sir Kendall could possibly be emailing. The only elements he’d come with were the elements of the still from the commercial, like the car pictured behind him, so he certainly couldn’t be emailing people from his fictional world. She supposed he could strike up new acquaintances, but why? Or was he just pretending to be emailing, like kids in the Red Owl, pushing the toy carts, pretending to shop?

The hostess finally answered, and Alix made reservations for two. They’d have a long, leisurely dinner away from Paul. He’d get more acclimated to the world, and she’d figure out what to do. 

And there was one more upside: she’d be able to wear her ruby necklace, and a fabulous outfit with all the accessories she’d ordered from the computer. The other day she’d looked at the stuff in her closet, and it was more amazing than she remembered. Even the boots seemed cooler. Like they’d evolved, somehow. 

 




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

   
 

Sir Kendall stared at Paul “Puma” Reinhardt’s bio on MMAWorld.com. Why give the clone such an elaborate history, if he’d been created just to stand in for him? It said Puma had entered the professional ranks six years ago, at the age of twenty-three. There was footage from a few fights. Doctored? But the men Paul fought also had extensive histories. They were real. The MMA blog accounts of Puma Reinhardt seemed genuine. Something about a breakdown just weeks ago. 

He went back to the earliest Paul Reinhardt image: a photo of a rural Ohio middle school baseball team taken some dozen years ago, a pretty good likeness of Paul in the third row left. 

An impulsive, unsophisticated fighter from the American Midwest; the opposite of Sir Kendall, yet a clone. Was this Hyko’s revenge scheme in motion? Or something far more dangerous? 

Because there was something about this Paul—a terrible familiarity—and it wasn’t just the identical appearance. Sir Kendall couldn’t identify the something; he knew only that when he looked at Paul, he had this overwhelming sense of pain and threat. It wasn’t so much that Paul was the threat—Paul struck Sir Kendall as an innocent, oddly. No, it was more that he was a vulnerability. As though Sir Kendall could be gotten at through Paul. Yet it made no sense. Could this strange, vulnerable sense of connection be an effect of the cloning process? 

It didn’t matter. If the feeling persisted, it would make Paul the most dangerous threat of all: an Achilles heel. 

He went back over what he knew about the case at hand. There was no question Hyko’s launch site was near the equator; where was the question. Yet Hyko was in town. Alix worked for him, or at least she was in the game somehow. But what possible function did the parents and that party serve? He pictured Alix, kneeling in the lawn, pretending fondness for that rabbit lawn statue in a kind of tableau vivant of nonsense. 

He could almost see Hyko—perverse, vicious, irreverent, brilliant Hyko—blowing resources to create such a moment…almost. When Hyko made a decision, he went for it with everything he had. This decisiveness was a known liability of Hyko’s. 

Yet, it didn’t feel right. The strangeness here was too comprehensive, too contextual, for even Hyko to have engineered.

It was the place. 

He had spent some time in the woods alone that afternoon, lying in the dirt, studying a leaf. He’d meant to look for clues, but he couldn’t get over the way it looked when one held it up and allowed the sun to illuminate its profusion of tiny veins, which were like an intricate system of rivers locked inside its little world. It seemed so delicate, yet so mighty, too, as though it thrummed with the energy of the sun. And there were millions of leaves all around him, and each one had its own system of veins, its own delicate might. How had he never noticed leaves? 

And then he’d found a flower, and a bug, and these things held their own surprises. How had he neglected to notice so much? What did it mean? 

What did this anarchy of details mean? It was as if there was no governing intelligence, no organizing principle here whatsoever, save, perhaps, for a kind of mad exuberance. 

No, there was always an organizing principle. It was supposed to be the launch. Stopping Hyko’s destructive launch. 

He thought about the night he’d spent in Alix’s “sister’s” room, walls plastered with childhood memories. Alix and her sister had laughed about a group of boys pictured on the posters—New Kids, they had called them. The two of them had gone on and on about fan letters, schoolwork, and a board game, as though it were perfectly normal to remember such things in vivid detail. 

He’d been a boy. He would have had a room with pictures. Why on earth couldn’t he remember any such thing? He had never found it odd before, not to remember, but now he found it…disturbing. 

He finished typing his email to George Frame, though it would probably bounce back like the rest. He could draw no conclusions until he got in touch with one of his contacts. He had the wild idea of asking George Frame a question about his own boyhood, as a point of comparison. 

What a strange thing to do, though. He was starting to feel desperate. He never felt desperate.

Alix came to the office yet again and stood at the open doorway. “Knock knock,” she said.

 “One moment.” He hit send and tapped the button that dimmed the screen. “Come in.”

She entered, eyeing the computer, and then him, quizzically, as though he had just balanced the thing upon his nose rather than typed on it. 


“Our reservations are for seven,” she said. “And it’s almost six. And I’m going to dress up. In honor of…well, we’ll think of something to celebrate.”



“Splendid.” He’d wear the tuxedo from the car. He always felt his best in a tuxedo. “I’ll finish up here.”



“Anything interesting?” she asked. 

He smiled. “It’s all interesting.”


She turned and left. 

His thoughts went back to Paul. Paul made him vulnerable. One cut out one’s vulnerabilities.

Ding. A new email. No—a bounce back. Another undeliverable to Henry, his man inside Hyko’s organization. This was the fifth message that had bounced back over the secure network, as if Henry had never existed. Had Henry seen trouble coming and shut down his identity? Just when Sir Kendall needed to warn him about the clone? Luckily, they’d agreed on a backup communications venue, the forum at www.parrotfanciers.com, complete with code names. But he had to access the site from a public place. He snapped up his car keys and headed downstairs. The girl was in the kitchen. 


“I need to run a quick errand,” he said.


“Really?”

He smiled and kissed her on the forehead. “Back before you know it.”


Seven minutes later, he arrived at the coffee shop. The boy, Benji, was at his usual post, and regarded him warily. Sir Kendall selected a wrapped cookie and placed it on the counter. “Let me guess: the last time I was here, I behaved like an oaf.”



“Oh, no, you just seemed out of it…”


Sir Kendall explained about his “twin.” He paid for the cookie, dropped a five into the jar, and settled into the computer station to fashion the coded message. After he was finished, he erased his history from the machine, and laid false tracks with a speed that surprised him. Was he getting smarter? He certainly felt stronger these days.

The response to the communiqué would take a while. Henry would have to make it alone to a very public computer. If he still could.

Back home, Sir Kendall bathed, took his time dressing, and then went downstairs to await the girl, quietly perusing the shelves and closets, looking for the small chest she’d carried in from the carriage house. She’d deposited it somewhere on the first floor; of that he was sure. Yet it was nowhere to be seen. So she’d hidden it. He smiled. As if anyone could hide anything from him. 

Noise out front. He went to the window just in time to see both trucks, piled with garbage, rumbling away. Soon after, Alix descended the staircase wearing a ridiculous outfit. Oh, the dress itself was passable, what women like to call ‘the little black dress,’ but her white boots were thick with fringe and tassels, and she wore a white belt and, strangest of all, a rather impressive necklace of what looked to be genuine rubies. 

He stood, made his way toward her and quickly ascertained that they were, indeed, not only genuine, but also astonishing in their saturation and fluorescence, as only the most prized rubies were—particularly the three large ones in the center. “My dear,” he whispered. “Do you mind if I ravish you right here and now?”


She reached the bottom step, grinning broadly. “You look quite dapper yourself, Sir Kendall.” She opened a small purse that matched her white belt and boots. Vinyl, all of it. “Let me make sure I have everything,” she said. 

The back screen door clopped; footsteps through the mudroom. Sir Kendall braced himself as his grimy clone emerged from the kitchen wearing only jeans. The man’s chest and arms shone with dirt and sweat, his short dark hair was plastered to his forehead, and a long swipe of dirt, maybe oil, stretched like war paint all the way up from his chin to the bandage on his brow. 

And his eye was still puffy. What was wrong with the poor devil? Why hadn’t his injuries healed? Did they hurt? 

Alix drew in a breath at the sight of the clone, then quickly busied herself by rooting in her small purse, as though to keep herself looking anywhere but at him. 

Interesting. 

The clone looked her up and down with undisguised awe—of the positive sort. Apparently discriminating taste didn’t survive the cloning process. The clone continued on upstairs. 

Alix pulled out a chapstick and drew it over her lips. “We need to take your car. Mine is still oil-challenged.


“Splendid,” Sir Kendall said. 

The clone appeared on the landing at the middle of the staircase. Alix couldn’t keep her eyes off him. Sir Kendall couldn’t either. And why should he care whether those injuries hurt? He really ought to kill him soon. 

 “Where’re your towels?” Paul asked. 

Alix frowned and snapped her little purse shut. “What is this, a hotel? Seems to me you have plenty of funds.”



“Can’t dry myself with cash.”

Alix huffed and stomped up to the landing where Paul stood, flung open a small closet, pulled out a towel, and shoved it into his arms. 

He unfolded the towel and twirled it into a long roll in the small space between them, muscles flexing. Alix watched hungrily as he draped it over his shoulders. “Thank you,” Paul said. 


“Anything else?” she asked. 


“Where’re you going?”



“Out,” she snapped. 


“Out where?”

Alix smiled savagely. “None of your business.”

My, these two were a volatile combination! Anger, dissent, and lust among the enemy ranks. Delicious. Not to mention exploitable. 


“We’re heading out to the supper club,” Sir Kendall called up from where he stood on the landing. “I don’t suppose you’re hungry.”


Alix finally managed to tear her eyes from the clone. “He can’t come. There’s food in the kitchen.”



“My dear, the man’s just done a full day’s worth of menial labor.”

Paul smiled. “I could use a nice steak.”


Alix snapped her head back around to him. “No, you couldn’t.”


“I’ll stand you dinner,” Sir Kendall said. “Go clean yourself up. We’ll wait.”

The clone lit up with annoyance at the order, then seemed to tamp himself down. 

Alix descended the steps, glaring. “You can’t—”



“Ten minutes, old chap.”

Paul went up.

Alix reached the bottom. “What the hell? I can’t believe you just invited him.”


Sir Kendall smiled. He found it was easiest to prevail upon Alix when he took her by surprise. He kissed her forehead. “My dear, I hope you’ll indulge me. Come.” He went to the kitchen, heard her follow behind. He poured them each a glass of wine.

She said, “I don’t want him along.”



“You know what they say about keeping your enemies close.” He handed her a glass, swirled the liquid in his own. “I know of only one reason Hyko would clone me: so that the man might eventually take my place. Clones aren’t made for sport. I must know him, and that’s all there is to it. You can’t blame me, can you? Wouldn’t you insist on the same if you were me?”


“He’s not going to take your place.” She seemed to believe this completely. 


“What’s his purpose then?”


She shrugged. “Just to be.”

The desperate feeling was creeping back. He didn’t like it. They finished their wine and sauntered out to the front driveway. Sir Kendall opened the passenger door and she got in. 


“You putting Paul on the hood, or what?”



“You’ll see.” He gunned the engine and honked. 

Paul came out the door wearing jeans, though less holey than the previous pair, and a deep red shirt, a color Sir Kendall himself favored; red tended to look good with his hair. 


“Where am I supposed to ride, the hood?”



“A five minute spin,” Sir Kendall said. “Surely you can take Alix on your lap.”


Paul and Alix glared at each other. Splendid. If they didn’t want to be thrown together, best to throw them together. 


“I don’t mind,” Sir Kendall said. “She’ll hardly go in for the copy now.” In fact, he was banking on just the opposite; the closer and more emotional their bond, the better. They clearly had a history of some kind. He could use them to break each other.

Connections made you vulnerable. 

Alix got out of the passenger seat with a smirk. Paul gave her a stern look and sat, and then she sat on his lap and shut the door. 

Sir Kendall gunned the engine and roared down the long drive. 


“So what kind of car is this?” Paul asked. “A foppish ascot?”


Alix snickered. 

Sir Kendall frowned. Paul would pay for that. “It’s an Alfa Romeo Spyder,” he bit out. 

 

Sir Kendall had never seen anything quite like the Malcolmsberg Supper Club, which struck him as a cross between a mockery of a German castle and the hunting lodge of a halfwit. Mottled glass globes hung from decorative chains, throwing a ghastly glow onto the dark wood tables and chairs. Glossy walls of faux wood paneling were adorned with deer heads whose fur looked vaguely moth-eaten, and souvenir German plaques exhorted the frumpy patrons to drink and be merry.

The hostess came up to her stand, found their name on her list, and scowled. “I only have you down for two.” She looked back and forth between him and Paul. 

Sir Kendall gave the woman a seductive smile. “Well, as you can see, my arch enemy has seen fit to clone me, and here my clone showed up without notice, and, well, look at him, all beaten up. Can we honestly let this poor devil go without supper?” The hostess laughed at his little joke, and nearly fainted when he handed her the fifty from Paul’s truck.

She turned to Paul. “You poor clone.”

Paul shrugged. “He’s the do-over, not me. I’m the one they got perfect.”

She smiled and led them to a table for four. A red, stained-glass candleholder glowed in the center of the table, next to a basket of crackers that were individually wrapped in cellophane. They ordered drinks from an elderly waitress with unfeasibly tall hair and white earrings the size of gumballs. Sir Kendall added an order of frog’s legs to start them off. “I hear they’re excellent here,” he said.

The waitress beamed at him. “You heard right.” She asked him where he was from, and he offered his usual reply about the south of England. Idyllic pasturelands and all that. So then why couldn’t he remember more of his childhood? It had never mattered, but now he desperately wanted to recall just one little detail. A toy. A book. 

Why was he different? What was he not seeing? 

He felt Paul studying him. “Where are you from, Paul?” he asked once the waitress had departed. 

Paul flicked a hard glance at Alix. “Clones are from test tubes, are they not?”

Paul knew something. They both knew something. Was it about the launch or something else? “And where was the test tube located, old chap?”


Sir Kendall could see from the frenetic way Paul unwrapped a pack of crackers that the term still jarred him greatly. “Ohio,” he said. 


“Ah.” Upsetting him was almost too easy. Sir Kendall reached over and touched Alix’s hand, watched the planes of Paul’s face harden. “Do pass the basket.”

She passed the basket of crackers. Sir Kendall took a pack and passed the basket back. If he could get Paul unbalanced enough, the man might give him something. 


“Do you know how old you are?”



“Twenty-nine,” Paul said.


“Touché.” Sir Kendall smiled. “When did you appear? Two years ago? Four?”


Alix snickered softly. She sat up and planted her fists on her hips. “My name is Puma Reinhardt, and I’m four years old!”

Paul smiled. He seemed to find her brand of humor funny. 

The waitress delivered their drinks. Bottles of beer for Alix and Paul, Denali neat for him. Paul grabbed his beer and took a healthy swig. Well, he’d need more reinforcement than that. 


“You really are going to have to work on that accent, old chap.”

The vein in Paul’s neck became slightly more defined. “Actually, I don’t have to work on it.”



“Suit yourself,” Sir Kendall replied.

Alix snorted. “Don’t worry, he will.” She pointed out notable locals, such as the mayor, who dined with his family in the corner. She related a number of townie anecdotes; she seemed to want to monopolize the conversation. Paul practically inhaled his beer and ordered another when the waitress came back to deliver their frog’s legs and take their dinner orders. Once she left, he went for the complimentary pickle and olive plate. 


“Really, you are joking,” Sir Kendall said. 

Paul looked up, face flushed. “What?” The word came out hot. Good God, it was as if the very sound of his voice set his clone off. 


“One never shakes out his napkin before placing it in one’s lap; you are to unfold it. And you don’t eat right out of a common dish, you transfer the contents you desire to your side plate.”


Paul finished munching his pickle, washed it down with beer, and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Then he turned his eyes squarely to Sir Kendall, like a pair of lasers locking onto a target. 

With flat-out hate.

A tense silence bore down on the table. 


“Wow! This is so fun,” Alix said. 

More silence. 

Casually, Sir Kendall lifted his Denali and sipped, relishing the emotions rolling off the clone. “Word to the wise, old chap,” he said. “The outside one’s your salad fork. I don’t see how you’ll ever replace me convincingly.”


Alix smiled over at Paul. “Doesn’t know his salad fork. Sad Puma!” Again she planted her fists on her hips. “Puma’s only four years old.”


She was always playing at something, this girl. 

Dimples deepened in Alix’s cheeks as Paul eyed her. Then she looked down; a clumsy attempt to hide how she sparkled for him. 

How had he not seen it before? 

She loved the man. This clone.

It was possible she didn’t realize it herself, but Sir Kendall knew women. He glanced at Paul. Did it go both ways? How could it be? 

The waitress came and passed around salads. 

Sir Kendall slid a hand around Alix’s shoulder, traced circles with his fingertips on her bare skin, eyeing Paul. “What do you think of our girl’s outfit?”


Clone Paul shrugged and cut a tomato in half. 


“Oh, don’t give me that. Surely you’re impressed.”

Paul shot him a dark look. “There’s no end to you, is there?”



“Christ, you guys,” Alix said, removing his hand from her shoulder. “I’m the one who said this was a bad idea. But now that we’re here at the restaurant, maybe let’s try and not act like freaks. Pass the salt, would you?”

Paul passed the salt, and Alix salted her salad profusely. Nervous. She wasn’t typically a big salter. 

She said, “You guys are going to be so mad you didn’t order the duck. I’ll let you taste mine if you goddamn behave.”



“You’re not even impressed with the necklace?” Sir Kendall continued. “That’s a king’s ransom in rubies she’s wearing there.”



“No, it’s not.” She stabbed a cucumber. “It’s expensive, but not a king’s ransom.”


“What do you think, clone?”



“The lady says it’s not,” Paul said. 


“My dear sir, you must never take a lady’s word for her age or the quality of her jewels. If you’re ever to take my place, you must remember that.” He turned to Alix. “And you, my pet, are either lying or greatly deceived.” He reached over to touch the necklace—and her. He did it for Paul’s benefit, but a chill came over him as he fingered the piece, turning the center stone from side to side. The rubies were far more exquisite than he’d thought at first glance, quite possibly the most exquisite gems he’d ever seen. “Great rubies have a certain mild brilliance, a velvety quality of light. What you have here is the finest collection of stones I’ve seen inside or outside of a palace—or a museum, for that matter. The minuteness of the inclusions, bright scattering, the florescence, and the stones matched as they are? My god, that’s easily ten million dollars draped around your neck, my dear. Possibly twenty,” he added. 

He dropped the necklace and found her staring at him, stunned. Had she honestly thought the piece cheap? She placed her hand at her throat. “This is a ninety-thousand dollar necklace.”


Sir Kendall laughed. “I’d put the center stone alone up there with the Mandalay Ruby. In a heartbeat.” In this he was perfectly frank—he’d seen rubies that size, but not that quality. It seemed impossible that they’d exist without being known. “Wherever did you come by it?”


“Um…a gift. In a way.”


From Hyko? No, this was beyond Hyko. These rubies…they were impossible. 


“I suppose it’s all quite subjective,” she said. “With gems.”

She couldn’t be more wrong. “Care for a fresh drink, my dear?”


“Sure,” she said.


“I’ll take a beer,” Paul said. 

Sir Kendall excused himself and strolled across the restaurant to the bar. He needed another Denali—a double—and he didn’t want to wait for Tall Hair.

Up at the bar, he slid his hands over the heavily varnished wood, waiting for the bartender, who was busy at the other end.

Near priceless rubies on this trashy girl, his face on an American brawler, the lawn statues, the deadly attacks that never materialized, the chaos of meaningless details. And what history were these two concealing? He’d find out. 

If Paul wasn’t so badly beaten up, Sir Kendall could impersonate him with Alix, or the clone’s fighter friend, Tonio. He could kill the clone and penetrate Hyko’s organization. The idea of killing Paul bothered him, but that was just more reason to do it. 

It would feel good to get rid of Paul—like pulling an aching tooth. 

He looked across the restaurant at them, cultivating his old detachment until he could see them as merely useful. Sources of information. 

But the clone was healing so slowly! Sir Kendall had never seen a face heal so slowly. The fight had taken place over a day ago, after all. The rare times when Sir Kendall’s wounds didn’t heal straightaway, he would utilize the healing ointment from his medical kit, typically applied to his face by kind barmaids or pretty nurses. Such ministrations worked wonders when he needed to look presentable. Didn’t Paul have ointment he could use? 

Everybody had ointment. 

Then again, his rules and assumptions hadn’t been panning out lately. 

He could offer his own ointment to Paul. Then they could look identical again. 

He found himself thinking about what Alix’s friend Karen had said to him, about theories and the earth’s rotation. He wished he could talk with her some more about that. She was beautiful, the kind of woman most men would miss. And the only person in this place who seemed to speak his language. What she’d said to him suggesting that everything was situational, it was interesting. 

There was a key in that, too. 

The bartender delivered his Denali. He sipped. It was just the thing. Well, that’s one fact that hadn’t changed. 

 



CHAPTER NINETEEN

   


“This is fun. I’m so not glad you came.” Alix pulled a circular powder thing and lipstick from her small purse. The powder thing had a name, but Paul couldn’t think of it. He could barely think at all. 

The many physical beatings he’d taken in his life—as a boy, and later, as a fighter—were nothing compared to the pain he associated with Sir Kendall. The pain of Sir Kendall ate at him from the inside. Sometimes he thought it might consume him. 

But he couldn’t let them dine alone.


“Even clones have to eat.” He ripped open another pack of crackers. What would they be talking about if he wasn’t here? Would this be a romantic dinner? 

She glared at him, then looked into the little mirror. Lord, she was hot. It was more than her looks, it was the way she sat. The bright energy behind her stupid jokes about his clone age. The way she thought everything was funny—and hid it badly. It was the way she put on lipstick now, drawing the pink knob slowly over her lips, tracing the path he’d very much like to drag his lips around. And no, he didn’t know about fashion or jewels like Sir Kendall did, but he had plenty of thoughts about Alix’s outfit—specifically that it was full of personality, just like her. And even more, the lush curves underneath, the tantalizing tightness of the fabric around her breasts and what her skin would feel like, how her body would feel against his, the taste of those glossy pink lips. 


“Just innocently hungry.” She snapped the little mirror closed. “Really, why would you say yes? What do you goddamn want?”



“To make sure he doesn’t step out of line.”


“All he wants to do is play the spy and write his spy emails and drink Denali. You need to cut him a break.”



“He sends emails? To who?”



“Who cares? It’s the Internet.” She shoved her makeup back into her purse. “Seriously, Paul. You have an irrational thing about him and it freaks me out. The way you look at him, I can tell you want to attack him.”



“But I didn’t, did I?”



“Not today.”



“Alix, your aunt sent those guys back. You have to ask yourself—why? And the necklace you ordered from the magic computer—suddenly they’re super-gems? The best freaking rubies on the planet?”


She fingered the jewels. “He likes my necklace. Clearly in league with the devil.”

He felt the frustration bubble up. “I know you were surprised. I could tell. And I think it’s a very bad sign that suddenly even he is shocked at their quality. Think about it. He heals as fast as a vampire. He knows about all kinds of things. And, his fighting skills match the skills of—not to boast, but let’s face it—an elite champion.”



“Not to boast,” she put in. 


“He has super healing and super fighting. The world is like an ecosystem. When you introduce a superior predator, things go wrong, fast.”



“It’s not a crime to be superior. To be stronger. You know who thinks that? The assholes who killed King Kong.”



“This isn’t King Kong.”


She snorted. “You’re stronger than me. Maybe I should kill you. Or, I know.” She held up a finger. “How about if you judge the man by his actions instead of what you worry he might do? Have you actually seen him do something wrong?”



“Uh, he handcuffed you and—”



“I explained that! But of course I’m so stupid you have to define everything for me. Please teach me, Paul, because I’m an idiot. I’m so stupid I don’t know what anything is and I don’t like the right things.”



“You didn’t like it.”


“Thanks for that clarification.”


“What? You want to tell me you did?”


She raised an eyebrow. “Well, maybe he needs a little work on his technique.”


“A little work on his technique? Like the part where you screamed for him to stop and he didn’t?”



“Guess you had to be there.”



“I know what it is when a woman screams. God, think for a second, Alix, think!”

She glared at him—white hot hate. In a hoarse whisper she said, “I am thinking. Don’t you dare treat me like an imbecile.”


He saw it then. He’d gone too far. “I’m sorry,” Paul raised his hands. “I’m sorry. It’s a hot button for me. People made helpless against their will.”


Her gaze softened. “Why, Paul?”


He looked down. “It just does.”


“Well, it wasn’t exactly against my will. I wanted it to be like that.”

Paul swallowed. Of course. He could barely imagine it.

Except he could. 

He forced himself to open another pack of crackers, concentrated on the crackers. 

If it had been him, he would’ve taken it as a sacred responsibility that Alix would’ve even considered allowing him that kind of power. It would be like her saying, I trust and accept everything in you. For her to want and trust him like that, to accept him so completely, it would be a gift of a magnitude he could barely imagine. A gift he certainly didn’t deserve. 

It would be a gift like love. 

