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Chapter 30 
Dr. Hedy Villarreal 
The Cave 
Internal Soundtrack: “Song for Dawn” Mr. Lewis & The Funeral 5 

 

I was a bit of a mess in the days that followed the attack in Phoenix. The smell of 
burnt flesh and blood permeated my dreams for one too many nights in a row, so 
I called up Indaja. She had Dr. Fisher renew my prescription for Xanax and 
suggested hiking, meditation, and an empowerment visualization to shake the 
feelings of panic and helplessness. It helped, at least a little.  

Today, however, we were experiencing a typical Texas downpour—drought with 
intermittent flooding as we liked to say in those parts. I was a bit too tetchy for 
meditation, so I tried the visualization. After three minutes of standing in front of 
the bathroom mirror, inhaling power and exhaling weakness, I was starting to feel 
like a total jackass. I wanted to be cold like Edison, a predator.  

Remembering something, I started rooting around in my purse. Edison’s Oakley’s. 
I felt a little ridiculous, but…maybe they would flip the same switch in me that 
they did for him. I put them on and stood in front of my bathroom mirror but 
could scarcely see my own reflection. How he could see, let alone maim and kill 
bad guys, while wearing those things was a mystery to me. They were as dark as 
limo tint. 

All right, so visualization was a bust. I slung my yoga mat over my shoulder and 
decided to explore the smaller caves, this time more careful to identify and avoid 
the restricted areas. I remembered Rae talking about a particular cavern toward 
the back of the system. She said that they called it the Meditation Room and that 
I would know when I found it. She was right. Following the series of walkways, 
steps, and pass-throughs as far back as it would go, I found myself walking into a 
completely different micro-climate.  

Whereas most of the system was cool and dark, the Mediation Room was lit by a 
single aperture in the rock nearly a hundred feet above. Water drip-flowed 
through the hole and down long strands of moss and vine, creating an interior 
pool about half the size of the one outside. The water was crystal clear, the 
bottom completely visible. The depth was a trick of the eye. It looked to be about 



five feet, but Rae assured me that it was over twenty. While it looked good 
enough to swim in, swimming was understandably forbidden. The air was humid 
and warm, but not unpleasant, and the small beam of light reflecting off the pool 
highlighted the gorgeous cave columns in the space. It was, in a word, stunning. 

I bet I could make meditation work here. 

I removed my yoga mat from the cross-body strap and uncurled it before folding 
it into a makeshift cushion. The water’s edge was flat and broad enough for a 
handful of people, and a plaque on the rock next to the water encouraged silence 
and reflection. I sat cross-legged on the repurposed mat with my chest broad and 
open, my elbows suspended underneath my shoulders, and my hands resting on 
my thighs.  

Early on in my meditation practice, I’d tried to chase that alpha state. But as I 
grew older, I decided that maybe simply sitting without expectation was the best 
way to find it. So I sat for a time with my eyes open, taking in the unique beauty 
of the cavern, the sound of the rain falling and flowing into the pool below, and 
the beautiful reflections and mini-rainbows all around the space that were 
created by the sun rising through the rain clouds.  

As my body found the rhythm of my breath, my eyes closed and the stress began 
to blur into nothing. The rain stopped at some point and the near-silence was 
heavenly. I was starting to feel the gentle vibration and hum of alpha at the edges 
when I became aware of another person in the space. I matched my breathing to 
theirs, and while that higher state slipped through my grasp, it was nice to sit in 
silence with whomever was with me.  

After a few more breaths I opened my eyes, appreciated the space once more, 
and was surprised to see that it was Indaja who’d joined me in meditation at the 
water’s edge. Unlike me, meditation seemed to be as natural as breathing to her, 
and she looked glorious in the morning sunshine. 

“Good morning, Hedy,” she said, opening her eyes and smiling.  

Her joyful attitude was infectious, so I smiled back. “Good morning, Indaja. It’s so 
nice to see you. I’ve missed you.” 

“I’ve missed you too. Is this your first time to the Meditation Room?” 



I nod. “It’s amazing. Walking around, I realized how little I know about these 
caves.” 

“You haven’t even seen the deeper part of the system. It’s truly stunning.” 

It hadn’t occurred to me that there were deeper levels of the system. Maybe 
that’s why I’d never found myself on the red walkways. As I contemplated 
exploring a little further, my mother walked in. I felt a bit of my anxiety creep up 
on me, and when I looked over at Indaja, I could tell that she felt it too. 

“Indy, are you ready to visit Ed—oh,” she paused. “Hedy, I didn’t see you there.” 

 My mother disdained the notions of religion and spirituality, and a Meditation 
Room was the upper limit of “woo” that she allowed in the Cave. Her eyes fell on 
my yoga pants, and I suspect that she would have been less disappointed if she’d 
caught me smoking a bowl of Texas’s finest. Indaja began to laugh, which I found 
particularly funny. 

“Good morning, Mom,” I said, still giggling. 

“Good morning, Hedwig. Indaja, we really do need to go.”  

Indaja scrambled to get up. “This should be very interesting!” 

I didn’t know what they were talking about, but I felt it too. 

“Ooh, what’s interesting? Can I see?” 

“No,” said my mom, without any attempt at explanation. Indaja shrugged at me 
and followed her into the hallway.  

“Well, okay. I guess I can start heading back,” I called after them, feeling 
awkward. “It’s nice to see you, Mom. And nice to see you today, Indy.” 

Indaja turned around and waved, then followed my mother toward a darkened 
hallway. Left alone to my thoughts, I had the curious sensation that the curved 
space amplified more than just light. 



Chapter 31 
Edison Fitzwallace 
The Cave 

 

I sat up in bed as Dr. Fisher, the senior Dr. Villarreal, Seth Wakefield, and a visitor 
entered my room. My head was pounding and the fixture overhead cast more 
shadows than light, making everyone look garish and distorted. I sighed. It hurt to 
blink, but questions were coming, and I knew that I didn’t have enough answers.  

Izzy was the first to speak. “How are you doing today, Edison?  Is your wound 
painful?” 

I looked at Fisher, who nodded her head. I pulled back the bedsheet and Izzy 
gasped while the strangely beautiful visitor and Wakefield cast knowing glances at 
one another. Looking down, they saw that there were no stitches, scarring, 
bruising, or even swelling. It was a fully matured amputation site.  

“No, ma’am. It doesn’t hurt at all.” 

“Fascinating,” she said, awe in her voice. “But you won’t be able to grow it back?” 

“No, ma’am. Or at least, I don’t think so. I’ve healed plenty of times, but I’ve 
never had to regrow anything.” 

Izzy looked at the visitor, who shook her head. No, I would not be able to regrow 
the limb. 

I looked at the stranger, my eyes wide. “Do you know what I am?” 

The woman walked forward into the light. She was voluptuous as a goddess and 
just as breathtaking, her presence a physical force in the room. 

“Yes, Edison. I know what you are. We are the same.” 

“The same what?” 

“It’s easier to show you.” 

She held out her hand and a glowing ball of light appeared right above her palm. 
It danced like energy and made a low, pulsing sound. She held out her other palm, 
dividing the light, then leaned forward, placing her palms against my temples. I 
normally wouldn’t let a stranger touch me, but her presence was soothing, and 



for the first time in a long time, I felt calm. Within moments, my headache was 
gone.  

“Do you often get headaches?” asked Wakefield. 

I nodded, closing my eyes. Wakefield and the visitor again looked at each other 
knowingly. 

“Sunny days are particularly bad, yes?”  

“Yes. And brightly lit rooms.” 

The visitor quietly found the switch and further dimmed the lights. Better.  

“Thank you,” I said, my voice like gravel in my ears.  

“Most of my work is in the realm of the mind, so I can only heal minor injuries, 
headaches, colds. You are, no doubt, a far more powerful physical healer than I 
am.” 

Confused, I shook my head. “I’m not a healer. I mean, yes, I heal, but I don’t do 
anything to make it happen.” 

“You’ve never tried to heal anyone else?” 

I shook my head again. 

“Not even with your blood?” 

“Never.” 

“Rae, may I have your field knife?”  

Rae silently removed the knife from the sheath at her hip and handed it to the 
visitor. She ran the blade across her hand, leaving in its wake a line of crimson. 
She then held out the knife to me. 

“Easiest place is generally the thumb.” 

Taking the knife, I was still confused. “Okay, but it’ll heal pretty quickly.” 

“I won’t need very much.” 



I flicked the sharp knife across my thumb, grimacing as I did so. I held the fast-
healing digit up to her. She ran her finger along the cut, wetting it with my blood. 
Without much fanfare, she licked the blood off her fingertip. 

Dr. Fisher chirped. “That is not sanitary!” 

“It’s okay, Dr. Fisher. Disease would not last long in his body nor mine. And look,” 
she said, holding up her hand, “It’s already healed.” 

I looked at her hand in fascination, then in grief as I thought of my wife. 

More looks were exchanged. Wakefield asked, “You were adopted, correct?” 

I nodded. “I ran away from my adoptive parents when I was very young. We 
didn’t…get along.” 

“I bet not. If you’d been raised by your own parents, you likely would have been 
taught to heal others. Indaja here apprenticed with her mother for many years 
before she could reliably utilize her ability.” 

My eyes widened. “You’re Indaja? Hedy’s friend?” 

“Hedy is a newer friend but very dear to me,” she said kindly. 

Considering they’ve known each other since college, Indaja calling Hedy a newer 
friend means she’s least as old as I am. Indaja smiled, and if I had to guess, it was 
because I’d ignored the seemingly supernatural and gone straight to Hedy.  

Realizing my mistake, I quickly changed the subject. “So, what are we called?” 

“There have been many names and just as many origin stories: Nephilim, demi-
gods, spawn of Satan, etcetera. People like us can be found in every corner of the 
globe, so the names are endless. In reality, we are a relatively new sub-species of 
homo sapiens. Homo singularis. We call ourselve Singulari.” 

“Singu…” The word sounded foreign on my tongue. 

“Singulari. Generically known as shifters because of our ability to shift between 
our Singulari and human forms.” 

I scratched my beard, which had become unruly during my hospital stay. “How 
new is new?” 



“Likely around the time that myths began to appear in so-called ancient carvings.” 

“How many of us are there?”  

“Not many, again, relatively speaking. Early on we tended to stay in cloistered 
communities, which we eventually realized was a mistake. It helped us to avoid 
the pitchfork-wielding villagers, but lack of genetic diversity nearly killed us off. 
Many suffered from genetic deformities. Due to the secretive nature of these 
communities, the Singulari children of humans who carry the recessive gene are 
often left to fend for themselves, hiding who they are from their families. Which, 
I’m assuming, is what happened to you.” 

I nodded as though Indaja hadn’t, in the space of a few sentences, answered the 
questions I’d had about myself for my entire life. “So, we’re the boogey man?” 

Her smile felt like it could heal the world. “We were, but now we understand 
better how to be safe and still be a part of the world. That said, some, like the 
Disciples, remember how we used to be and have spent centuries working to 
eliminate us.” 

I’d heard the name before. “Those are the ones with the slashes on their hands, 
right?” 

She answered in the affirmative, and that only brought up more questions. “But 
they’re using shifters, aren’t they?” 

Wakefield cursed under his breath, taking this answer. “Yeah, they’ve figured out 
how to control the shift, and now it’s like they’re shootin’ at us with our own 
bullets. I’d love to get my hands on that tech. With your help, of course.” 

I took in this new information, masking my emotions. They didn’t know the rest. 
And they certainly didn’t know about Hedy. 

“Is the darkness helping?” Wakefield asked. 

“Yes,” I answered, curious. “Is sensitivity to light part of this condition?” 

“I don’t know, Wanderer. You tell me,” he said, smiling. 

Shit. They did know. 



A low growl escaped my lips and my eyes began to swirl black, shining like solid 
obsidian as the blackness occluded even the whites of my eyes. Dr. Fisher let out 
a frightened chirp and stepped back, knocking over the food tray. Even Izzy took 
an involuntary step backward.  

“What is the meaning of this, Seth?” 

Wakefield deliberated a few moments before answering. “He is a BEC…all grown 
up. I don’t know that I’ve ever seen an adult. Most are killed before the age of 
maturity.” 

I looked back and forth between the two of them, trying to determine if I should 
make a run for it. 

Indaja turned to me and asked, “Is my father right? Do you have a Wanderer’s 
soul?” 

I looked around the room, another growl rumbling in my chest. 

“Edison, we are not here to harm you,” she said, ignoring my snort of derision. 
“Do you know what a BEC is?” 

I shook my head, forcing a flat affect to my eyes, a warning. Indaja held her hands 
out in an open posture. I was alert but felt my muscles begin to relax without any 
input from me. 

“BEC is short for black-eyed child, though your ancestors pre-date the English 
language by several centuries. The Mesopotamians might have called you an 
Uruku. It means you are a shifter with a Wanderer’s soul.” 

“Is someone going to explain to me what a Wanderer is?” snapped Izzy, tapping 
her foot on the concrete floor. 

I spoke, my voice deeper and darker with the change, the throbbing returning to 
my temples. “Wanderers are souls from a different plane of existence. We can 
choose to reside in a physical host. Humans are a popular choice.” 

Izzy swallowed reflexively. “What happens to the soul of the body you’re 
inhabiting?” 

“We join at the earliest stages in the womb. We do not remove souls, we become 
them.” 



“And are you paired up?”  asked Wakefield, ignoring Izzy’s ethical concerns. 

I hesitated, then answered. “I was. My wife died over forty years ago.” 

“Has she come back?” Wakefield’s question felt pushy, intrusive. 

I shrugged, trying to appear nonchalant. “I don’t know. Maybe.” 

“Why don’t you know?” 

My skin started to feel tight, the bones in my face sharpening as the blackness in 
my eyes and soul intensified. 

“You do realize that you are among friends,” Wakefield stated rather than asked. 

I glared at him, doubtful. “My wife was ill. She took her life when it became too 
painful. Most do not choose to come back when they’ve experienced that kind of 
agony. I cannot be sure until the other Wanderer remembers themself.” 

“Can you tell who the Wanderers are? Can you see the aura?” 

I nod cautiously. 

“What color is your aura? Orange, yellow maybe?” asked Wakefield. 

I shook my head. “Black.” 

Indaja’s eyes widened, but Wakefield pressed on. “And do we have another 
Wanderer on our team?” 

I nodded again, reluctant. 