That was what she’d given to Sir Kendall. That suave, empty monster. How could she have given him that? How could she have brought him to life? Paul hated her for bringing him to life. 

But there was a part of her that was really ordering him—Paul—he felt sure of it. From day one, they’d had such a fierce connection. It wasn’t just random she’d hooked into Sir Kendall. It had to be a little bit about him. 

Except she’d brought Sir Kendall to life instead. It was careless. It was flattering and careless and thrilling and enraging all at once.

Why? Why had she gone for the shallow caricature? A man who, as far as she knew, ran no deeper than an extra from central casting? Didn’t she know how gorgeous she was? Didn’t she see how much more deserved? Didn’t she know a real man could love her? 

Was it fear? A self-esteem thing?

Something hit his face. “Hey.”

Alix. She’d thrown a cracker wrapper at him, and now she was smiling at him from across the table. “Where’d you go? I said it’s okay. I have a hot button for being seen as an irresponsible imbecile. Okay?”



“Okay.”


Dimples. Mock-angry eyes. “Okay.”

It was amazing, the way emotions blew through her. She trod so lightly on the earth. Like a fairy. In pink hair. She was beautiful. 

Just then the waitress arrived and set the entrees on front of them, and Sir Kendall strolled up and stopped behind Alix’s chair with a smile for Paul. 

Paul clenched his teeth as Sir Kendall set his hands possessively upon Alix’s bare shoulders. He kissed her cheek, watching Paul all the while. 

Alix pointed at his empty seat. “Dude! Dinner is served.”


Sir Kendall smiled smugly. 

At him. 

He knew. He knew how much Paul hated him, how he felt about Alix—no doubt Sir Kendall had suspected it for some time. Sir Kendall, expert needler, expert killer. 

He was a predator of the first degree, and Alix refused to see it. The more Paul pushed her to see it, the more she refused. 

And if he hadn’t acted so crazy around Sir Kendall, she might trust him more. 

Paul took up his knife and fork and began sawing, seething, needing to do something other than wipe the smug smile off Sir Kendall’s face with his fists. Be sane, be civil, he told himself, that’s how you help her. 

It went against everything in him. 

He’d always addressed problems through strength. Tough it out. Ignore the pain. A handy skill he’d developed due to all those years of his stepbrothers torturing him like they tortured bugs and small animals, though Paul’s torture carried less deadly results. Sometimes that had seemed like a kindness, that they let him live. Other times it had not seemed like a kindness at all. In the end, it had made him nearly unstoppable as a fighter. Impervious to pain.

And now this. A new pain. A pain he couldn’t ignore. 

The pain of Alix in danger. And helping her only made it worse. 

And she’d ordered the man! He needed to not be mad about that. God, the whole thing was crazy-making. 

He sawed and sawed. Then he looked up, found them both staring. Sir Kendall had taken his seat. 


“What do you know, they got it right,” Paul said to no one in particular. “Medium rare.” Could they see it? The raging sea inside him? He needed to present a sane front to Alix. 

The waitress delivered the new drinks that Sir Kendall had ordered for them at the bar. Sir Kendall put his hand on Alix’s arm again, touching her on purpose. 

Paul tried not to imagine them together, but suddenly he couldn’t stop. Sir Kendall would be a strategic, dispassionate lover, all cold technique. The ultimate ladies man. Maybe even supernatural. He’d manipulate her, he’d make her come over and over. 

And it would mean nothing. He would kill her just as easily. 


“Penny for your thoughts, old chap.”


Old chap.  

Paul looked him straight in the eye. Sir Kendall knew damn well what he was thinking. 

But Paul was getting his focus back. He could do this. He could do it. He let the calm spread over him. Let Sir Kendall see that he was back in control. “It’ll cost you,” Paul said, allowing the pause to stand a beat too long, “far more than a penny.”


Sir Kendall smiled uncertainly. “Perhaps.”


Paul let the silence stand. 


“Ho-kay,” Alix said. “So lovely to see that’s been established.” She turned to Sir Kendall and asked him a question about British food, began to chat about different types of cuisine. She seemed interested in hearing him describe past dining experiences. 

Paul mashed butter into his baked potato. Sane front. Sane front.

Drycleaner Norm Feldman stopped by, just as they were finishing up dessert. “Together at last,” Norm said. “You could’ve knocked me over with a feather.” The three of them laughed merrily about the button-less shirt. Paul sipped his decaf with perfect civility. 

And then came the trip home, with warm, supple, sweet, slightly tipsy Alix on his lap, soft thighs pressing down against his, and, most overwhelming of all, he could smell her. Something flowery, but not too sweet. Sometimes, when Sir Kendall took a corner, his lips came within millimeters of her shoulder, and he would close his eyes, enjoying her warmth. 

How could he protect her when she was on this crazy mission to help Sir Kendall? 

She needed something better than strength from him. He needed to step up in some new way. He thought about what her mother had said, about finding common ground. 

Then his mind drifted back, as it so often did, to Master Veecha, a talk they’d had back when Paul’s greatest opponent was Barton, a vicious fighter who showboated after every win. And beat Paul in every fight. God, Paul hated Barton. 

He could remember lying exhausted on the mat in an empty warehouse after yet another loss to Barton. Master Veecha standing over him, lighting a cigarette. For being old and wise, Veecha was a wild man who drove fast and smoked and drank too much. 

Veecha had actually tossed the still-lit match down at Paul’s face on that occasion.  


“Shit!” Paul had slapped it out of the air. 


“You hate him,” Master Veecha said.


“You could say that.”



“You want only to be rid of him.”



“Pretty much.”


The master used to take long thoughtful drags of his cigarette and then blow the smoke out his nose. “You will never vanquish him.”


Paul had stared up at his teacher, shocked. Veecha had always believed in him. “And that’s it?” He remembered the silence. The exhaustion in his muscles. The old master sucking away. 

Then, “What is your strategy, when you fight a slugger like Barton?”



“To get him on the ground as fast as possible,” Paul said.


“Why?”



“Because I’m the better grappler. My advantage is on the ground.”



“How do you take him down?”



“I already know this!”



“Answer!” Veecha had yelled. 

Paul rambled about countering punches, working angles, using explosive footwork to get inside.


“Yet you could not get inside for a take-down this time. Why?”



“I don’t know.”



“You could not get inside because you fear getting hit, and that fear made you hesitate coming into the pocket.”


 Paul remembered the shame rushing through him. He’d played it safe with Barton. To avoid the knockout blow. 

Master Veecha strode to the mat’s edge, and took another drag on his cigarette. “You fear and hate him. Why?”


“I just do.”

Bang! Master Veecha stomped the mat, startling Paul. “Your emotions close you to him. Who is he?”


“A fighter. A jerk.”


“Your greatest opponent, and you know nothing of him. That’s why you fear and hate him. Now tell me, why do you fear and hate him?”



“Because I know nothing of him.”



“Why do you nothing of him?”


“Because I fear and hate him, and my hatred closes me to him.”



“How will you get inside?”



“By not fearing the blows. When you fear getting hit, you get hit.” It seemed circular, but Veecha’s lessons could be like that. And they were speaking metaphorically now. Talking the mental game. 

 “How will you vanquish him?”



“Okay, okay.”



“Say it!”



“By knowing him, by getting inside.”



“It is through knowledge that you move to the other side of hatred. Don’t squander this chance again!”


This was not the first time Paul had tried to draw something out of Veecha’s wisdom about Barton to help with Sir Kendall. The idea of knowing Sir Kendall, of getting on the inside with him, repulsed Paul more than ever. And it probably wouldn’t even work. There had to be another way. 

Paul watched the headlights illuminate brambly swaths of bushes, enjoying the feel of Alix on his lap, so soft and sweet and pink and hot. 

His lips hovered worshipfully near her skin.

 



CHAPTER TWENTY

   
Alix grabbed the seat back, balancing precariously on Paul’s lap as Sir Kendall swung his car into the long gravel driveway. 


“Quite a night,” Sir Kendall said, in his mellow, slightly humorous way. Paul and Sir Kendall shared the same tenor of voice, but Paul’s utterances seemed ragged with untidy emotion. He was all right there for you. 

And their faces were technically identical, but Paul’s jaw was set harder, and his eyes weren’t twinkly like Sir Kendall’s; they were bright. Sometimes that hard, bright look of his made her feel sad, and she had the impulse to comfort him, like he was somehow lost or wounded. But right now, she wanted to snuggle into him, to sink deeper into his lap. His breath was like a soft, warm kiss on her bare arm. It was so sexy to have him close like that. So exciting. 

She shouldn’t have drunk those beers.

One thing was for sure: she needed to have a talk with Sir Kendall and let him know that they were just friends from now on, that sex with him was no longer just the thing. She would help Sir Kendall make a place in the world, yes, but as a friend. 

She hated the look on Paul’s face whenever Sir Kendall touched her. A kiss on the cheek, a hand on the shoulder—barely a grandparent-level of PDA, but the anger and intensity had spiked in Paul’s eyes like a wild force of nature. It was how he’d been during that fight, too, and a bit at her parents’ house, when Sir Kendall had called him old chap. It scared her a little—it was as if she didn’t know Paul at those moments. Couldn’t trust him. 

And it also made her ache for him, made her want to send Sir Kendall packing. 

And she would, eventually. As soon as she fulfilled her responsibility to him. 

But here she was on Paul’s warm, solid thighs, enjoying the feel of him. It was as if she and Paul were tuned into a frequency where they ‘got’ each other with total clarity, whereas Sir Kendall was a distant signal.

Sir Kendall pulled around front and parked the car, and the three of them got out. Alix crunched across the gravel, heading for the front door with Paul close behind.


“Hold up, old man.”

Alix and Paul turned. Sir Kendall had opened the trunk. “I’ve got something you might be able to use.” He pulled out a first aid kit, set it on the edge, and took something out of it. “Absolutely first rate healing ointment, this. Works wonders on cuts and bruises.”



“No thanks,” Paul said. 


“Maybe it’s supernaturally superior,” Alix teased under her breath. “Don’t you want to know?”


A gleam appeared in Paul’s deep blue eyes; she could see the gears turning. Paul thought things that came from the computer were magically, monstrously powerful. This could be a test. Much as she downplayed the idea that Sir Kendall was a dangerous superbeing, she wouldn’t mind knowing herself. 

Sir Kendall shut the trunk and strolled toward them, holding the kit in one hand and a small blue jar in the other. “It’s a salve. Herbs and leaves and lavender and so forth. Quite the stuff.” He handed the little, blue, glass pot to Paul. 

Paul held it warily. It had no label. 


“My dear sir, if I’d wanted to kill or poison you, I would’ve done it.” Sir Kendall snatched the pot back, unscrewed the lid, swiped up a fingerful of salve, and rubbed it upon his own arm. “You see?” he twisted the lid back on. “You should have Alix help you apply it. I find a lady’s assistance to be a key part of the process. You must rub it in uniformly, Alix, upon each bruise and scrape. I always find myself quite healed soon after.”



“I need to feed Lindy and take her out. I don’t like her roaming outside by herself at night.” Alix said. “I’m sure Paul can handle putting on his own ointment.”


“Nonsense, I’ll feed Lindy and take a stroll with her.”

Paul smiled. “That’s very thoughtful of you, Sir Kendall. I appreciate it.” He turned to Alix. “You’ll help me then? If it’s a key part of the process…”

She sighed. “Fine.”

No, she really shouldn’t have had those beers. She unlocked the door and they went in. Sir Kendall called to Lindy and led her right to the kitchen. Of course he’d feed her and walk her while he was still in his tuxedo; that was how Sir Kendall rolled. 

Alix led Paul up to her bedroom and through to the bathroom off her room. She lowered the fluffy toilet seat lid. “Sit.”


“Alix—” Paul settled onto the seat, gazing up at her. The stark light made his injuries look angrier, his beard stubble darker. “I owe you an apology for how I was at dinner. I wasn’t the best guest.”


“No, you weren’t.” She frowned. “I was simply appalled at how you shook out your napkin before placing it in your lap.”



“Seriously. I owe you an apology. I want to earn your trust, Alix.”

The words broke her heart—that anybody would say that to her, least of all Hardass Paul. She put a hand on his shoulder. 


“Don’t go to him tonight,” he bit out. 

Her heart leaped. “Paul.”



“I mean it.” He squeezed his eyes shut. “I know I don’t have a right to ask that.”



“You don’t.”



“I’m trying to respect that.”


“Yet not doing a very good job of it.” She grabbed a washcloth, rinsed it in cool water, and handed it to him. “Blot.”

He took it and looked up at her. Waiting.

She studied his eyes. Couldn’t Paul tell how he drew her? How he consumed her? It was all she could do to focus on her duty. She wanted to kiss him even now. “Paul. I wasn’t going to go to him. That part of us is over.”


Paul’s face softened. He blotted. 


“But I’m still helping him. He’s still my responsibility. No matter how this ointment experiment comes out.”


“You’re over? Why?” He slung the washcloth over his shoulder, watching her face, trying to look serious, it seemed, but soon a wolfish grin took over. He knew. She’d wanted him all night, and here he was. Everything was between them now. Everything.

Go for it! Yay! Fuck him! A little voice inside her yelled. But that voice was old Alix, all about thrill fucks, comfort fucks, tearing through men like pints of ice cream. Ordering them like take-out. 


“Alix.” He settled his hands on her hips, looking up at her. Even the way he said her name, it was like a call for truth, for her to admit how she wanted him. “Come here.”

Her heart sped. She could take a step. He would press his lips to her belly, her chest, her neck. Oh, how she wanted that. 

But he thought she was stupid. He’d said as much in the barn. And tonight at dinner, too. Once upon a time it wouldn’t have mattered—she would’ve fucked him anyway. But she wanted to be good enough for Paul. What was this? Self-respect? “We can’t.” She put his hands off.


“Why? Because of your responsibility to him?”


 “I’m trying to be different now.”



“I don’t want you to be different.”

But he did. She remembered the pain of him seeing through her. Of him pointing at the door. Out. “I seem to remember a certain martial arts teacher telling me that martial arts are for serious people, not for somebody who treats everything like a game.”


“It was one of the stupidest things I ever said.”

She shrugged. “I was being disruptive.”


“That’s not why I kicked you out,” he said. 

In a flash, she knew what was coming. Her heart raced.


“You were being disruptive to me,” he said. “How much I cared about you was disruptive to me. I hated that I did it. I looked for you afterward.”


She shook her head, unsure what to do with this affection she’d craved for so long. Unsure if it was even real. “I had to leave town anyway.”



“Come here, Alix.”

Her heart fluttered against her ribs, a frightened bird banging around in a cage. She wasn’t ready for him—she needed to be the new Alix. 


“Why do you hate him so much?” she asked.

He let out a breath and slowly lowered his hands to his lap. 


“Why?”



“I don’t talk about it. Not to anybody. I can’t.” The statement sounded like it came from somewhere deep and dark. She touched his hair. The pain in his voice made her chest feel funny. 

He shook his head. “We should just do this ointment thing.”


An end. Full stop.  


“Okay.” She headed back into her bedroom to grab a sweater off her bed to cover her nice dress, then came back to her bathroom to find Paul had taken off his shirt. 

 She bit her lip. She’d seen him shirtless earlier, but he’d been all dirty and grimy. Now you could really see the bruises and swelling from the fight. Paul held himself as she imagined an elite fighter would—the muscles in his arms and chest and shoulders looked soft and relaxed, but he seemed poised for action at the same time, and you wanted to touch his chest and put your face to his cheek. He had the same body as Sir Kendall, but even here, Paul’s was worlds different. More exciting and touchable, somehow.

She raised an eyebrow. “Looks like somebody’s got big ideas.” She unclasped her ruby necklace and dropped it into her sweater pocket—she didn’t want her ransom in rubies getting all greasy. 


“Don’t worry, I get it. My main focus right now is this.” He lifted his arm over his head, revealing an ugly green-black-yellow-red bruise along the side of his ribcage, the size of a misshapen grapefruit. 


“Paul!”



“If the stuff’s magic, you know. This is where I need it.”


Does it hurt?”

He shrugged. “Got me with a knee.”

She put her hand on the silky underside of his upper arm. Skin so soft. He moved a bit in response to her pressure, let his forearm drape over his head. 


“You think it’s a broken rib in there or something?” she asked. 


“Yeah.”

“Yeah? And you did all that work today? Heavy lifting?”


“I pay my dues,” he said. 


“Oh, Paul.” It was because he felt bad about going back on his word. “You didn’t have to.”



“Yes, I did.”

She grabbed the little blue ointment pot off the counter and unscrewed the lid, dipped two fingers into the pot, and set it down. She placed her hand on his arm again and began to rub the small dollop of pale green ointment into the side of his chest, starting at the center of the bruise, pale reds and purples.


“Is this okay? Too much pressure?”



“Perfect,” he whispered. “Thank you.”


She rubbed, hoping this would soothe and knowing that it wouldn’t—not really. She wasn’t the brightest bulb ever, not like Karen, or her sisters, but she had a sense that this would never be enough. He needed to let somebody touch him where it truly hurt. This secret, this Sir Kendall thing. 

But she’d felt him close off to her. And really, why should he tell her of all people? 

It was as if he’d shown her a map of an exotic, far-away place, and she didn’t know the first thing about getting there—if you reached it by boat or train or plane or what, or if it even was reachable. Or what the language was. She didn’t have what it took. What he needed. 

She stroked the ointment over the bruise and he closed his eyes, reminding her of a cat, soaking up the feel of a hand. She covered the whole bruise and beyond. 

 “Shouldn’t this be bandaged or something?”



“Nothing could be more perfect than what you’re doing right now. And he said it’s part of the mojo that a girl applies this stuff…” Paul opened his eyes. “I’m glad it’s part of the mojo.”

She’d heard somewhere that people actually looked more at your nose than your eyes when they spoke to you because it would be too weird to have them bore right into your eyes. But Paul watched her straight and he wouldn’t look away. She met his eyes right back. Then she reached out and smoothed ointment over the plump pillow of his lower lip. 

It was official. They may as well be fucking.

She stopped. “Can you pull off your eyebrow bandage or do you want me to?”

He yanked it off like it was nothing.


“Okay, then.” She swiped up some more ointment and set the jar back down on the counter, then brushed the dark hair from Paul’s forehead. “Close your eyes.” She rubbed the salve into the cut over his eyebrow. She worshipped him as a sculptor might, enjoying every contour, smooth and strong. She stroked more salve onto his cheekbone and a bit onto his jaw, even though he wasn’t injured there. She just wanted to touch him there. 


“You can’t help him, Alix. He’s dangerous.”



“So you say.”



“So I know.”



“Look, I’m not going to jettison my responsibility to Sir Kendall because you have this thing about him. I mean, he’s the Denali man. An advertising company created him. And I ripped him from his world.”



“An advertising company didn’t create him.”


“Then who did?”



“Sadistic people. Sadistic people created him, Alix.”



“But then how…with the commercial…”


She saw when he decided to tell her—saw the decision in his eyes.


“His name isn’t really Sir Kendall Nicholas the Third, either.”


She could barely breathe. Was he really going to tell her? 


“It’s Sir Ken doll. Sir Ken Doll Dickless the Third.”



“As in Ken and Barbie?” She felt confused. Was he joking? It didn’t seem funny


“Mixed with James Bond,” he added. “Just ridiculous. A ridiculous nightmare from my childhood.”


“Tell me, Paul.”

He stared bleakly up at the wall beyond her ear. “I had two childhoods, in a way. One childhood that was awesome. A big house. A mom and dad who loved me. Friends. But then my dad died when I was eight, and my mom, she fell apart. Became a total drunk and married this asshole. Gary Senior. The non-awesome childhood.”


“I’m so, so sorry Paul.” She continued to rub in the salve, feeling sick for him. The hard, bright look in his eyes—this was where it came from. “And that’s who made him up? Your step dad?”



“No, it was my stepbrothers—twins—Gene and Gary. They were maybe thirteen when I moved in. The whole family was really poor, with rats in the house. And suddenly they had us to support. And mom and Gary Senior boozing it up all day. Gene and Gary made up Sir Ken-doll and his accent and everything, and they would talk like Sir Ken-doll as a way of mocking me when they were beating the crap out of me, which was most of the time.” Paul looked at his right hand. Cuts on his knuckles. 

She couldn’t believe he was trusting her with this. Did he understand what he was doing? She wondered if she should stop him from telling. 


“I was this scrawny, sickly kid. I had asthma. Came from a nice house. I was pretty pathetic and pretty much everything they hated. Sir Ken-doll was based on me in their twisted minds. They’d pretend I was Sir Ken-doll and punch me, or they’d tie me to a tree and shit and hit me with sticks.” He paused, but she sensed there was more. He seemed to like her touch, so she kept gently stroking the salve over his skin, filled with horror and rage and grief on his behalf. “Or they’d shock me with their science kit stuff,” he added “Always something new. Something worse.” He looked exhausted. Like the weight of telling her exhausted him. “It was awesome.”


“Don’t joke. It’s unimaginable. No kid deserves that.”


He wouldn’t look at her now. Was he ashamed? “As time went on, Sir Ken-doll became Sir Kendall, and Gene and Gary would have these elaborate, crazy discussions, both playing the part of Sir Kendall. And then they’d make me talk like Sir Kendall, and beat me until I’d say old chap stuff. Or they’d tie me to a tree naked all night. They always thought up new stuff, but it was always about Sir Kendall, and it always started with old chap. The second I heard one of them say old chap, I knew I was in for it.”

She could see the boy in him, hurt, alone. She took his hand, held it warm over hers and rubbed salve onto his knuckles. She was covering things she’d already treated with the salve, but he needed to be cared for. “No kid deserves that,” she said.


“I played my part.”



“You were staying alive.”


“They had this crazy hatred for James Bond,” he continued. “There was some of James Bond in Sir Kendall, especially in the later years. Sir Kendall, the ladies’ man spy. Sir Kendall was rich. Sir Kendall liked his clothes just so. Sir Kendall thought he was better than Gary and Gene. Sir Kendall liked tiny sandwiches.”

She kept his hand, letting the silence be there. 


“I hate him. Sir Kendall. The bane of my goddamn life.”

Alix wished for something helpful to say—Karen would know what to say. But Alix gave him the best she could—her hand. Her compassion. Her everything. “I’m so sorry.” A silence. “Your mom? She didn’t…”



“She was a drunk, Alix. Your mom, she is so awesome. You can’t even imagine.” He sat up, seemed to gather himself. “Anyway, see what I mean? He’s not the Denali man.” He said this as though the name was the point. 


“It’s amazing you survived. You came through. You are survivor.”



“Like hell. I ran as soon as I could. The month I turned eleven, I stole some money and took a bus to Oakland. I was pretty big for my age, and I just acted like an adult and went. I got this job as a dishwasher and I lived under the back porch of an old house.”



“Wow.”


He snorted. “Not fun during the rainy season. But then this old guy came to the burger counter and asked if anyone knew of any boys who would like to live in a little room above his martial arts gym in exchange for cleaning. One of the cooks dragged me out to volunteer me. I saw later that it was a setup, but back then I thought it was just luck. And hell if it didn’t save my life. This old guy, Master Veecha, he was a Brazilian Jiu Jitsu master and the room was a studio down the hall from his apartment above one of his schools. But it had a lock on the door. And it was mine. It was like Veecha knew that I would run from anything else. He fed me, got me into a school. It was kind of a wildcat adoption. He didn’t give a shit about laws, Master Veecha. I owe that man everything.”


“That was his school. In Oakland.”



“One of them. You probably met him.” He smiled at her then. “Little guy? Wiry and tough? Smoking cigs all the time?”


She shook her head. She wished she’d remembered, that she could share that with him. 


“Anyway, yeah, I got heavy into training, became an instructor, started winning championships.” He looked down. “I wanted to go back to Ohio and save my mom, Alix, but I always felt like I wasn’t strong enough yet. Hell, after two years in that school, I could’ve destroyed ten Gene and Garys with my hands tied behind my back but not Sir Kendall. Fucking Sir Kendall.”


She narrowed her eyes. It didn’t make sense. Why was he against Sir Kendall in all this? 


“And then I called one Christmas and she was dead. Her liver went.”


“I’m so sorry.”



“I should’ve gotten her out of there.”



“She should’ve gotten you out of there.”


“I could’ve tried, Alix,” he said. “Anyway, she’s dead, and Gene and Gary are in a supermax prison now.”

She squeezed his shoulder, waited for him to look at her. Finally, he did, and she told him one thing she knew for sure. “The mom is supposed to protect the kid, Paul, not the other way around.” She felt his body still. Maybe she’d said the wrong thing, insulted his mother. “You did the best you could. Nothing there was your fault.”


“That’s debatable.”


“It’s not debatable,” she said. “It’s just plain-old true.”


He shook his head, as though frustrated. “And now he might have super-powers.”


“Paul,” she said softly. “Thank you for telling me.”


“Do you see the problem now? Let’s get the spell book and send him back. He can’t be here.”



“But…” she didn’t see. “He hasn’t done anything.”


He shook off her hand and stood. “He’s an evil nightmare from my childhood.”



“I know, but...” Alix wanted to show she cared, but killing Sir Kendall? “I don’t see where he’s dangerous.”


“I can’t believe this.” He looked a little wild, face all shiny from the ointment. “I tell you a deep, dark secret, something—believe me, I never intended to share with anybody—just to save you from harm, so you know what you’re dealing with, and you’re going to ignore it?”



“I’m not ignoring it.”


The door downstairs banged. Sir Kendall was back.


“Great,” Paul said. “Just great.”


“I want to do the right thing.”



“The right thing? You wouldn’t know the right thing if it bit you on the ass.” Lindy came bounding into the bathroom a minute later. “The right thing is to put him back where he belongs.”


She felt tears well up. Was she stupid for not understanding his story? “I don’t get how your story proves he’s dangerous. How it makes it right to rip Sir Kendall from the world he’s gotten used to.”


“I can’t believe this.” He stood, looking bewildered. “I can’t be here.” He stormed out. His footsteps sounded down the hall. His door slammed. She put the lid back on the ointment, trying not to cry. 



When Alix was sure everyone was asleep, she crept downstairs, got the box from the secret spot in the closet, and brought it to her little office. 

The horror of Paul’s story had shaken her deeply. He’d been abused and tortured by people who should’ve cared for him. And she’d made it worse, thoughtlessly bringing Sir Kendall to life. He’d be so relieved if she just sent Sir Kendall back. But would it really save him? Would it even help?

She took out the magic book and leafed through it, carefully bookmarking the pages that looked the most used and the ones that had the most notes in the margins. Then she scanned them on her scanner and emailed them to Karen in Stockholm, along with one of the Jim Morrison photos, the photo of Aunt Veronica with the electrodes, and a shot she’d taken of the horned hat. 

She desperately wanted to help Paul, to show she was on his side. Hell, if it was Gene or Gary she’d conjured, sure, she’d get rid of him ASAP. But Sir Kendall? How was he dangerous? He seemed more like a victim in Paul’s story, and now he was a victim of hers. She’d pulled him out of his home, ruined him for his world. He deserved a chance to be human, didn’t he? 

But the look in Paul’s eyes. You wouldn’t know the right thing if it bit you in the ass.

She’d do this, at least. Get the spells ready in case there was trouble. 

Five minutes later, her phone rang. Karen. “What the hell am I looking at here? Where did this come from?”



“A book in the carriage house. What time is it there?”



“Alix, you found the occult program, or, at least, how she approached it. This is massive.”



“Paul thinks we should use it to send Sir Kendall back, but I say, innocent until proven guilty. Don’t you think? But that’s not a reason to stay ignorant of the magic. Wouldn’t you agree?”



“No, yeah!” Karen agreed enthusiastically. “It’s smart of you. These commands look like UNIX commands that were tweaked. They’re referencing C programming code files, like what you found on that floppy. I’m going to do a little research and get some input. And the part we don’t know is the magic. I bet there’s a kind of bridge in here, somewhere. Wow. Maybe she enchanted one of these commands.”



“Did you see Jim Morrison?”


“Yeah. And the electrodes on her head? What is she looking at?”



“Her eyes are closed.”



“That’s what I thought, but she could be looking down. Can you tell what’s on her desk? This is kind of low res, what you sent.”

Alix grabbed the original. “It does look like something’s on her desk. A photo. She’s looking at a photo.”



“Is that how she did it?” Karen asked. “It’s not like they had jpegs back then. Is that how she selects the image?”



“But I didn’t wear electrodes.”



“Electrodes, clicking, it’s all ones and zeros in the end.”

Karen made her check outside the door to make sure Sir Kendall wasn’t listening, then instructed her to erase all the files. “I’m going to figure this out,” Karen said. She wanted to know how the rest of it was going. Alix filled her in on Paul turning out to be a pretty good guy, aside from his irrationality toward Sir Kendall. She didn’t tell Karen his story, of course. She told her about the rubies and the supernatural ointment test, though. 

Karen approved.

Alix felt too weary to put the book and the box back in its hiding place, so she brought it up to her bedroom with her. She hid it under her bed, locked the door, and crashed. 



Alix woke up the next morning to the sound of drilling from out back. Paul and Tonio at work on the carriage house. 

The horror of Paul’s tale filled her anew. Abused for years. A little boy, scared and alone against those evil people. She wanted to run out there and stop Paul from drilling and hug him and soothe him. 

But that’s not what he wanted from her. He wanted her to get rid of Sir Kendall. 

She put away her clothes from the night before and was stunned when she picked up her sweater from the corner where she’d thrown it only to find the ruby necklace gone from the pocket. 

Gone. 

She knew she’d left it in there. Only Paul had seen her put it in there, and he wouldn’t take it. And she couldn’t see Sir Kendall picking her lock to get into her room while she was sleeping, just for the necklace. He would never even have known where to look. So where was it?

She checked all around. It was as if the necklace had disappeared into thin air. 

She looked out the window—Sir Kendall’s car was gone, too. How could it be? The car made so much noise, she would’ve heard him drive off. And where the hell were her boots? The boots were gone, too! 

A chill settled over her. Was all the stuff she’d ordered gone? She threw on her sweats and checked Sir Kendall’s room. He wasn’t in there. His laptop wasn’t there, either. 

She padded down the stairs and into the kitchen. His tea stuff hadn’t been used—it was still dry in the dish rack. He always made tea in the morning. One must have a spot of tea first thing. 

Maybe this was what happened to her aunt’s men, too—they just vanished. Or had she somehow caused it by scanning the spell book pages? 

Sir Kendall was gone. Was he trapped inside a picture, now? Only with agonizing, new consciousness? 

The drill whirred. She rushed out back. Paul stood on a ladder, fussing with a giant hook that was set into one of the beams in the ceiling. 

Tonio stood below, holding a heavy bag that had ropes on the end. “Here it comes.” He threw one of the ropes up to Paul, and Paul looped it over the hook. 

And then he looked down. 

Totally healed. 

Tonio lifted the heavy bag. “Go!” Together the men hoisted the thing upwards. Lindy watched, wagging her tail. 

It was starting to look like a real gym, with mats covering the whole floor. They’d pushed her car out, too. When it was the right height, Paul attached the chain. “Need something?”



“Sir Kendall’s gone,” she said. 


“You try the cummerbund store?” Tonio joked.


“He’s gone,” she said. 

Paul glanced down at her from his perch on the ladder.

Tonio jerked his head at Paul. “You see this guy’s face? That supernatural salve is the shit. I want to use some on my knee.”



“I’m sure the salve is gone, too,” Alix said. 


“You mean gone,” Paul said. 


“Yes.”

Tonio looked from Paul to her and back to Paul. He mumbled something about grabbing tape from the car and walked off. Paul climbed down from the ladder.


“I’m sorry for last night. I know you’re mad at me,” she said. “But I thought you should know.”



“You sure?”


“All the stuff I ordered is gone,” she said. “All of it. His car. I would’ve heard his car.”


Paul seemed to school his features. Was he happy? She needed him not to be happy. 


“Maybe he drove off quietly,” Paul said. 


“How? And the necklace was in my sweater pocket on the floor in my room. I locked my door last night, Paul. Not that anyone would’ve even known to look there, anyway. Also, my white boots. And he always makes his tea in the morning, and he didn’t this morning. What if all the stuff from the computer disappeared into thin air? Last night, I scanned some of the pages from that book and sent them to Karen to work on—”


He raised his eyebrows. “You did?”



“Just to be ready—if need be. But, what if I caused him to disappear by emailing the code? Necklaces don’t vanish into thin air. Or cars or boots or men…”

Paul’s expression softened. “You think you emailed the spell and it got activated?”



“I don’t know. Yeah.” She felt a tear stream down her cheek. “All I know is I brought him into the real world and let him enjoy all the tastes and smells and wonders of it, and now he’s back as a picture or whatever. What I did is worse than killing him.” She thought about his Denali, his cucumber sandwiches. “He just wanted to be human.”


Paul furrowed his brow. 


“Right. You’re happy.”


“I’m not happy for you to be upset.”


“You’re happy he’s gone,” she accused. 


“I won’t pretend I’m not. Considering he’s a walking, talking reminder of the nightmare that was my childhood.”

A roar sounded at the front of the house. Sir Kendall’s car.

A dark look crossed Paul’s face. 


“Oh,” she said. 


“There you go. All’s well that ends well.”

His words had a bitter edge. She didn’t know what to say. He seemed to be waiting for her to leave. 


“Sorry,” she whispered, unsure of what to do with his emotions. She finally turned and headed around the house. 

Sir Kendall pulled up to the side of the drive and shut off the engine. He was still alive. Alix watched him get out. 

It was good that he was still in the world…somewhat. She felt so confused. And poor Paul. Could she mess with him any more? 

Sir Kendall saw her and smiled. “My pet. What are you doing standing there?” Shopping bags dangled from his hands—one from Radio Shack, another from the Malcolmsberg hardware store. 

She closed the distance between them, managed a smile. “Where were you? I couldn’t find you.”



“Out shopping. What’s happened, my dear?”



“Nothing.”



“Come now. What is it? You’ve been crying,” he whispered, puzzled.


“Oh, nothing. I just worried that you…that you’d left. It’s silly.”


Sir Kendall pulled away, studying her face. “You think I’d leave without saying goodbye? What kind of a man do you imagine me to be?”


She laughed—too energetically, maybe. She had been a little bit relieved when she’d thought he’d disappeared. “I just couldn’t find you anywhere. And you hadn’t made your tea…”



“I thought I’d stop at the coffee shop for it. Did you think I’d met with foul play?” He said this lightly, but he watched her, like the answer might be on her face. 


“No, not, you know...” She looked toward the house, just to escape his gaze. “I guess I should drink my coffee before I start my brain up. I was feeling dramatic and hung over and well, I don’t know.” She paused; she didn’t want to alarm him, but she was feeling so emotional suddenly. “You’re a good man, Nick. I know you’re just trying do your best…” Tears filled her eyes. Shit, she was probably scaring him. 


“My pet, I’m not going anywhere. Don’t you worry.” He smiled suavely. “I have formidable resources, such as you can’t even begin to comprehend.”


His formidable resources would be as imaginary as everything else in his life. It seemed so sad. Everything seemed so sad and messed up. Everything was falling apart—because of her! She’d failed Paul utterly—he’d chosen her to confess his story to, and she’d only made him feel miserable. And now poor Sir Kendall was trapped between worlds because of her. Why did she think she could ever help him? She would never be enough—not for a real man or a fake man. 

Sir Kendall smiled as if he had not a care in the world. “I’ll leave a note next time, how about that?”


She nodded through her tears. “I’d like that.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

   
 
 Paul whomped the heavy bag with his right leg, a powerful round kick. He hauled into it again, then again, filled with the blackest shame. 

He’d told her. He’d never wanted another soul to know about his dark past and how fucked up he really was. How they’d beaten him. How much they’d hated him. 

He shouldn’t have told her.

And then he’d been so harsh with her. It frustrated him that she couldn’t see the situation clearly, but he didn’t have to go off on her. And then this morning she’d needed a friend. Could he not have transcended his hatred of Sir Kendall for one minute? But he’d never been a good liar, and hell, he’d felt happy Sir Kendall might be gone. 

Outrageously happy. Deliriously happy. 

Paul slammed a right cross into the bag, then a left hook. Another right, a left, a right. He repeated the sequence, putting his whole body into it—every ligament and tendon and fiber of his being. 

Why couldn’t Sir Kendall just disappear? 

He rounded in another kick to the clank of Tonio’s weightlifting in the corner. 

And all he’d done was alienate her, thrust her into more danger. Tonio came around to stabilize the bag for him. This small kindness made Paul feel even more like a jerk.

He kicked until he felt the exhaustion grow. He kicked until his legs shook, until he collapsed on the mat. 


“Thanks,” he mumbled to Tonio.

Tonio shuffled away. 

Sir Kendall was back. Maybe forever. Paul needed to earn Alix’s trust. He needed to man-up and handle Sir Kendall. He knew what that meant. He’d been a student of Veecha’s long enough to know that the thing you most needed to do was always the thing you least wanted to do.

Your greatest opponent and you know nothing of him.

He didn’t know the first thing about Sir Kendall. The thought of knowing him repulsed Paul, but he had to do this thing. Alix needed him to handle this. 

To know Sir Kendall, he needed to open himself to Sir Kendall. What did that mean specifically? Learn about him. Spend time with him.

You can’t get an opening if you aren’t inside, Veecha had taught him.

Paul had always resorted to strength to deal with Sir Kendall, using everything he had to push him away. But this required the opposite of strength. He had to stop girding himself against the blows. No—he needed to be indifferent to them. Which would require a certain amount of vulnerability. 

Vulnerability. That’s what he’d been missing. He knew it was right because the idea of bringing any kind of vulnerability to Sir Kendall felt like poison in his veins. 

Paul stared up at the ceiling. The fixture he’d chosen, the best he could find, had a full spectrum bulb in it. She would never know, but it mattered to him. He wanted good things for her. There was so much he wanted to do for her. 

Metal clanked on metal—Tonio on the bench. Paul closed his eyes and just stood there, remembering the way Alix had put the ointment onto his lip last night. The soft caress of her fingertips. The way she’d smoothed the stuff onto his cheek, his chest. Being touched by her felt like heaven. 

Because he loved her. 


For the rest of the day, Paul tried to monitor Sir Kendall in a new way—from a perspective of curiosity instead of antagonism. He would get to know him. He would get inside. That had to be the way to vanquish him. 

Sir Kendall ran more mysterious errands in his car. He seemed to be procuring equipment. Was he building something? What did he actually do with his time? What did he want in life? 

He thought about walking over and just asking Sir Kendall, one man to another, but he couldn’t. 

Alix seemed to be stripping woodwork in one of the far bedrooms. He could hear the rhythmic sanding, and he saw her pass by the open window now and then. 

Tonio left at around four to get ready for a date with the motel girl. Soon after, Alix came out with Lindy. She stopped at the threshold of the garage. She wore shorts and a pink top and sneakers, and her socks were pulled up all the way to her knees. He wanted to kiss every inch of her.


“It looks great,” she said. 

He nodded, wiping his hands and face with a towel. “Thanks.”


“But don’t think it makes up for your being happy to think he was dead,” she added. 


“Does it make up for me being a jerk about it at least?”



“Hmm.” A smile in her eyes. “Okay,” she said. “So you want to go for a walk with me and Lindy?”

He did. Very much.

They set off into the woods, down the path that led through brambles and up toward the bluff. They walked in silence. 


“I know how awful it must be for you to see him every day,” she finally said. “I’m so sorry, I really am. It meant so much, what you told me last night, and I can only imagine—”



“It’s fine,” he interrupted. “I’m handling it.”


“I don’t want it to be hard—”



“It’s fine,” he said firmly. “You hear from your friend?”


“Yeah. No progress. She’s going through some ginormous code manuals using the process of deduction.”



“What does that mean?”


Alix picked up a stick and threw it for Lindy. “I don’t know. But she does, and that’s the important thing.”


“You find your other missing stuff?”


She grinned sheepishly. The pale light coming through the tree canopy made her skin look glowy and warm. He wanted desperately to touch her. “It turns out I left the boots in my office,” she said.


“Oops,” Paul said. 


“And obviously Sir Kendall is still around. He told me he drove off quietly so as not to wake us. But the necklace is definitely gone. And I locked my bedroom door last night. I don’t understand how that necklace can be gone.”


“You think Sir Kendall can’t pick a lock?”


“Sir Kendall values answers, not money.”



“Maybe he took it to get appraised. That’s answers.”



“He’d ask me. He knows I don’t care about it that much.”

Paul picked up a stick. “This looks Lindy-sized.”



“That’s a perfect one,” Alix said. “Throw it. 

He threw it. Lindy bounded into the brush. When he looked back, Alix was smiling. “What?”



“I just can’t believe how your face healed.”



“Apparently, the things your computer orders aren’t everyday things. Apparently they’re supernaturally powerful.”



“The salve sure is,” she said. 


“And what’s he up to with all the stuff from the hardware store and Radio Shack? What’s he up to in his room?”



“I’m guessing he’s building some spy gadget.”


“So you don’t know what? We need to get in there and find out.”


“Let me handle it.”



“I’ll ask him.”



“No, Paul, I’m on it. I want you to stay away from him. I want you to trust that I’m being vigilant about Sir Kendall. It’s not like I’m ignoring your story. It’s making me really think.”



“But here’s the thing,” Paul said. “I’ve decided I need to get to know him. He’s here, and I don’t even know him as a person. Maybe I even find common ground with him. I mean, we both care about you.” Supposedly, he thought.


“You’re not getting know him. No.”



“That first day, I promised I wouldn’t attack him or tell him who he is. You never said I couldn’t be friends with him.”


“Friends?” She snorted. “Seriously?”



“Maybe he could use a male friend.”



“Not one that hates him.”



“Maybe I wouldn’t hate him if I got to know him.”



“Forget it.”



“Look, I’m sorry, but you lost your right to control him when you brought him into this world. You want people to treat him as a human? Then you have to let him act like one, which includes picking his friends. You can’t have it both ways. He can’t be a regular human, but you say who his friends are.”


“You don’t want to be his friend.”


“I want to get to know him. I’m going to see if he wants to hang out tonight.”


“No,” she warned. “You can’t.”


Paul grabbed another stick. “We’ll see what Sir Kendall has to say about that. I bet he wants to hang out with me. He wanted me at dinner.”

When he looked over, she wasn’t there. She crouched on the ground a few feet back, staring at something. “Fuck,” she said softly. 

Had she dropped something? Lindy tried to sniff at the spot and she pushed Lindy’s nose. “Get away.” She sounded upset. 


“What is it?” He knelt beside her. 


“Nothing. I just…” she motioned at a small form, no larger than a wine cork. A tiny, dead baby bird. And then she burst into tears. “I don’t know why it seems so sad, suddenly.”


“Hey.” He put an arm around her.

She sniffled through her tears. “I know it’s just a bird,” she said. 


“It’s okay. It’s sad.”

She wiped her eyes. “It just couldn’t fly, you know?”


He kissed her hair. She was so beautiful. She didn’t even know it. 


“Its little wings. They weren’t enough. Just not enough.” The idea of this seemed to make her sadder. “It’s stupid. I’m sorry.”

He felt the charge in her words. They weren’t enough. Just not enough. And some things came to him then. Like why she’d ordered a fake man for herself, as if she couldn’t measure up for a real one. And he saw her sisters overshadowing her. And how she made a game of everything. She didn’t make games of things because she didn’t care. She did it because she cared too much. She would do anything for her people. And then he had the stunning thought that the bird was her heart. 

Crouching there beside her, he touched his thumb to her cheek and wiped off a tear. “It never had a chance, that’s all. But it was always enough. It was always perfect.”


“No,” she whispered. 

He pulled her up, kissed another tear off her cheek. “You’re perfect.”

She sniffle-laughed. “Stop it.”

He kissed another tear off her cheek. “And beautiful.”


“Paul.”

He pushed his shaking fingers into her pink hair, cupping the back of her head, looking into her amber eyes. “You were always perfect.” Then he leaned in and kissed her. 

He felt her grab on to his shoulders. Yes, he wanted to say, grab on to me. He kneeled just a little, to get to her height, then get in closer, tighter. She felt so good and warm against him and she tasted salty sweet. He pulled her body harder to his as he deepened the kiss. 

She seemed almost to melt into him, breasts pressed against his chest. He dragged his lips across hers, coaxed open her mouth, tasted her more deeply. 

She pushed her fingers under his belt. 

God, he wanted her. He loved her and he wanted to tell her so. He wanted to give her everything. He kissed her hungrily, then slowed. He couldn’t give her everything. Sir Kendall was like a stain that poisoned what he had to give. 

He pulled away. “I’m going to handle Sir Kendall.”


She panted, regarding him wildly. “What?”



“Trust me.”

She looked confused—reeling from the kiss. “But you want him gone.”

His heart pounded. He wished he could say no, it’s not true, but it was true. “We’ll help him together,” Paul said. “I need to spend time with him.”

She squinted. “Was the kiss supposed to change my mind?”


“The kiss made me more resolved, Alix. I’m going to make this right.”



“Well, you can’t be his new best friend. The answer’s still no.”



“And it’s still not up to you.”

She frowned. She couldn’t stop him, and she knew it. 

And with that they turned back. 


Paul showered and changed. When he got down to the kitchen, Alix was standing over a kettle of popcorn. Sir Kendall relaxed at the small table in the corner, smiling mysteriously. 


“Do I smell popcorn?” Paul asked. 

“Indeed you do, old chap,” Sir Kendall said. 

Alix turned to him. “Don’t you have somewhere to be?”


“Yeah, right here.” Paul opened the refrigerator, pulled out a beer, and twisted off the cap. She bit her lip. The kiss was thick between them now. He wondered if Sir Kendall could tell. “What’s the movie?”



“Porn,” she said. “You’re not invited.”


He smiled. “Nobody makes popcorn for porn.”

She turned back to the stove, but her dimples were showing. He turned to Sir Kendall. “You don’t mind me joining you, do you?”



“By all means,” Sir Kendall said. 


“Thanks for the ointment, by the way. Amazing stuff.”


“Always worked for me. On the more persistent injuries. It’s from a little apothecary in the highlands. Recipe passed down and all that.”


Paul nodded, wishing Sir Kendall just wasn’t so….Sir Kendall-ish. He grabbed the bag of red-hots from the counter. “How’s about a refresh on that Denali?”



“Don’t mind if I do.” Sir Kendall held out his glass. Paul topped it off, as though the man was a friend or neighbor, and not a disturbing doppelganger who embodied Paul’s worst nightmares, a man who besmirched all goodness with a dark stain. He would get to the other side. He had to. 


“We really did get off on the wrong foot,” Paul said, screwing the cap back on. “I want things to be different.”



“You can’t always get what you want.” Alix said.

Paul continued to address Sir Kendall. “I feel like we could get to know each other and find some sort of common ground.”

Sir Kendall shrugged. “I’d hear what you have to say.”

I’d hear what you have to say. 

Alix seemed to bite back a smile at Sir Kendall’s imperious tone. 

Paul nodded. Act sane, dammit! “I appreciate that.”



“This is already delightful,” Alix said. The popcorn pops slowed. Alix gave the pot a shake, then dumped it into a big green bowl. 

The three of them moved out to the living room. 

Sir Kendall settled himself next to her on the couch. “You’ll forgive me for finding the idea of common ground a bit, oh, dubious.”


Paul’s heart raced. He leaned forward and took a handful of popcorn. “I don’t know anything about you, that’s all. Seems silly to be at odds.”


Sir Kendall seemed to find this amusing. “Old chap, my divulging information isn’t quite my idea of finding common ground.”


Paul focused on chewing, on the taste of the salty kernels, determined not to give in to the hatred. “I don’t mean information as in spy stuff,” Paul said. “I mean regular stuff. Normal things.” What was he asking? He didn’t know. He needed to stay open to possibilities, as Veecha had taught him. 

Sir Kendall narrowed his eyes, smug and assessing. 

Paul took a ragged breath. He was practically prostrating himself to the man! “I’m only trying to transform our relationship here.”



“Suddenly be on my side,” Sir Kendall said.


“Yes.”



“Give me something real on Hyko and I might be inclined to believe you.”



“I don’t know about any Hyko,” Paul said. 


“Pity.”



“Maybe we could help each other on a personal level. I mean, look at us. We’re identical in so many ways…”

Sir Kendall smirked. “You were thinking to give me some pointers, perhaps? Comportment? Manners? The ways of the world?”


Paul hated the sound of Sir Kendall’s voice, hated the smile in it. Hated him. Maybe he couldn’t do this. He stuffed a handful of popcorn into his mouth. “There’s no butter on this popcorn.”


Alix snorted. “And that’s just a small sampling of the valuable information Paul can give you. Time for our main feature.” She grabbed the remote and clicked on the TV. 

Sir Kendall seemed intrigued by the TV. 


“Maybe you could come out and take a run with Tonio and me tomorrow. We found a great route over the ridge. Or you could teach me something about jewels or whatever.”


 “We’ll see about that, old chap.” Sir Kendall sounded amused.

Paul gritted his teeth, held up his hands in a sort of surrender. “Maybe we just share popcorn and watch a movie together. Can we start with that?”


Sir Kendall shrugged. 

Paul forced his attention to the TV, frustrated. It was as if Sir Kendall was deliberately provoking him. And then it came to him: Sir Kendall was provoking him; he wanted him angry. Paul found the idea to be liberating. He would not give Sir Kendall what he wanted. 

 When the previews were over the movie itself came on. Dumb & Dumber. Paul widened his eyes at Alix. That’s what she chose? 

She caught his look and smiled at him broadly, giving him a little shrug of the shoulders as if to say, what the hell else was she supposed to pick? 