Indaja spoke up. “Is Hedy the other Wanderer?  Is she your mate?” 

Izzy’s mouth dropped open and her eyes bored into mine.  

“Hedy is a Wanderer; that I know for sure,” I answered quietly, not sure if I’d 
done the right thing. 

Indaja clapped her hands, and Izzy gasped. I held up my hand. “But she is not like 
me.” 

“And you think she’s your mate?” Izzy asked incredulously. 



“Hedy is unaware of her status, and her aura—the light that surrounds her—is a 
different color than I remember. So, I won’t know for sure until she remembers 
for herself.” 

“And what color is her…aura?” 

“Violet. I thought that she would be blue in this life.” 

Indaja and Wakefield regarded me with bald curiosity. 

“Violet?” asked Indaja. “Oh, my beautiful friend! Most do not cycle through the 
entire spectrum.” 

Izzy asked, “What does violet mean?” 

I answered with reverence in my heart. “It would mean that this is her seventh 
life.” 

Tears formed in Izzy’s eyes. “And she doesn’t know?” 

I shook my head, realization dawning. 

“What’s that look? What do you know?” asked Izzy, concern furrowing her brow. 

“Hedy’s migraines. Has she always had them?” 

Izzy shook her head. “She’d sometimes have bad headaches, but the migraines 
started after Christine’s death. What does it mean?” 

“Big life events will often spur the transition to memory. I think…I think her mind 
has been preparing to remember.” 

“For two years?” 

I nod, suddenly very concerned. “She’s preparing to have seven lives’ worth of 
memories and lessons and traumas. We’ll have to be very careful with her when 
she does remember.” 

Wakefield looked puzzled. “I was of the understanding that you do not enjoy 
Hedy’s company. If she is your mate, would that not be problematic?” 

I didn’t answer and instead focused on my hands, avoiding Izzy’s raised eyebrow. 
Shaking her head at her father, Indaja chuckled. 



“What?” 

“Oh, I believe he enjoys her company very much.” 

Wakefield looked at Indaja sternly. She pressed her lips together, doing a piss-
poor job of hiding her smile. 

I ran my hand through my hair, wincing at the movement. “It’s hard for me to 
prevent the transition in front of her, so I try to stay neutral. I can’t take a chance 
that I’d—” 

Izzy’s eyebrows shot up. Indaja waved away her worried look. “From the 
information we gathered, you’ve served in various military organizations since 
1915, give or take. Can I assume that it is because you needed to satisfy your 
desire to kill?” 

I cover my mouth, looking down again before nodding. 

“And still, all of your records indicate extraordinary skill and exemplary behavior. 
Do you even understand how amazing that is? I mean, do you know what people 
think you are?” 

I shrugged, still unable to maintain eye contact. Yes, I knew what people thought I 
was. 

Izzy’s mouth turned down as she answered, “You need the dark, you need to kill, 
you’re as old as Indaja, and your blood has healing powers. Parece tu como un 
vampiro.” 

I shifted uncomfortably. “I am not a vampire.” 

Izzy looked stricken, and Indaja gave her a big, warm hug. “He’s not a vampire, 
Izzy. I promise.” 

She did not look convinced.  



Chapter 32 
Dr. Hedy Villarreal 
The Cave 
Internal Soundtrack: “Asshole”—Dennis Leary 

 

The problem with silently calling someone “jackass” every time you talk to him is 
that it makes being that particular jackass’s on-call not-quite-a-therapist hella 
awkward. Apparently, he was refusing to go to physical therapy and it required 
my intervention. I’d tried to bring in Indaja, but she was up to her balls in work, so 
it was on me. I was going to get to the bottom of the tension between her and my 
mother, but first I had to go kick a redhead’s ass. 

Before heading to breakfast, I stopped by his hospital room. He was sitting on his 
bed, wearing fitted khaki shorts with a crisp white T-shirt—seriously, who 
starches a T-shirt?—while reading the local newspaper. A peach truck turned over 
five miles from the Cave, y’all. Riveting stuff. 

“Good morning, Edison,” I said, holding up my temporary blue hallway pass. 

“Good morning, Dr. Villarreal,” he said, not bothering to look up from his 
newspaper.  

He’d adjusted the bed so he could sit up and had his left stump tucked up under 
his right leg. Thinking back to Dr. Holloway’s medical report, the level of trauma 
to the exposed tissues was significant and he’d executed a staggered cut of the 
tib-fib to create the proper movement and space for the skin flap—*herk*—
which was pulled from the calf forward to the line at the shin where it was then 
sewn in place. There was no way it didn’t hurt to sit like that, but he looked 
perfectly content to sit there, ignore me, and read his newspaper.  

“Hey, Top Gun, know why I’m here?” I asked, sitting on the stupid, hard plastic 
chair. 

“No, I do not, Dr. Villarreal,” he answered, still not looking at me.  

This is what I was talking about. Jackass. 

“I hear that you have refused physical therapy.” 

“I don’t need PT,” he said blandly, flipping the page.  



“You lost a significant portion of your leg less than two weeks ago, so…yeah. You 
do need PT.” 

“No offense, Dr. Villarreal, but you are not my doctor.” 

Eyes glued to his newspaper. Dick. 

“Dr. Fisher says that you’ve refused all PT, so getting me out of your hair is 
spectacularly simple. Schedule the PT, or I’ll crawl so far up your ass that you’ll 
cough every time I scratch my nose.” 

He paused his very special paper-reading to look at me like I was wasting his time. 
“I don’t need therapy, mental or physical, and I certainly wouldn’t ask you for help 
with either.” 

Don’t smack the amputee, Hedy. It’s bad form.  

“Thankfully, you are not a civilian, and you do not have a choice in the matter. 
And since I’m the only one in this room who can still do jumping jacks, maybe you 
should check the attitude, Sailor.” 

He rolled his eyes, set aside the newspaper, and pulled up a prosthetic leg from 
the side of his bed. The charcoal grey leg was an extraordinary piece of 
craftsmanship and design. It was a single, curving piece of flexible composite 
shaped like an Olympic runner’s blade.  

“They’re already having you try on a blade?” 

Jesus. Gorgeous as it was, wearing anything other than a preparatory prosthesis, 
let alone a blade, so soon after amputation had to be agony. 

“Elliot did a read of my stump and had the blade printed out a few days ago.” 

I walked over and picked up the leg. It was stunning, and the socket lining 
resembled the foam on a high-quality dildo. Curious, I stuck my hand inside to feel 
the skin-like interior.  

“How often do you have to switch out the lin—” 

I’d hit some kind of button and the lining of the socket closed to an airtight seal 
on my arm. I couldn’t believe that he could already tolerate a prosthetic airlock. 
Or that it was currently stuck on my arm. 



“Um…” I said, standing there like a poorly put-together Star Wars droid. 

Edison rolled up onto his knees and hit the button again, releasing my arm with a 
hiss of depressurized air. As he sat back into his cross-legged position, I realized 
that A: he wasn’t wearing a stump sock or bandaging of any kind, and B: he didn’t 
need to.  

“What the hell, Edison?” 

“What?” 

“Show me your leg.” 