Two imbeciles outwitting a criminal. Paul lifted his eyebrows, as if to say, really? He saw the minute it occurred to her that Sir Kendall might take it in some weird way—she twisted her lips to one side, turned her eyes to the other. Uh oh.  

Paul wanted to laugh. He loved the way her faces formed a running commentary on every incident. He enjoyed this expression, though his favorite was her look of daffy surprise, where she’d part her lips as if in shock, curling her bottom lip a tiny bit over her teeth, and her eyes would be dancing with humor.

And he loved how most people in her situation would’ve stressed over the perfect movie to show and come up with something serious and informational for the betterment of Sir Kendall. But not Alix. No, she chose the fun movie She smiled at him again. 

And he loved how terrible she was at holding a grudge. And how her body had felt against his. He watched her watch the movie.

A funny Jim Carrey moment came on. It made her laugh, but Sir Kendall looked perplexed. He didn’t see the humor, but Alix did, and she laughed like the wild, free flower that she was. 

After the thing was over, Alix disappeared into the kitchen for dessert. 

Paul stood and went to her shelf of DVDs. He wanted to see her music and books and movies. Alix liked comedies. And romantic comedies. Sir Kendall remained on the couch, but Paul could feel his stare. 


“What kind of movies do you like, Sir Kendall? I don’t mean specific titles,” he added quickly, remembering Alix saying something about his scant pop culture memory. “But, are you more of a man for tragedies, or adventures, or documentaries?”


Sir Kendall rose and strode over to where Paul stood. 


“If you have a specific question, Paul, why not just ask me outright?” Sir Kendall’s eyes twinkled merrily. 


“I don’t have a specific question.”


“Oh, come now,” Sir Kendall said. 

Paul didn’t like the triumphant twinkle in Sir Kendall’s eyes. He’s trying to provoke you, he told himself. 


“You have questions about Alix,” Sir Kendall added. 


“No, I don’t.”



“I can tell you, you’re not missing much.”

Paul looked at him straight on. “I’m not asking you about Alix.” What he meant was, don’t talk about her. 


“Word to the wise, old chap,” Sir Kendall said lazily, “I find if you spin her around and take her from behind you can ignore what a desperate and ridiculous whore she is.”


In a flash, Paul had Sir Kendall up against the bookcase by his collar. 


“Laughable, really, that you think you can understand me.” Sir Kendall spoke in a low voice. “You’ll continue to underestimate me and my resources at your own risk. I have you beaten in ways you can’t even begin to understand.”


Paul tightened his grip on Sir Kendall’s collar. “You’ve got nothing.” This was all wrong, but he couldn’t stop himself. 

Sir Kendall’s laughter felt like a blade in Paul’s belly. “I daresay not.”


“No, it’s true,” Paul continued. “You have no idea how nothing you have. How utterly nothing. In fact, your position is so completely that of having nothing that even if you were told the truth, you wouldn’t be able to comprehend it—your mind literally wouldn’t be able to grasp the level of nothingness that you are.”


Sir Kendall laughed. “Or you could try a paper bag over her head while you fuck her. Makes her seem less the tart.”

Paul tightened his grip. 

Sir Kendall’s eyes looked bright, as though he was bracing for a blow. 

Paul froze. He knew that look—he knew it from the inside out. He’d worn that look. The bright stare. A look that said, go ahead, you can’t hurt me. A look that lied. 

 “She’ll let you do most anything,” Sir Kendall continued. “There is that.”


Paul just stared, consumed with a new emotion—a flash of…what? Pity? Compassion? When he tried to catch it, it was gone. 

But he’d had the scent of something, and that was enough. Some kind of weird connection. He loosened his grip, straightened Sir Kendall’s collar. “Forgive me,” he whispered. “But you should keep those thoughts to yourself.”

Sir Kendall watched him, amused. 


“What are you boys up to?” Alix beelined in with three bowls of ice cream.


“Discussing your wares,” Sir Kendall said. 


“You have an awesome selection of movies.” Paul said as Sir Kendall settled himself gallantly back onto the couch. 

Something had happened, shifted. Paul didn’t understand it, didn’t even know if it related to the ‘getting inside’ business, but it meant something. He was sure of it.

He could do this. 





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

   

At three-thirty a.m. Sir Kendall was still working feverishly to assemble the primitive radio from the parts he’d bought at various stores. He trusted none of the off-the-shelf technology here. Even the computer at the coffee shop—nothing had come of his entreaties. Phone calls, emails…it was as if he were trapped in a closed-communications biosphere. Almost as if he were on another planet. 

Or worse.

 Sir Kendall pondered what Paul had said: “Your position is so completely that of having nothing that even if you were told the truth, you wouldn’t be able to comprehend it—your mind literally wouldn’t be able to grasp that level of nothingness that you are.”

 Sir Kendall had laughed loudly at that, but the laugh hadn’t been real; his soul had simply needed to make some sort of loud sound. 

In truth, he felt more desperate than ever, especially in the face of Paul’s desire for connection. Lord, a connection with Paul was the last thing he needed. It was as if Paul’s very presence was sapping his strength—the pain, the dread…of what? And this strange sense that Paul was blameless. Paul made him weak. It’s why he had to kill him. 

He put down the needlenose pliers and rubbed his eyes. 

And then there was his increasing understanding of the ways in which he wasn’t like them—Paul, Alix, Karen. The sisters. He had no childhood memories, no stupid nonsense to embrace, no real relationships. He had relatives, but they seemed theoretical, at best. It made him feel curiously hollow. 

His gaze fell upon the magic book he’d taken from the box under Alix’s bed while she and Paul were out walking. Spells transmogrified to computer code. He’d spent time with the Sicilian cabal of witches, had run-ins with the Voodoun of Jacmel. He’d seen magic move through people—why not computer code? Had Hyko used the book to do something to him? 

He’d made some progress working out the magical mechanism of the code earlier tonight; it was only a matter of time until he worked it out completely. But if the book was as potentially powerful as it appeared to be, why hide it in such a foolish place? 

This radio would reach overseas to a ham operator in Mumbai. A man he could trust. He needed one point of reference, just one point of familiarity. Was it possible he wasn’t where he thought he was? Or who he thought he was? 

Could he be the clone?

The thought had certainly crossed his mind. But no—he’d seen Hyko. He knew Hyko. 

Was that the play? To twist up his mind in so many knots that his enemy would be a comfort? Sir Kendall’s thoughts went back, as they so often did lately, to that night in the border jail on the Israeli-Jordanian border, eight-and-a-half years ago. The local authorities had arrested Hyko on a weapons charge, something like that, and it was by sheer luck of connections that Sir Kendall found out and was able to get to Hyko before Hyko’s own people could free him. 

Sir Kendall recalled bribing the guards to take him down to Hyko’s cell. Thanks to an attack by Hyko’s people, Sir Kendall himself had extensive injuries: broken ribs, severe burns on his left foot, his left eye just a slit due to swelling, but he’d gotten off lightly; many of Sir Kendall’s best people had been killed, and his rage blotted out the pain. He’d strolled up to the cage door and loomed over Hyko, who sat on a dirt floor next to a bedroll, blond hair cascading over his shoulders, a small barred window up top behind him. And the ubiquitous floppy leather hillbilly hat. 

Hyko had smiled up at him; he always made a point of appearing unflappable. “Sir Kendall,” Hyko had said. “Just in time. I’d like my burger extra well-done, with fries, and a side of mayo would be nice.”


Instead of responding, Sir Kendall had simply motioned to the guards to let him in. Once the door had clinked behind him, he lunged at Hyko. They fought fiercely, bitterly. Hyko was powerful, but Sir Kendall pulled out a knife and quickly overcame him. 

Sir Kendall couldn’t remember his childhood or any happy times whatsoever, but he remembered Hyko, sprawled on the floor underneath him, floppy hat off, blond hair splayed out like a bloody and disheveled halo, his tanned, bruised skin, his proud glare. 

During the brawl, Sir Kendall had refused the guards’ offers of help, but afterwards, Sir Kendall had them pin Hyko’s arms and legs as Hyko jerked and struggled. He ordered one of the guards to stand with his heel on Hyko’s upturned palm. And then Sir Kendall knelt down and sawed off Hyko’s thumbs, an act of pure cruelty that shocked him now—shocked him to his core.  

He could still remember the way Hyko’s breath sounded, drawn in through clenched teeth. The way he had to yank the thumb to separate it from the last strings of skin and tendon. He recalled that Hyko had seemed impassive—placid, almost—as Sir Kendall moved to the man’s other thumb. Hyko never once cried out. 

When Sir Kendall had finished, he stood up and pushed both thumbs out the high barred window, so that Hyko would have to listen to the vermin devouring them. Or watch, if he was able to stand. Then he slid the still-bloody blade into its sheath at his calf, and instructed the horrified guards to attend to Hyko. They moved quickly, pressing rags to Hyko’s thumbless hands. 


“Kill any more of my friends, and it’ll be your heart I cut out,” Sir Kendall promised him. 

Hyko remained motionless on the floor, eyes shut as he spoke. “You understand, my dear Sir Kendall, that having opposable thumbs is what makes a man human.”


Sir Kendall had simply listed off Hyko’s atrocities. 

Hyko took another breath through clenched teeth. Hyko wouldn’t want Sir Kendall to hear his pain, but Sir Kendall heard it all the same. “Know that my retaliation will be sure, but not swift,” Hyko said. He began to babble about mountains moving, gods shuddering. 


“Yes, yes, yes,” Sir Kendall had interrupted wearily. “You’ll avenge yourself against me, and it will be terrible.” With that he’d left. 

Hyko’s promise of slow-coming retaliation had haunted him ever since. 

Maybe he should’ve killed Hyko. But the idea of killing him…it seemed too much like killing the last tiger on earth. 

So Sir Kendall waited, his dread of Hyko’s revenge becoming a persistent hum in his ears.

 Of course, that’s what Hyko wanted. There had been times in the past few years where Hyko had Sir Kendall at his mercy. The first occasion was the one on which Hyko had opened a bottle of wine and poured a glass for them both, using his thumbless hands gracefully. Sir Kendall had been well treated on that occasion. He preferred not to think about the second occasion. At any rate, Hyko hadn’t taken either opportunity to officially retaliate. 

Though Sir Kendall’s dread had grown over the years, he never felt remorse for what he’d done, not until the past few days. He had taken another man’s thumbs! Forced him to listen to the crows and vermin fight over them as he lay bleeding in a pit of a cell. What kind of monster did that? 

Ironic that the moment of his deepest regret would be the moment of Hyko’s revenge. Surely that’s what this was. 

He could leave this place, he supposed—get into his car and drive to an airport. Or could he? And what if Sir Kendall were killed here? Would anybody know? Would Henry? Would his parents? 

 Sir Kendall ached to recall anything about his school days. He knew that he’d gone to Eton and later Oxford, but they were more facts than memories; when he tried to call up an image of either campus, he would just get ivy-covered arches. Yet his memory of his various dangerous exploits was stunningly comprehensive. Why not remember the innocent moments? Why not his childhood?  

He went back to his radio. Tomorrow he would take it to the hilltop two towns over. If he couldn’t get a signal from there, he’d come back and have a go at Alix and Paul. The danger was too near. Just this morning, Alix had thought he’d been taken off to be killed. 

Sir Kendall eyed the little pile of clothes on his bed—sweats and a T-shirt he’d taken from the clone’s room. He would wear them out to the bluff to test the radio, thereby getting them soiled, and then he would return to the house as Paul. He’d shoot Paul—he no longer trusted himself to torture Paul, but he knew he could shoot him if he made his mind remote. He would then impersonate Paul, and if he couldn’t get his information from Alix that way, he’d get it directly by slicing a small high vein—something in the arm—and let her watch herself bleed. The feel of one’s own blood tickling one’s own skin created the effect of a sand clock and tended to panic a person into cooperation.

The idea of cutting into somebody’s skin—actually cutting—seemed so beyond the pale. He shut his eyes. It was this place, doing things to his mind. But it was too late to be anything other than what he was. He was a man who hurt and killed people to save the world—that’s what he was. He wasn’t nothingness. He couldn’t be. 




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

   
The house was quiet when Alix awoke, and her first thought was of Paul. The kiss. And the way he’d looked at her when he told her she was beautiful and perfect. Even though they’d been standing in the dim forest, she’d felt the sun shining on her when he’d said that. 

And he’d been through so much hell, but he’d found it in himself to be good to her. Paul could never love a girl like her—she was under no illusions about that—but he made her feel happy all the same. 

 She washed up and put on a white tank top and red flannel shirt with cutoff jeans, and found a twenty-dollar bill and a condom in the pocket. She used to always carry condoms in case some random guy threw her the smallest crumb of affection. Never thinking anything through. How had she been so pathetic for so long? 

And then she straightened. When had she started thinking of herself as less pathetic? It was like a crazy little surprise on the doorstep that she didn’t feel quite so pathetic, so inadequate. Like she’d edged the meter in a positive direction. 

She slapped a coat of red nail polish on her fingernails and toenails, then shoved on her stack of bracelets. Ready for the day. 

Paul’s bedroom door was closed. He might be sleeping, but it was more likely he was out back training. 

She heard a faint tapping coming from behind Sir Kendall’s door. A tiny hammer? Still tinkering away. On what? And what if he was super smart? Could he be making something dangerous? She went down to the kitchen thinking about Star Trek episodes where the crew went to primitive planets and were able to construct advanced devices with the crude materials there. 

The coffee was already brewed. Paul. She poured herself a mug and fed Lindy. 

She should ask him what he was building or at least get a look at it and describe it to Karen. Maybe it was lucky after all that Sir Kendall didn’t know he was something other than a regular man.

She washed a few dishes and called Lindy out for her morning walk. It had been exactly a week and a day ago, now, that she’d gone on that original walk with Lindy and come home to discover the necklace. 

She’d looked all over for it last night—still nowhere in the house. How could it just disappear? 

They headed out the back; she wanted to check the progress on the carriage house renovation. And, mostly, she wanted to see Paul. She padded lightly across the gravel with Lindy at her side and slipped inside the far corner of the space, which looked stunningly like a real gym now. 

Tonio and Paul were rolling on the mats, faces red, sweat flying, both wearing skin-tight shorts that went almost down to their knees. And nothing else. 

She drew nearer and crouched, signaling Lindy to stick by her. 

When Tonio got on top of Paul, she figured the match was over, but they kept struggling. Tonio tried to subdue Paul, but he couldn’t seem to get Paul’s arms to go where he wanted them to. She wished Tonio would let Paul up. 

Suddenly Paul clamped his legs around Tonio’s waist, which alarmed Tonio, judging by the way he struggled. Paul seemed to be arranging his hold on Tonio. 

 She watched Paul edge his hand little by little across Tonio’s back, while Tonio tried to twist this way and that. 

What struck her was that Paul looked so calm. Happy, even, his gaze clear and strong. He was so beautiful. In his element. That old man had rescued him and given him this thing to be passionate about. 

Paul twisted his body and moved his leg.


“Damn!” Tonio writhed as Paul tightened some sort of lock on Tonio’s shoulder. 

Tonio moved explosively now, but Paul calmly contained each explosion, shifting his body on and on toward his goal. They rolled, and Alix got an even better view of Paul’s unblinking attention. She loved the way he moved, so sweaty and brutish and graceful all at once. And she loved the look of him. Happy. In control. 

And just…more. More than that angry, reactive guy, more than that story, that darkness, that shame. 

She thought about him and Sir Kendall. Yes, Sir Kendall had been used to terrorize him, in a sense, but his hatred of Sir Kendall didn’t add up. Something needed to shift. 

Paul swung a leg over Tonio’s back and seemed almost to turn their tangle inside out. Tonio yelled and slapped Paul on the arm. 

Paul released Tonio, who flopped down. Paul grabbed a towel and patted his face, muscles flexing and glistening. Then he patted his sweaty chest and tossed the towel aside. He grinned and stretched his hand down to Tonio, who grasped it, let Paul pull him up. They laughed about something. 

Tonio saw her then and waved. She waved. Paul waved. 

She felt like she’d disturbed a magical spell. “Back in an hour,” she called, and she hurried off with Lindy, up into the woods. 



Alix was surprised to see Sir Kendall’s door slightly ajar when she returned. She’d cut her walk short—she couldn’t let this conversation with Sir Kendall wait, she’d decided. 

He sat at his computer with his back to her. He wore one of the bathrobes she kept in the guest bathroom, and his hair looked wet; apparently he’d just showered. 

She’d demand answers. She needed to handle this. 


“Knock knock!” she said. Sir Kendall spun around, surprised. Which was weird; usually you couldn’t sneak up on Sir Kendall. 

But she had only to look at him a second longer to realize this was not Sir Kendall. 

It was Paul. 

Searching Sir Kendall’s emails! In his stuff! 


“Alix—”


She was across the room in three steps, wanting to throttle him. 

Wanting to kiss him. 

She put a finger over his lips. “I know you’re doing important work. Very important spy work,” she said. 

He tried to say something.

She pressed three fingers to his lips, with a bit too much force. She felt angry. But it was nice to touch him. “No. It’s okay. Don’t let me disturb you.” She was so close to him now, and his body was so soft and warm, like it radiated heat. She got a wicked idea. It was wrong to mess with him, but he wasn’t supposed to be in here. Also, she wanted to kiss him. “But perhaps a little encouragement to help you go on, my brave spy.” And she removed her fingers from his lips, replacing them with a kiss. His lips were soft and sweet and faintly minty. 

He tried to pull away, but she clamped her hand to the back of his warm, wet hair and straddled him, kissing him. 

Paul. 

She felt it when he gave in, because he drew in a sharp breath and gripped her in a surge of feeling, like a wave breaking and crashing inside of him. He gripped her shoulders, clutching her to him, kissing her back now in earnest. If she hadn’t known it was Paul before, she sure the hell did now. Sir Kendall never kissed like this. 

Like he’d lost his mind. 

She pressed closer to him. He was so warm and supple, and so into it—the way he held her, the way he breathed. 

She told herself she was teaching him a lesson, but she only wanted more of him. More, more, more. She never wanted the kiss to end. 

She felt the jerk go through his body as he pulled his mouth off hers. “Alix, I’m sorry. It’s me. It’s Paul. I’m sorry.”


She gazed at him. This would normally be a place for a joke or a smart remark, but her eyes dropped to his lips. She was full of the kiss, of him. 


“Alix.” And then he pulled her to him and kissed her again. She melted against him, loving his breathlessness and the feel of him, and the smell of him. He’d had such artistry in fighting but now he seemed undone with passion. She loved that, too. 


“You are so beautiful,” he whispered, kissing down her neck.


“You’re not supposed to be in here.”



“I know,” he breathed. 

She closed her eyes, drank in his kisses and the reverent way he touched her. Do anything, she thought. I just want you. It wasn’t even about her for once, soaking up a man’s affection. It was about him. And he was naked under that robe, too. She could kiss him everywhere. 


“God, Alix.”

The sight of Sir Kendall’s briefcase brought her out of it. What was she doing? Paul was invading Sir Kendall’s privacy, and what did she do? She kissed him. 

 She pulled away and got off his lap. “We can’t do this. And what are you doing?”

Paul frowned and looked out the window. 


“Where is he?”


“Out.” Paul pulled a note from the robe pocket and handed it to her. 

My pet. I’m off to do some errands. Back after lunch.

She frowned at the tools strewn on the desk and floor. Whatever Sir Kendall had been building, it wasn’t there now. She glanced at the dark computer screen. Had Paul found anything? Like who the hell Sir Kendall had been emailing? “You shouldn’t be looking at his stuff,” she said. 

Paul woke up the computer to a rejected password screen. “Like I can get in. The man’s a spy, after all.”


“I thought you were trying to make peace with him.”



“I’m trying to understand him.”


“So you can hurt him,” she said. 


“No…I don’t know. I need to get inside.”


“What does that mean?”



“I don’t know, okay?” He got up and walked out. 

She followed him into his bedroom. Paul grabbed some boxers from the floor and pulled them on under the robe. She felt so much of him, now. She felt his ragged pain and the way his secret isolated him. Yet the way he fought today—he was so strong in every way. He could handle anything because he had a kind of endlessness in him. He seemed all the more beautiful for all of those layers. Paul was complex and fierce and wounded, and it would take an eternity to know him. She’d never had that notion about a man before—that he’d take an eternity to know. 

 She’d ordered Sir Kendall, but she’d gotten Paul. Nothing and everything she’d ever wanted. 

He looked around the room. “I can’t find half my clothes.”



“Paul.


“He’s up to something, Alix. I need you to see that. To get that he’s dangerous.”

Something about the statement hit her sideways. He kept saying it, but it was off. Something…uninspected was there. 


“You always say that,” she observed. 


“Because it’s true.”


“Is it?” She went to him, then. She grabbed the lapels of the robe and she did something she’d never done before—she trusted herself. She could be enough for him. Whatever this darkness was, it needed to see the light. She could be his light. “Tell me why he’s dangerous.”


He looked at her as though he didn’t understand the question. 


“Why?” she tried. “What is your specific fear of him? Your specific worry? What did Sir Kendall do to you?”


“He’s everything hateful.”



“But that’s not what he did. What does he do? Who is he to you?”



“Don’t,” Paul growled. 

She didn’t want him mad at her again, but she had to see this through, whatever it cost. And she saw it suddenly. “Sir Kendall was in it with you. He was a victim with you.”


“He’s their creation.”


She shook her head. She didn’t know a lot, but she knew about friends and loyalty. “He helps you. He’s your people.”


“My people?” Paul broke away with force. “Why can’t you see that Sir Kendall is evil? You can’t make that leap?”



“If the evil brothers hated Sir Kendall, doesn’t that make him good? And not on the side of evil?”



“He’s everything hateable!” He was looking at her, but he wasn’t seeing her—he was swimming in pain. Shame. Anger. “And you had to go and bring him to life.” His words felt like a knife in her heart. “The nightmare of my existence. Of all the people, you had to bring him. What the hell, I’ll bring Sir Kendall. The whole thing’s just a fun game and we’ll have some fun. Who cares about anyone else?”


Her gut twisted with guilt. He was right, of course. Leave it to her to not only team up with his nightmare, but to fuck his nightmare. “I did that,” she said. “I’m sorry for it in every way you can think of.”


“Oh my god,” he whispered. “Shit, Alix.” He touched her arm. “I’m sorry. You didn’t deserve that.”


She pulled away. “I did.”


“You didn’t. I’m sorry. The thing is, I thought I was rid of him, you know? I burned every bridge to quit that commercial. And here he is.”



“You can’t even say how he threatens you. How is he dangerous?”


“He’s not my people,” Paul growled. “He’s not my helper, and he’s not my people.”

 “Okay,” she said. “But I think he is.”



“No, it’s not okay. None of it is okay.” He pulled the bathrobe tie tight. 

The silence between them felt cold and hard. She wanted to break it but she didn’t know how. 


“Did you hear from your friend?” he asked finally.

He needed time, she thought. She’d give him time. “Let’s go see.”

 




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

   


He felt like she’d slapped him in the face. Like she’d sided with Sir Kendall and Gene and Gary. Sir Kendall? His people? 

And then he’d freaked out on her. 

What was he thinking? This woman he supposedly loved. He knew that she was sorry. He admired that she was taking responsibility for what she’d done and even found it perversely flattering that she’d ordered his look-alike, but then that resentment would rear up. He wasn’t worthy of her as long as he couldn’t get a handle on his own emotions. 

He followed her down the stairs to her office and settled in behind her desk in the buddy chair he’d taken that first day. She turned on her computer and they waited for it to come to life.

Lindy got up from her bed in the corner and came over, put her chin on Alix’s thigh. She petted her and began to type.


“You don’t think Sir Kendall can get into your emails, do you?” he asked. 


“I don’t know. Why would he?” Ding. Her new mail symbol flashed on. Five new. She checked her inbox. “Just junk. None from Karen.” She sat back. 


“I wonder if we should drive through town and look for his car,” he said. 

She wasn’t listening; she was feeling around under her desk with her feet. 


“What if he can get into your email?” he continued. “You emailed Karen with scans from the book?”


“But then I erased it all,” she said, kicking him as she searched the area under the desk.


“Are you getting fresh with me?”


Alix didn’t answer; she stood, yanked away her chair, and peered under the desk. “What the hell?” She sounded upset. 


“What?”



“My white boots are gone. They should still be here. This is where I left them.”

He stood and pulled his chair away. “Are you sure you didn’t move them? You thought you lost them once before. You think he took them?”



“Hold on. Let me check something.” She left him sitting there and tore up the stairs. He adjusted his robe belt and went to put his clothes in the dryer out in the mudroom. He couldn’t find his jeans and his Moogie’s Clam Bake T-shirt and the rest of his clothes were dirty. He’d assumed Tonio had taken them—they had a lot of the same T-shirts, but what if Sir Kendall had taken them? Would Sir Kendall actually try to impersonate him?

His people. It was outrageous—so outrageous he couldn’t quite look away. Sir Kendall his people. 

Alix practically mowed him down at the foot of the stairs. “They’re gone! My white belt and hat and the pocketbook!”


“You’re sure?” Had Sir Kendall taken her clothes, too?


“I’m sure this time!” She raced to the front door and flung it open, peeked out at the porch. “But the barrel’s still there.” She shut the door, backed up against it. “Paul. All the shit I ordered the second day is gone. Think about this—the necklace from the first day disappeared exactly a week after I ordered it, and now the stuff from the second day is gone. Exactly a week later.”

Paul narrowed his eyes. “And you’re sure.”


“Like a lifecycle,” she whispered. “Wait! There’s this thing that happens to the images. She rushed back into the office, back to her computer. He sat down beside her. 


“When the stuff appears in real life, it disappears from the jpeg. There’s just white blank space there. So maybe…” She clicked on the necklace file, and there it was. The red ruby necklace on black velvet. “Oh my god,” she said. “It’s restored.” She traced her finger over the screen. “That was all blankness before. When it was in our world. Now it’s back to its old world.”


She brought up another image—a page from an online catalog. “My boots and accessories. Restored. But let’s see the barrel.” She clicked on another image. There was a white space where the barrel would be. “So the barrel will go back next. Later today.” She turned to him. “And then Sir Kendall will be gone tomorrow.”


Paul bit his tongue, fought to hide his jubilation.

She glared and looked away. “Just a day and a few hours,” Alix whispered. “That’s all he has left.” She crossed her arms. 

Was she at least a little bit relieved? 


“If he has a day left,” she said, “I think he’d want to know. Seeking truth is his way. But then again, he is so committed to facts and truth. Does he want to know his very life here is a fiction?” She dragged the Denali man picture out of the trash and opened it. Sure enough, there was a white form in the doorway. That would be Sir Kendall. The car behind him was a white form, too. The way it was placed, it made Sir Kendall look like he had misshapen wings or something. “I never even thought to look at this,” she said. “Or I wouldn’t have been so shocked he came with a car. I guess you get everything in the image that’s not nailed down.”


“What’s this?” Paul pointed to a small protrusion above the car silhouette, a shape that seemed almost to be emerging from the hood, right about where the antenna would be. “That’s not part of the car.”



“Maybe a blobby animal with little stick arms was sitting on his car.”



“And got blinked in with him and the car?”


“Wait, this is a still from the commercial,” she said. “Maybe only this frame is knocked out. Which would mean that we could still see what it is…” She clicked the link for it.

He smiled—he couldn’t help it. He had to give her shit. “It’s on your toolbar? The link to the Denali commercial sits on your toolbar.”


 Her face went red. “Oh, shush.”


“Kind of handy, I suppose. When you only have a few minutes to take care of business.”

She hit him in the arm. 


“Ow.”

She called up the commercial. There he was, Sir Kendall, standing in the doorway. She slowed it down. The images flashed white in the frame she’d used. She paused it in the next frame and blew it up to 150%, 200%. “What is that thing?” Paul asked. 


“You were on the set. You tell me.”



“It’s a backdrop added later,” he said. “We filmed in front of a green screen.”

She went to 250%. “Is that top part some sort of hat? Like a cowboy hat?”


“Maybe.” Paul craned his head forward. “But…a guy in a hat hiding behind Sir Kendall’s car?”

But that’s what it looked like. The man’s face and hat and long, blond hair were perfectly camouflaged by the yellows and browns of the leaves behind. Deliberately hidden there.


“What the hell?” Paul said. 

Alix enlarged it a bit more. The thing was pixilated, but yes, someone was there. “This is bad. I could’ve brought two guys to life.” She tried different treatments on the photo. Nothing made the man clear. 


“Even if he materialized,” Paul said, “okay, maybe one of the area taverns suddenly has a new customer. He’ll go in a day when Sir Kendall goes. .”



“It was bad enough I conjured one guy. Now some other poor guy is wandering around? He could’ve been arrested, or worse.” She sat back against Paul and hugged her arms around herself, seeming distraught. “Who is this guy? We have to at least know who else I’ve done this to.”


 Paul put an arm around her and pulled her to him. She laid her head on his shoulder. It felt so normal, so right. “We’ll figure this out together,” he said. “And I know where to start. With the people who make the digital backdrop. We just need to call around and find the guy who made this. See what we’re dealing with.” He stood. “My phonebook’s up in my room.”



“Hold on.” Alix printed out the still. “Okay.”

Alix followed Paul up to his room and settled onto his chair with a pen and paper. Lindy squeezed in next to her. Paul grabbed the phone. He called a friend at the studio, got the number for post-production and after that, a string of receptionists. 

He pointed and repeated a number, which Alix dutifully wrote down. He clicked off. “Got her. The woman who designed it. Avon. She lives in L.A.” Alix handed him the paper. He dialed and put the phone on speaker, so she could hear. He asked the woman who answered if he could speak to Avon. 


“This is she,” she said, sounding young, and slightly defensive. 


“I’m calling with kind of a weird question about the background you made for one of the Denali man ads.” Paul began. He explained which one, the dates.


“Sure, I made those backdrops. Is there a problem?” Her youthful tone made Paul think of skateboard kids and Venice beach. “Are you from the agency that had the account?”



“No, it’s for my own personal interest,” Paul assured her. 


“I can’t talk about it. You should talk to the agency.”



“Look, I just really want to know, what’s up with that figure behind the red car?”


“What figure?”



“There’s a figure in the backdrop. You can see it when you enlarge a still. Some guy behind the car. You made the art for it. You gotta know about it.”

Silence on the line. Then, “How did you, um, hear about…the figure? Is that something people are finding? Is it online?”



“No, it’s something I found now. Look, I just need to know about him.”


“Do people know?”



“Just me and my friend.”



“You can’t say anything, okay? It’s just a goof.”

Paul exchanged glances with Alix. He said, “We won’t say anything if you tell me who this guy is. I have no interest in screwing up your career, but I really do need to know.”


Alix raised her eyebrows at him, playing with her bracelets, which made a soft jingle sound. He loved having her there. 


“You promise you won’t tell,” Avon said. “I’ll lose that job.”


“I won’t tell if you’re honest.”



“You can’t.”



“Who is it?” Paul asked. 

An angry sigh sounded over the phone. “Fine. That’s a badass by the name of Hyko.”

Fuck, Alix mouthed. 


“Hyko?” he repeated. 


“Hyko’s this character from Derangerous, a comic I put out. Hyko’s like, this very extreme villain.”


Paul swallowed. “Does Hyko have any superpowers?”


Alix clamped a hand over her mouth, eyes wide.


“Besides being a badass?” Avon laughed. “My friend, when you’re as badass as Hyko, that’s a superpower in a class of its own. Hyko’s into chaos and extreme crime. Like extreme sports, but for the criminal. That’s the concept. And he has a dirty-talking assassin friend named Brutus.”



“Is there a way to get the comic? Cause I’d like to read it.”



“We’ve got four issues up right now online at Derangerous dot com—that’s the name of the series. Hyko’s like, about to launch these sunspot machine things that erase all computer information and destroy all electricity and will plunge the entire world back into the Dark Ages. Then he’s gonna release some shit into the water supply.”



“But that weapon, that’s not in your video backdrop, right? His sunspot weapon? Or whatever he’s releasing?”



“No. Just Hyko.”



“Why put him in?”



“I know it sounds weird, but it’s sort of an ongoing dare with a bunch of us artists—we hide Easter eggs to make the commercial work funner. Hyko’s kind of my Easter egg.” Avon lowered her voice. “Hyko’s been in the background of ads for aspirin and diapers. In a picture on the wall in a home in an interior design magazine. I can’t believe you randomly found him.”



“Derangerous dot com?”



“Don’t forget to make a PayPal donation.”



“Does he have any enemies?”



“Hyko?”



“Yeah.”


“Interpol, CIA, basically, all agencies hate Hyko. One of his enemies even cut off his thumbs.”


“What enemy?”



“Just some nameless agent. It’s backstory.”

Alix waved her hand. “Ask her when she invented Hyko. When.”


Paul asked. Two years ago during the Burning Man festival, as it turned out. 

Paul hung up the phone. “Into chaos and extreme crime. That’s nice.”


“I don’t get it,” Alix said. “Your stepbrothers, however many years ago, invented Sir Kendall. But, they would never have known about Hyko. Avon invented Hyko two years ago. So how does Sir Kendall know about Hyko? He told me once that he cut off the thumbs of some guy—”



“That didn’t make him seem at all dangerous to you?” Paul asked. “Because, personally? When a person tells me that they’ve cut off the thumbs of a guy—”



“Stop!” She made to hit him. 

He caught her hands. He wanted to kiss her. Everything was insane, and he wanted to kiss her.


“It was fictional,” she protested. “Not real life.”



“Oh, fictional.” He drew her to where he sat. 

She smiled, dimples blossoming. “What do you think you’re doing?”



“Something real.” He kissed her. His heart smashed into his ribs as she moved to straddle his lap. She draped her arms around his neck, elbows on his shoulders. He held her lightly, fingertips on her tank top. 

 Quick, warm and soft, she kissed his cheek, his nose, his lips. It took all his restraint not to roar onto her like a freight train, crushing, probing, devouring. He was vaguely aware that he was shaking. 


“Hyko’s out there,” she whispered into the kiss. “We have to think.”


Thinking was the last thing Paul wanted to do. “He hasn’t bothered us so far.”

Alix pulled away. Her eyes looked bright, lips pinkened. “So where has Hyko been all this time? I mean, I have to handle this. I brought two guys to life. And what about the thumbs thing?”



“Who cares,” he said, kissing her neck.


“I’ve been thinking about what my friend Karen would say. I think she’d say that if they came to life together, maybe their stories merged, somehow. Maybe it’s like the big bang, where everything changes state together. Forever interconnected.”


He traced his fingertips along the silky skin on the back of her arms. “That’s what you’ve been thinking about?”


She snaked her fingers into his hair.

He wanted to consume her, and he couldn’t decide where to start. It was like being caught in a sexual rapids, swept from one lusty hunger to another. 


“That’s not the only thing,” she said. “I still have duty to Sir Kendall.”


He drew his hands up her thighs to the edge of her shorts. He was sick of Sir Kendall. He wanted to stop talking about Sir Kendall. 

She pulled away. “Hyko’s out there,” she said. “I have to warn Sir Kendall.”



“Apparently he thought Hyko was out there this whole time, so what’s different?”


“Hyko might be supernatural. Supernaturally badass. I think we should find Sir Kendall and warn him.”


Just then, a roar sounded, growing louder, coming up the driveway. 

Sir Kendall. 

“You’ll be telling Sir Kendall that he’s supernatural,” Paul said. “It could make him dangerous.”



“His enemy, Hyko, is into extreme crime and chaos,” she said. “What is that old saying? The enemy of our enemy is our friend?”

A car door sound. Footsteps on the porch. 


“He’s not my people.”


“Say what you will, at least Sir Kendall’s not into extreme crime. And he needs to know about the timetable. He has until Friday at 7:46 pm. He might be able to use that against Hyko.”


“You think spies aren’t as twisted and dangerous as the people they hunt?”


The front door shut.


“You want Hyko to win?” she asked. “You hate Sir Kendall that much?”

He didn’t answer. Yes, he hated him that much.

She looked so sad, suddenly. She got off him in a huff and headed downstairs. 


“Alix!” He went after her.

 The sound of a kitchen drawer. Silverware. They got into the kitchen and there was Sir Kendall, standing at the counter with a row of knives laid out in front of him. Wearing Paul’s clothes.

Alarm shot through Paul. He grabbed for Alix, but in a flash, Sir Kendall had her with a gun shoved under her chin. 


“Sorry, my pet,” he said. 

 “Let her go,” Paul warned, loosening his robe belt. If it came to a fight he’d have more mobility in his underwear. 


“Not my plan, clone. Here’s what’s going to happen. You’ll open that drawer next to the stove.”


“Don’t hurt her.” Paul pulled open the drawer. 


“Pull it out.”

He yanked out the drawer and set it on the stove. A box-like hiding place was built into the back of it. 


“Now slide the panel and retrieve the key ring inside.” He looked down at Alix. “You thought I wouldn’t find that?”



“I didn’t know it was there,” she said, frantic. “We’re not your enemies, Nick.”


“She’s right,” Paul said.


“You’ll excuse me if I’ve had enough of her games,” Sir Kendall said. “Now we’re all three of us going to take a walk outside. Out back to the carriage house.”



“Sir Kendall, we’re on the same side. We all might be in danger from Hyko,” Alix said. “He might be unusually powerful.”


“You think to warn me about Hyko? March,” Sir Kendall said to Paul, “or do I have to shoot off her ear?”


Paul raised his hands and backed out of the mudroom, breathing deeply, keeping an eye on Sir Kendall and Alix, who followed as a unit. “Turn around and march,” Sir Kendall said. 

Paul turned and walked, working on his focus. He had a good idea of where they were headed—out to the big cage behind the carriage house. Sir Kendall would put one of them in there—probably him, since he seemed to think Alix had the answers. That’s what the knives would be for. 


“Lindy, stay!” Alix said. The door clacked behind them. 

They went down the stoop and across the gravel drive to the carriage house. Paul had two thoughts—one, Sir Kendall was bluffing. He wouldn’t shoot Alix. He thought she had the answers; he’d always seemed to think she was the one in charge. And two, he could use the corner to surprise Sir Kendall. If, indeed they were going around and not in. Paul headed in, just to show he wasn’t thinking. 


“Around the side.”

So it was true. Paul went around the corner, but they followed too close behind. He walked in bare feet along the gravelly side to the next corner, where he widened his gait, creating distance without seeming to speed up. He rounded the corner and instantly spun to a crouch, shedding the robe. 

Sir Kendall came around and in the split-second confusion caused by Paul’s drop, Sir Kendall moved the gun off Alix—just enough for Paul to lunge up and seize Sir Kendall’s arm. He whaled a knee into Sir Kendall’s elbow and the gun clattered to the stones. 

Alix twisted away. 

Sir Kendall got Paul with an uppercut—the strength of it stunned Paul, but he came back with an elbow. 

They hit and kicked and elbowed each other, then fell to wrestling. Sir Kendall seemed to have grown in strength, but Paul was fighting for his life—and hers. Nothing else touched his mind. 

They were on the ground now, in the grass near the cage, each going for pain and soft targets: eyes, throats, groin.

Sir Kendall got him into a painful contortion at one point, fingers digging into Paul’s windpipe. “You are done for, old chap,” Sir Kendall bit out.

Paul coughed and sputtered, tasting blood, writhing against the other man. 

The sound of a gunshot—Alix stood over them, pointing the gun at them. “Stop it or I start shooting feet!”


The shot caused Sir Kendall to lose his focus long enough for Paul to wrench out of his hold and slam an elbow into Sir Kendall’s eye. 


“Stop it!” Alix yelled. “Paul! He’s your people!”


Paul slammed a fist into Sir Kendall’s jaw, inured to the blows Sir Kendall returned. He couldn’t stop hitting Sir Kendall, the man who embodied all the misery of his existence. He wanted to break him, kill him. With limbs like lethal snakes, he clamped and twisted around Sir Kendall, forcing Sir Kendall into a shoulder lock, harsh pressure where the joint was weakest—a little bit more and it would pop out. Sir Kendall made a little sound and ceased to struggle. 

 “He’s not your enemy,” Alix said. “Jesus, Paul!”


“It’s okay,” Sir Kendall returned. “The trick is not minding that it hurts.”


Paul froze. “What did you say?”


Sir Kendall swallowed laboriously. “A line I’ve rather taken to heart, old chap.” He spit out a tooth. “One can never avoid the hurt, you know.”


Yes, Paul knew.

 She was right. She’d seen it. Sir Kendall was his people.

It was like being hit by a tidal wave. He stared into Sir Kendall’s blue eyes - his own blue eyes. 

I know you. 

It was like looking back, back to years and years before, when he was that helpless, unwanted boy. The boy who couldn’t defend himself, clinging to that stupid line, pretending to be unaffected. Paul knew every contour of feeling inside Sir Kendall. They were part of each other. Sir Kendall had taken those beatings with him. 

Sir Kendall was his helper. He’d helped him. Sir Kendall was his people. 

Everything felt different, suddenly. Missing pieces clicked together. 


“Oh, God.” Paul shifted, loosened, mind reeling. There was nowhere to hide from those eyes, his eyes, staring back with resolve, defiance. Paul knew the misery and despair concealed behind that bright gaze. 

You’re just like them now. 


“No,” Paul said, clutching Sir Kendall, wishing he could take back the blows. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I didn’t see.” You’re me. You’re him. I need you. Paul pulled him close, half-crazy with tenderness.

Everything inside him felt new. Sir Kendall was his own wounded, hidden heart—a missing part of him. Paul understood this with the same instinct he understood fire. 

All these years he’d rejected him, but he’d only had to do this, to pull him close. They needed each other. 

 “What’s going on?” Alix asked. 


“It’s okay,” Paul whispered, dizzy with the recognition.

In a flash, Sir Kendall surged from his grip; Paul felt a sharp blade at his throat, Sir Kendall’s knuckles at his scalp, hair pulled taut. 


“Shit!” she screamed. 


“You don’t have to do this,” Paul croaked. “We’re okay now.”



“Please,” Alix begged. “You can’t hurt him. Don’t hurt him.”

And then there was the sound of feet crunching across the gravel. 

They all looked at the same time.

A tall blond man wearing a floppy brown hat and a long brown coat strolled out from the corner, leveling two large double-barreled guns in their direction.

Hyko.

Paul felt Sir Kendall move the knife a titch off his throat. 

Hyko’s guns were more like short, fat rifles—the word pistoleros came to mind—and a large knife sheath was shoved haphazardly into his belt, pirate fashion. His hair fell over his shoulders in messy blond tangles, and his oversized features had a carven quality, as though a sculptor somewhere had been trying to make a point about rough and excessive men.

Hyko smiled at the two of them, all majesty and menace. “Sir Kendalls, I presume.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

   

Hyko strolled up to Alix, pointing one of his guns at her chest. “Drop it.”

She could barely make sense of the command; her entire being was focused on the knife at Paul’s throat.


“Drop it, Alix,” Paul said softly. 

Hyko raised his eyebrows. “Somebody’s been working on their American accent.”


Paul said, “Alix, do it.”

Paul’s eyes looked so blue in the pink of his newly battered face. All she could think was to run to him, hold him. 


“Now,” Hyko said.

Alix turned her gun on Hyko. “Screw that. You drop it!”


Sir Kendall’s voice now: “Alix…”



“Fair’s fair,” Hyko said. “If you drop one, I’ll drop one. Look, look, look!” Hyko let one of his guns fall from his fingertips into the grass, which allowed Alix full view of his horribly ruined hand. Her mouth fell open. 

Quick as a flash he snatched her gun. 

She gasped. She hadn’t even known that was an option, snatching her gun away. 


“Sir Kendall’s handiwork. Diverting isn’t it?” Hyko shoved her gun into one of his giant coat pockets and snatched his own up off the ground. Or rather, scooped it up with his strange, fin-like hand. Because he had no thumb. With horror she realized he didn’t have a thumb on his other hand, either, and the skin there was mottled and scarred. Sir Kendall’s handiwork. She felt sick.


“Mess with me again and you’ll lose more than a weapon.”


His guns had modified handles, an arrangement of rings he hooked his fingers into. Noticing her stare, he twirled them in unison, like an Old West gunslinger, then aimed them back at her. “I make do. Now get back.” He motioned and she backed up, passing by the men until she hit the cage and could go no farther. 


“You can stop there.” Hyko turned the guns on Paul and Sir Kendall. 


“Leave them alone,” she whimpered. 

Paul glanced at her warningly. Oh, what had she done? Stay calm, she instructed herself. The least outburst and Hyko might shoot, or Sir Kendall might cut Paul’s throat. Or both. 

Hyko motioned at Sir Kendall. “Ease off, sailor.”


“I think not,” Sir Kendall said.


“You understand that holding a knife to his throat has roughly the same effect on me as your holding a knife to your own throat. Which is to say, very little. I’ve come to torture and kill only one of you, but the both of you, or even all three, will do. Toss it here.”


Sir Kendall hesitated, then tossed his knife. It sailed across the grass and gravel in a silver streak, bumping across the ground and coming to a violent halt as Hyko clomped a brown boot over it. “Now, which one of you is Sir Kendall?”


To Alix’s horror, Paul relaxed his face, suddenly looking very Sir Kendall. “I am,” Paul said—in a perfect Sir Kendall accent.


“No you’re not!” she said. 


“The lady’s right,” Sir Kendall said. “I’m Sir Kendall.”

Paul laughed. “He’s my clone, Hyko. A halfwit, unfortunately. His manners are atrocious.”



“Your business is with me, Hyko.” Sir Kendall made to stand.


“Stay down,” Hyko barked.

Paul spoke in a more Sir Kendall-ish voice than even Sir Kendall used: “Your business is with me, Hyko.”

Alix gasped. “What are you doing?” she asked. “He’ll kill you!”


Hyko spun around to face her. “Which one were you talking to? Which is the real Sir Kendall? I know you can tell me.”


She shook her head. She didn’t want Hyko to hurt Paul, but she wasn’t about to give up the real Sir Kendall either. 

Hyko strode over to her. “I’ll take you and his decoy down with him if I have to.” He pulled a coil of rope from his pocket. “Spill it, sister.”


“It’s okay, Alix,” Paul said in the Sir Kendall voice. “This is something I need to finish. I need to finish this with Hyko. I’m the only one who can.”



“Stop it, Paul!”



“Paul indeed.” Paul rolled his eyes. “Hyko isn’t quite so stupid as that, my pet.”


Sir Kendall stiffened. “Then why are you playing him for such a fool now?” He turned to Hyko. “Send them away. This is between us.”

Hyko lifted the gun barrel to Alix’s temple, eliciting protests from both men. 


“Silence or I shoot!”


They went silent.

The gun felt cool on her temple, yet somehow unreal, like an object of a different order. She leaned away, only to be followed by its steely impress and Hyko’s dark glance. “Delightful as it is to have two Sir Kendalls to maim, perchance to kill, I’m only interested in the real one. So, my dear, you have until the count of three to point out the true Sir Kendall. Or I’ll blow your head off and kill both of your swains. One…”



“Wait! Stop,” she said, trying to think. Sir Kendall was alive in the commercial. Even if he was hurt in the real world, he would go back to the commercial in a day. If he was hurt here, would he go back hurt? Dead? She wished she could call Karen. 


“Two.”


Paul and Sir Kendall began to jabber at her in Sir Kendall-speak. I daresay…my dear girl. She felt so confused. Hyko began to enunciate: “Thhhhh—”



“Okay!” She swallowed, meeting both men’s beseeching gazes; in this they were identical. It broke her heart. “I’m sorry,” she said.


“It is never wrong to tell the truth, pet,” Sir Kendall said.


“Alix,” Paul said warningly and Britishly, “I won’t have who I am denied now!”


She shook her head and pointed to the real Sir Kendall. “Red T-shirt. I’m sorry.” This last, really, to both men. 


“Thank you.” Hyko threw Alix a coil of rope. “Cut this in four equal parts.” He kicked the knife to her. 

She took the rope with shaking hands. Why would Paul step up as Sir Kendall? 

Hyko handcuffed Sir Kendall to the outside corner of the cage. Then he instructed Paul to walk into the cage and get on his knees inside, fingers knit behind his head. 

Paul complied. 

Hyko strolled over behind Paul and, without warning, he heaved a violent kick into Paul’s back, knocking him face-first onto the ground. 

Alix gasped. 


“Turn over and spread ‘em,” Hyko said.


“What are you doing?” she shrieked.


“It’s okay.” Paul turned over and put out his arms and legs.  

Hyko’s hillbilly hat cast his face half in shade as he stared down at Paul. “We have unfinished business, Sir Kendall.”


“But that’s not Sir Kendall!”


He trained his gun on Paul’s head as he patted his boxers for weapons. “Appears I’ve caught you without all your little gadgets, Sir Kendall. I should’ve known you’d be the one in underpants.”


“It’s not him!”


Hyko turned to her, a great smirk on his rugged face. Sir Kendall had come off as so arrogant and domineering, but it was nothing compared to Hyko, who seemed every inch the outlaw. “There’s a certain King Solomon fable—not the baby one, but another,” Hyko said, pale blue eyes glittering. “The Queen of Sheba presents King Solomon with two identical flowers and asks if he can tell which is the real one. The flowers look identical. They even smell the same. Then a bee flies up and lands on one, and the riddle is solved. You see, King Solomon knows that a bee will always choose the genuine flower.” Hyko stood, apparently satisfied with his inspection, and kicked Paul again, in the ribs. 


“Uf.” Paul curled up, holding his middle. 

Alix couldn’t breathe. 


“Now in our story, I’m King Solomon, of course. You, my dear, are the bee, and you have chosen this Sir Kendall to save. Therefore, this is the genuine Sir Kendall. No woman would choose a fake Sir Kendall over the real thing.”



“No, Hyko, you’re wrong! Tell him Paul!”