Rolling his eyes, he uncrossed his legs, revealing a preternaturally smooth stump. 
After all of Christine’s PT, group therapy sessions, and doctor’s visits, I’d seen and 
was perfectly comfortable with all manner of amputation sites, but comfort was 
the last thing I was feeling. Every amputation has a scar—sometimes it’s the 
straight line of the surgeon’s cut and sometimes it’s the jagged piecework of a 
virtuoso trauma doc trying to retain every bit of function. But there was always a 
scar. The eerie perfection of his leg left me with a cold dread that I couldn’t quite 
name.  

With dread came the smell of his burnt and shredded flesh and, in short order, a 
dry heave tickled the back of my throat. I placed my hand over my mouth.  

Chuckling, he asked, “What, are you going to get sick again?” 

My stomach spasmed, and I ran over to his bathroom.  

Edison’s laughter subsided. “Hey, look, I’m just—” 

I went to the toilet and kneeled down, twisting my hair back. The dry heaving 
brought tears to my eyes and spit filled my mouth. I slowed my breathing as I 
looked at the toilet water, trying to gain control of myself. The smell memory was 
a bad sign. After a few tense moments, the wave of nausea passed, and I spit the 
excess drool into the bowl. I grabbed a handful of tissues and wiped my mouth as 
Edison, wobbling on one leg, peered into the bathroom. 

“Dr. Villarreal, I-” 

“Shut up,” I said, more to the bowl than to him.  



He went silent. Smart. 

“I came in here knowing that you were going to be the same smug piece of shit 
that you have always been, but I thought, ‘Hey, I’ve got experience with this, 
maybe I can help. My wife was an amputee,’” I said, looking up at him from the 
floor. “Did you know that?” 

His eyes widened and he shook his head. 

“No, you wouldn’t, would you?” I said, wishing I could wipe that stupid sorry look 
off his face.  

Looking past him to the beautiful blade on his bed, I remembered the second we 
gave up on the prosthetics. She’d fallen again, this time breaking her arm in two 
places. She never felt sorry for herself, but that day left her in tears and broke 
more than just bones.  

That was the day I knew I was going to lose her. 

Emotion began to well up, but I was most certainly not going to let this pendejo 
see me cry. I stood to leave. “Know what? Fuck it. Do whatever you want.” 

I pushed past him and walked out the door, ripping off my temporary badge as I 
left that stupid blue walkway. I rounded the corner and stepped into a smaller 
alcove, trying to gather myself. I hated that I’d let him get to me like that. And the 
smell of burning flesh was so strong… I wiped my eyes and took a few shaky 
breaths, then jumped as I heard something banging on the metal walkway.  

It was Edison. Walking, or something like it, toward me. 

“What the fuck, Edison?” I asked, pointing to his leg. 

“You really do have a shockingly bad mouth for a therapist,” he said, shifting, 
attempting to move a little closer. He grabbed the wall for support. 

“That’s because I’m not a therapist. I’m a psychologist with a focus on criminal 
behavior, so fuck you,” I spat out. “You are less than two weeks out from 
amputation. Explain to me what I am seeing.” 

He shook his head. “Classified.” 



I raised my eyebrow at him. “Fine. You’re right. I don’t need to know the truth. 
But if you think this qualifies as walking, you’re an even bigger jackass than I 
thought. You’re lucky enough to have a knee after getting shot with that Star 
Wars blaster. If you keep up with this, you’ll do irreparable harm to both your 
knees and your hips.” 

“Not a problem for me,” he said confidently. 

“Okay, well, you should know that prosthetic blades require advanced PT, which 
is why you look like a goddamned Weeble right now. You might eventually need a 
running blade for ops, but right now you need something with a stable foot.” 

“It isn’t just a running blade; the composite is supposed to respond appropriately 
to the situation: walking or running.” 

“Oh, splendid. Question. What if the person wearing the blade is a newbie asshole 
who doesn’t think that he needs any help? How does it respond to that?” 

As I said this, he began kind of sliding down the wall. I was half-tempted to let him 
bust ass, but there was probably an ethical standard written somewhere about 
not letting an amputee fall down. I grabbed his waist just as he grabbed my 
shoulders. The movement untucked his shirt and revealed his abdomen.  

Son of a bitch. I hated—truly hated—that any amount of his skin did anything to 
me below the belt. But that wasn’t the only thing that bothered me. 

“No bullet wounds, either. I guess that’s classified too,” I said, so angry that new 
tears were falling, popping off the metal walk. “I mean, seriously, how lucky can 
one asshole get?  My wife spent six months in PT to try to make her crappy 
prosthetic work on a fucking cancer-riddled leg, scars like a road map, and I got 
this pinche manzana mamón rolling up on me in a million-dollar leg que ja, esta 
tan chueco. Y no fucking scars anywhere.” 

Fucking arrogant, apple-smelling asshole on a crooked fucking leg. 

He looked down as I said this and saw that his leg was, indeed, crooked. I knelt in 
front of him and hit the button, released his perfectly smooth stump, 
straightened the blade, then hit the button again.  



“Dude, where’s your gel liner?  What’s your plan for sizing and adjusting your 
prosthetic? Did you realize that you’re almost bottoming out?  Why aren’t you 
leading with your good leg? And your weight transfer? Is a total shit show.” 

Edison looked confused and a little uncertain. “I don’t—” 

“Don’t what?  Know anything about being an amputee?  No shit, dickweed. That’s 
because you haven’t been to PT. You know what, cabrón?  I’m going to lean you 
up against this here wall. You made your way out here—you can make your way 
back.” 

I started walking back to the main cavern, muttering that Arye and Max needed to 
get their heads examined. 

“Hedy, wait. Please. Please don’t leave.”  

I was so upset that it took me a few steps to register what I’d heard in his voice. 
I’d never heard him say my first name before, and there was a confusing 
tenderness to the way it sounded in his mouth. I turned around and glared at him. 
He had the good sense to look embarrassed.  

“I’m sorry,” he said, emotion touching his voice. 

That made me well up again, which I found very irritating. “Edison, do you even 
know what you’re sorry for, or do you just need help getting back to your room?” 

He smiled to himself. “I do need help getting back. But I’m sorry for taking out my 
frustration on you. People keep telling me what I can’t do before I’ve even had a 
chance to try.” 

I blew out a shaky breath. “Yeah. Well. Christine never liked that either.” 

I reached out to steady him and, for a moment, we stood there, looking at each 
other. “All right…let’s try to get you back to your room in one piece.” 

Our height difference meant that I fit perfectly under his wingspan, and he was 
able to comfortably drape his arm across my shoulders while I put my arm around 
his waist. I could feel his breathing and had to resist the temptation to sync my 
breath with his. I inhaled his scent, and it was like sitting in an apple orchard, 
reading a book.  



“Now stand on the blade and move your foot forward, then bring your blade 
alongside your foot.” 

He leaned heavily on me for the first few steps and then seemed to find a better 
balance. 

“How does that feel? Can you feel how you’ll have to adjust for the weight 
transfer?” 

He nodded his head, concentrating. Silently, carefully, we walked back to his bed. 

His transition to sitting was more like a controlled fall, and I had to hold onto his 
arm to avoid ending up in his lap.  

“Well, that was almost a disaster,” I said to no one in particular. Straightening up, 
I turned to leave.  

“Hedy, wait.” 

There it was again, an odd sort of gentleness in the way he said my name. The 
cognitive dissonance was not entirely unpleasant. When I turned to face him, he 
was picking at a hangnail.  