Paul’s laugh sounded strange. “One must never take a lady’s word for the quality of her jewels or the names of her lovers.”



“Stop talking like that!” she yelled.

Hyko beamed. “And you’re going to tell me that’s not Sir Kendall?”



“Yes!”


Hyko waved a lazy hand out to where the real Sir Kendall lay. “You only confirmed what I knew. The real Sir Kendall wouldn’t be caught dead in a T-shirt that says Moogie’s Clam Bake. Now, get to your task. Any more talking and I’ll make him even sorrier.”

Sir Kendall watched the proceedings from his spot on the grass outside the cage. Why not slip out of his handcuffs? Was he waiting? Biding his time? 

Alix hacked at the rope, wishing it were Hyko she was hacking at, a dream that became all the more impossible when he instructed her to throw the knife into the woods. He then made her enter the cage and tie Paul’s wrists and ankles to the bars with square knots. “His left to the left side of the cage, his right to the right side, and his ankles together to the end. And don’t think I won’t check your work. Every fuck-up loses you a digit.” He shoved his big gun into his belt, flicked his hand under his coat, and produced a small hatchet. 

She crawled to Paul’s side. His chest rose and fell with alarming rapidity. She looped one of the ropes around his right wrist. “I am so sorry,” she whispered, hands shaking. 


“Tighter,” he whispered. “You won’t hurt me, Alix.”


“Hey girlfriend,” Hyko said. “Talking’ll cost you a pinky.”


“Jesus!” She wiped away a tear, trying to figure out how to stop this madness. Paul gazed over at Sir Kendall. Looking at Sir Kendall usually upset him, but now it seemed to calm him. His dark hair stuck in clumps to his forehead; a line of blood trickled from the side of his mouth. Sir Kendall watched Paul back. What had happened between them? 


“I’m so sorry,” she said in a small voice. 


“Shh.” Paul spoke without taking his eyes from Sir Kendall. “It’ll be okay.”


She stifled a sob. Why had he suddenly decided to be Sir Kendall’s savior? 


“Hey kids, I have an idea,” Hyko strolled nearer. “I was going to save the thumb removal part of the festivities for later, but—” Hyko tapped the ground next to Paul’s hand with the hatchet. “That’s like saving dessert for after dinner. I say, let’s begin our festivities now.”


Alix gasped. “You can’t!”



“Don’t worry, our festivities will be awesome all the way through.”


Panic rose in her throat. “Hyko, you’re an idiot. It’s not him.”


Paul extended his thumb outward from his hand, pale against the dirty metal floor of the cage. He had the look she’d seen in the ring—the calm, beautiful eyes that saw everything. It broke her heart. This was a man with a code, a man who fought for what he believed in. “No,” she whispered. 


“It’s okay,” Paul said. “I need to step up for him.”



“You don’t need to step up for him!” Tears rolled down her cheeks and her heart burst with the most overwhelming sensation she’d ever experienced. It had always been Paul. This was the man she’d dreamed about, the man she’d fantasized about. 

The man she loved.

“Alix, listen—” Paul was starting to say something, but Hyko was there, pressing his boot to Paul’s cheek, garbling his words. 

Fear and rage boiled up in her. “Get off him.”



“Why so gloomy, GFF? I’ll have you know I’ve sharpened this hatchet, which is far more than Sir Kendall did for me. Do you remember, Sir Kendall? The knife you used to sever my thumbs was like a dull steak knife from a church cafeteria. Do you know how that felt?” Hyko turned to her. “Let’s just say it was other than the best feeling ever.” Hyko stepped down harder, squishing Paul’s face even more.


“Get off!” Alix flew at Hyko, two hands whomping onto his chest, pushing him off Paul. He stumbled backwards, banging back on the cage bars, smiling all the while, as though he thought it was funny. She didn’t care that he had the hatchet; she hauled off and hit him in the chest—once, again. She went for his smirking face. 

He fended off her blows with one arm, laughing. “Girl can hit. You’d prefer it later? Is that what you’re trying to tell me? I suppose we could hold off.”



“Leave him alone, Hyko! None of this is real. The thumbs thing didn’t even happen in real life. Sir Kendall did not do that. Just listen to me, please. None of what you think happened ever happened.”


Hyko smiled a glittering, toothy smile. “A lot of desperate people have tried to stop me from doing a lot of bad things, but no one’s ever gone that route. Nothing is real? That’s your gambit? Points for originality.”



“Listen to me: I conjured both Sir Kendall and you with a kind of magical computer program. I have this process where I can transform two-dimensional images into three-dimensional reality. I make pictures into real-life things, right?” She watched Sir Kendall, who followed with interest, but he didn’t look surprised. Or was it an act? Maybe he planned to ambush Hyko. “I know it sounds crazy, and it sort of is, but you’re not from this world. You’re from a comic book, and Sir Kendall’s from a commercial.”


Hyko raised a finger. “Perfectly logical as this all sounds…”



“Go look it up. Derangerous dot com. You know it’s farfetched that Sir Kendall somehow cloned himself right under your nose. He didn’t. I made him. Paul isn’t a clone, he’s a fighter from Los Angeles who played Sir Kendall in the commercial. And you both are going to wink back out tomorrow night at seven forty-six.” She looked down at Paul, tied to the floor of the cage. “It takes a day for the stuff to appear, a week to wink out. And everything weirdly improves. That’s why the necklace was so amazing. Those rubies.”

Hyko pointed to the keychain gleaming in the grass nearby. “Bring me that keychain. I presume one of those keys locks this cage.”


She glared at him.


“Go ahead, or I’ll take your thumbs.”

Still she glared. 


“Tempting, I know.” Hyko swung the hatchet. “As far as body mod goes, it blows the earlobe-hole and lip-ring set completely out of the water. One…two…”

She retrieved the keys for Hyko, hating herself. She’d brought a man to life out of selfishness and thoughtlessness. She had been like poison to Paul. To the whole world. She would find a way to make it right. She had to.

Hyko threw her three pairs of handcuffs. With all the weaponry and handcuffs in his pockets, it was a wonder he could walk. “Get in there and cuff his wrists to their respective sides of the cage, and then cuff your wrist to his.”


She complied, clicking the metal circle around her wrist, then Paul’s. 

Hyko came over and kneeled. “Your cloning operation wasn’t even on my radar, I’ll give you that,” he said to Paul, jerking at the ropes and tightening the handcuffs. “Or was it surgery?”

 “Hear me out,” Alix said. “Both of you were transformed from computer images into three-dimensional reality last week at the exact same time. Let me just ask you, can you name one TV show or movie you saw last month? Can you answer questions about your childhood? Have you noticed that everybody else in the world can? Somebody else dreamed you up—you and your whole sunspot weapon plan, bringing a second Dark Age and drugging the water supply…”


Hyko adjusted his hat, frowning down at Paul. “Well, well, someone’s been a busy secret agent.”



“It’s all online, dude,” Alix said. “In your comic book. This is not your world. And Sir Kendall didn’t hack off your thumbs; the girl who wrote the Derangerous comic book did that…in the story she made up. And when I brought you and Sir Kendall into this dimension from the same picture, your stories meshed.”


Hyko smirked. “Yes, yes, I’ll take that under advisement.” He took out a syringe and shoved it into Paul’s thigh. His thumbless hand reminded her eerily of a Muppet hand. 


“What are you doing?”



“A painful immobilization agent.”

Paul’s gasp was like a shot to her gut. “God! He’s already roped, cuffed, and in a cage.”


“He’s Sir Kendall Nicholas the Third, my dear.” Hyko stood, walked out, and shut the cage door on them both with a loud clang. “Quite the cage. Handy.” He dropped the keys in his pocket.

She kneeled next to Paul and put her free hand on his sweaty chest. He was breathing fast. She rested her hand on his heart. He was so strong and brave. “Paul,” she whispered. 


“It’s okay.”

It wasn’t. He was tied up and being threatened by a deranged bully, just like when he was a kid. And now he’d been shot up with some kind of horrible poison that would—what? Immobilize him? While giving him pain?

She looked out at Sir Kendall, still there on the grass, watching them. He looked…calm. “What are you doing with…” she motioned to Sir Kendall.

Hyko strolled up to him. “I could use a Sir Kendall double, and every man has his price. Or every clone.” Hyko patted Sir Kendall down. “I’m hoping we become great friends.”

 




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

   

Hyko released the cuff that held Sir Kendall to the cage, yanked him up by the collar, and re-cuffed his hands together. 

Sir Kendall allowed it, turning over Alix’s words in his mind. So he and Hyko had landed in an alternate world.

Hyko didn’t buy it, but Sir Kendall did. It was the only thing that made sense; it explained his communications problems, the vivid quality of details, how different he was from the others—stronger and smarter, yet with a disturbing lack of mundane knowledge. And the magic book! It was so outrageous and so obvious, Sir Kendall wanted to laugh. He’d even worried he was the clone at one point.

Instead he was a character from a commercial. 

Hyko pulled him around the carriage house. Sir Kendall went, walking heavily. The Paul walk. 

Nothingness, Paul had called him. But surely he was more than that. Surely a mere commercial character didn’t feel all the dread and pain he felt around Paul. And the urge to save him now that he was under threat—where did that come from? And he had his own world to save, too. He wasn’t nothingness; he wouldn’t accept it. 

One of the perks of wearing Paul’s clothes and shoes was not having the usual array of weapons on him for Hyko to find. It had helped to fool Hyko. Luckily, Hyko hadn’t bothered to examine Sir Kendall’s toenails, or he would’ve discovered one last weapon. Hyko had also made the mistake of cuffing Sir Kendall’s hands in front of him. More comfortable, but less secure. Hyko would’ve never done that if he knew who he really was. 

Sir Kendall felt thankful for Hyko’s famously bold and rash decisiveness.

What’s more, Sir Kendall felt positively liberated to know he’d never truly killed anybody or even taken Hyko’s thumbs, at least not in this world, where it seemed to matter more. It was like waking up to find a distressing memory was nothing but a nightmare. 

He was tempted to devise a way to stay in this place with its robust food and smells and parents and lawn statues and love. To stay in this place where good people led sunny lives that weren’t connected to dark, snarled plots. To stay in a place where he wasn’t a monster. 

 Surely the magic book held the key to staying. But what about Hyko? They’d popped in together. If one stayed, wouldn’t the other stay, too? 

It was only a matter of time until Hyko realized the truth of this, too, and got the same thought about staying. Good God, Sir Kendall could only imagine the chaos Hyko could create if he found the magic book and figured out a way to stay. Luckily, Sir Kendall had hidden it. They would go back to their world. 

Sir Kendall had cherished that world once; he’d cherished it enough that he’d been desperate to keep Hyko from destroying it. He found, when he thought of it, that he still cared a great deal. The launch was still set to go off there. People would die. He couldn’t let that happen. He would complete his mission and save that world. 

Hyko opened the door and pushed Sir Kendall into the house. 

To save his world, he needed to know the location and timing of the launch. Surely it was more than a day away. Once he coaxed that information from Hyko, he’d find a way to turn the tables before they blinked back, so that he could return with Hyko subdued. 

Apparently, he had twenty-six hours in which to accomplish this. 

It went against everything in him to pretend to be Paul with the slouchy walk and the hard expression. But this was the game now. As long as Hyko thought he was Paul, he’d underestimate him. 

Was it possible Paul understood that? Was this Paul’s way of teaming up with him? 

Yet, Paul had stopped fighting him before Hyko arrived on the scene. That hadn’t made sense.


“One thing I don’t understand,” Hyko said, pushing Sir Kendall through the kitchen and into the living room. “Actually, two. One, why were you fighting him? And then, two, why say you’re Sir Kendall? Why protect him?”

Sir Kendall thought fast. Paul obviously knew the truth about the magic, but he hadn’t when he first arrived. He’d thought Sir Kendall was a crazy man who’d had his face surgically altered. Sir Kendall decided to play that Paul. 

Hyko shoved him onto the broken couch and took the Italian chair. He crossed his long legs, and waited, gun at the ready. “Well?”



“Hell if I’ll take the place of that foppish ascot,” Sir Kendall said, using Paul’s accent. 

 “Foppish ascot.” Hyko smiled. Big. 

Sir Kendall swallowed and looked away. Hyko had always been a looker—handsomeness was one of the ways he ensnared his female agents—but he looked even more glorious now, somehow. He had a big mouth and a big Adam’s apple and long fingers that looked all the longer due to the absence of his thumbs. And the palest of blue eyes. Those eyes would fool you. 


“The man’s a nut job,” Sir Kendall added. 

 Hyko twisted his generous lips, lost in thought. 

Sir Kendall pondered what Alix had said about the rubies increasing in brilliance. Had Hyko increased in brilliance, too? Had he?


“Why protect him, then?” Hyko asked. “Why claim to be him when I showed up?”


Sir Kendall shrugged as he’d seen Paul shrug. “No offense, but you seem to be playing the nut job game with him, and you had the gun. I figured, if Sir Kendall wanted to be Sir Kendall…”


Hyko eyed him with those big blue eyes. “Thought there might be something in it for you?”



“Why not?”



“You were wrong. Sir Kendall spoke up out of a sense of honor,” Hyko said. “All very boring.”


Sir Kendall’s heart swelled.


“You’re a surgical double?”



“I’m done talking to you.” Sir Kendall clamped his mouth shut, trying to hold his face as Paul typically did. Fifty percent of a disguise was how you held your face. 

 “You’ll see life with me is far superior to that of a double.” Hyko strolled around the place, then came back to stand behind Sir Kendall. He touched his hair, tugged on it a bit, as if to test its strength. “It is quite a likeness. Not perfect, but...” He walked back around to the front of him and stared into his eyes. “…compelling.” He proceeded to grill Sir Kendall on what his instructions were, what he knew of Sir Kendall’s plan. 

Sir Kendall, as Paul now, played dumb. “He has my face,” he blurted at one point. “And I don’t like it. How would you like it?”


“Interesting,” Hyko said. Sir Kendall could only guess what his old enemy was thinking. “Can you tell me what Sir Kendall has out in his car?”

Damn. Sir Kendall shrugged. 

Hyko went into the closet and came back with bungee cords and duct tape, which he used to truss him up further. He’d have to hop to move. Sir Kendall could get free…given twenty minutes and the right tools. 


“No offense.” Hyko strolled out of the house. A crash. Sir Kendall closed his eyes. That would be the windshield of his Alfa.

Hyko came back in with the crude radio and set it on the coffee table. It was mounted on a slab of wood—wires, antenna, battery pack, crystal tuner.


“This puts a new light on things. Do you know what I’ve been up to, Paul? You mind if I call you Paul?”


Sir Kendall shrugged. Yes, he had wondered what Hyko had gotten up to, beyond that one appearance in town. 


“Well then, Paul, I’ll tell you. I was checking on a certain launch program I have. It’s in a faraway place; I had to travel there by plane. I had to, let’s just say, put the screws to a lot of thumbs to get down there, because bank accounts were jammed up. Do you know why? Why I had to go down there?”

Sir Kendall shook his head. 


“Because I found myself out of communication with my people. And do you know what I found when I arrived there?”


Where? Where? If only Hyko would give him a location! Sir Kendall shook his head.


“Nothing. None of my equipment.” Hyko took off his hat and set it aside. A long, golden lock of hair fell over his eye as he toyed with the makeshift controls on the radio. The signal whined. “It was as if my sunspot machine had been stolen. I blamed it on Sir Kendall. I’d imagined he’d stolen it and was trying to make me think I was crazy by creating a communications bubble around me. I could get on the Web easily enough, but none of my people were accessible. I could find a pizza parlor, but my home in Malibu was wiped off Googlemaps. It was all so strange. I was coming back here to confront Sir Kendall.” He worked the crude radio a bit more. 

Hyko eyed him. “And lookie here, he decided to make his own damn radio. Something that can’t be compromised. Why? You don’t make your own radio when you trust the radios around you.” Hyko tilted his head and looked into Sir Kendall’s eyes. “Which makes me think he was having the same trouble I was.” Hyko shifted his gaze right. Then left. 

Hyko was working it out. 

He reached in his breast pocket and pulled out a smartphone. “What was the comic book name? Derangerous, did she say? Derangerous.” He drew a long finger over the window, tapping and sliding and tapping some more. “It’s too insane. Yet not…” He narrowed his eyes, slid his finger along slowly. His face fell into a mask of bewildered concentration. He’d found his comic. A smile spread slowly over his face. He looked up at Sir Kendall. “This is incredible.”


“What?”


Hyko’s astonished gaze fell back down the screen.


“What?” Sir Kendall asked again, trying his best to play Paul.


“I think she may have been telling the truth. I knew things weren’t…normal. But this is…unbelievable.” Hyko sat back and studied the phone, sliding the frames, reading. “This comic. It’s brilliant. I’m Derangerous. Fuck, yeah.” Sometimes he laughed, sometimes he gazed out the window. After a few excruciating minutes, he put down the phone. “Well isn’t this a peck of pickled peppers.”



“What?” Sir Kendall demanded. 

Hyko looked at the clock on the mantel. “A little over a day. Seven-forty-six.”

Sir Kendall furrowed his brow, an unbecoming thing he’d seen Paul do. All the better to mask his extreme distress. 


“She’s right,” Hyko said. “It explains so much.”


Sir Kendall kept his eyes lowered. He’d expect nothing less; Hyko had a supple and highly flexible criminal mind. 


“And you’re an actor. It’s the only thing that makes sense. You know, too, don’t you? You don’t want me knowing I’m in an alternate reality. I understand. A man like me might get ideas. I mean how convenient, really.” He crossed his legs and relaxed back into the chair, looking like a hillbilly warlord prince. “I get out of my last world just days before I destroy it, and my goodness, here’s a clean and shiny new world for me to destroy. The people here do seem a bit…dense.” He paused, as though lost in thought. “Most, anyway. Avon, the creator of my comic book, isn’t dense. She’s obviously brilliant.”

He returned to his smartphone, worked away at the controls, then put it to his ear. “Yes, Avon, please,” he said, winking at Sir Kendall. “Avon, hello…Just a fan. I want you to know, I love your work…yes…oh, yes. What can you tell me about these people?” He smiled. “Of course I have, I just thought…okay, then, I’ll be sure to look for it. You have a fan for life.” He clicked off, staring at the phone with an ecstatic expression. 


“Avon,” Hyko said, “shall be my greatest ally.”

What did Hyko have in mind? They only had a day left. But that was how Hyko operated—he got something in his head and he ran with it. 

Hyko did more investigating on his phone while Sir Kendall waited. He still had the element of surprise—Hyko still didn’t know he was Sir Kendall. 

Suddenly Hyko roared with laughter. “Hah! Denali man! Well this settles it. I’m so much cooler than Sir Kendall it’s not even funny. Sir Kendall is the Denali man.”

Sir Kendall betrayed no emotion. Maybe he was from a TV ad, but he was on the side of the angels. Right now, at least. 

Hyko smiled. “She got a two-fer with you, huh? It’s all coming together—the character and the actor who played the character. Now that’s funny.” He snapped his phone shut. “Tell me, Paul, where would a pretty girl keep her magical computer?”



“I dunno,” he said, and then he sat back and glanced in the direction of the office. Hyko would find it anyway; he may as well keep up the appearance of cluelessness. 


“Thank you.” Hyko rose and strolled off. He returned with Alix’s laptop, followed by Lindy, who liked to sleep in the office. 

Hyko powered up the computer and typed. “Where did she get it? That’s my question. That trashy tigress out there wouldn’t have invented magical code. She’s not capable of it. I’m not seeing anything that looks like…” He shook his head, hunting, hunting. No, I won’t get my answers here. The answers are in that lab in the basement, don’t you think? Have you been down there?”


Sir Kendall swallowed. 

Hyko smiled. “Yes, I’ve been in the house. I snuck in and searched it the first night, while you two were ocupado in the kitchen. Looks like I should’ve stayed, but what the hell, I’m here now.” Hyko stood. “Hop to. We’re taking this party downstairs.”

Hyko was right—that’s where the code would’ve come from. Leave it to Hyko to go to the source. At least he didn’t have the book. 

Hyko helped Sir Kendall up, and together they went down the basement stairs, Sir Kendall hopping each step, Hyko behind him, holding his shirt to keep him from falling. They headed across the dirty cement floor to the room in the back corner. Hyko creaked open the door to the old computer lab.

It smelled of mold and something sharp—battery acid. Hyko set him on a musty couch and went to work plugging in power cords and trying to fire up the machines. He struggled to rewire things here and there with his compromised hand, while Sir Kendall studied the layout. Five old mini supercomputers had been arranged to form five points around a central desk—a pentagram. Faint markings on the floor. Somebody had tried to wash them away. Good Lord, how had he missed it? 

A fan set into the wall whirred to life under Hyko’s clever fingers. He called the hardware store and arranged for a delivery of soldering tools. In the meantime, he tore off the casing of one of the least damaged units and set to stripping and reconnecting wires. There was a certain elegance in the way Hyko used his thumbless hands to grip and maneuver his tools. Here he was, the most dangerous man any world had ever seen, at the height of his powers, working against the clock on the most dangerous weapon he could possibly possess. 

It was very nearly operatic. His eyes shone and his snarled hair swung as he went from one machine to another. 

Sir Kendall almost hated to stop him, but stop him he would. 

He had to save his home world, and he had to save this world, Paul’s world. The notion of saving Paul filled Sir Kendall with a curious sense of purpose. Maybe he was nothingness, doomed to be a flat and entirely monstrous commercial character—the idea put unimaginable pain in Sir Kendall’s heart—but he would save Paul all the same. And Alix, too. Because Paul loved her. 

 




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

   
 

 Alix smoothed Paul’s hair back from his head. He seemed to be driftng in and out of consciousness. How long had they been in the cage? Twelve hours? Fifteen? 

It was morning. The sun had been up for a while. What time did the sun rise? She’d always left details like that up to other people. They would tell her if it was important. She’d been so irresponsible in so many ways. 

Paul was sweating profusely. What kind of poison had that madman shot Paul with? A painful immobilization agent, he’d called it. 


“Paul,” she said. “Are you awake?”

Nothing. 

Even though he was sweating, she suspected he might be cold. With her wrist cuffed to his, and his looped to one of the bars of the cage, she couldn’t take her shirt all the way off, but she’d done the best she could, and draped it partly over his chest. She’d also loosened the one rope she could reach—the one on his wrist. Mostly she just stretched out against him, trying to keep him warm with her body, sometimes scooching down to rub her feet on his. A few hours ago, she’d taken off her socks and gotten them partway onto his feet. 


“Alix?”


She shot to attention. “Yes, I’m here.”


Paul sighed his relief. “You’re okay.”


“Of course I’m okay. Are you cold?”

He seemed to consider this for a while, then, “I think so.”

She drew closer to him. 


“Closer,” he said. 

She smushed her body harder to his. “Does it hurt?”


“Yes.” More of a breath than a word.

 She massaged his bicep with her free hand. “Where?”



“Everywhere. It hurts to move. And everything is so heavy, I can’t get a deep breath.”


“Oh, Paul.”



“It helps that you’re here. It feels good...what you’re doing.”


She rubbed his shoulder with her free arm. “How about this?”


“Yes.”

She would massage what muscles she could reach until her hand fell off. This was all her doing. “I should’ve listened to you,” she said. “It’s my fault you’re in here.”



“I wanted to be in here, Alix.”



“You’re not Sir Kendall.”


“Sir Kendall knows how to fight Hyko,” Paul said. “It’s good that I’m here and he’s out there. We’re allies—you were right. He’s my people. He’s here to help.”



“Paul.” She snuggled closer to keep him warm, feeling so amazed and proud. It was a big thing for him to say that. “We have to get out of here.”


Paul heaved a breath. “I don’t see that happening. Hyko’s not stupid.”



“What about Tonio? When does he come around next?”


Paul shook his head minutely, then winced. Did even that hurt? “He tweaked his back. He’s supposed to call in the morning. When I don’t asnwer...Jesus, I hope he doesn’t come.” He lay there, staring up at the sky. “Too dangerous.”


“Because I brought a murderous lunatic to life.”



“Not intentionally.”



“None of my disasters are intentional.”



“Stop it. Listen.” He curled his fingers around her wrist where they were linked together. “Uh.” He let go.

She bit her lip, wishing she could take on some of his pain. All of his pain. 


“I want you to know, what you did, it’s kind of a gift to me,” Paul grated out. “All my life, I rejected Sir Kendall and hated him, but he’s part of me. He’s my pain or my shadow or something. He belongs to me in some crazy way, you know?” Paul turned his head to her. His eyes shone. “All my life I’ve been trying to destroy him. It’s a gift...to have that change. Like a dam inside me got busted up or something.” He winced. “You’re looking at me funny. I’m sure that sounds psycho.”


“No.” All she could think was that he was beautiful. And she kissed him on the cheek. 


“When we were fighting and I was hurting him, he used that line of mine—when something hurts, the trick is not minding that it hurts. We have to trust Sir Kendall now.”