“I never did thank you for everything you did. It was a terrible situation, and you 
made all of the right calls. And I probably owe you a bra, or at least a drink.” 

I shook my head, wishing I could throttle him. “You’re a fucking nightmare. You 
know that, right?”  

Still picking at the invisible hangnail, Edison nodded. His shitty attitude had made 
it easy to forget that he was dealing with a profound loss. I felt myself soften—
just a very little—toward him. That reminded me that I’d put his sunglasses in my 
pocket. I pulled them out and put them on the bed next to him. Silently he picked 
them up and hung them up on the front neckline of his T-shirt.  

“Look, Edison. I hope that you’ll reconsider PT. I don’t know that much about your 
life before the military, but you clearly could not depend on other people. And 
physically, maybe, you can do it on your own with whatever is letting you heal so 
quickly. Maybe you can haul yourself around and eventually browbeat Rae into 
approving you for low-priority ops, and you can say to yourself that you did it on 



your own. But if you’re serious about returning to the field, maybe…maybe you 
can accept help and get there better and faster.” 

I reached out toward his bowed head but retracted my fingers just shy of their 
destination.  

“Okay, um, have a good day, Edison.” 

“You too, Hedy.”    



Chapter 33 
Edison Fitzwallace 
The Cave 

 

I watched as Hedy walked away and thought about what she’d said. Everyone else 
had acted like ops was a pipe dream, but she at least acted like it was a possibility. 
And she was right. I did need help. Later that morning I called over Dr. Fisher and 
agreed to physical therapy. We started that afternoon. 

“Edison!  Slow down. You can’t keep falling like that,” chirped Fisher. 

“That’s the thing, Doc, I can keep falling like this. If I break something, reset it, and 
I’ll be ready to go in, like, half an hour.” 

The good doc sighed, whistling through her nose, but continued at the pace I set, 
likely happy that I’d at least agreed to the sessions. 

By the second day of physical therapy, I fell only once. By the third day, I was 
running a ten-minute mile. By the fifth day, I was back to my usual five-minute 
pace. I now knew that the speed of my success was due to my singulari lineage, 
three lifetimes of military training, and access to cutting-edge technology. I 
thought frequently of Hedy’s wife and how much she’d struggled, spending 
months to get nowhere while I’d come up to speed in mere days. It made me 
work even harder. I agree to share my results with the science team in the hope 
that maybe it could do some good.  

When Rae saw how well I was adapting to the blade, she had to admit that the 
idea of me coming back wasn’t entirely out of the question. She spoke to Izzy, and 
they agreed that Max should offer to work out with me and report back to them. I 
started doing burpees and split-jump squats like they were going out of style. 

When Max offered to do some sparring, I happily accepted. At my request, Max 
went at me with the same intensity that he did everyone else, and though I ended 
up on the mat several dozen times, I was determined and kept going back for 
more. A week into it, I finally put Max on the ground. It was an ugly move and I 
lost my blade in the process, but I’d gotten the job done. After a few more 
adjustments to the blade and my weight transfer technique, Max was able to 



report that we were evenly matched, and that my unique style—if that’s what we 
were calling it—made it difficult to predict my moves. 

A week later Rae called me into a meeting with Wakefield, Izzy, and Indaja.  

Izzy spoke. “You have been provisionally approved for operations with the team. 
To reiterate, you will be staying here at the Cave in the dark room. Are we going 
to have any problems with that?” 

“No, ma’am,” I answered, smiling.  

 

  



Chapter 34 
Dr. Hedy Villarreal 
The Cave 
Internal Soundtrack: “Techno Cumbia” Selena y los Dinos 

 

Rae and I were going to meet to discuss some strange goings-on at the border, so 
I had invited her to breakfast at my place. It felt nice to cook for someone again 
and I may or may not have been humming to myself when Rae knocked on the 
door. 

“Come on in!” 

I might have also been dancing—did I mention that I enjoy cooking?—when 
Edison rounded the corner in black combat gear, his Oakley’s once again perched 
on top of his head. He looked fit and ready for battle. I froze, spatula in hand.  

“Nice apron.” 

Printed on the front was the body of Leia in the gold bikini. Not my most 
inappropriate apron by a long shot. 

“I’m sorry, I was expecting Rae.”  

“Oh, um…I can go.” 

“No, that’s okay. How can I help you, Edison?” 

“Just wanted to let you know that I’m all moved in.” 

I looked at him, confused. “You’ve left Medical?  Are you back at the Shed with 
the crew?” 

He cocked his head, slightly confused. “No, Hedy. I’m…um, I’m across the way 
from you. Didn’t they tell you?” 

“Across the way…as in next door?” I asked, peering past the open door to the 
place across the way. His place, apparently. 

Rae walked in as realization was dawning on me. Eyeballing her, I answered, “No, 
Edison, I did not know that you would be moving in right next door.” 

She smile-grimaced. I really hated when she did that. 



He responded, turning to Rae, “Yeah, I’ll be your neighbor. And I’ve been 
approved for ops.” 

I opened my mouth, but speech was not happening.  After rubbing my face a few 
times, I finally managed a few words. “Already? How is that possible?  Why wasn’t 
I informed?” 

Rae shook her head. “You’re not his doctor, Hedy,” she replied.  

My eyes bounced back and forth between the two of them, feeling even more 
ridiculous in my Leia get up. Why did she have to say it like that? 

“Anyway…I wanted to thank you again for making me reconsider PT. It really did 
help.” 

“Yeah, all two weeks of it. It’s a fucking miracle,” I said, dripping with sarcasm. 

“Hedy!” exclaimed Rae. 

“Don’t ‘Hedy’ me. I get that there’s shit that I don’t have clearance for, but we are 
one month out from amputation by what I can only assume is a weapon 
of…interesting origin, and you’ve put a gun in his hand and moved him right 
across the hallway from me? Without any warning or conversation? Does my 
mother know?” 

Edison spoke up, his face showing…hurt? Anger? Who the fuck knew. “She 
approved the move.” 

“Of course she did. Of course she did. Thank you for telling me. If you don’t mind, 
Rae and I have a breakfast meeting that I can’t wait to start.” 

“Okay. Sorry, Hedy.” 

His genuine, sad-eyed thing was, frankly, pissing me off. The fuck? 

“You know what?  Even if I’m not your doctor, I prefer Dr. Villarreal.” 

His eyes shifted away from mine as he curtly nodded his head. Wordlessly, he 
walked out the door, shutting it behind him. 

“Rae,” I said, turning on her as my face heated up. “You had better explain what 
the hell is going on right now.” 



“A lot of that is classified, Hedy.” 

“Are you kidding me with this classified bullshit? That’s twice now Disciples have 
tried to kill me, and you can’t tell me why he’s healed so quickly, or why he has to 
be right next door to me?” 

Rae’s postured straightened. “Hedy, how do you know about the Disciples?” 

“In the situation room, before I left, my mom distinctly said ‘Discípulos’ when she 
saw the markings on that shifter’s hands. And she was apoplectic when she 
realized that Disciples had come after me in Port A.” 

She held up her hands, concerned etched on her brow. “Okay. Look, ixnay on the 
Disciples around your mom. She already doesn’t like that you’re in the situation 
room for these raids, and it makes my life harder.” 

“Fine. Is there anything that you can tell me?” 

“Not really. Edison’s been sparring with Max, and he holds his own. We know that 
he can handle the ops, and we know that he needs that particular room.” 

“There’s like a dozen apartments here, Rae. If he needs that room, surely I can 
switch with someone.” 

“No, there are twelve doors, only a few of which are apartments, and you only 
have clearance for your mother’s office, for your office, and for this apartment. 
Each apartment is unique to its inhabitant. Believe me when I say that you do not 
want the twins’ apartment, and you would not survive Fisher’s, and I’m not 
fighting Richard to give up his.” 

Looking around, she sniffed. “Woah, what’s that smell?” 

Shit. The perfectly steamed eggs that I’d planned for this breakfast were now 
perfectly blackened hockey pucks. 

“By the way, you look ridiculous in that apron.” 

I rolled my eyes, smoothing my hands down my awesome apron as I stalked back 
to the kitchen. 

“Maybe we should reschedule for another time, you know, when you’re not 
trying to poison me.”  



“Oh, hell no. I am not done fussing at you about Angus McMiracleCure over there. 
And don’t think I didn’t see you try to change the subject. You sit down over there 
and I am going to restart breakfast,” I said, pointing to the table. 

 “What do you have against the poor guy?  It’s not his fault that your mom put 
him in the dark room.” 

“The dark room?” 

“Shit. I didn’t say that. Look, he gets headaches. And the room helps.” 

Okay, whatever, but that brought up another thing. “Speaking of his head, why 
have you indulged his delusions about going on ops instead of insisting with the 
full weight of your authority that he obtain a therapist? I need a therapist after all 
that, and I still have both of my legs.” 

“He has one.” 

“Really?” I gestured broadly, wondering from whence they’d plucked a therapist 
qualified to deal with all of that. 

“It’s not like we had to go far. It’s just Indaja.” 

Something about that…irked me. “Indaja? How the hell is she qualified? Does she 
really think that going on ops is the healthiest thing for him to be doing right 
now?” 

“What kind of operations have you been involved with?  They’re not good for 
anybody’s health... Oh, hold on,” Rae said, smirking. “You sound awfully 
concerned about the health of your new neighbor.” 

“What I am currently concerned about are the critical thinking skills of this entire 
operation and the fact that you’ve stuck that asshat next door to me. That’s what 
concerns me.” 

“Your concerns have been noted, Dr. Villarreal.” 

She was laughing as she said this, so I doubted it. Still laughing, two of her tails 
broke formation, one forming a circle, the other moving in and out of the circle in 
a way that could only be described as profane.  

“Why you gotta be weird like that, Rae? It’s not going to happen.” 



The two tails stopped their pornographic display and formed into the shape of a 
heart. 

“RaeNita! I’m trying to…dammit, I almost overcooked the eggs again,” I say, 
rushing to salvage breakfast. 

Her grin broadened. “So, what—you have no plans to sneak over to his room, 
have a little fun with the local redhead?” 

What the? Has she lost her ever-lovin’ mind? 

“Hell no. He does not strike me as the kind of person who can process 
straightforward human emotion, much less something you’d categorize as fun. 
But hey, if y’all are going to put that mouse across the hallway from me, I am 
going to bat him around a bit,” I said, plopping a plateful of breakfast goodness in 
front of her. 

“Oh, that’s professional,” said Rae, forking a bite of tender steamed egg into her 
mouth. 

“What are you talking about, professional?  You just intimated that I should wax 
his pole.” 

“Yeah, have a little fun,” she said through a mouthful of eggs. “You don’t have to 
be mean about it.” 

“Why do you care if I’m mean to him?  Feel free to share any tidbits that would 
illuminate why I should be nice to him at all.” 

“He saved your life, for one.” 

“Yeah, and then I saved his. After months of him treating me like a leper, I gave up 
a stupid expensive fuck-me bra from Petticoat Fair to prevent his sorry ass from 
bleeding out, and I gotta tell you, I’m not sure it was worth the sacrifice. So, 
unless you’ve got anything else, he’s still on my shit list.” 

I stared her down until I saw some of her reserve crumble.  

“Look, I’m just going to say that he is capable of human emotion, especially where 
you’re concerned, but that he has really good reasons not to pursue it right now. 
Okay?  I can’t tell you more than that.” 



Highly unlikely. Except…there was that little incident outside of his hospital room. 

“Okay, let’s say that you’re right. That he likes me. That he can’t pursue that 
because…reasons. Fine. But I shouldn’t have to put up with months of shitty 
behavior. And just because he’s gotten all ‘aww shucks’ around me after I saved 
his life doesn’t erase that. I’ve been ignoring his shit attitude for a long time 
because he’s your golden boy, but I’m not going to do that anymore. Y’all are 
going to put him across the hall so that I gotta be all up close and personal with 
his super-classified bullshit?  Then I am going to fuck with him. And not in a way 
that he will enjoy.” 

“Remind me to never get on your bad side,” Rae grinned, sopping up the yolk with 
her toast. 

“Damn straight. Now, tell me about what’s happening on the border.” 

Rae shook her head and exhaled loudly. “Fine. So what we’re seeing are reports 
coming in, maybe once or twice a month. Clusters of agents are losing anywhere 
from one and a half to three hours and don’t remember anything. The kicker is 
that the agents were drug tested, and they tested positive for GHB.” 

“GHB? Isn’t that what the half-shifted whatevers were injected with, along with 
that white liquid gene-changing stuff?”  

Thinning her lips, Rae looked heavenward. “Half-shifted whatevers and gene-
changing stuff. Glad to see you’ve been paying attention.” 

“You know what I mean. What’s that word that people inaccurately use to 
describe birth control? Epi-something.” 

Rae gave me a long look and a faux-patient sigh. “Are you trying to describe the 
epigenetic compound that our team confiscated?” 

“Yeah, that.” 

“Then yes, GHB was used with the white liquid gene-changing stuff.” 

“Are any of the agents complaining of extreme hairiness or murderous rage?” 

“No, smartass. GHB is not the…never mind. The problem is, we thought we had 
the whole stash of that white stuff, but if they’re drugging border patrol agents, 



then I’m thinking maybe we don’t. Or maybe it’s people or guns or some other 
operation that really isn’t related at all.” 

I rubbed my eyes. “Well, that’s a problem.” 

Rae raised her hands in frustration. “Yeah.” 

“Okay, well, I thought we had it too. None of this is making any sense right now, 
but I’ll keep looking into it.” 

“Excellent. Now gimme some more of that coffee.” 

  



Chapter 35 
Dr. Hedy Villarreal 
The Cave 
Internal Soundtrack: “99 Problems”—Jay Z 

 

There was no need to concoct some elaborate scheme to get back at Edison. If he 
did indeed like me—such a middle school concept—I just needed to show him 
what he was missing.  

Over the next few days, I initiated what I liked to call Operation: Make Fitzwallace 
Pay. I kept it subtle; the blouses were slightly tighter or lower-cut than usual, the 
heels a tad higher, the lipstick a smidge redder. Just enough to register at the 
subconscious level. I also timed my comings and goings with his. Toss in a little 
resting bitch face, and he was looking more and more vexed every time I saw him. 
By the end of the week, he didn’t know if he should fuck me or fuck me.  