She massaged his arm. He was in such pain that it hurt her heart. “You think Sir Kendall can take on Kid Rock in there?” she joked, hoping the humor might help him. 

Paul smiled and closed his eyes. His dark lashes were wet, clumped together. “That was so goddamn awesome when you attacked him.”


“It was stupid.” She moved her free hand to his chest, rubbed his pec. “It was impulsive. Seriously, from now on, I’m going to think things through and take responsibility. And be different.”



“No, Alix, I love the way you are.”


“Says the man who kicked me out of martial arts class.”


A silence. She moved her hands to the other side of his chest, hoping to maybe work out the poison Hyko had shot in. 


“You were awesome in that class,” he said finally.


“Right.”



“No, you were. You brought so much fun and lightness with you, it made me almost dizzy. Happy. I trained out of misery back then, and you made me want to be normal and not take everything so seriously.” He emitted a breathy little laugh. “I actually started not caring so much. And then I lost a big match.”



“I made you lose a match?”



“No, it was okay. I never had fun. I could’ve used fun then, but I freaked and kicked you out.”


So he’d kicked her out for self-preservation. 


“Then I looked for you. Your contact information was completely illegible.”


“Of course,” she said, still fixated on this last bit. She’d harmed him all those years ago, and this week she’d done it again. She thought about what Paul said to her earlier: Of all the people, you had to bring Sir Kendall to life. The whole thing’s just a fun game…who cares about anyone else?  

And now Paul might be maimed. Or die. 

She’d vowed to change, imagined she had, a little. But could she really? Could she change enough to deserve him? She wondered if it would be best for Paul if she stayed away from him. Is that what a good person would do? 


“But now here we are. Because you got a magic computer program and went for the hottest sex slave you could think of,” he said. 


“It’s not funny.”


“Sorry. That joke will never get old. Faced with the choice of having anything in the world, Alix, you chose the hottest guy you could think of. The one guy who looks exactly like me.” He laughed, then winced. “Only you messed up by not going for the real thing.”


The silence stretched out. She massaged his shoulder. “That’s not exactly right,” she said finally. “I just wanted a version of you who would want me back. It wasn’t about a sex slave—it was about a you who would want me back. Paul the martial arts teacher, he didn’t want me back. But I figured Sir Kendall would. It was pathetic.”



“Paul the martial arts teacher wanted you back.”



“Which is why you kicked me out,” she said. 


“Listen...” he paused, heaved a breath, “understand what I’m telling you.”



“I am,” she said, but only because he seemed agitated. She needed to lighten things up. Then she thought of something. The perfect thing. “After you kicked us out of that class, Karen and I nicknamed you Hardass Paul.”


A glint appeared in his eyes. Good.

She grinned. “We had this whole joke where, whenever we’d get into a really ridiculous, messed-up jam, we’d say, I wonder what Hardass Paul would say about this?“


“I’m so glad you kept the memory of me alive.”



“Whenever we’d do anything stupid—get trapped somewhere or way too drunk or whatever—we’d go, I wonder what Hardass Paul would say.” 


“Sounds like Hardass Paul has a lot of opinions.”


“Oh, he does. He’s very bossy. Very, very bossy.”


“Really,” Paul breathed. 

She smiled. “And he makes girls take off their bracelets.”

The way he looked at her now, there was something so alive in his eyes—just for a second. He remembered the charge of that moment—she was sure of it. 


“What else?” he asked. 

She said, “He likes to take over. Just soooo bossy.”

She couldn’t believe they were having this conversation while caged by a madman. Paul watched her eyes. “I think you like bossy.”

She stroked his sweaty hair. 

She could tell from his eyes that a wave of pain had crashed over him. She tried to think of something funny to say. 


“Look at you, Paul, tied up with ropes and handcuffs to the bottom of a cage. And drugged. And a lunatic on the loose, all because of me.” She touched his cheekbone with the pad of her finger. “I wonder what Hardass Paul would have to say about this?”

Paul didn’t laugh or even smile. “He’d say that he loves you.”

Her heart fell through the ground.  Here he was, drugged and half dead because of her. “Paul.”



“It’s what he’d say.”



“Don’t. You can’t.”

He slid his gaze to her. “I can’t love you?”


No, she thought, filled with shame. She wanted to say it back, but it would be like an acceptance. And she didn’t deserve him. “Look at you right now,” she said. “How did you get here?”



“I don’t care how I got here.”


“I care,” she said. “You deserve better.”

 He jerked at his chains. “I’ll say what I deserve. We have a thing—don’t deny it. You ordered me.”



“Like takeout,” she whispered. 


“You don’t kiss takeout like that.” He jerked again, though it clearly pained him to move. “You are so full of shit right now, Alix.”


 “At least stop moving.” She shifted her body, covering him anew, the best she could without putting weight on him. 


“I’ll make you believe.”


“Okay.”


“You’re patronizing me,” he said.

Of course she was. The old Alix would gobble up his affection. She’d drape herself with it and dance around a little. The new Alix loved this man. She kissed him on the cheek. She needed to deserve him. 


“That feels good,” he whispered.


“I forgot to tell you, Paul; Jed Clampett called. For Hyko. He wants his hat back.”

He smiled. He liked that. “Joke all you want,” he said. “I’ll make you believe. In us. You’ll believe.”


“Okay,” she said, just to get him calm. But there were some things even Hardass Paul couldn’t make her do. 




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

   

Sir Kendall shifted on the nubby fabric of the musty couch in the basement computer lab. He’d give anything to move his arms, even to bend them at the elbow, but his wrists—as well as his ankles—were still handcuffed, roped, bungeed, and duct-taped together, and those bindings were affixed to the chair legs, so that Hyko could leave him alone when he roamed the house gathering tools and things. Hyko might be a madman, but he was no fool. 

Sir Kendall had pretended to snooze most of the night, playing Paul’s part, but hour by hour his dread increased as Hyko slowly but surely worked to reverse-engineer the magic code, placing calls to help desks all over the world as he pieced things together. Now it was daytime. Hyko had made them both sandwiches for lunch, releasing Sir Kendall’s hand for eating purposes, but then he’d trussed him back up and returned to work. 

Twenty-four hours had passed. Hyko had made all that progress and still Sir Kendall didn’t have the answers he needed to save his world. 

Two hours to go until they both blinked back to their world. Hyko sat at the desk, just a few feet in front of Sir Kendall, absorbed in whatever shone on the screen of the old monitor, tapping away now and then. He’d taken off his coat and his floppy, wide-brimmed hat. It was in profile that you could see the reckless size of Hyko’s nose, so big and bumpy. Even his nostrils were too big. And his lips were over-large too, all puffed out in concentration. It was as if he’d requested more than his share of flesh, as though even his creator wasn’t immune to his dark charms. To Hyko’s right was Alix’s laptop, and to his left sat Sir Kendall’s own laptop; Hyko seemed to have networked them with one of the mini supercomputers that was up and running. Hyko had gotten into the UNIX command files easily enough, and seemed to have developed a way to process them, perhaps to identify unusual code.  

 “Ding ding ding.” Hyko looked up and smiled at Sir Kendall. “Another string.” He liked an audience when he was being brilliant. This would surely qualify.

It was starting to look like Hyko would crack it. Without the book. His mind was enhanced here—just like the rubies. 

Sir Kendall felt desperate. He’d managed to remove his false toenail while Hyko had gone off for a snack. He now held the small tube that contained the drugged pin between two fingers. He had only to place it in his mouth and blow, and he could knock Hyko out and run out the clock so that they’d blink back to their world with Hyko asleep...but what kind of world would they return to? One that was about to be plunged into darkness and chaos? He had to know the location of the launch or he wouldn’t be able to stop it. 

At one point during the night, Hyko had shown him some of the Derangerous comic strip, which featured palm trees in the background. Equatorial, but Sir Kendall knew that. There were no other clues. 

Hyko seemed also to have gathered a lot of information on his creator, this Avon. He seemed obsessed with her. He’d told Sir Kendall she was hot. Could she be in danger? Really, what could Hyko do in two hours? 

Things got worse an hour later, when Alix’s computer dinged with a new email. Hyko opened it, then sat up straight in his chair. “Why thank you, Karen.”

Sir Kendall’s ears perked up. 


“You know her?”


Sir Kendall gave a Paul-ish shrug. “Met her.”


“Seems the trashy tigress appealed to her brainy galpal to crack the code. ‘Alix,’” Hyko read in a breathless, girlish voice, “I hope things are okay there! I haven’t heard from you. I’ve narrowed the enchanted elements down to five possibilities, listed below. Sit tight. I’m going to develop a protocol for you to follow to get control of all this. Keep the book hidden and I hope you’ve trashed the scans. I’ll get back to you asap.”


Hyko looked up from the laptop. “So there’s a book. And scans. How delightful. Well, Karen,“ he began, as though dictating a letter, “I appreciate your hard work, but I think I can take it from here. And I imagine she did hide the book, and she did trash the scans. Unfortunately, nothing is ever really trashed. Love, galpal Hyko.” With that, he began to tap away. Looking for the scans. He’d find them, too. Child’s play. 

 Impressive that Karen had worked so much of it out—she really was quite a woman. Disastrous that Hyko had her findings. 

Sir Kendall could tell by Hyko’s eyes when he found the scans. 


“So this is how it goes.” He worked the three monitors at once, moving between the scans, Karen’s email, and the original computer code. “The keys to the kingdom.” When he finished typing, Hyko turned his large, lippy smile onto Sir Kendall, then picked up the phone and ordered a pizza. Cheese and sausage. 


“You’re thinking about food right now?” Sir Kendall asked. 


“It’s not about the pizza, Paul.” He shoved a flash drive into the side of Alix’s computer and copied something. Then he extracted it and wrapped it carefully in newspaper and masking tape. He scribbled something on a piece of scrap paper—a note, it seemed. He placed the note and the wrapped up flash in a small box and wrote an address on it. Then he put postage stamps on it. 


“What are you doing?” Sir Kendall asked. 


“I’m not an organized man, Paul. In fact, I sometimes lose my keys. I’ve found it’s good to make duplicates of them and give a set to a friend for safekeeping.”

 What friend? Avon? Was Hyko sending the code to Avon? Did he imagine the pizza delivery person would mail it for him? He supposed a pizza delivery person would do whatever you paid him to do. Surely Avon would dismiss whatever he was sending as the work of a crackpot. Still, he needed to warn Paul and Alix of this. 

What he didn’t understand was why Hyko wasn’t spending every bit of his energy modifying the program so that he could stay in this realm. 

Hyko began digging around in his pants pockets and pulling out scraps of paper until he found a blue flyer with a blank back. He flattened it out on the desk and pulled a pen from his pocket, and began copying from the screen. 

And then Sir Kendall understood. 

 With a perfectly fine pad of paper in front of him, Hyko had chosen to write on something from their world. Because he knew that at 7:46, in less than ninety minutes, they’d both blink back, along with the car and everything else they had arrived with. 

Including everything in their pockets—scraps of paper. Hyko meant to bring the code back with him as insurance, in case he couldn’t extend his visit. 

Hyko scribbled, then tossed the pen across the room. Out of ink? He searched his pockets, wisely not wanting to use the pen from Alix’s kitchen. Because only ink from a pen brought over from their world would survive the trip back. 

Hyko found a stubby red pencil in his front shirt pocket and continued copying, immersed.

And with that, a wonderful calm came over Sir Kendall. A stubby pencil could only mean Hyko had been golfing recently. And red was the color of the Canterbury country club of Jamaica, one of the oldest courses in the Western Hemisphere. Sir Kendall squinted. There should be a tiny pineapple stamp on it. The pineapple would confirm it. If so, the launch was somewhere near Kingston. Hyko would’ve had a driver take him from the airport to the launch site. That information could be bought. This was all Sir Kendall needed. He only needed to see the pencil up close in order to confirm the little mark was a pineapple. 

A noise upstairs. Somebody at the door. Hyko picked up his gun and the package and headed up. Sir Kendall tried furiously to get himself free—he needed a better look at that pencil! Footsteps. 

Hyko was back. “Just the dog,” he mumbled, and went back to his copying. Not long after, the doorbell rang. The dog barked. 


“That would be the pizza.” Hyko took off again with the package, tearing up the stairs. 

Just then, much to Sir Kendall’s delight, the pencil rolled off the desk and onto the floor. He writhed on the couch, moving painstakingly slowly until he was able to grab a bit of cardboard with his feet and use it to roll the little pencil toward him. He rolled it nearer, until finally he was able to make out a tiny pineapple stamped into the side of it. His heart leapt. 

Kingston. He had the location of the launch. He could stop Hyko now. And then a delicious scent filled the air. He looked up. 

And met Hyko’s eyes. 

Hyko smiled. “Drats. The telltale pencil.” He swept around the desk, set down the pizza box, and picked up his gun. “So it is you, Sir Kendall. I shouldn’t have used it, but can you imagine my disappointment if I’d copied down all that code, all those ones and zeros, only to have the ink stay in this realm?”



“I do hope you enjoyed your golf game, old chap.”


Hyko smiled. “I shot one under par, if you must know.”



“I daresay it’ll be the last game you play for a very long time.”



“Will it?” Hyko asked. 


“Yes indeed,” Sir Kendall said. He needed to get the tiny tube from his fingers to his mouth. He would break the seal and blow through it, sending a drugged pin into Hyko’s flesh. “Jamaica. A bit predictable of you.”


“Well, I always say, if you’re going to plunge the world into a second Dark Age, you’d better damn well enjoy it or what’s the use? And that really is my favorite course.” He cocked the gun and sat, crossing his lanky legs. “I’ll admit, it had thrown me, the idea of you and the trashy blonde out there. You usually like them sleek and smart. I thought it was maybe the country air.”


Sir Kendall nodded at the blue flyer. “You really think you can use that code over on our side?”



“At last resort. But I don’t think I’ll need to. I have a good idea already of how to give us more time. But you know these old computers.” Hyko set his hat back on his head, gazing at the machinery. “All gates open from two sides. That’s what this is, you know. A gate between the real and the ideal. Did you ever suspect such a thing?”



“Of course I did.” Sir Kendall said. “I recognized the truth of the matter far more quickly than you did, as I recall. Sitting upstairs, watching you nutter through that smartphone, I couldn’t help but wonder, when is this poor devil going to put it together? I rather think you’re losing your touch.”


“Then why are you sitting there? And not here, in the driver’s seat?”


“Furthermore, I think it’s sad,” Sir Kendall said. “I think it’s sad that you have this chance to do things over here, and you’re only up to more of the same. The lack of imagination is stunning, especially for you. Why not use it as a new start?” Sir Kendall twitched his nose, as though it itched. “You like to live dangerously, Hyko—the most dangerous life of all is that of an honest, truthful man.”


Hyko laughed. “Do I come and itch your nose, Sir Kendall? So that you can disarm me? Is that what you’d like?”



“You’re still an innocent man on this plane,” Sir Kendall said, twitching his nose again. “We’re innocent men here. Our crimes are all fictions.” He bent his head to his lap, to his bound hands, and rubbed his nose, pretending to itch, smoothly taking the tube into his mouth.


“Don’t be dense,” Hyko said. “Geography doesn’t change anything.”


Sir Kendall shifted the tube in his teeth so that he could talk, a long-practiced move. “This isn’t a mere relocation, Hyko. It’s an alternate context.”


Hyko snorted. “Wish on, my friend. We two can never be clean.”

Sir Kendall gave Hyko a blithe smile, as though it was all quite humorous, but he knew Hyko had a point. Really, had he, Sir Kendall, ever been innocent? Ever been anything but a monster? He smiled wider, all the better to mask his anguish. 

Hyko stood then and came to him, gun trained on Sir Kendall’s head. “Something funny?”


If Sir Kendall remembered far back enough, surely there was some innocence somewhere. He wanted what they had—Paul and Alix and the rest—their innocent pasts full of mundane details that meant nothing and everything. He couldn’t remember his own childhood! Did he even have one? The uncertainty made him want to weep.

 “Things are unusual here, though—have you noticed?” Hyko said. “The food is so much better. Even the air is different. And the violence has a much more intense flavor. The sex is more animalistic.”


Sir Kendall gazed up into Hyko’s pale eyes. Leave it to Hyko to notice even the taste of the air. Hyko, the sadistic sensualist. 


“And have you noticed,” Hyko continued, “that we’re just a little more awesome than everyone else in this place?”


Sir Kendall continued to smile, rolling the tube in his teeth. 


“Of course you have. We’re like demigods compared to them.” Hyko lowered the gun to Sir Kendall’s chest and drew his finger up to touch Sir Kendall’s cheek. “I look at you and I know it’s true,” Hyko said. “You want to talk about new beginnings? Imagine, for a second, what it would be like to rule this place. To rule this realm together as gods.” Hyko lowered his voice. “With our superior powers of intellect and awesomeness, backed up by that computer, the delights of this realm would be ours. Nobody could stop us. Indulge the beast, Sir Kendall. I know it’s in you. Imagine it, just for a second.”


Sir Kendall did just that. He imagined staying for a second—one lush and luxurious second. And then he stomped Hyko’s foot, causing him to lower the weapon further, and he blew the pin into Hyko’s neck. 


“Son of a bitch!” Hyko slapped his neck and knocked out the pin, but it was too late; he was swaying already. He pointed his gun at Sir Kendall. Sir Kendall rolled the best he could, making himself as small a target as possible, but not small enough. A bullet seared through his side belly just before Hyko collapsed onto the floor. 

Sir Kendall worked feverishly to undo his bonds, at least the ones holding him to the couch. There was no time to get his wrists and ankles free of the cuffs. Heat and pain seared his belly—pain worse than he’d ever remembered. Feeling lightheaded, he assessed his options. Hyko was out and would ideally remain so until they blinked back and perhaps for some hours thereafter. But would he, Sir Kendall, make it back alive? He had to return alive or he wouldn’t be able to get to the sun spot machine and cancel the launch. He needed Hyko alive, too, just in case. 

Several things had to happen in the next hour, and he doubted he could stay conscious long enough to see that they all did. He needed help. 

It took twenty precious minutes just to free himself from the couch. He knelt next to Hyko and found the keys to the cage, but not the keys to the cuffs. Damn. He took the keys in his teeth and started the slow trek up the basement steps. He moved on his elbows and knees, like a bloody, bloated inchworm, when all he wanted to do was curl up against the pain. He stopped in the kitchen, grabbed a paperclip, and continued on out, down the back steps. He made his way across the grass and, painfully, across the gravel and out to the cage where Paul and Alix were. 


“Sir Kendall!” Alix gasped. 

Sir Kendall went up on his knees and unlocked the door. “I need you to help me. I’m losing blood.”



“Oh my god!” she shrieked. 


“Sir Kendall—” Paul said. 


“Shh,” Sir Kendall said. It would be difficult for the poor man even to speak. Painful immobilization agent—a horrible thing. It would hurt even to breathe. “Merely a stomach wound.” Sir Kendall crawled over to where they were tied and began to pick the lock on Alix’s cuff with the paper clip. “Listen to me. I’m begging for your help to save my world. I know I might not be deserving of that, but I need you. And, frankly, it could be both our worlds in trouble.”


“You need medical attention first,” Alix said.


“No, I need you to do the things I ask of you first,” Sir Kendall bit out. “Or everyone goes. Us, your family, your dog, your friends.”


“Okay,” Alix said as he freed her hand. She stood.


“I can’t move,” Paul said. “I can’t be much help.”



“I don’t expect it,” Sir Kendall said. “It’s up to you, Alix. It has to be you.”



“Whatever you need,” Alix said. “Tell me what to do, and I’m there. I’m on it.”



“Awesome,” Paul said, exhibiting a damn sight more confidence in the girl than Sir Kendall felt. He began to give instructions. There was much to do—including tying Hyko up—and little time. 

And if Hyko awoke before Alix finished, heaven help them all. 




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

   
Paul had never been prouder of Alix. He watched her run to Sir Kendall’s car to get the rope as Sir Kendall worked at the lock on one of Paul’s handcuffs—or tried. Sir Kendall’s own hands were bound up pretty well. 


“Getting a tad shaky here,” Sir Kendall said. “This may take a bit.”


“You’re losing blood,” Paul said. “You have to stop.”


“I only have to make it to my side alive, that’s all. The doctors on my side can work wonders.” He toiled on, hands shaking. “And you’re in no position to argue.”

It was true; Paul was helpless. Any movement was agony. But the agony of the painful immobilization agent was nothing compared to the agony of not being able to help Sir Kendall. 

Sir Kendall looked so pale. His paperclip slipped. 


“That’s it,” Paul commanded. “So I stay cuffed to the bars. I’m no use anyway. Let me put pressure on your wound. Scooch under my arm, and I’ll press it down on your belly. Your docs can’t save you if you’ve bled to death!”



“No offense, but you won’t be using your muscles for a while yet.”


“The hell I won’t,” Paul said. “You’ll let me help you.” He raised his arm. 

Sir Kendall swayed, there on his knees, seemingly confused—not a good sign.  


“Don’t argue,” Paul barked. “You have no choice. Get under my arm.”

He saw the change in his eyes when Sir Kendall’s will collapsed in the face of his pushing. Sir Kendall shimmied under Paul’s arm, positioning his belly wound under the flat of Paul’s forearm. He let out a sigh of relief as he stilled. The man was fading fast. 

Paul pressed the back of his arm to Sir Kendall’s belly, stanching the wound. His arm burned as it never had. It ached with searing heat and sometimes the sensation of pins and sometimes bone-scalding iciness. But hell if he’d let up. He kept the perfect pressure on Sir Kendall’s wound, listening to his breathing. 

Alix was back with the rope, alarmed to see Sir Kendall stretched out next to Paul, seemingly pinned by the back of Paul’s arm. 


“I’m stanching the blood with the back of my arm,” Paul explained, like it was nothing. “Now what, Sir Kendall? What do you need Alix to do next? She’s collected the rope.”

Weakly, Sir Kendall instructed her to put it down and run into the house and find his pen in his room. 

As soon as Alix left, Paul allowed himself to twist his face into an expression of agony. His arm killed. But he kept the pressure on. Was it enough to keep Sir Kendall from bleeding out? 

Sir Kendall was sweating. 


“Hold on, Sir Kendall.”



“She needs to hurry, old man. I’m dying.”


“I won’t let you,” Paul bit out. 


“My body will still go back. She’ll write a message on me, but it must be with my pen.” He made Paul memorize a complicated message about a launch that included an email address of somebody named Henry, and coordinates in Kingston, Jamaica. “Somebody will relay the message to my people. The launch can be stopped without me.”


“Let Alix get a doctor for you.”



“My good man, Alix must secure Hyko after she writes on my arm. And above all, she needs to destroy an important paper he’s written on. If she lets him go back with that paper, both our worlds are gone. If I’m not conscious, you have to tell her. Our worlds must be saved before you attend to me.”


“We’re not letting you die.”



“If I’m unconscious,” Sir Kendall said, “you must tell her this—” He related complicated instructions about tying up Hyko using only rope and other items that had arrived with them from their fictional world—he seemed to believe that if Alix tied him up with things from their present world, then those would not blink back with them. “Tell her, Paul. And she has to take the blue paper from him—I believe it’s in his pocket—and cross out everything he’s written on it with my pen. And do thank her for her hospitality. And do give my regards to Karen. People were kind to me here. More than I deserved.”


“Shut up and don’t talk like you’re dying. The good guy always wins, right?”


“Oh, but I’m not a good guy. I’ve done terrible things, Paul. Despicable. You can’t understand—I’m so far from innocent. Like Hyko, I’m a kind of monster. I was never even a child. I have none of that sort of goodness in me.”


“You shut up. You do have that goodness. You were always there for me. You helped me, Sir Kendall.”


The spy’s breath sounded ragged. “I remember only flashes. People. Feelings…”



“I remember. You’re like a brother to me. You’re the brother of my heart, brave and strong.”



“You see us as brothers?”



“I know we are,” Paul said, sweating from the wrenching pain. “Alix says you don’t remember your parents, your childhood, but let me tell you something—you were a good little boy from a nice home. You had a mother and father who loved you very much. Do you hear me?”



“What’s this?”



“They loved you so much, Sir Kendall. You had a room there that was blue with trains on the wallpaper, and you were amazing at Lincoln Logs.”



“Lincoln Logs?”



“It’s a toy that you build things with. Brown logs that lock together. They’re made of wood, and you can use them to build these huge towers. And then some terrible things happened. New brothers—”



“The threat,” Sir Kendall said. “I remember the threat of them. I have flashes of them. The violence.”



“They hated me.” Pain. Paul shifted. “It was my fault in a lot of ways—”



“No!” Sir Kendall said. “It wasn’t your fault. I remember that now. And the brothers. They were angry.”



“Yes! I got under their skin.”



“No, you were innocent, that’s why they hated you,” Sir Kendall grated out. “You were the only one in that place who was innocent.”



“No—”


“I remember, I should know,” Sir Kendall said weakly. “You were never to blame. You were just a boy.”


Paul could feel the tears streaming down his cheeks. 