Ha. Go tell that to Indaja in one of your little sessions. 

What I’d had on the agenda for this morning would have been a lot more fun, but 
for the fact that I underestimated the man’s bulk. 

Edison and I were passing each other on the walkway. He was looking relaxed and 
feeling good after his workout, and I wandered—accidentally, mind you—into his 
stride. I was expecting a little bump, a little nudge of my hip against his junk, but 
instead it sent us both ass over tea kettle, his prosthetic clattering to the floor. 

“Shit!” I said, my voice echoing through the empty caves. 

I looked over at Edison, who was laughing to himself as he grabbed his leg. 

“You think this is funny?  Not all of us recover as quickly as you do, jackass. That 
shit hurt.” 

“It is funny. I keep trying to avoid you, and there you are. Everywhere.”  

“Why ever would you want to avoid me, Edison?” I asked sweetly, jerking my heel 
from the metal grating. 

“I am clearly not your favorite person, and I am trying my hardest to give you 
space.” 



“Huh. So you aren’t as dumb as you look,” I said, noticing my bloodied knee. 
“Riddle me this—if your prosthetic can’t survive bumping into a fat chick, how in 
the world are you supposed to survive taking on shifters?” 

“While your concern is touching, the prosthetic did what it was supposed to do—
detaching prevents damage to my leg and to the blade.” 

“And then what?  You’re supposed to fight on one leg?” 

By way of answering, Edison executed a no-handed hop from sitting to standing, 
holding his blade like a weapon. As I looked up at him from the ground, I had to 
admit that it was a pretty impressive move.  

Wordlessly, still on one leg, he bent down and pulled me up. He never once 
wobbled or checked his balance, and handled me as though I were tiny. I, 
however, was completely off balance and leaned into his chest. Up close I could 
smell sweat and parchment and earth and found it distractingly pleasant.  

“Are you going to be okay? That knee looks pretty nasty.” 

Pulling away from him, I looked down, assessing the damage. Aside from the 
bloody knee and a bruised shoulder, I was fine. I nodded.  

“Good, I wouldn’t want you to be hurt. But you should have Doc check it out,” he 
said, putting on his leg. 

“Yeah, probably a good idea,” I answered, distracted by the veins popping out on 
his arms. “Have a good day, Edison.” 

“You too, Dr. Villarreal.” 

As I continued on my way, he grabbed my arm and leaned in, whispering roughly. 
“But the next time you need physical contact, just ask.” 

I looked up at him, surprised that he’d actually busted me. I held his intense eye 
contact, my mouth twitching at the corners. Point Fitzwallace.  

I leaned into his hold, grazing his arm with my breast as I stood on my tiptoes. 

“Aye, aye, Red,” I purred in his ear, the familiar smell of earth and apples on his 
neck. 

His sharp intake of breath was incredibly satisfying. Point Villarreal.   



*** 

Friday was Rae’s night to host the dinner and card game, so Minnie and I joined 
the whole team—save for Red, natch. Rae, wanting to give her people some 
space, was the only agent not living in the Shed, and I was glad to leave the 
bubble for an evening. Her house was about fifteen minutes from the Cave, and it 
was an old rental of my father’s.  

Her style included a combination of beautiful modern pieces with luxurious floor 
pillows and deep-pile rugs, and we were sitting around her dining room table. 
You’d think they’d slow down on the margaritas now that they know how I make 
them, but those things are just too good. Bernard, who seemed to have card-
counting down to a fine art, and Don, who was a master at reading the bluff, 
always made a good game of it, but I took the table.  

At the end of the night, a few stayed behind to catch up on all of my Edison 
shenanigans. I had the guys rolling with laughter while Rae was talking about the 
fracturing of several sexual harassment laws.  

Richard, still laughing, cautioned, “I don’t know, Hedy—you might want to be 
careful. All of that extra time spent thinking about poor ole’ Red might come back 
to bite you in the ass.” 

“Whatever, Richard. He showed a soft spot, and I am going to hit it for all it’s 
worth.” 

“Ouch. What if he really likes you?” 

“Then he should bow to my superior skills and buy me a drink. And maybe 
attempt to deal with those feelings in a straightforward and adult manner; none 
of this ‘pulling my pigtails in the school yard’ bullshit.” 

“Whatever, you like having your pigtails pulled,” Arye snorted. 

I shot him a look. The one time I left a pair of nipple clamps out on the bed, he’s 
the asshole clearing the room. I’ll never live that down. 

“Shut it, Kinky.” 

He mimed zipping his mouth shut and throwing away the key.  

“Just to recap, I am the Queen and Fitzwallace will kneel before me.” 



Rae did her pursed lips-slash-raised eyebrow thing. 

“What?” 

“You like him back, silly. Why else would you be doing all of this?” 

I adjusted uncomfortably in my chair. “Shut up.” 

“Okay, brilliant analyst. Just don’t think too much about it, or you might have to 
admit that you’ve got feelings for this guy.” 

“Whatever. I’m too tired to argue with you about how stupid that is. Arye, it’s 
time to saddle up.” 

“You got it, boss,” he said, giving Rae a yeah, right look.  

Jerks. 

After a few more minutes of joking back and forth, it really was time to go. Arye 
drove home along Devil’s Backbone and I enjoyed the starry skies above us.  

“Hey, Arye, you want to start some trouble?” 

He shot me a look. “Don’t let the joking fool you; we have established a clear set 
of boundaries that are non-negotiable.” 

“Ugh, no. I’m just saying that if someone thought otherwise, it might be a little 
fun.” 

“Ugh, no?  You could do a lot worse than me.” 

Smiling, I ran a finger along his ear, netting me another severe look. “Agreed; you 
are just too delicious for words. But come on—wouldn’t it be fun to make 
someone a teensy bit jealous?” 

“I think Rae was right,” he said, batting away my hand. “You do like him. 
Otherwise, why would you need to make him jealous?” 

“Oh, I don’t need to; I just really want to.” 

“Sure, Okay.” 

“Come on! Please! Pretty please with sugar on top? Don’t make me beg,” I said, 
stroking his inner thigh. 



“Boundaries, Hedy!” 

I removed my hand and bit my lip, trying to look sorry. 

Arye sighed. “Fine. What did you have in mind?” 

“You know that there’s a meteor shower tonight, right?” 

“I do remember something to that effect.” 

“Look, it’s already two-thirty, and it’s peak viewing time. So…if we stayed out 
until, I dunno, exactly five a.m.—just two and a half measly little hours—we could 
roll in right around when he’s going for his workout.” 

An amused smirk lifted one side of his mouth. “Wow. You are hardcore.” 

“He should have been nicer,” I answered primly. “Are you in?” 

Shaking his head, he blew out a big breath. “Sure. Who needs sleep?” 

“Sweet,” I said, clapping my hands. “There’s an overlook about a mile ahead. We 
can lay out in the bed of your truck. It’ll be perfect.” 

“And you’ll keep your hands to yourself?” he asked, amusement playing out in his 
dark eyes. 

“It’ll be difficult, but we’ve got Minnie here to chaperone.” 

“Okay, I just need to make a call to the guardhouse.” 

Game on. 

*** 

The plan worked out perfectly. The shooting stars were glorious, and Arye, 
Minnie, and I were able to lay there in comfortable silence, just enjoying the 
show. About an hour and a half into it, I fell asleep, dreaming of a boat caught in a 
storm, alone against the sea.  

“Hey, Sleeping Beauty. Wake up.” 

“What?” I asked, sleepily rubbing my eyes, blinking until a concerned-looking Arye 
came into view. 



Touching my shoulder, he continued. “You fell asleep. It looked like you were 
having a nightmare.” 

“Sorry, been having stress dreams,” I replied on a yawn. 

“You all right?” 

I hugged myself, slightly chilled. “Yeah, what time is it?” 

“Show time,” he said with a huge smile on his face. 

“Let’s do it.” 

We rolled up to the guardhouse at three of five, and the guy I’d passed on for 
Cave duty gave Arye a conspiratorial fist-bump. Honestly, now that I talked to him 
a bit more, I might have been too harsh in passing him over. We’ll see.  

We took the elevator down and Arye dropped me off at the residence floor. As 
the elevator door opened, I saw Edison leaving his room. Perfect timing. I leaned 
up and kissed Arye’s cheek. He grabbed my ass and pulled me in tight. 

“Remind me never to get on your bad side,” he whispered into my ear. 

“Will do,” I said, winking.  

I walked barefoot over to my apartment, with Minnie’s nails clacking on the 
walkway beside me. Edison watched me the whole time. Operation: Make 
Fitzwallace Pay was officially a success. Point, set, and match, Villarreal. 

 

  



Chapter 36 
Dr. Hedy Villarreal 
The Cave 
Internal Soundtrack: “I Touch Myself”—DiVinyls 

 

Well, shit.  

I might have to redefine ‘success.’  

A few days later I was wearing a particularly tight outfit to breakfast when I ran 
into Edison again. My hair was glossy, my lips were red, and I barely kept a 
straight face as I stood in line behind him. 

“Good morning, Edison,” I said sweetly. Oh, this was going to be so good.  

 Edison turned around and smiled warmly. “Good morning, Dr. Villarreal. You’re 
looking lovely today.” 

“Thank you.” 

“I heard that you enjoyed the shooting stars the other night.”  

I bet you did. 

“I did—they were gorgeous. Been a long time since I’ve had so much fun 
outdoors.” 

Oh, innuendo. I was on fire. 

“You certainly could afford to get outside more.” 

I didn’t immediately register what he’d said and edged the napkin off of my plate. 
I bent over to pick it up, but my pants had a bit of a strangle hold on me. Still, I got 
the job done and was sure he’d noticed.  

Actually, he’d walked off and was sitting at a far table, facing away from me. 

I blinked. Wait…did he just blow me off?  While insinuating that I needed to, 
what, work out more? It took me almost forty-five minutes to get ready this 
morning, and I’d even put on Spanx. Spanx, for the love of Christ! And I did plenty 
of hiking outside. Put that man’s head between my thighs and I could pop it right 
off.  



That vaguely erotic imagery aside, I prepared to double-down on that jackass. 
Over the next week, I did it all—low blouses, tight pants, short skirts, loose, wild 
hair. But gone were the distracted looks and awkward avoidance maneuvers. He 
was everywhere, all while maintaining an aloof cordiality that was, frankly, 
maddening. 

Worse and far more damning were the dreams. They’d started out simple 
enough—he would try to kiss me and I would reject him. Very satisfying. But then 
I started agreeing to the kisses, and it wasn’t too long before the dreams began to 
take on more adult themes. Me and Edison in every position imaginable, hours-
long rough and dirty sex, bathed in the smell of parchment, apples, and earth. 

My showerhead was getting a workout and my focus was on the fritz. I’d started 
re-reading the collection of lesbian erotica on my Kindle, hoping to change the 
narrative in my head, only to find myself dreaming about those scenarios with 
Edison instead of some Welsh lady knight.  

One look in the bathroom mirror told me what everyone else could see—I was 
starting to wilt around the edges. Rae took the mickey at every opportunity. 

“Stop laughing at me, Rae.” 

“No, it’s great. And I hope this has all been worth it because if you ever use one of 
my guards to bypass our security protocols again, I don’t care who your parents 
are, I’m going to kick your ass.” 

“Yeah…not my finest moment. Sorry.” 

“Apology accepted. So what’s your next step, Dr. Feelgood?” 

I sighed, defeated. “I don’t know. He’s started ignoring the push up bras, and my 
feet are killing me in those stupid high heels. They keep getting stuck in the 
grates.” 

Rae laughed, not even trying to pretend that I was anything other than patently 
ridiculous. 

“It’s almost like he doesn’t want to engage with someone who would act in such a 
juvenile manner. What was the phrase you used?  ‘School yard bullshit?’” 

“I know, I know. I deserve that,” I sighed.  



“All right. What now?” 

“I think I need to fuck him,” I said miserably.  

“Are you sure you want to fuck him?” she asked, a cocky smile on her lips. 
“Maybe what you really want is to make sweet, sweet love to him.” 

Oh, gross. 

“Shut up, Rae!  And leave your tails where they are. Besides, I thought that he 
couldn’t pursue things because of super-secret reasons that everyone but me 
knows.”  

She made a face that I didn’t quite understand. “That’s always been more of his 
stance than mine. Tell you what, I’ll make sure he comes to the card game next 
week. Captain’s orders.” 

I shrugged, “You’ve been responsible for all of the other sex I’ve had this year, 
might as well add this one to your list.” 

“We’re a full-service staff here at the Cave,” Rae snarked. “And hey, I’d love to 
stay and help you pick out wedding china, but I have an actual job to do.” 

As she was getting up from the table, I started to say something, but Rae gave me 
the signal to go silent.  

She sat back down and leaned across to whisper, “Don’t thank me now, but I 
think we’ve been made.” 

I spun around, looking everywhere, whispering violently. “No!  Where?” 

Throwing her thumb over her shoulder, she replied, “Unless there’s another 
redhead on the team, I think he just went that-a-way.” 

I ran over and looked in the computer lab. No one. Shit. 

Shit-shit-shit-shit-shit. 

Gritting my teeth, I decided on a threat. “Archer, you are a dead woman.” 

Leaving Rae behind, I went to my office, worried that he’d be waiting there for 
me. After I made it to my desk unmolested, I sighed with relief. Until I decided 
that it was a little offensive that he still hadn’t said anything. Hmph. Jackass. 



I went through the rest of my day nursing a growing anxiety around the fact that 
Edison was on to me, and that he was possibly completely over it. Worse, I 
realized that I had been prancing around like I owned the place, but the reality of 
the situation was that it took two heavily armed and trained operatives just to go 
on a coffee run, and I might not be able to go on recruiting jobs ever again.  

The sexy clothes that I’d purchased to torture him had to be delivered to a neutral 
location, then run through an x-ray machine and a particle scanner before they 
ever got to my door. The Netflix account I was using was set up in London, pinged 
off a Chinese satellite, and re-routed through three different servers before I 
grabbed some wine—brought in by Rae—and pulled it up on my iPad.  

I hadn’t touched a social media account, had a drink with old friends, or even had 
an unchaperoned fuck in over six months. For fuck’s sake, I was living in a cave 
that was reinforced against, among other things, alien attack. And on top of that, I 
was feeling jilted by a lover that I’d never had the pleasure of screwing.  

You’re a little late, Hedy, but welcome to the pity party. 