“Everyone knew you were innocent,” Sir Kendall said. “It’s why they hated you, don’t you see? You were a little boy—you deserved nothing but love. But you got hate.”

Innocent. Paul could barely breathe. 


“I feel you shaking, Paul,” Sir Kendall whispered, “you can’t keep up this pressure.”



“I will keep it up, Sir Kendall. You’re the brother of my heart.”

I need him.

Sir Kendall was the part of him that knew he was innocent. And they were together now. He felt washed, as if that stain on him had lifted. It never really was a stain. 


“Tell me more, brother,” Sir Kendall whispered. “Were there pictures on the walls? Posters?”

Paul told him about a picture of a monkey riding an elephant. He told him countless little details of life before the horror started. A swing set out back, a neighbor’s puppy, Dad playing catch, a tricycle with streamers, trucks in the sunny sandbox. With every detail, Sir Kendall’s expression softened. The corners of his lips tipped up. 

Paul had the sense that he and Sir Kendall were healing together. Reclaiming their losses. Alix had it right all along—Sir Kendall was his people. He didn’t understand how it all worked, but it didn’t matter. They were together.


“And now you’re going back,” he said. “Maybe we should get you out of there. Conjure you again.”


“You mustn’t.”


“But you’re different now.”



“Yes, I’m more. And I have a duty.”

A duty. Sir Kendall was one of the good guys. 

When Alix came back out with the pen, Paul instructed her to write the message on Sir Kendall’s arm. 


“Yes,” Sir Kendall panted. “Thank you. Tell her the rest, Paul.”

Paul relayed Sir Kendall’s instructions—the way she needed to remove Hyko’s weaponry from his pockets and elsewhere. And she was to tie his hands and tape them. She was to get her computer away from him. And he’d started copying the code on a blue sheet of paper—she was to find that paper he’d written on and scribble it all out with Sir Kendall’s pen. 


“Can’t I just rip it up?”



“No, he might be able to piece it together. The writing has to be totally unreadable,” Paul said. 


“Hurry,” Sir Kendall said. “The paper is in Hyko’s pocket. He could wake up. But he’ll be groggy.”



“Hold the phone—” Alix straightened. “Hyko might wake up?”



“Please, Alix,” Sir Kendall panted.


“No, I can do it,” she said. “Let him wake up. That guy is done fucking with the people I love.” She pointed at Paul. There was something new about her. “I love you, Paul, and I’m going to make this right. I’m going to kick some Hyko ass and save some worlds.” She turned and ran toward the house.

Paul smiled through the blur of pain. She was the most wonderful girl in the world. And she loved him. And he was innocent. 

 He felt washed clean.


“I need to warn you of something, but now I can’t recall,” Sir Kendall said. “Something having to do with that comic…a pizza…I daresay; I’m feeling woozy.”


“It’s okay. It’s all under control now,” Paul said. “You can relax. Conserve your energy.”



“You think Alix can handle it?” Sir Kendall asked.


“Damn right she can,” Paul said. 






CHAPTER THIRTY

   

Alix raced across the gravel in her bare feet, heading toward the house with Lindy right behind her. Like hell she’d let anything slow her down. All she had to do was think about Paul and Karen and Sir Kendall, and her parents and sisters, and Lindy, and everyone else who needed her now. 

Sir Kendall and Paul believed that if Hyko blinked to the other side a free man, he could destroy Sir Kendall’s world. And if he blinked to the other side with the code, he could destroy both worlds. 

She’d get that code away from him. 

And she’d told Paul she loved him. Somehow, seeing Paul and Sir Kendall both so injured, banding together, it hit her that the not-deserving-Paul thing was a lot of crap. If she wanted to deserve him, well, she’d start acting like she deserved him, dammit! It wasn’t up to other people to define her; it was up to her. She needed to define herself. 

 She ran into the mudroom and through the kitchen. She paused at the top of the basement stairs. 

All quiet. 

Taking a deep breath, Alix headed down, hoping Hyko was still out. She snuck across the cold floor past the boiler and crept into the musty computer room. She hadn’t expected to see the fans in the walls spinning—and the lights of some of the big wrecked computers were on and blinking, too. It was like one of those scary movies with an abandoned funhouse and everything inexplicably lit up. And a pizza box was on the desk—with a pizza still in it, judging by the smell. 

And crumpled on the rug in front of the old brown couch, snarled blond hair half covering his face, was Hyko, like the evil clown at the center of the insanity. He lay sideways, with his legs folded under.

She wasn’t prepared for the sight of him—he was so big! Not just physically big. Just more, somehow. The way Sir Kendall sometimes seemed more. Except Hyko was scary-more. 

Lindy ran up and licked Hyko’s face.


“No!” She yanked her off and pointed at the corner. Lindy whined and backed away, alarmed, Alix guessed, by the tone of her voice. “It’s okay,” she said, glancing at the clock. Just a bit past 7:30. Fifteen minutes. “Everything’s okay.”

With shaking hands, she crept over to Hyko and crouched by his shoulder. Gently, she tried to pry the gun from his fingers. It wouldn’t come. Was he awake and messing with her? She tried straightening his fingers one by one, but they kept curling back around the loops of the bizarrely modified grip.

Eventually she got enough of them straight to yank the thing from him. She set it on the couch, well out of his reach. 

She went to work as the guys had instructed, tying his hands together using only the ropes that had come over from their world, and then looping those ropes around his waist and into his belt loops. She bound his ankles together, too. Paul and Sir Kendall had said to get the ropes tight as possible.

He grumbled once, almost giving her a heart attack.

She searched his coat pockets for the blue paper. No go. His jeans, then. She slid her hands in his right front pocket, feeling his hip bone, and the place where his leg started. But no paper. His hair had fallen away, revealing more of his face. He wore a smirk. Was this how he went out? Smirking? She kept feeling like he was faking it! But why let her tie him up? 

She tried the other pocket. Nothing. Back pocket then. She heaved him over just enough to check and finally found the blue paper. She stood and shoved it into her shorts pocket with the pen. Now to get the laptop. She spotted it over on the desk. 

Movement out the corner of her eye. 

She looked down. To her horror, Hyko was twisting his hands, getting the ropes loose.

Shit!

She grabbed his crazy gun. It felt like it weighed ten pounds. “Stop moving or I’ll shoot.”


He wriggled in the ropes, grinning. “Go ahead, shoot.”

She braced herself, aiming for a shoulder. She didn’t want to shoot him. “Stop it! I really will shoot.”

He laughed and kept twisting his wrists. 

She pulled the trigger. Nothing. “Fuck!” Was the safety on? She fussed with a small knob. Was that even the safety? The gun had been so weirdly modified. She tried again to shoot. Nothing.

He was moving faster, getting free. She kicked him and still he wriggled. She turned the big, heavy gun so that she held it by the barrel and slammed the butt down onto his head with all her might. It connected with a deep klonk that made her feel sick.

Hyko laughed a big, booming laugh. 

She whacked him with it again. Then she slammed it against his still-bound hands a few times, hoping to break his fingers.

And he grabbed hold of the thing. 

She pulled, trying to wrest it from his grip. He wouldn’t let go. She couldn’t let him have the gun. She checked the clock—ten minutes. Ten minutes until he blinked back, and she still hadn’t crossed out the stuff on the paper! 

And he was taking the gun! She jammed a foot onto his stomach and pulled at the gun. Suddenly he let go. She fell backwards onto the couch. 

And he had her big toe between his fingers. 

It felt like a vice grip. 


“Ow!” She hit his knee with the gun butt. It was like he didn’t feel anything. 


“Catch a trashy tigress by the toe.” He tightened his grip, working his ankles now, loosening those bonds. She had to get away from him and cross out the stuff, but she couldn’t break free. 

He had her toe at such a weird angle—the only way she could yank it with any force would be to twist it in a way that it didn’t go. He heart raced. She felt panicked. “Let go!”


“Give me the paper and you get your toe.”



“Like hell.”


“I’d imagine you could twist it free,” he said in a weirdly jolly way, “but that would require you to break it.”


Break it. 

It would go that way if she broke it. Then she could run away from him and destroy the paper and keep him off somehow. She could run out the clock if she got away from him. 

Did she have a choice? 

She closed her eyes. What was Paul always saying? The trick is to not mind that it hurts. With a scream, she wrenched her toe and jerked it clear out of his grip. The pain exploded, shot all the way up to her knee. 


“Ooh, you did it.” Hyko said. “That was hot.”


She grabbed his gun and hopped over to the desk and grabbed her computer, tears streaming down her cheeks. 

She scrambled up the stairs with Lindy right behind her. She locked the basement door, hoping to slow him down. She felt blinded with pain as she threw his gun in the trash. Surely he wouldn’t find it there, but where would she go? She thought of the sledgehammer under her bed. She could smash her computer with it. 

Noises below. He was coming. 

All she needed was enough time to wreck her computer and cross out the stuff on the paper. Decided. She climbed the stairs and hopped to her bedroom, toe sizzling with pain, even from the jolts of hopping. 

A noise below. Banging on the basement door. 

She locked her bedroom door and fell to the floor, feverishly crossing out the numbers and squiggles on the paper. She even wrote new wrong numbers on top of them. She crossed them out so much that she ripped holes in the paper. 

Footfalls on the stairs. Outside the door. 

She crawled around to the far side of her bed and shoved the paper under, then felt for her sledgehammer, pushing away the old joke rifle to grab it. She put her computer on the floor next to the bed and brought the sledgehammer down hard on it, cracking the plastic case. 

A thud against the door. Then another. She heard the door crash open and slam against the wall. She looked up to see Hyko coming around the bed. 

 The code was ruined and so was the computer, but he would be a threat to Sir Kendall on the other side. She stood and swung the sledgehammer at him. He ducked. She swung again, but he grabbed the thing and, with a jolt of force, he shoved her down to the floor. 


“Where’s the paper?”



“Too late.”


“Get it now or I smash your skull and get it myself.”



“You want it?” She reached under the bed, crunched the paper in her fist, and flung it at his feet. “Read it and weep.”

He grabbed the paper and scowled at it. “Very evil of you,” he said.

She smiled.

Then, cool as a cucumber, he picked up her smashed laptop and opened it up. The screen lit. 

She gasped. It still worked?! 


“Girl needs to work on her sledgehammer skills, however. But to be fair, these things are actually designed to take a good deal of abuse.” He set the computer on her windowsill, flattened out the crumpled paper, and, using a tiny red pencil held awkwardly between his fingers, began to copy code off the screen. “Now you sit there nicely and don’t move, and I won’t kill you for this.”

She crouched on the floor next to her bed, glaring at him. She had to stop him. She got an idea—she shoved a hand under the bed behind her and fumbled for the joke rifle; when she located it, she felt for the knife part. Still in the protruding position. Good. Slowly, she slid it out from behind her. 

Hyko scribbled furiously, not looking up. 

She gripped the rifle in both her hands, and, with a scream, she lunged up and flew at him, aiming the point upwards from beneath his ribs. She felt it break through soft tissues and hit something bony. She let go. The gun stayed stuck into him. 

He gasped and stood, dropping the pencil and paper, eyes wide on the appendage that was now hanging from his front. 

She backed away.

He collapsed to his knees. The gun swayed pendulously from his chest. “What?” he gasped. He closed his fingers around it. Blood soaked his front and dripped onto the floor and onto the blue paper. His blood. He’d never be able to read it now. 

Lindy barked. 


“What?” Hyko stared at Alix in shock. “A fucking bayonet? Is this a joke?” He swayed, seemingly unable to focus. Was he about to lose consciousness? “A bayonet?” As though he barely understood the concept. 


“It’s no joke, Hyko.”


And just like that, he vanished. 

The gun clattered to the floor, as though it had never been stuck in him. Even the blood was gone. 

It was 7:46.

She collapsed against the bed, heart racing. The room seemed to hum, or was that just her ears? Was this a kind of shock? She needed to get up—Paul was still out in the cage! Was he all right? And what about Sir Kendall? She stayed very still, not entirely trusting that Hyko wouldn’t pop back. Do something, she thought to herself. 

Lindy licked her hand. The sloppy, wet warmth of the dog’s tongue brought her back. Life. She was okay. She’d done it. She put a hand on the bed and pulled herself up. 

She hobbled out the room and headed down the stairs, through the kitchen, and out onto the gravel drive as quickly as she could with her broken toe, still in her bare feet. She sucked in a breath when she reached the back of the carriage house.

The cage stood empty. 

No! In a panic, she wandered into it and fell to her knees, touching the ground. Gone. 

Had Paul left, too? Blinked out with the rest of the stuff? 

Technically, she’d ordered him the day she’d ordered Sir Kendall and Hyko. But not really. And he was from her world. He was real. 

And she loved him. 

He couldn’t be gone. She wouldn’t allow it. She got back up and hop-ran all the way around the house to the front. His monster truck was still there. But of course it would be—it wasn’t due to blink out for two days. 

She burst up the porch, panting, feeling so wild. And just before she reached it, the front door opened. There he was, standing inside the door. 

Paul.

He was free of all the ropes and bindings. Even the poison muscle immobilization whatever was out of him—she could tell from his clear, beautiful eyes. And he was still in his boxers. 


“Oh, god, Paul.” She barreled right in, unable to contain her need for him.


“You’re okay.”


“Yes, it’s all okay.” She wrapped her arms around him, pressed him to the wall, right next to the coat hooks, and kissed him. She never wanted to let him go. She loved this man! What had she been thinking, that she had to give him up? That’s what a loser did. 


“Alix. You feel so good.” He pulled her to him, kissing her back, the hungry kind of kiss that was so quintessentially Paul. He closed her hair in his fist. 

She pulled away. “Sir Kendall! Is he okay?”



“He made it,” Paul said, pulling her back, kissing her more. 

Again she pulled away. “Hyko will never read the blue paper. But he escaped from the ropes.” Breathlessly, she told Paul what had happened. “I didn’t want to kill him, but I needed to stop him, and he seemed so unstoppable.”


“They have amazing doctors over there,” Paul said. “I bet they save him. And you know what? It means you put them on equal footing. Think about it—they both blinked back totally messed up. They’ll keep doing what they do over there. They’ll live out their lives in their spy versus criminal thing. Without the code, thanks to you.” He smiled. “You did it. I can’t believe how amazing you are. I knew you’d come through.”

Happiness shivered through her. He’s known she’d come through. And deep down, she’d known, too. She was enough. She’d just had to fix her mind to it. “I couldn’t let him win.”



“You fight for the people you care about.”


“And the people I love,” she said. 

A smile spread across his beautiful, beaten-up face, the face that would take weeks to heal. 

Because he was real. 

The look he gave her now heated her belly. And suddenly she felt nervous. Here she was with this man whom she’d dreamed about for so long. They were alone, and there was nothing separating them now. She’d always been good at doing big, bold things, but she’d never had this, a man who loved her, a man she loved back. And now she was in this new responsible mode. She needed to not mess this up. 

He came to her. 


“Wait.” She put her hands on his chest, bracelets jingling. “There’re some last things we need to do.”


“What?”



“Come on.” She turned and limped away from him, up the stairs. 


“What happened to your foot?”



“Just my toe,” she said. “Come on.” She led Paul into her room. Her laptop lay on the floor where Hyko had dropped it, screen still lit. She grabbed the sledgehammer and smashed it, again and again, pulverizing it. “Now it for sure won’t work.” She turned to him. “The basement. We have to finish destroying all the computers. Nobody else can ever get hold of that code.”

He went to her, touched her cheek. “Right now?” He drew his hand down her neck, breath ragged. 

She closed her eyes, softening to his heat, his nearness. “I have to be responsible about this whole thing.” Didn’t he get it? “We destroy the computers once and for all.”

He gave her a look. “Okay, Alix.”

Together they went down to the basement. 


“Let me,” he said when the got down there. “You sit.”

She handed him the sledgehammer and sat on the couch. He went at the equipment, smashing the old machines, muscles shiny and glowy in the dim light. Things sparked and smoked. Metal panels crashed onto the floor. The table with the monitors and the pizza box went over. 

When he finished, he turned to her, all sweaty and hot. She shook her head and pointed to a still intact panel. 

He swung the sledgehammer at it. Sparks flew. 

He turned back to her. “It’s done.”


She pointed to another one of the machines. He rolled his eyes and smashed it into even more pieces—smash-smash-smash—reducing it to debris and wires. Sweat glistened on his back and darkened the band of his boxers. He looked madly sexy, smashing things.

He turned back to her. “Now?’

She smiled and pointed at the fan in the wall. But it was a little bit of a joke.

He threw the sledgehammer aside and went to her, pulled her up with sweaty, calloused hands. He seemed to be shaking, vibrating with energy. 

Her heart raced. 


“What is it, Alix? Tell me what you want.” He kissed her forehead, breath warm on her nose. 

It had never been real before. But how to say that?

 “Tell me what you want.”


“You—I want you,” she whispered. Such a simple answer, a simple word, but it was a big, true thing that she wanted him—not as an emotional Band-aid or solace or takeout—she just wanted him. She felt naked saying that. 

Paul seemed to still, and his eyes shone, as though what she’d said had moved him greatly, and then he kissed her tenderly. She wanted to give him everything. 

The air whooshed out of her as he pushed her against the wall and covered her with a passionate kiss. She dug her fingernails into his sweaty shoulders, drinking in his heaviness, loving the feel of him mashing into her, dominating her. 

She felt so open to him, as though she was giving him something she’d never given anybody before: herself. 

His cock pressed against the V of her legs, through seemingly endless layers of fabric. She soaked up his heat, enjoying the rough slide of his whiskers on her cheek. She pressed her hands to his shoulders, exploring the lush curves of his muscles. 

He tugged at her top. “Off,” he said. 

She pulled off her top. With shaking hands, she undid her jeans, bracelets jingling. He came to her, to kiss her and cover her as she did it, but she pushed him away. 


“Let me.” She’d always hidden—behind jokes, behind the chaotic frenzy that was her life, behind the pawing of male hands. She wouldn’t hide from Paul. She wanted him to see her, to actually see her. She would rise to meet him. And just like that, she was naked in every way. 

He came to her, looked into her eyes, and brushed back her hair. “You are beautiful and perfect, don’t you know?”


“Paul—”


“I see you. And I love you, Alix. I love you.” He slanted his lips over hers and slid his hands up her arms, not covering her, just touching her. 

But then he pulled back and gave her a stern look. His cock strained under the fabric of his boxers. “Though there is a problem here, actually.”


“What?”


He lowered his eyes to her wrist. 


“What?”


He said nothing, simply moved to the side and pointed to the table, stabbing his finger into the tabletop. 

The bracelets? Her pulse raced. The bracelets?  


“Now,” he said raggedly, seeming to vibrate with need. It was so crazy, how that one command made everything easy and crazy and fun again. She’d felt frightened to be responsible for everything, like she was alone in it. But here was Paul. They got each other. They loved each other. She wasn’t alone.

She schooled her features, but really, she felt like smiling a thousand smiles. She went over, pulled them off, and smashed the bracelets onto the little table.


“God, I love you,” he said. 

She grinned wide. “I love you, too, Hardass Paul.”

He grabbed her shoulders and pushed her back against the wall, kissing her, then kissing handfuls of her hair, and then kissing her cheek. “I love your hair, and your outfits, and the way you look when you’re about to laugh, and your earlobe, too.” He took her earlobe into his mouth and sucked. Plain old happiness thrummed through her as she pushed her fingers down his slick spine and under the elastic band of his boxers. “And your fierceness and loyalty. And how hot you are.” He pressed a hand between her legs and cupped her there, sending undulations of pleasure clear though her. 


“Oh, yeah,” she whispered.


“And I would do anything for a condom right now.”

She spoke into the kiss. “Maybe there’s one here. Maybe in my shorts pocket.”


He smiled. His expression seemed softer to her now. Debonair, like Sir Kendall’s. He bent over and picked up her shorts and handed them to her. She rooted in the pocket and whipped out the condom. 


“Awesome,” he said. “Open it.” He fell to his knees and nudged apart her thighs. “Wider,” he panted. Heat bloomed between her legs as she slid her foot out. He licked her tender sex, invading her, dragging her awareness forward with every hot stroke. She felt like she might break apart right there. She’d never wanted somebody so badly in her life. 

She found she could barely work her fingers to open the little packet. Was he purposely overwhelming her? She closed her eyes, lolling in the bliss. 

He began to kiss upward, reaching her belly “Did you not have a task?” he whispered. 

Right. She finally liberated the condom from the crinkly packet. He stood and took it from her and put it on. Before she could so much as catch her breath, he had her pressed up against the wall with the full force of his body. She touched him everywhere. She’d never felt so ravished, so loved, so enclosed. He grabbed her knee and lifted it, pressed close to her. 


“Yes,” she said. Yes to everything.

He looked into her eyes as he entered her. The honesty was so crazy, letting him see her as he took her. She’d never allowed it before. Really, it was like she’d never had sex before. 

He drew out and thrust back in, harder, pressing her against the rough concrete wall, pushing her into a kind of oblivion. 

She ground her hips against his.


“I dreamed about this,” he said, pushing aside her hair, exposing her throat, kissing her madly as he fucked her. “I dreamed about it.”

So had she. But the real thing was so much better. 




EPILOGUE: THREE MONTHS LATER

   
The Christmas lights around Alix’s living room blurred as the tears came. She stood behind the couch, glad nobody could see her face go all red and twisty with emotion. She’d seen the clip of Paul’s win against Bearbaum so many times—hell, she’d been there in person. But it still choked her up, the way he’d overcome his past and transformed a source of weakness to one of strength. 

She worried about Sir Kendall, too, having gone back to wherever he came from. Would he be happy there, having experienced their world? Or would he feel relieved to be home? She hoped they hadn’t done him any harm. Paul told her that he felt sure Sir Kendall had gone back stronger, somehow. 

In one week there would be real guests at her bed and breakfast. She’d even changed her hair back to platinum blonde, slightly more conservative than the pink. It seemed more proper for the hostess of Veronica’s. This weekend, however, was her trial run with some of her favorite people in the world—Paul, Karen, her sisters, and her parents, plus Tonio and Vera from the motel, too. They were playing the clip from Paul’s comeback fight for her parents. They had actually asked to see it.  

Paul had objected, but now he was excitedly answering their questions about the various moves and counters—pointing out when Bearbaum had tagged him in the jaw, the takedown. “Getting inside, that’s the hard part,” he said. “And there he goes. Here he tries for a leg.” There was still something different about his face; the hard look had softened. Like a tiny bit of dashing Sir Kendall had seeped up to the surface. 

Karen came around to the back of the couch and hooked an arm through Alix’s. “A man your folks approve of,” she whispered. “And that dinner you made. And the place is actually ready on time. What the hell have you done with my Alix?”


Alix snorted, watching Lindy gnaw away on a bone in the corner. “You thought I wouldn’t have it ready in time. Shows what you know.”



“You didn’t think you’d have it ready, either.”

 Alix shrugged. “There’s that.”

On that summer day, after Sir Kendall and Hyko had disappeared, after she and Paul had sex twice and ate a luxurious meal, Paul showed her where Sir Kendall hid the magic book. Together they burned it in the fireplace. The last of the magic code. She figured it’s what Aunt Veronica would’ve wanted. Well, it’s what she wanted. She didn’t need a string of goodies to magically appear on her doorstep. 

Cheers from the TV. The fight was over. 

Paul’s speech now. They’d just given Paul the belt.


“Oh, man,” Alix whispered.

Karen squeezed her. 

Up on the screen, camera bulbs flashed and microphones were shoved in Paul’s face. Coach Walton mopped Paul’s forehead as Paul spoke. “I just want to thank my fiance, Alix, the woman I love, who showed me what I’m really fighting for. And the brother of my heart, Sir Kendall, who’s out there somewhere fighting the good fight. And Coach Walton, for giving me another chance...” He thanked more people, and then Alix again. 

Tonio caught her eye. “And there it is, the sappiest post-fight thanks ever uttered in the ring.”

Alix’s mother turned back to Alix. “I thought it was very touching and heartfelt.” Her father and her sisters just smiled. Oh, everybody loved Paul. 

But none so much as Alix. 

Paul stood. “We have dessert. And decaf is brewing.”



“I can get it,” Alix said.


“Let me help you.” Paul went with her to the kitchen. 


“They loved seeing that fight,” she said to him. 

He was working on cutting the pie. “Quick, get the coffee.”


“Are you rushing this evening along? Are you rushing the dessert course?”



“Yes,” he said. “I’m rushing the dessert course. I want you all to myself.”


She snorted. “What would Hardass Paul say about that?”

He turned and smiled. Playfully, she held up her hands. He came to her and pressed his palms to hers, then curled his fingers gently around her fingers, kissing her pink fingernails on one hand, and then her pink fingernails on her other, making her bracelets jingle like crazy. 

 
~ The End ~

 


Thank you!

   

Thanks so much for taking the time to read and review Mr. Real. I really appreciate it! Feel free to contact me with questions at carolyn@authorcarolyncrane.com. Or visit me at www.authorcarolyncrane.com
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